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      DORIS FORCE AT LOCKED GATES, by Julia K. Duncan


      CHAPTER I


      A Queer Invitation


      “What are you waiting for, Doris? You’ve been hanging on that gatepost all afternoon.”


      “Marshmallow” Mallow, a chubby, pleasant-faced youth flung away the core of an apple and came slowly down the walk toward the girl he had just addressed.


      “Oh, I’m waiting for the postman,” Doris Force, an unusually pretty miss of sixteen, tossed carelessly over her shoulder as she continued to gaze down the street. “He just turned the corner.”


      “Must be you’re expecting a very important letter,” Marshmallow drawled. “I’ll bet it’s from Dave!”


      “Oh, go eat another apple!” Doris retorted goodnaturedly. “I’m looking for a letter from Kitty Norris, my chum at boarding school. I’m anxious to find out what she’s planning to do this vacation.”


      “It’s sure going to be dull here at Chilton this summer.”


      “I wish something exciting would turn up.”


      “So do I, but nothing ever does.” Gloomily, Marshmallow thrust his hand into his coat pocket and brought out two candy bars. “Have one, Doris?”


      “No, thanks. I don’t see how you can enjoy eating all the time! Why, if you keep on, you’ll land in the circus!”


      Doris knew from past experience that her gibes would be accepted in the bantering spirit in which they were intended. She had known Marshall Mallow for a number of years, and, in fact, they had resided in the same house, for Doris’s uncle, Wardell Force, rented a suite of rooms from Marshall’s mother, Mrs. Thomas Mallow.


      Though Doris and Marshall were as unlike as it was possible for two persons to be, they were the best of friends. Marshmallow, who answered to his given name only when his mother called, was liked by nearly everyone in the neighborhood, but he was subjected to a great deal of teasing because he was decidedly fat. He was a year older than Doris but frequently was mistaken as the younger of the two.


      If Marshmallow were easy going and perhaps inclined to be a trifle lazy, Doris made up for his lack of energy. She was studious, and tremendously interested in athletics and music, particularly the latter. It was her ambitious dream that some day she would win fame as a singer in grand opera. Doris was utterly without vanity and would never admit that she was talented. As for her appearance, she never could understand why her friends were envious of her dark red curly hair and deep blue eyes.


      “Here the mailman comes at last,” she sighed in relief, as she saw the man turn in at the house next door. “Oh, I do hope he has something for me.”


      A moment later the postman stopped at the Mallow gate and began to look through a pack of letters.


      “Here you are, young lady,” he said with a pleasant smile.


      “Two!” Doris gasped in delight. “That’s better than I had hoped for.” Quickly, she scanned the postmarks. “And this one is from Kitty, too!”


      Eagerly, she ripped open the envelope. The letter, written in an almost illegible scrawl, was brief, for Kitty Norris had never been a satisfactory correspondent.


      “Kitty hasn’t made any plans for the summer yet,” she informed Marshmallow as she replaced the letter in the envelope. “She thinks it would be fun if we could go to some summer camp.”


      “Well, why don’t you?”


      “I wish I could—but there’s the problem of money.”


      “Your uncle will give it to you. He thinks you’re just right and he couldn’t deny you anything.”


      “Uncle Ward is a dear and he’s always given me everything I want, but I don’t like to ask for too much.”


      “It’s your own money, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, Uncle Ward has looked after my property ever since Mother and Father died, but the other day he told me he wanted to have a long talk with me about money. I guess I’ve been using it up dreadfully fast. Boarding school costs such a lot.”


      “Well, it shouldn’t cost so much to go camping.”


      “No, that’s so,” Doris agreed, more cheerfully. “I think I’ll ask him if I can’t go. Oh, dear, I don’t see why one has to worry about money all the time! I’d just be sick, if I found out I couldn’t go on with my music lessons. It would seem so funny to be poor!”


      “I wouldn’t see anything funny about it,” Marshmallow said as he thoughtfully munched a candy bar.


      “I didn’t really mean it would be funny,” Doris corrected. “I’ve always had the things I’ve needed and until Uncle Ward spoke to me the other day, it never occurred to me that I didn’t have a substantial income.”


      Remembering that she had not read her second letter, she tore open the envelope and glanced curiously at the message. It was written in a fine but cramped hand, and Doris turned over at once to the signature.


      “Azalea and Iris Gates,” she read aloud. “How very odd!”


      “What’s odd?” Marshmallow demanded.


      “Why, just listen to this letter:


      “‘My dear Miss Force: We understand you are the only daughter of the late Louise Trent Force. We knew her a great many years ago, and now after many years of heartache over her older brother, John, we find a most unusual circumstance has arisen. Could you come to Rumson and visit our home in order to acquaint yourself with the present affairs pertaining to John Trent, your uncle? Very truly yours, Azalea and Iris Gates.’”


      “You never told me you had an uncle by that name, Doris.”


      “I didn’t know it myself, Marshmallow! This is all news to me!”


      “Sort of queer they invite you down to their place at Rumson, isn’t it? A fellow would think they could write anything they wanted to tell you.”


      “Perhaps this is only an excuse for something else,” Doris said, thoughtfully scanning the letter a second time. “What do you suppose they mean by saying they want to acquaint me with the present affairs pertaining to my uncle? I hope I’m going to inherit some money! I need it.”


      “Fat chance,” Marshmallow grunted. “More ’n likely they’ll ask you for some.”


      Doris did not reply, for just then a smart red roadster swung around the corner. It did not appear to be running smoothly and the driver, a man of perhaps thirty, dressed immaculately but in rather sporty attire, brought the car to a standstill not a half dozen yards from where Doris and Marshmallow were standing.


      “Now what?” they heard him mutter angrily.


      Doris and Marshmallow moved over toward the car, curious to learn what was wrong.


      “Having trouble?” Marshmallow inquired pleasantly.


      “What does it look like?” the stranger snapped crossly. “This car hasn’t run decently for the last fifteen miles!”


      “Perhaps your gas line is plugged,” Marshmallow suggested, lifting the hood. “Yep, that’s just what it is. Give me a wire or something and I can fix it in a jiffy.”


      “Gas line plugged?” the driver grumbled as he searched in the tool case. “That’s what I get for buying cheap gas at Rumson.”


      Doris glanced up quickly.


      “What do you know of Rumson?” she asked.


      “Plenty.”


      “Ever hear of people there named Gates?” Marshmallow questioned.


      The driver gave him a sharp glance and muttered something which neither Doris nor Marshmallow could make out. To their surprise, he brushed past them and slammed down the hood. Then he sprang into the roadster and without a word of explanation started the motor and drove rapidly away.


      CHAPTER II


      A Friendly Note


      “Well, what do you know about that?” Marshmallow ejaculated, as he watched the red roadster vanish down the street. “I would have fixed his old gas line if he hadn’t been in such a rush. The big grouch! I hope it plugs up so badly he can’t keep going!”


      “I don’t see what made him drive off in such a hurry,” Doris returned. “We just asked him if he knew any one by the name of Gates and he looked at us so suspiciously—or rather, I should say guardedly. I wish I knew where Rumson was. I’m beginning to get interested.”


      “Let’s look it up on the map,” Marshmallow suggested. “There’s one in the house.”


      They hurried up the walk toward the Mallow residence. It was a modern brick English type structure, located on a shady side street of Chilton in the suburbs of Plainfield, and was one of the most attractive houses in the city. The grounds were beautifully landscaped with silver-tipped evergreens, an abundance of rhododendrons and scarlet azaleas. The interior of the house was equally inviting, for Mrs. Mallow was noted as an excellent housekeeper.


      Marshmallow found the road map in the desk and brought it out upon the porch. Doris spread it out between them and they pored over it.


      “Here it is,” Marshmallow declared after a little search. “It can’t be more than fifty miles away. You take the Center Ridge road. It’s just a small town. You’d have a heck of a summer there.”


      “It’s out in the direction Dave lives,” Doris remarked absently.


      “Oh, sure, I forgot that!” Marshmallow drawled teasingly. “You’ll have a peach of a time.”


      “And there’s an aviation field near Rumson,” Doris went on, scarcely noticing what her companion had said.


      “That means Dave can fly down to see you every day or so. No wonder girls fall for fellows that are aviators!”


      “Dave isn’t a full-fledged one yet,” Doris returned proudly, “but he’ll soon finish his flying course and then he expects to get a license.”


      “Transport or marriage?” Marshmallow grinned.


      “Oh, go chase yourself!” Doris retorted slangily.


      Marshmallow got up from the porch and lazily stretched himself.


      “I think I will,” he returned. “I can smell cookies baking in the kitchen, and I’ll just ankle around and coerce Mother into parting with a few dozen.”


      After Marshmallow had gone inside, Doris continued to study the map for several minutes and then tossed it aside as she caught sight of her uncle coming up the walk. Eagerly, she ran to meet him.


      “What have you in those packages?” she demanded.


      “Oh, something nice for you.”


      As he smiled indulgently down upon her, Doris could not but think how very fortunate she was to have such a generous and handsome uncle. Though Wardell Force was of middle age, with hair fast turning gray, he walked with the step of a boy and his energy was equal to that of any dozen average men. His voice was low pitched, but of singular quality which made one instinctively turn to listen when he spoke.


      For many years he had conducted a successful drug store, but had retired from active business to follow his hobby of rescue mission work, welfare and charities. He was naturally a leader of men and in great demand to head committees and speak at important gatherings. Doris was proud of his ability to move large crowds with his magnetic voice. However, she sometimes felt that he was so engrossed in helping others that he neglected himself. Frequently, she had known him to go without a new suit of clothes that he might give the money to some deserving poor family.


      “Uncle Ward, you’re always buying things for me,” she told him as she accepted the packages. “I don’t know why you’re so good to me.”


      They sat down in the porch swing and Doris eagerly began to unwrap the parcels.


      “Candy!” she exclaimed in delight. “And novelty jewelry, too. I can’t thank you enough!”


      “Like the beads?” Uncle Ward asked. “I’m not much of a hand at picking out trinkets for the ladies. Thought they might be a little too conservative for a giddy red-head like you.”


      “Pooh!” Doris scoffed. “I’m not giddy and you’re not conservative.”


      Her uncle laughed and rumpled her curls. “Dory,” he began, the smile fading, “I’m afraid I shall have to leave you alone for a few days each week.”


      “Why?”


      “I’ve been named chairman of a committee to raise funds for fresh air camps and the campaign will be carried on all summer. That means I must go out of town frequently. We shall have to plan something nice for you to do during my absence.”


      “Kitty Norris wants me to go camping with her. May I?”


      A shadow passed over Wardell Force’s face.


      “I have been intending to talk to you about the state of your finances for some time,” he said slowly, without answering her question.


      Thoughtfully he stroked his hair, avoiding his niece’s eyes. How he hated to inform her that her funds were running low and that a camping trip was therefore inadvisable! Somehow, girls seemed to need a great deal of money.


      “Don’t look so worried, Uncle Ward,” Doris said lightly, observing his preoccupation, and shrewdly guessing the thoughts which were passing through his mind. “I have news for you.”


      Before she could tell him of the letter she had received from the Misses Gates, there was an unexpected interruption. Jake, the hired man whom Wardell Force had rescued from the slums many years before, came rushing up to the porch.


      “There’s a plane going over,” he told Doris with a grin. “I’ll bet two cents it’s that boy friend of yours!”


      For the first time, Doris became aware of the low hum of an airplane motor, and with her uncle following at a more dignified pace, rushed out into the yard.


      “It is Dave!” she cried in delight, as she observed a bright red star on either wing of a monoplane which was heading directly toward the Mallow residence.


      The plane rapidly approached, swinging so low that the observers on the ground could plainly see the intrepid young flier in the cockpit.


      “You don’t suppose he can be having engine trouble?” Doris murmured anxiously. “I never saw him fly at such a low altitude before! Oh, I wish he wouldn’t take such risks!”


      Her alarm was greater than that of either Jake or her uncle, but then, their interest in David Chamberlin was more impersonal. Doris had known the young aviator for several years and was well aware that his liking for her had steadily grown. However, since she was but sixteen and Dave only a few years older, her uncle refused to consider the affair as a serious one.


      Wardell Force had looked after Doris with the interest and kindness of a father, and, as Mrs. Mallow frequently remarked, he had done very well for a bachelor. He had sent her to Barry Manor, a good boarding school, and had given her training by the best vocal teachers in the city. In some ways, Mr. Force had been overindulgent and he found it increasingly difficult to acquaint his niece with the stern fact that the few thousand dollars she had inherited were fast dwindling away.


      Doris and her uncle made their home with Mrs. Thomas Mallow, renting a lovely upstairs suite, consisting of two bedrooms, bath and den. Mrs. Mallow, a plump and jolly widow noted for her ability as a cook, gave them their meals and was nearly as fond of Doris as she was of her own son. Doris was likewise a favorite of Jake, the hired man, though his devotion was expressed only by the way his eyes followed her whenever she was near. Wardell Force had told her little of what he knew concerning the man’s past, and since he had come to work at the Mallow residence he had been addressed only by the name of “Jake.” Though Doris was much too tactful to question him outright, she often had provided opportunity for him to tell the story of his life, but he had always seemed unwilling to offer any information.


      “Oh, I do wish Dave wouldn’t try any stunts!” Doris exclaimed as she watched the monoplane slowly circle above the Mallow residence. “Why, he’s dropped something!”


      As she spoke, she saw a piece of weighted paper fall from the plane. It struck the sidewalk a short distance away and before she could recover from her surprise, Jake had rushed to pick it up.


      “Here you are, Miss Doris,” he said, handing it to her. “I ’spects it’s a love note.”


      “If it is, it’s certainly a new way to get one!” Doris laughed.


      Trying not to show her excitement, she quickly scanned the message. It read:


      “Will stop in Saturday morning and take you to the big aviation meet in my roadster. Dave.”


      The monoplane continued to circle at a low altitude and Doris, upon reading the note, promptly waved her handkerchief in token of assent. She watched until the plane had vanished toward the eastern horizon.


      “Well, what was the meaning of all that pantomime?” Uncle Ward asked with an amused twinkle.


      “Dave’s going to stop for me Saturday and take me to the aviation meet in his roadster. I’m thrilled to death! I was hoping he’d ask me, but I was afraid he wouldn’t!”


      “So? Well, I’m glad he said roadster and not airplane,” Wardell Force grunted. “I don’t want you to go flying around with any student aviator.”


      “Dave is nearly through his course now, Uncle Ward, and he’s considered the best of all those who are studying at the field.”


      “That’s fine. And now that the excitement is over, we can get back to that discussion we were having. Perhaps we had better step into the den.”


      Soberly, Doris followed her uncle into the house. She realized that the discussion was to center about money, and hoped that nothing would interfere with her plan to spend the summer with Kitty. Once they were settled in the comfortable den, she showed him the letter she had received from her chum.


      “It shouldn’t cost very much just to spend a few weeks at a camp,” she declared. “I’m sure it isn’t a very expensive one.”


      Wardell Force did not reply immediately, but sat looking at the rug. At last he said:


      “I don’t like to deny you anything, Doris, but I’m afraid you don’t understand just how matters stand. Your carfare to this camp would cost considerable and of course you would need clothes.”


      “Just knickers and sport things.”


      “But they all cost money, Doris—a great deal more than you realize.”


      “I thought my inheritance would cover everything.”


      “Your money has been going very fast, my dear,” her uncle told her gently. “Your schooling has cost a great deal, and only today I received a letter saying that the tuition was to be doubled. Your music, too, has made deep inroads into your little fortune.”


      “I had no idea it was as bad as that,” Doris said soberly. “I suppose I could give up boarding school and my music lessons—though I’d rather go to work than stop my singing.”


      “I can’t let you give up your school or your music either, Dory. And I frankly admit, I hate to see you go into an office. You are much too young. You should have your good times now.”


      “But if I haven’t any money—”


      “You still have some, Dory. I am only telling you this, that you will understand the situation and be as careful of expenses as you can.”


      “I will,” Doris promised, “and I’ll start by giving up that camping trip. I suppose, though, I won’t get to see Kitty this summer—unless—”


      She broke off and her face lighted up.


      “I forgot the letter I received from the Misses Gates!” she finished. “Perhaps they offer the solution to all my troubles!”


      CHAPTER III


      A Prospective Visit


      Doris brought out the crumpled letter written by the Misses Gates which she had thrust carelessly into her pocket, and handed it to her uncle. Adjusting his glasses, he read it through and then sat thoughtfully stroking his hair.


      “What do you think of it?” Doris demanded.


      “Very strange indeed. But just how do you think this letter will help to solve your financial problems?”


      “Why, I thought perhaps I am to inherit some money.”


      Wardell Force folded the letter and returned it to his niece.


      “I hope for your sake that you are right, but I would advise you not to build up your hopes.”


      “Don’t you think I should go?”


      “I scarcely know what to say, Doris. I recall that years ago your mother had an older brother who for some reason or other left home to travel. He was a young man at that time. To the best of my knowledge he was never heard of again.”


      “How queer!”


      “Yes, as I remember, the members of the family were unwilling to talk of the matter.”


      “He didn’t leave because of some disgrace?”


      “Not as far as anyone knew. His leave-taking was shrouded in mystery.”


      “I never knew I had such an interesting relative!” Doris declared. “The Misses Gates must know more than that about him and I’m curious to learn what they may have to tell me. I wish I could go to Rumson and visit them this summer. May I?”


      “You really think you would enjoy it?”


      “Perhaps not, but it would be something to do. And then, of course there is a possibility that I am to inherit money. If only Kitty were going along, I know I’d have fun.”


      “But I don’t know anything about these women you are invited to visit, Doris.”


      “Oh, they must be nice,” Doris urged. “You can almost tell by their handwriting—it’s so refined.”


      Uncle Ward smiled. When his niece’s mind was made up, he seldom could hold out against her.


      “Very well,” he gave in reluctantly. “I suppose I must say you may go. Mind, I don’t feel entirely easy about it.”


      “Rumson isn’t very far away, Uncle Ward, and nothing could happen to me. Besides, Dave lives out that way, and he can sort of keep an eye on me.”


      “I don’t doubt but that he will do that, all right,” Mr. Force grunted. “I suspect he is your real reason for this trip.”


      “Honestly, I never thought of that at first.”


      “All right, run along.” He glanced at the clock on the mantel. “Won’t you be late for your music lesson?”


      Guiltily, Doris snatched up a roll of music she had dropped on the table and dashed into the bedroom for her hat. With a hasty kiss dropped on the top of her uncle’s head, she dashed for the door and clattered down the stairs two at a time.


      Reaching the street, she ran all the way to the corner and there swung upon the rear end of a street car just as it was starting. Breathlessly, she dropped into the nearest seat and looked at her wrist watch.


      “Ten minutes to four,” she told herself. “If this old car isn’t too poky, I’ll make it on time yet.”


      Doris seldom was late for her vocal lessons, for her interest in music was genuine, and she realized that it was a privilege to be a student of the famed Herr Von Heflinger who accepted only the most promising pupils. On more than one occasion, Doris had become a trifle discouraged, for Von Heflinger was strict and offered criticism more freely than praise.


      On this afternoon she reached the studio just as the clock was striking four and so avoided the displeasure of the master. Always blunt, he offered only a few words of greeting and seated himself at the piano, quickly arranging the music. Striking a few chords, he selected a difficult piece and bade Doris sing.


      Somewhat disturbed by Von Heflinger’s austere manner, she began a trifle shakily, but before she had sung a dozen notes, she found herself. Soon she had forgotten her accompanist, had forgotten everything save the song. She sang brilliantly and with more feeling than ever before. Von Heflinger caught the spirit and his hands moved quickly over the keyboard, now running arpeggios, now crashing in loud chords or falling so softly that the tones were scarcely audible.


      The last note of the song died away, and the master turned to Doris with an expression she had never seen on his face before.


      “Ah, Miss Force,” he said, “you have the divine spark! You will go far! This summer you must study hard your French and German—and perhaps, who knows, you shall yet be presented in Grand Opera!”


      Doris scarcely could believe her own ears, for she knew her teacher was not given to idle praise. Grand Opera! How she longed to become famous! She could almost see herself on the stage, taking her curtain calls, making her bows, accepting the flowers.


      She was brought back to reality by hearing her teacher repeat, more sternly:


      “This summer you must work—study hard your languages.”


      The lesson went on, and at five o’clock Doris left the studio, still somewhat dazed at the thought of what might be ahead of her.


      “I will work,” she told herself as she walked slowly toward the street car. “I’ll work night and day!”


      Doris had always been one to make the most of her opportunities, and from childhood she had determined upon a career. Her sweet bell-like soprano voice had been inherited from her mother, but only training and diligent practice had developed its full power and volume. Doris’s ability and her willingness to help others had made her much in demand as a singer at teas, parties and entertainments.


      Many girls would have been satisfied with such popularity, but not Doris Force. From the very start she had set her heart upon reaching the highest rung in the ladder.


      “I must study my German and my French this summer,” she told herself, “and I really can’t do much by myself. I should have a teacher.”


      This brought a cloud to her face, for she remembered the discussion she had just had with her uncle.


      “Money!” she thought impatiently. “I need it so badly, and I don’t see where it is coming from unless it turns out that I am to inherit it from my Uncle John Trent.”


      CHAPTER IV


      An Aviation Meet


      By Saturday, when David Chamberlin called to take Doris to the aviation meet, her financial troubles were temporarily forgotten. She was not given to worrying unnecessarily, and on this day nothing could have interfered with her fun.


      As Doris stepped into the trim little roadster, Dave cast her an admiring glance, noting that she was dressed in a white sports costume which set off her red hair to startling advantage. They made an excellent pair. Dave was dark, tall, straight as a cadet, and considered handsome by all of Doris’s friends.


      “You gave me a dreadful fright when you flew so low over our house,” Doris told him as they drove swiftly toward the aviation field, which was located some distance from Chilton.


      “Did I? Sorry, but I just had to drop that note.” Dave smiled down upon her. “Anyway, you forget that I’m getting to be an expert at handling the joy-stick. I want to take you up one of these days.”


      “Oh, I’m crazy to fly with you! Perhaps Uncle Ward won’t let me, though.”


      “We can talk him around to it.”


      As they approached the aviation field, they were forced to proceed at a slow rate, for the highway was jammed with cars.


      Entering the gateway, they parked the roadster and then wandered about the field, inspecting the various planes. Dave explained a great deal about the distinguishing characteristics of the various models and introduced her to a number of aviators with whom he was acquainted. As the time approached for the meet to begin, they sought their seats in the improvised grandstand.


      Presently the master of ceremonies announced through the loud speakers that the opening event would be an inside loop contest. A hush of expectancy fell over the crowd as two planes zoomed up from the field and immediately began to cut vertical circles in the sky.


      “It looks so easy, doesn’t it?” Doris murmured.


      “Yes, but believe me, it isn’t!” Dave assured her, without taking his eyes from the two planes. “If I could only do that!”


      “I’m just as glad you can’t, Dave. I’d be afraid to have you.”


      Following the inside loop contest, a squadron of army planes took to the air and thrilled the spectators with a spectacular exhibition of formation flying. Then came parachute jumping, dead-stick landings, and exciting races. Doris found it impossible to restrain her excitement as the planes rounded the pylons, frequently banking to such an angle that it seemed disaster could not be avoided.


      As a climax to the meet the master of ceremonies announced that an intrepid young flier would entertain the crowd with daring stunts. Doris and Dave saw a brilliant red monoplane take off from the field and climb to an altitude of several thousand feet. Then, in quick succession, the red plane went through barrel-rolls, loops, dives, falling leaves, and wing-overs.


      “That boy’s good!” Dave exclaimed in admiration.


      The words were scarcely spoken when Doris gave a startled little cry. It had seemed to her that, as the monoplane came out of a loop, something was wrong. The plane seemed to waver, and then, to Doris’s terror, shot down in a tailspin.


      “It’s all in the stunt,” Dave assured her. “The pilot’s just—” he broke off and a look of horror came into his own eyes as he saw that the man at the stick was fighting desperately for control.


      The spectators, suddenly made aware of the impending disaster, sprang as one man to their feet and cried out in fright. Women and children covered their faces.


      The plucky aviator had not given up. Struggling frantically at the controls he refused to take to his parachute and, only a short distance above the field, brought the plane out of the spin. However, he had scant time to alter the course, and to those on the ground it was apparent that in landing he would overshoot the designated area, which was roped off.


      Those who were not in the grandstand scattered in all directions, and timid women screamed in terror. Doris and Dave had instinctively arisen, but no sound escaped them. It appeared almost certain that the plane would hit a group of parked cars near the fence.


      Just at the critical moment, however, the pilot managed to turn the monoplane enough to miss the row of cars. As a wild cheer of admiration and relief arose from the spectators, he brought the craft to rest without mishap.


      Instantly, a crowd of people swarmed about the plane. The pilot tried to keep them back, but it appeared almost certain that before policemen could reach the scene, someone would be pushed into the whirling propeller.


      Doris and Dave were seated not far from where the mishap had occurred, and now, with the intention of trying to help, they rushed toward the plane. Before they could reach the spot, the pilot had switched off the engine. The crowd continued to press about the plane, careless of the damage they might do to wings or struts.


      “Get back!” Dave shouted, helping the policemen and some mechanics to control the throng.


      Nearly everyone goodnaturedly backed away from the monoplane, but one man refused to budge.


      “That plane nearly struck my car!” he shouted angrily. “Let me get at that pilot! I’ll show him a thing or two!”


      Startled, Doris turned to look at the man and was astonished to see that it was the driver who had been stalled in front of the Mallow residence only a few days before.


      “Say, who does that fellow think he is, anyway?” Dave murmured impatiently. “His old car wasn’t touched! If that pilot hadn’t done some quick thinking, someone would have been killed sure!”


      They watched as a policeman remonstrated with him, and were disgusted at his sullen remarks. After he had vented his spite sufficiently, he sprang into his roadster and backed out of the parking place so rapidly that women and children were forced to scurry to escape the wheels.


      “He didn’t care much whether he struck anyone or not!” Doris declared. “That man is positively vicious.”


      After the excitement had died down, she and Dave went to their own roadster. There was a bad traffic jam and it was some time before they reached the gate.


      “It certainly was a thrilling day,” Doris told her friend when they were on the highway. “I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”


      “Glad you liked it,” Dave returned. “Next year I hope to take part myself.”


      “The best part of it was that no one was injured,” Doris continued. “It would have ruined the entire meet if there had been a serious accident there at the last.”


      They drove along in silence for some time, but as they approached the Mallow residence, she broached the subject which had been troubling her.


      “Dave, you’ve frequently been to Rumson, haven’t you?” she began indirectly.


      “Sure, why?”


      “I’ve been invited to visit there this summer. Do you think I’d like it?”


      “Well, it’s a pretty decent town for its size. Whom are you visiting?”


      “Two sisters by the name of Gates. Azalea and Iris Gates. Did you ever hear of them?”


      “Gates? Let me think. Oh, sure, I remember their place. It’s right at the edge of town.”


      “What kind of a house have they?”


      “Oh, it’s as big as a barn. Old and rambling. It seems to be a sort of mysterious place.”


      “Mysterious?”


      “I don’t know anything about it myself, except that I’ve heard folks say there is something queer about it. The neighbors call it ‘Locked Gates.’”


      “Why that name?”


      “I suppose it’s because the double front gates are always kept locked. A fence surrounds the garden, and vines grow so thick on it you can’t get a glimpse inside. Take my advice, Doris, and don’t go there for a visit. It would give you the creeps!”


      CHAPTER V


      Kitty Arrives


      What Dave had told her about the old Gates place in Rumson did not discourage Doris. If anything, it made her more eager to spend a few weeks at Locked Gates, for the thought of mystery was indeed very intriguing.


      Unfortunately for her plans, she chanced to repeat to her uncle what Dave had said, and that worthy at once began to regard the proposed visit with misgiving.


      “I’m not sure I should let you go,” he told her doubtfully. “There’s something funny about this whole affair. Don’t you think you had better give up the trip?”


      “Uncle Ward, you said I could go,” Doris moaned. “Don’t change your mind now. There probably isn’t anything mysterious about the place anyway—Dave was just talking.”


      “I think I shall do a little investigating of my own,” her uncle returned gravely.


      He had already learned through a former business associate that the Misses Gates were well thought of in Rumson, but that of late years they had kept close to their own premises. Recalling that Jake had at one time worked in Rumson, Wardell Force sauntered out into the garden where he was weeding the flowers.


      “Well, Jake,” he began, “how are your posies doing?”


      The hired man straightened and regarded Mr. Force with a delighted smile.


      “First rate, sir,” he answered. “First rate! Miss Doris’s roses goin’ to be in bloom inside of another week.”


      Jake’s hobby was gardening, and he was never more satisfied than when at work with the flowers. The sun and wind had tanned his wrinkled face but it had brought a glow of health which had not been there when Wardell Force had first brought him to Chilton. At that time Jake had been broken in body and in spirit, but fresh air, good food and kindness had made a new man of him. His hair, which was streaked with gray, seldom was combed, and his garments usually bore the stamp of his work. He walked with a noticeable stoop.


      Jake was a rather silent man and seldom spoke unless addressed. He kept to himself and when not working about the grounds usually stayed alone in his room. Seemingly, he lived only for the present, as he never mentioned the past and took the future for granted. Of his devotion to Wardell Force and Doris, there was not the slightest question.


      “Jake, you used to work in Rumson before you came here, didn’t you?” Mr. Force questioned.


      “Yes, sir.” Jake avoided the other’s eyes. Any reference to his past usually caused him to withdraw into his shell, but with Wardell Force he was more free.


      “Do you remember a Gates house there, Jake?”


      “Yes, sir, I remember the place well. A gloomy house it was, sir. Many a night I had to pass it after dark, and it sort of gave me the creeps.”


      “I didn’t think anything could give you the creeps,” Mr. Force said with an understanding smile.


      “Neither did I, sir, but that house—you never saw a soul enter or leave. Folks said the gates had rusted shut. But why are you askin’, Mr. Force?”


      “Doris was thinking of going there for a short visit.”


      Jake shook his head as he picked up the rake.


      “I’m not aimin’ to advise you, sir, but if ’twere me, I’d not let her go there alone.”


      “I think perhaps you are right, Jake,” Wardell Force returned thoughtfully as he turned away. “I’ll have another talk with Doris and see if I can’t get her out of the notion of going.”


      Returning to the house, he found his niece in the den studying German. She put aside her book at once as he came over to her, but her face clouded at mention of the visit.


      “I’ll give it up if you’re so worried, but I don’t see any reason for not going. The Misses Gates are probably just two dear old ladies who like privacy, and the neighbors are inclined to gossip.”


      “I see you have set your heart upon going,” Mr. Force sighed.


      “Then you will let me go?”


      “Upon one condition.”


      “And what is that?”


      “That you get some one to go with you.”


      “I know just the person, Uncle Ward. Kitty Norris will be crazy to go!”


      “You’re both crazy to go,” Mr. Force returned with a different inflection.


      Doris, highly pleased at her latest idea, sprang up and rushed to the desk. It took her only a few minutes to compose a letter to her chum, and having finished it, she rushed off to the corner mail box, fearful lest her uncle change his mind again.


      The next three days she waited in a tremor of excitement for a response. On the fourth day the postman brought the letter from Kitty. It was brief but very much to the point.


      “Dear Dory:” it read. “Will I come? I’ll jump at the chance! Here’s to a high old time at Locked Gates, and may we discover when they were locked and why! Meet me Wednesday on the 4:40 train. Yours, Kitty.”


      It was already Monday and that left only two days before Kitty’s arrival. Doris flew about putting the suite in order and spent a great deal of time getting her clothes ready to pack. The problem was made somewhat difficult due to the fact that she did not know what sort of reception awaited her.


      “I don’t know whether they’ll give any parties or not,” she told herself, “but my guess is they won’t. I’ll take a chance on it and leave my evening gown at home.”


      Late Wednesday afternoon, Doris and her uncle drove to the station to meet Kitty. She was nearly the last one off the train and Doris was beginning to think she had not come, when she caught sight of her in the crowd.


      The girls exchanged enthusiastic hugs and fell to jabbering as excitedly as two magpies, or at least so it seemed to Uncle Ward, who was quite ignored until Doris recalled that she had failed to introduce him.


      “I feel as though I know you already,” he told Kitty with his genial smile. “Doris has talked about you almost continually.”


      He placed her suitcase in the back of the coupé, and the girls squeezed in beside him on the front seat. As they drove toward home, Doris told her chum more about Locked Gates and the reason why she had planned the trip.


      Though not as pretty as Doris, Kitty had a charming personality and was one of the most popular girls at Barry Manor. She was very talkative and always ready for a good time. If she excelled in basketball and tennis rather than in French and English, it was not because of lack of ability, but rather because she could never find the time to study. At Barry Manor her room had always been the gathering place for friends and the scene of many tea parties.


      “I’m so excited about this place we’re going to,” she told Doris. “When do we leave?”


      “Tomorrow, if that isn’t rushing you off too soon. Uncle Ward is going out of town to raise money for some charity—”


      “A little hot air for a fresh air fund,” Mr. Force interposed. “A speech at the Rotary Club, one at the church, and one at the Chamber of Commerce. That’s the opening day’s program and it will be about the same for the next month.”


      “Unless we leave for Locked Gates tomorrow, we’ll be left here by ourselves,” Doris explained.


      “Let’s go, by all means.”


      “I thought you would want to start right away. Dave said he would take us down in his roadster.”


      “We’ll have a wonderful time, too!” Kitty declared enthusiastically.


      Doris nodded in agreement. In spite of what Dave and Jake had said concerning Locked Gates, she little dreamed of the adventure that lay before her.


      “I just hope we have a real interesting session at this place,” continued Kitty gleefully, “something to tell the sorority about when we return to school in the fall. Just fancy the crowd gathered around us while we tell in a solemn voice the mysteries of Locked Gates. I really hope something exciting does happen to us, Dory,” she exulted, as the roadster swung around the corner, throwing her little hat a bit more rakishly over one eye. “I’ll be disappointed if it doesn’t.”


      “Kitty, you are very brave just at present. Be sure to keep up your present demeanor as we go forth on our big adventure,” admonished Doris Force thoughtfully.


      CHAPTER VI


      Locked Gates


      Kitty Norris had always been popular at school, for she had a charming way of fitting into things. Before she had been in Chilton an hour she felt perfectly acquainted with Wardell Force, Mrs. Mallow, Marshmallow and even Jake. Marshmallow in particular took an immediate liking to her and tried to monopolize her time.


      “You know,” Kitty admitted that night, after the girls had gone to their room, “I sort of like Marshall. He’s so jolly.”


      “I thought you were quite taken by him,” Doris laughed. “It’s plain to see Marshmallow has taken a distinct liking to you.”


      “Doris Force!”


      “Well, he has. Too bad he’s so fat.”


      “He is a little stout,” Kitty admitted.


      “Stout!” Doris teased. “How you have fallen!”


      “Well, then I guess we’re even,” Kitty retorted. “You and Dave—”


      “We’d better be tumbling into bed,” Doris interposed hastily, “or we won’t be rested for our trip tomorrow to Locked Gates.”


      Shortly after eleven o’clock the following morning, David Chamberlin called for the girls. Wardell Force had of necessity taken an early train out of the city, so there were only Jake, Marshmallow and his mother to see them off.


      “Wish I were going,” the plump youth murmured enviously. “Still, I have a sneaking notion it won’t be as jolly as you think down there at Locked Gates.”


      “Then we’ll liven the place up,” Doris declared lightly.


      Dave drove rather slowly, for neither he nor the girls were eager to reach Rumson before the middle of the afternoon. Doris and Kitty had gone to great pains to prepare and pack a dainty lunch and the three planned to stop some place along the road for a picnic.


      The day was unpleasantly warm and sultry. As they took the main highway leading to Rumson, Doris glanced anxiously at the scattered clouds which were to be seen overhead.


      “I hope it doesn’t rain and spoil our picnic,” she said.


      “Oh, I don’t think it will,” Dave replied. “The sky is almost clear.”


      It was true that the sun was shining brightly, but the sky had a dull appearance which Doris did not like. However, as they motored along enjoying the scenery, she forgot the matter completely.


      “I’m beginning to get hungry,” Dave announced as it approached noon. “We may as well begin to look for a good place to stop.”


      Presently, Doris caught sight of an attractive grove of trees ahead.


      “That’s just the spot!” she declared. “Cool and shady and not too close to the road.”


      Dave parked the roadster just off the highway and they took the hamper over to the grove.


      “This is a dandy place,” Kitty approved. “I believe there’s a spring back there among the rocks.”


      Dave had been gazing thoughtfully toward a sign.


      “I’m not sure that we should have stopped here,” he said.


      “Why not?” Doris demanded quickly.


      “We seem to have camped pretty close to the entrance to the Glenville Roadhouse. However, we’re not on their property.”


      “What difference does it make?” Kitty asked innocently.


      “Well—” Dave hesitated. “This roadhouse doesn’t have much of a reputation, so I’ve been told.”


      “Perhaps we had better leave,” Doris suggested.


      “We have everything all spread out,” Kitty complained, “and this is the nicest grove we’ve passed. We’re not even within sight of the roadhouse.”


      “I don’t believe it will do any harm to stay here,” Dave agreed. “We’ll soon be on our way again.”


      They sat down and began to eat luncheon. There were thin sandwiches, ice-cold lemonade, salad, pickles, and some of Mrs. Mallow’s delicious cookies and cake. Long before they had finished, they realized that their imaginations had been more ambitious than their appetites.


      “I can’t eat another thing,” Kitty groaned.


      “It’s a shame to let these sandwiches go to waste,” Dave excused himself, selecting one made of chicken.


      “Bet you can’t take it all in one bite,” Doris dared him on.


      “A little thing like that? Just watch me! Why you’re not looking!”


      It was true that Doris was no longer interested. A red roadster had turned into the lane leading to the roadhouse, and she had caught a glimpse of the driver’s face.


      “It’s that same man we saw at the aviation meet!” she exclaimed. “Evidently, he intends to have luncheon at the roadhouse.”


      “Must not care much for his reputation,” Dave returned.


      “You know, I don’t like this place,” Doris said quietly. “Now that we’ve finished eating, let’s be on our way.”


      “Right-o!” Dave sprang up and began to pack the dishes into the hamper.


      As he placed the basket into the rear of the roadster he surveyed the sky and frowned slightly.


      “It’s beginning to look more like rain than it did,” he admitted. “I’m afraid we’d better make full steam ahead or we may get caught in a storm.”


      Kitty and Doris did not hear, for their attention had been attracted to a little brown dog which stood in the roadway regarding them with wistful, friendly eyes.


      “Oh, isn’t he cute!” Doris exclaimed. “Here, doggie! Come here!”


      The little animal first backed timidly away and then, as the girls continued to coax, hesitated, and finally came a few steps toward them, wagging his tail in a friendly way. As Doris stooped to pat him on the head he gave a pleased bark, and raising up on his hind legs, eagerly offered her his right paw.


      “He knows tricks,” Doris declared. “Oh, I wonder who owns him?”


      “Looks to me like a stray dog,” Dave told her. “He hasn’t any collar or license. The dog catcher will likely get him before long.”


      “Not if I can help it!” Doris declared. “If he doesn’t belong to anyone, we can take him with us.”


      “What will the Misses Gates say when you come dragging him in?” Dave asked with a smile.


      “Oh, they won’t care. He’s such a darling!”


      “What shall we name him?” Kitty questioned.


      “Let’s call him Wags,” Doris exclaimed impulsively. “The name seems appropriate.”


      Wags had no objection to entering the car and snuggled down comfortably between the two girls. With an anxious glance at the sky, Dave started the engine.


      “Looks like a big storm is rolling up,” he said.


      The girls had been so interested in Wags that they had paid scant attention to the clouds, but now as Doris looked about, she was alarmed. The air was oppressive and not a breath of wind was stirring. Heavy black clouds had loomed up in the west and rapidly were spreading over the entire sky.


      “I think I can get you to Locked Gates before it strikes us,” Dave said grimly, as he shifted gears and stepped heavily on the gas pedal. “Hold tight!”


      The roadster fairly shot down the road. As the figures crept upwards on the tape of the speedometer, Doris and Kitty clung to each other. Not until the car began to rock and weave on the road, did Dave reduce his speed and then only slightly. However, he held the roadster steady and handled the wheel with such a sure hand, that the girls had confidence in his driving.


      It was the appearance of the sky which frightened them. The sun had been entirely blotted from sight, and though it was mid-afternoon, it seemed nearly as dark as night. Dave snapped on the headlights.


      “I’ll get you to Locked Gates before the storm breaks,” he announced in relief as they rounded a sharp curve and came within sight of Rumson. “Fortunately, the place is right at the edge of town.”


      A few minutes later, he brought the car to a groaning halt in front of the old Gates estate. In the gathering darkness the girls caught but a glimpse of the large, rambling house which was set back some distance from the road, but that was sufficient to assure them that it was gloomy and forbidding.


      “Here you are,” Dave said briskly. “Nice place for a murder!”


      “Ugh!” Doris murmured. “You make my hair stand on end!”


      “I almost wish we hadn’t come,” Kitty said nervously.


      “Oh, everything’s all right. I was only joking.” Dave sprang from the car and went over to try the double gates which barred the entrance. “Just as I thought! Locked!”


      “Then how are we to get in?” Doris questioned.


      “There’s an entrance at the rear. Guess these gates are always kept locked. We’ll try the other gate.”


      Driving the roadster down a side street, he found the back entrance and helped the girls to alight. As he picked up their suitcases to take them to the door, Doris glanced again at the storm clouds. A streak of lightning flashed across the sky, and she knew that unless Dave started back at once, he would be caught in the rain.


      “Don’t bother to take us to the door,” she commanded. “Start for Chilton this minute!”


      “I don’t like to leave you here until I know everything is O. K.,” he protested.


      “It’s only a step to the door, Dave. Be a good boy and don’t wait.”


      “Well, since you insist, I will start, because it looks like a storm and the roads may get slippery.”


      Hastily the three said goodbye and Dave sprang into the roadster. He slammed the door shut and was gone before the girls had managed to unfasten the gate.


      “It does look spooky,” Kitty quavered.


      Doris laughed uncertainly. She managed to open the gate and it swung back on creaking hinges. A sudden breath of wind struck her face and went whistling through the trees.


      The house, half-hidden by shrubbery, was shrouded in deepest gloom, and no light glimmered from the windows. Doris hesitated as she picked up her suitcase. Kitty held back, and even Wags seemed reluctant to venture down the path.


      “Come on, Kitty,” Doris admonished, “Everything is all right.”


      As she spoke, a gust of wind whined through the trees, and to the girls it sounded strangely like the wailing of a human being in distress.


      “Oh, I don’t like it here,” Kitty murmured timidly. “I’m afraid.”


      “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Kit. Just follow me.”


      Carrying their heavy suitcases, the girls groped their way down the path. It was so dark now that they could not see where they were going and frequently brushed against shrubbery. Wags had disappeared.


      Suddenly, Kitty gave a frightened cry as she stumbled over the root of a tree. Catching Doris’s arm to save herself from a bad fall, she permitted her pocketbook to slip from her hand. It opened as it struck the ground, and the contents spilled in every direction.


      “Look what I’ve done now!” Kitty wailed.


      Doris set her suitcase down and helped her chum search for the things she had lost. They found a pencil, a compact and a number of bills, when another flash of lightning momentarily illumined the path.


      “Never mind the rest,” Kitty said nervously. “I’ve found everything except a quarter, and I’ll look for that tomorrow.”


      They continued on up the path and came to the old mansion. The place appeared dark and deserted and Kitty would have retreated, had not Doris gripped her firmly by the arm. Bravely, she lifted the old-fashioned knocker.


      Huddled together on the veranda, the girls waited. When no one came to admit them, Doris again knocked. Just as she was beginning to think that it was no use, they heard a heavy step. Then the door opened and a man, bearing an oil light, peered out at them.


      Before either Doris or Kitty could explain their mission, there came an unexpected yelp. To their horror, Wags, suddenly appearing from beneath a lilac bush, rushed past them straight at the man in the doorway, striking him with such force that he toppled him over.


      A heavy peal of thunder resounded as the man slumped to the floor in a queer sort of kneeling position which, at any other time, would have been provokingly funny to Doris Force and her chum. But this was serious business and such a dilemma!


      “Wags!” shouted Doris, “Come here, come here!”


      The dog bounded into the kitchen, around a table, sniffed at some cake placed dangerously near the table edge, madly rushed to a basket of potatoes throwing the potatoes in all directions over the smooth floor, and then at the call from Doris headed again towards the doorway with a dish towel playfully dragging between his teeth.


      “Here, puppy, here!” commanded Kitty, catching her breath and setting down her suitcase, while Doris tried to catch a corner of the linen as the dog jumped over the bewildered man, pulling the cloth over the man’s head.


      “Help, oh, ouch, help!” shouted the man. “Call your mutt off! Help! Let me get up!”


      “Wags, doggie, doggie, come here!” pleaded Doris, as she realized the man was now in no mood to be trifled with.


      She and Kitty decided that they now must command their new pet’s attention.


      CHAPTER VII


      A Strange Reception


      Frantically, Doris and Kitty called to Wags and in response to their commands he reluctantly returned to them. The man who had fallen scrambled to his feet, and stood glaring angrily at the girls.


      “Oh, I’m dreadfully sorry,” Doris apologized. “Wags isn’t really vicious. He was just playing.”


      “Playing!” the man snapped. “You call that playing!” As Wags again came toward him he raised his foot to kick him.


      “Don’t!” Doris pleaded. “I tell you it was an accident.”


      She caught the dog up in her arms and held him away.


      “What do you want here anyway?” the man asked rudely.


      The first drops of rain were beginning to fall and as a vivid streak of lightning flashed above the house, the girls cringed.


      “Please, may we come in?” Doris begged.


      Silently the man held the door open for them but he scowled as they passed through. They entered a large kitchen. Before they had time to take stock of it, a stout, slovenly woman who was mopping the floor, bore wrathfully down upon them.


      “You can’t come in here with that dog!” she told them. “Can’t you see I’ve just finished mopping up this big ark of a kitchen?”


      Chilled by this reception, the girls hastily backed toward the door.


      “What is it you want?” the woman asked, less harshly.


      “We came to see the Misses Gates,” Doris explained. “They’re expecting us.”


      “Oh!” A peculiar expression flashed over the woman’s face. She was silent for an instant and then she said: “You came to the wrong door. This is our quarter.”


      “And you are—”


      “Cora Sully. I take care of the house. This is my husband, Henry, and I’ll tell you right now there ain’t a lazier man alive!”


      Somewhat embarrassed at such brutal frankness, Doris and Kitty continued to edge toward the door.


      “Go around to the side door and I’ll let you in proper, else the old maids’ll be put out.” Then she added more gently: “We’re not much used to company here.”


      As the girls were about to close the door behind them, she called shrilly:


      “You can’t take the dog in!”


      Still carrying their suitcases, and with Wags trotting at their heels, Doris and Kitty made their way toward the side door. It was beginning to rain hard.


      “What a horrible woman!” Kitty shuddered. “Now, what can we do with Wags?”


      “We can’t let him run wild in the storm, that’s certain. I have an idea!”


      They had reached the shelter of the side veranda and Doris set her suitcase down and began to unfasten the strap.


      “What are you doing?” Kitty demanded.


      “I’m going to tie Wags under the porch. He’ll be out of the rain there.”


      “It’s mean of that woman not to let us take him in,” Kitty said.


      She helped her chum fix the dog, but they were forced to drag him under the porch by main force, for he was reluctant to leave them. By the time they had fastened him securely in his shelter, they were thoroughly drenched themselves.


      “What sights we are!” Doris declared. “I wonder if that woman ever will let us in?”


      “Here she comes now,” Kitty said in a low tone.


      The door swung open and Cora, wearing a clean white apron which she had donned for the occasion, ushered them into a long hall.


      “Right this way,” she directed.


      They followed her into a spacious living room, bright and cheerful, but furnished in rather prim and old-fashioned style. A fire was burning in the grate.


      “Two young ladies to see you,” Cora announced.


      The Misses Gates promptly arose and, putting aside their sewing, eagerly came forward to greet the girls. Cora took their suitcases and wraps and left them.


      “I am so glad you came,” one of the ladies said in a soft, sweet voice. “When this storm gathered so quickly, we were afraid you might be caught in it.” She smiled apologetically. “Our home isn’t as modern as it once was, but Azalea and I will try to make you comfortable here.”


      As she sank back into the restful depths of a big chair, Doris had an opportunity to study the two sisters.


      Iris and Azalea quite obviously were twins, for they looked alike and they dressed identically. Their voices, too, were similar—low, musical and soft. They looked rather frail and delicate, Doris thought, and their faces were finely chiseled like that of a cameo. They wore simple, long, white cotton dresses. Had it not been for their snow white hair, Doris would not have guessed that they had long since left their youth behind.


      If the girls had been disappointed at their first reception, they no longer had any doubt of their welcome. Azalea and Iris set them at ease by maintaining a pleasant, light conversation. It was apparent to Doris that they were both well educated, though they seemed to take little interest in modern-day topics.


      “I don’t believe they know much about what has been going on in the world for the last ten years,” Doris told herself.


      Before fifteen minutes had elapsed, she found herself quite captivated by the two ladies, and Kitty, too, had forgotten her former uneasiness.


      As the afternoon advanced, the girls found themselves more and more comfortable, looking forward to a pleasant visit.


      “No doubt you wondered why we invited you here,” Iris said after a time, addressing Doris.


      “Well, yes, I did,” she admitted.


      “It’s a long story. Azalea and I—”


      Her voice trailed off as Cora Sully appeared in the doorway.


      “Supper is served,” she announced.


      Iris arose to lead the way to the dining room.


      “The story must wait,” she said with a smile. “I know you girls are far more interested in food just now.”


      “I am a bit hungry,” acknowledged Doris with a pleasant smile, as she and Kitty followed the twins into the next room where Cora was putting the finishing touches to the table.


      Kitty kept close to her chum. Doris caught her eye. In a whisper she heard Kitty ask her about the dog outside, as she motioned toward the food—Kitty wanted Wags to be remembered.


      “Wait!” signalled Doris, as the group took seats about the table.


      But would the dog wait?


      CHAPTER VIII


      A Visitor


      Supper at the mansion was always a rather stiff and formal affair, but on this evening the tension was somewhat relaxed. The Misses Gates chatted pleasantly with the girls, making them feel entirely at their ease.


      The table had been laid with an elaborately embroidered tablecloth, of good quality but slightly yellowed with age. The dishes, the cut glass, and the silver were of the best. Two tall candles in pewter holders lighted the room. Cora Sully, fairly presentable in white cap and apron, brought the food in from the kitchen, but she served it in an indifferent fashion.


      “Cora really is an excellent cook,” Iris said half apologetically, when the woman had returned to the kitchen.


      “Yes, indeed,” Doris agreed quickly.


      She had no fault to find with the supper, for the creamed chicken was delicious, the biscuits light, the salad crisp and fresh. It was only that she had taken a dislike to Cora and wondered why the Misses Gates kept such a slouchy, sullen woman.


      “Mrs. Sully has been with us for some time,” Iris continued. “She was the daughter of our former dressmaker, but she married a man that was no good. Undoubtedly he means well but he is shiftless, and finds it hard to obtain work. We took them both in.”


      “I see,” Doris murmured.


      She scarcely knew what to reply, and Kitty was leaving the burden of the conversation to her.


      Mrs. Sully cleared away the dishes and appeared with the dessert, a steaming rich pudding which she placed before Azalea, who served it upon individual plates.


      “Iris and I seldom indulge ourselves when we are here alone,” Azalea remarked, “but we remember how young girls like sweets.”


      “I’m afraid you have gone to a great deal of trouble on our account,” Doris said.


      “Not at all,” Azalea assured her. “It is a pleasure to have you here. We have so few visitors.”


      It seemed to Doris, who chanced to be watching Mrs. Sully, that an irritated expression passed over her face.


      “She doesn’t like it because we are here,” Doris thought. “Probably thinks we’ll make her more work!”


      She picked up her dessert spoon, but before she could start eating her pudding, there came an unexpected interruption. A loud barking and growling grated upon the ears of the diners.


      Doris and Kitty exchanged guilty glances. It was Wags!


      “Gracious!” Iris murmured. “What can be the matter?”


      Embarrassed, Kitty looked down at her plate.


      “I’m so sorry,” Doris apologized, “but I’m afraid it must be Wags.”


      “Wags?” Azalea asked, a glimmer of amusement in her eyes.


      Doris nodded unhappily.


      “He’s the cutest little brown dog you ever saw—I know you’ll just love him! Kitty and I picked him up on the road this afternoon and brought him along. We didn’t want to leave him out in the storm, so we tied him up under the porch. I don’t know what set him off like that.”


      Before either of the women could reply, Wags again let out a series of savage yelps and Doris heard the sound of a man’s voice. Hastily, she pushed back her chair.


      “I’ll see what is the matter,” she said, excusing herself.


      Hurrying to the door, she opened it and stared straight into the face of the man who had made such a disturbance at the aviation meet! Wags, still securely tied under the porch, had taken exception to the appearance of the stranger and continued to bark excitedly.


      “Be quiet, Wags!” Doris commanded.


      “So that’s your mutt, eh?” the stranger asked unpleasantly. “Vicious dogs shouldn’t be at large!”


      Doris stifled a sharp retort. Now that she saw the man at close range she was more unfavorably impressed than before. He was dressed in a new suit of loud pattern, and carried a cane. His face was hard and cold and his eyes had an unpleasant way of boring into one.


      Before Doris could recover from her surprise, the Misses Gates came rushing into the hall.


      “I thought I recognized your voice,” Iris murmured, self-consciously.


      “We were wondering if you would come tonight,” Azalea added, a tell-tale blush creeping over her pale cheeks.


      The stranger bestowed upon each a smile which to Doris seemed to fairly drip sentiment.


      “Did you think I could stay away from two such charming young ladies?” he asked in a strangely softened voice.


      Kitty, who had followed the Misses Gates into the hall, looked at her chum in disgust. Azalea and Iris saw nothing amiss. One of them took his hat and stick, the other his dripping coat.


      Miss Azalea gazed admiringly at the cane which he bestowed upon her with all the grace of a sleight-of-hand performer.


      “How’s that?” he asked in self-satisfied tones as he twirled the stick jauntily before handing it to the enraptured hostess.


      “Oh, aren’t you clever, Ronald?”


      “Well,” he shrugged his shoulders as if to appear very modest, “they do say I’m a good entertainer.”


      Iris shook the raindrops from his topcoat solicitously and hung it up to dry on the antique coat rack in the corner.


      “You know, I brought that cane over with me from Monte Carlo. That was my lucky day. My side of the argument was right, as usual, so the cane fell to my lot. I told the chap at the Casino how the play of a friend of mine would come out, and of course it came out as I said it would. You understand, ladies, that it was just a friendly little bet, nothing to disturb one’s conscience,” hoping that these last words of his would vindicate any doubts in their minds as to his moral standing. “A friendly little wager,” he concluded, as with a wave of his hand he dismissed the subject entirely.


      For a minute or two they were so excited and flustered that they entirely forgot the presence of the two girls. Recovering herself, Azalea turned to introduce them.


      “Doris,” she said, beaming happily, “I am sure this will be a pleasant surprise for you. May I present Ronald Trent, the son of your long-lost uncle?”


      “Pleased to meet ’chu,’” the stranger mumbled.


      Doris managed a perfunctory reply, but she really was too stunned to consider what she was saying. She could not believe that she had heard correctly, and after Kitty had acknowledged the introduction, she turned to Azalea.


      “Did I understand you to say Mr. Trent is a relative of mine?”


      “Sure, your cousin,” the man broke in, before Azalea could answer. “Don’t worry, kid. You and me will hit it off together.”


      Doris could not trust herself to reply. She glanced toward Kitty and saw the puzzled look in her eyes. What must her chum think!


      “That man my cousin!” she thought dismally. “Oh, dear, I wish I hadn’t found it out.”


      “Well, we had a heavy shower, girlies,” boomed the new arrival as he adjusted his glaring tie carefully, “but I found a chummy roadhouse with a big welcome during the heaviest thunder. I certainly enjoy good company.” He smacked his lips thoughtfully.


      Kitty carefully kept her eyes turned away from her embarrassed chum. This was an unexpected turn to events. She was more surprised and worried at meeting this flashy stranger than she cared to have the group know. Reared in a refined and cultured environment, she feared her family might call her away at once, if they should become aware of the fact that such a man as this one were to spend any time in the company of the girls. She pictured the faculty at Barry Manor as being highly shocked and amazed should anybody tell them that these two pupils were spending their vacation in a place where they were obliged to associate with a person of the type of Ronald Trent. Would she have to desert her friend and leave for home on account of the sudden appearance of this relative of Doris?


      Kitty pondered this matter seriously in her mind.


      Doris was equally worried in her own way.


      CHAPTER IX


      A Conversation Overheard


      The Misses Gates escorted Ronald Trent to the living room, forgetting in their excitement that supper had not been finished. Doris and Kitty were too polite to mention that they had not had their dessert.


      “You girlies get prettier every day,” the man gushed, playfully straightening Iris’s lace collar and slyly giving Azalea’s hand a squeeze.


      Iris giggled, and her sister cast down her eyes in confusion. Ronald Trent winked at Doris and Kitty as much as to say: “How easy they fall!”


      Iris and Azalea, unaware that they were appearing in a slightly ridiculous light, continued to beam and to blush, listening intently to every word Ronald Trent said, and laughing at everything which might be remotely interpreted as a joke. Doris was completely disgusted at the way the man was acting, and when he tried to cajole her into a more friendly attitude, she could not hide her indifference. Azalea and Iris did not notice how quiet she was, but Ronald Trent was aware of her attitude and frowned slightly.


      “What’s the matter, girlie?” he teased.


      “Nothing,” Doris returned quietly.


      She felt that if he continued to plague her she surely would disgrace herself by saying something which would offend the Gates sisters. How could they like such a man? He was cheap and coarse and obviously insincere.


      “Poor things,” she told herself. “They haven’t had much attention from men and it flatters them.”


      The tension was somewhat relieved when Iris asked Kitty if she could sing or play the piano.


      “I’m not in the least musical,” Kitty returned, “but Doris sings beautifully.”


      Upon being urged to entertain the group, Doris obediently went to the piano. After looking over the music she selected a familiar piece, struck a few chords, and began to sing. A hush fell over the group, and even Ronald Trent, who was talking to Iris, became quiet.


      “Lovely,” Azalea murmured when she had finished. “You have a wonderful voice.”


      “Pretty keen,” Ronald Trent agreed, “but can’t you sing something livelier? I don’t like them church hymns.”


      “You call those songs church hymns?” Doris asked with an amused smile. “Really, if you want popular music, I can’t oblige you. My teacher permits me to sing only classical.”


      After she had left the piano, Ronald Trent launched into a lengthy tale concerning his recent exploits in South America. In many particulars the story did not hang together, and Doris and Kitty were bored. Iris and Azalea were flattering listeners and, whenever he showed signs of pausing, urged him on with interested questions.


      As Doris listened, doubts began to form in her mind. It seemed incomprehensible that this boasting, crude stranger could really be her cousin. There must be a mistake, she told herself. Ronald Trent was not a relative; of that she felt certain.


      “Well, girlies, isn’t it about time you trundled off to your little beds?” he asked, looking insinuatingly at Doris and Kitty.


      “I imagine you girls are tired,” Azalea murmured. “If you like, I can have Cora show you to your room.”


      “Oh, we’re not sleepy yet,” Kitty said mischievously.


      Ronald Trent fairly glared at her.


      “Run along now,” he said lightly, but with a look which warned the girls he expected to be obeyed. “I have some business to talk over with Iris and Azalea.”


      Iris rang for Cora, and the girls reluctantly followed her upstairs through a long hall and down a number of steps into a wing which branched off to the right. Cora showed them their room and left them alone.


      “Looks as if we’re to be off in this wing all by ourselves,” Kitty said uneasily. “This place is too spooky to suit me.”


      The room was large and austere with long mirrors and an old-fashioned four-poster bed and dresser. Several rag rugs were scattered over the bare floor. Double windows looked down over the side veranda and the branches of a sprawling maple tree brushed against the panes.


      As a precautionary measure Kitty looked under the bed and peeped into the closet.


      “Wasn’t that man terrible?” Doris said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “And the way he sent us to bed just as though we were infants! Do you think he really could be a cousin of mine?”


      “I don’t see how he could be,” Kitty comforted. “He doesn’t look or act like any of your relatives that I ever saw.”


      “Well, I hope not! Wonder what he wants of Iris and Azalea?”


      “Something he didn’t want us to hear, that’s certain. Say, where is he from, anyway?”


      “Some place about four hundred miles from here—Cloudy Cove, I think he said.”


      “And he drives that far every few days to see Azalea and Iris? It looks fishy to me.”


      “I think so, too,” Doris agreed. “The Misses Gates are lovely ladies—far too good for that loud creature—but at the same time they’re scarcely the type a man would drive four hundred miles to see.”


      “He doesn’t care a whit about them. You can tell that.”


      As they undressed, the girls continued to discuss Ronald Trent and to make disparaging remarks. Then Kitty jumped into bed and Doris put out the light. Snuggling down into the covers, they shivered a bit as the wind rattled the window pane. They could almost imagine that in the pitch dark room someone was slowly creeping toward them.


      “I’d hate to stay here very long,” Kitty whispered. “Folks are so funny. Even Henry and Cora.”


      “I’m eager to find out why they sent for me,” Doris whispered in return. “It looks to me as though there’s something strange going on here.”


      Save for the moaning of the wind, the old house was quiet, and presently the girls heard the front door slam shut.


      “That was my illustrious cousin departing,” Doris murmured.


      A few minutes later they heard two doors close farther down the hall and knew that Azalea and Iris had retired.


      The girls closed their eyes and tried to go to sleep, but the brushing of the branches against the windows, and the weird sounds made by the wind, kept them in a state of nervous suspense. Then, just as Doris was dozing off, she heard a low whimpering moan from the yard below.


      “Wags!” she whispered to Kitty.


      “Maybe he’ll stop,” her chum suggested.


      But Wags did not stop. He continued to whimper until the girls were afraid he would disturb the entire household.


      “Poor thing!” Doris sympathized. “He’s out there all alone in a strange place. I’ll bet he’s lonesome.”


      At last, unable to bear it any longer, she slipped out of bed and began to dress.


      “What are you going to do?” Kitty whispered.


      “I’m going to bring him up here for the night.”


      “Cora will just about kill you, if she catches you!”


      “I’ll sneak down so quietly no one will hear me.”


      “I don’t like to stay here alone while you’re gone, Dory. It’s too scarey.”


      “Then come along.”


      “Ugh! It’s too far.”


      Doris had finished dressing and now, without making a light, she moved cautiously toward the door.


      “Don’t be gone long,” Kitty pleaded in a whisper. “If Wags lets out a yelp while you’re bringing him upstairs, we’re sunk!”


      Quietly opening the door, Doris stood and listened. The old mansion was quiet save for the whistling of the wind and the rattling of doors and windows. Hesitating a moment, she noiselessly stole down the hallway. She was not afraid of being heard for she knew Azalea and Iris had rooms in the other wing.


      At the head of the stairway she halted in astonishment. Below her she caught the glimmer of an oil lamp. To her further amazement she saw two men sitting at the table and instantly recognized them as Ronald Trent and Henry Sully!


      Doris’s first impulse was to retreat. Then, realizing that she was standing in the dark and could not be seen, although she could plainly see what the others were about, she was tempted to remain. Instinctively, she had sensed that all was not as it should be. She distinctly remembered hearing Ronald Trent leave the house before the Misses Gates had retired. Why, then, had Henry Sully admitted him again and so quietly that no one had been the wiser?


      She listened intently so as not to miss a word the men were saying.


      “Any mail today, Hank?” she heard Ronald Trent mutter.


      “No, but we’ll git something soon, I hope,” Henry answered so low that Doris scarcely caught the words. “Takes a while to git mail from the oil fields, I reckon.”


      “Wish things would start breaking our way for a change,” Ronald said. “First thing we know that smart-looking Force kid will throw a wrench into the works and ruin our plans. I need money bad, too.”


      “You ain’t the only one.”


      “Everybody does,” growled Trent softly.


      “I can’t stand this outfit much longer,” mumbled Henry dejectedly.


      “How’s the crowd in town treating you?” inquired Trent, a bit maliciously. “The town officials haven’t decided on a clean-up week, have they?”


      “Naw, that’s all right. But this law-abidin’ flock make me tired. Too many females pokin’ around—just too many,” muttered Henry disgustedly, taking out his watch, and winding the stem thoughtfully, tilting his head to one side in an attitude of alertness. The hour was growing late.


      Doris shrank back, but there was no need. They were entirely unaware of her nearness.


      Ronald Trent laughed suggestively. This made Doris’s cheeks burn with embarrassment as he said, “Gee, that bunch of flowers smell good to me! I love the ladies, especially the pretty girlies, Henry. I’m not so hard to be friends with,” the egotist mused. “I’m a swell dresser, too, everything the dames like.”


      Henry envied him his position with the Misses Gates, it was plain to be seen, as he accepted the statement with a nod of approval.


      There was a pause as Ronald Trent took out a wallet and looked over its contents.


      Doris waited in the dark hallway, unable to see the contents.


      “The old dames are shutting down a bit,” Ronald went on. “I had to play up to ’em tonight and got only two hundred at that.”


      “Too bad the old gals got that letter off to the red-head. That was one you missed, Trent.”


      This reference to her made Doris decide to creep a step or two nearer. She had heard enough to convince her that Henry and Ronald were conspiring against Azalea and Iris, the two trusting, flower-like ladies!


      She strained forward to catch more of the conversation.


      CHAPTER X


      Memories


      However, Doris was to learn no more that night, for as she moved softly down the stairs the two men pushed back their chairs.


      “You’d better be gettin’ out of here before those old gals find out what we’re doing,” he warned. “I’ll let you out the back way.”


      They moved on to the kitchen and Doris, made bold by her knowledge of the underhanded scheme, came down into the living room. She heard the back door close as Ronald Trent hurriedly departed. A moment later, as the gate creaked, Wags gave another savage yelp.


      Not until she heard Henry starting up the back stairs to his own quarters, did Doris dare venture to the door. Waiting until everything was still again, she quietly let herself out of doors.


      Wags whimpered joyfully as she stooped down to unfasten him, and lifted up his paws. Doris picked him up, and holding him close, stole back into the house. She closed and locked the door behind her and listened. The coast seemed clear.


      “Don’t you dare bark!” she whispered to Wags.


      Tiptoeing up the stairway, she anxiously wondered if she could reach her room without being discovered.


      “Azalea and Iris are probably asleep by this time,” she thought.


      In this supposition she was not correct. The Misses Gates were at that moment lying wide awake in their adjoining rooms in the left wing, recalling vivid memories of their girlhood when each hoped to be the bride of the handsome John Trent.


      Only a few close friends had understood why Doris’s uncle had gone away without marrying either of the twins, for by turns he had appeared in love with each of them. Some people had jokingly remarked that he could not tell them apart and that this was his reason for giving them up. At any rate, he had never been able to choose between them and had gone away, leaving heart-breaks behind. For Azalea and Iris the locked gates at the front entrance to the mansion were symbolic of a past which could never be forgotten.


      With the passing of the years, the Misses Gates clung tightly to their memories, and the appearance of John Trent’s son had only served to freshen them. Perhaps in Ronald Trent they saw their lover of old. At any rate, they doted upon him and were flattered by his extravagant compliments. Believing that he was indeed the son of John Trent, they could not see his cheapness or his crude devices for gaining their favor. They regarded him indulgently, as a mother might her son.


      Shut away from the world by their own wishes, Azalea and Iris lived only for their dreams. Wickedness was to them nebulous and unreal. They had trusted Ronald Trent because it was in their nature to trust.


      As Doris stole quietly up the stairway with Wags snuggled in her arms, her thoughts were bitter. What right had Ronald Trent to ingratiate himself with Azalea and Iris, only to trick them? Obviously, his motive was money.


      “He won’t get away with anything if I can help it!” she told herself.


      As if to punctuate the thought, she unthinkingly gave Wags a tiny squeeze. He promptly yelped. Alarmed, Doris stopped and listened, but she could hear no one moving in the house. Quieting Wags, she continued up the stairs and down the long dark hall to her bedroom.


      Letting herself in, she dropped Wags on the bed with a sigh of relief.


      “I thought you never were coming,” Kitty whispered. “What in the world made you take so long?”


      “Lots of things,” Doris told her impressively.


      “I was scared to death here by myself.”


      “It was sort of scarey down where I was too, Kit. Listen! I have the most astonishing news!”


      In a few terse sentences she then told her chum all she had overheard.


      “Why, the mean old scamp!” Kitty exclaimed. “So you think he is after their money?”


      “I’m sure of it.”


      “Do you suppose they have a lot?”


      “I don’t know, but I should think so. This house must be worth plenty.”


      Kitty and Doris were both ignorant of real estate values and did not know that if Locked Gates were placed upon the auction block, it would bring only a comparatively small sum. The house was not modern and had fallen into a general state of dilapidation.


      “At least, I’m pretty sure that man isn’t my cousin,” Doris declared, “although Henry Sully did call him Trent.”


      “I knew there was something wrong with that man the minute I saw him,” Kitty insisted.


      Doris had finished undressing and slipped into bed. Wags snuggled down between the girls and they permitted him to remain, for his presence made them less afraid of the unseen dangers of the old mansion.


      “What do you mean to do now that you’ve discovered that those men are plotting against Azalea and Iris?” Kitty asked.


      “I don’t know,” Doris admitted doubtfully. “If they learn what we’ve discovered, there is no telling what they might do to us. They already suspect that I may try to make trouble. They called me a red-head! I’ll show ’em a thing or two before I get through!”


      “Will you tell the twins what you have learned?”


      “Not right away. I want to get all the proof I can before I say anything to them. If I should make a mistake, they never would forgive me. You know, Kitty, I even hate to hear that man Trent laugh.”


      “To be honest with you, Dory, I do too.”


      “It seems so insincere.”


      “Yes,” agreed Kitty. “Whenever he bursts out into one of those loud guffaws of his one just can’t help but feel that he is doing something for effect—that there is not real honest effort back of anything he is planning or doing.”


      At this moment Wags, as if to comfort the two girls and to protect them from sinister wiles of those around them, stretched forth his little red tongue and tried to bestow a wet kiss on an ear of each of the girls.


      “Dear little Waggsie, you are our friend, aren’t you, even though we are not sure of the rest of them in this house?”


      Wags gave a yawn of contentment, and snuggled closer between the girls.


      “What do you suppose this Trent does to earn a living?” ventured Kitty.


      “I can’t imagine what he does, but he surely is well dressed, and has a snappy car.”


      “Dave said that car was a special imported model from France. They are very expensive—cost plenty, besides the transportation charges from the other side,” replied Kitty.


      “I wonder if Uncle John Trent was anything like this Ronald. Perhaps Uncle Ward never mentioned Ronald to me, because he was so loud and coarse. However, if Uncle really never knew he existed, he won’t approve of him in our family circle now. This is really a dreadful thing to discover,” and Doris sighed disconsolately, as she pushed back her soft hair that was massed over the pillow.


      “Well, Doris, I think we’re in for an adventure.”


      “It certainly looks like trouble after that conversation I just overheard between Trent and Henry,” replied Doris.


      “It was surely lucky they didn’t see you in the dark hallway—that would have been unfortunate,” and Kitty drew the coverlet over her bare, white arm, and shook her pillow into a more comfortable position.


      Wags snored contentedly as if bored with hearing his bed-fellows chattering so late into the night.


      “I’m not a bit sleepy, Kitty.”


      “Neither am I,” responded her chum; “this has been such an exciting and thrillingly adventurous day, with your playing detective and getting information, that I can’t go to sleep. I’m thinking about it too much.”


      “When do you suppose we’ll hear why we are here to visit?” inquired Doris of Kitty.


      “Well, maybe the Misses Gates will tell us soon, and that will be helpful to place the motive.”


      Far into the night the girls continued to talk, but at length, from sheer weariness, they turned over on their sides and tried to sleep.


      “Hope no one finds Wags here,” Doris murmured drowsily as she closed her eyes. “We must wake up early in the morning and get him out of the house before any one is up.”


      CHAPTER XI


      A Sorrowful Romance


      Doris and Kitty fully intended to awaken early, but when they did open their eyes the sun was streaming brightly in at the windows and some one was pounding on their door.


      “Come in,” Doris murmured sleepily.


      Cora Sully thrust her head in at the door and glared at the girls.


      “Do you think you can get your breakfast in bed?” she demanded harshly.


      “What time is it?” Doris asked, sitting up and nudging Kitty, as a signal for her to keep Wags hidden under the covers.


      Wags, however, had ideas of his own and at this unfortunate moment he gave a smothered yelp and pawed his way out from under the bed clothes. He leaped to the floor and darted playfully toward the housekeeper.


      “How did that dog get in here?” Cora asked sharply. “You brought him up here last night,” she accused Doris. “You little sneak!”


      “I am not a sneak,” Doris retorted. She had been confused and ashamed at the untimely discovery of her pet, but now that the housekeeper had made such an uncalled for remark, she was inclined to defend herself. “We heard him barking and were afraid he would awaken every one in the house.”


      The explanation did not mollify the woman but rather seemed to fan the flame of her wrath.


      “Yes, you are!” she snapped. “You just wanted an excuse to prowl about the house!”


      “I did not!” Doris refuted. “It didn’t seem right to leave Wags out there all by himself.”


      “You had no right to bring him into the house! I’ll get him out of here!”


      Vengefully, Cora bore down upon the dog.


      Wags, sensing that she was an enemy to be avoided, whisked past her and leaped upon the bed. Cora began to tear viciously at the blankets in an effort to capture him.


      By this time Kitty’s arms had closed protectingly upon the little dog, and Doris had jumped out of bed.


      “We’ll take him downstairs just as soon as we get dressed,” she declared. “Wags hasn’t done any harm. Please don’t get so excited about it!”


      “I’ll show you who’s excited!” Cora muttered.


      She had completely lost control of her temper and as Kitty rolled out on the opposite side of the bed, she made another dive for Wags. By this time Doris had lost all patience.


      “Don’t you dare touch my dog!” she said quietly. “If you do, I’ll call the Misses Gates!”


      The mention of the old ladies produced a surprising effect upon Cora. For the moment she seemed to forget about the dog and her resentment was turned upon Doris and Kitty.


      “So you’re trying to get me in trouble, eh?” she demanded harshly.


      “No, of course not,” Doris tried to explain. “We’ll not say anything to the Misses Gates, if you’ll go away and leave us alone. We didn’t mean to do any harm and we’re sorry we brought Wags up here, since it has caused you so much worry.”


      Cora cast baleful glances upon the girls.


      “Had to come here interfering—” they heard her mutter wrathfully to herself.


      “What did you say?” Doris asked.


      “Nothing!”


      “But I heard you say something about us coming here to interfere.”


      “Well, didn’t you?”


      “With what could we interfere?”


      Cora shifted her weight uneasily and looked confused. She felt that she had said too much.


      “You seem to be afraid of something,” Doris observed shrewdly.


      “Afraid!” the housekeeper snapped. “It’s you who ought to be afraid. Let me tell you a thing or two. If you don’t want to get into trouble, you’d better be starting back home!”


      With that she flounced out of the room, leaving Kitty and Doris to stare blankly after her.


      “Well did you ever?” Kitty exclaimed. “What did she mean by that?”


      “I think she was threatening us,” Doris said in a low tone, listening to make certain that the housekeeper had gone on down the hall. “She was excited and didn’t know how much she was giving away.”


      “She undoubtedly thinks we’re interfering with something.”


      “Their plans, of course. Undoubtedly, Cora is in on the scheme. We’ll have to be careful not to let her suspect that we know anything.”


      “Perhaps we had better go home,” Kitty suggested doubtfully. “I don’t like the way things are happening.”


      “Oh, Kit, we don’t want to go home now,” Doris protested. “If we do, that horrid man will get all of the Misses Gates’s money. We must help them if we can.”


      “I suppose so,” Kitty sighed. “All right, I’m game if you are. We’ll see it through to a finish. Thank goodness we have Wags with us, only I wish he were a bulldog so he could take a chunk out of any one that tries to annoy us.”


      “Wags isn’t very popular now,” Doris laughed, “and he’s the sweetest little dog in the world. I don’t see how folks can help but like him. Hurry up, and get that other shoe on, Kit, or we never shall get downstairs.”


      Hastily the girls finished dressing, and carried Wags down to the porch where they once more tied him.


      “Poor thing must be about starved,” Doris said sympathetically. “After breakfast we’ll see if we can’t get a bone for him.”


      Returning to the living room they found Azalea and Iris waiting for them. Contritely, the girls apologized for oversleeping.


      “It isn’t very late,” Iris said kindly. “Only nine o’clock and we seldom have breakfast before eight-thirty.”


      “We were tired last night,” Kitty declared, “and we spent a lot of time talking. We’ll see that it doesn’t happen again.”


      “It really doesn’t matter,” Azalea assured her with a smile. “We were young once and remember how hard it was to get up early in the morning.”


      Breakfast was waiting and the four went at once to the dining room. As Cora served, she cast sullen glances at the two girls, and this was not lost upon them. Breakfast finished, Doris went to the kitchen to ask for something to feed Wags. As she had anticipated, the request met with a storm of anger, but the timely appearance of Iris caused Cora’s manner to abruptly change. She gave Doris a pan of scraps with a show of good grace.


      “After you have fed your dog, you girls might like to see the garden,” Iris suggested.


      “Indeed we would.”


      Doris left the pan of food at the side porch and then, with Kitty and the Misses Gates, began a tour of the yard. She glanced curiously toward the locked gates at the front of the house and wondered if either of the ladies would offer an explanation.


      Iris had brought her garden shears with her, and as they wandered about, she cut each of the girls a gorgeous bouquet of roses. Presently they came to a stone bench and a tiny lily pool and here they paused.


      “How well I remember,” Azalea murmured, half to herself, as she sank down upon the bench to rest, “it was just at this time of year that Iris and I first met John Trent. The roses were in bloom then, too.”


      Kitty and Doris exchanged quick glances, wondering if Azalea was about to branch into the story they had been waiting to hear. She remained silent for several minutes, and when she spoke again it was in a more matter-of-fact tone.


      “I suppose you wonder why we invited you here, Doris. As I told you before, it is a long story, but if you would like to hear it—”


      “Indeed I would!” Doris assured her eagerly.


      “Your uncle, John Trent, was a very fine young man,” Azalea began. “He was handsome and dashing—everything that a girl could wish for. Frequently he called at our home and Iris and I became very fond of him. Unfortunately, we never knew which one he liked better as he seemed devoted to both of us.”


      “It made us very unhappy,” Iris took up the story. “You see, until John Trent came into our lives we had never had a disagreement. We dressed alike and we enjoyed the same things—we were rather proud of being twins. After we met John, things were entirely different. We no longer wished to resemble each other. Vying for his favor, we even refused to dress alike.”


      Though no mention was made of any bitter feeling, Doris, reading deeply, guessed that the two ladies had carried their rivalry to such an extent that they had come to actually hate each other. Undoubtedly, the affair had been the talk of the town.


      “Finally Father stepped in and took a hand,” Iris went on. “He told John that he must marry one of us before the end of the month or he would forbid him to ever step inside the gate again. Oh, it was dreadful!”


      Here Iris’s voice broke and she could not continue. After a few minutes Azalea tried to take up the story.


      “The days passed and still John could not choose. Each hour was a nightmare to Iris and to me. We knew the townsfolk were aware of everything and were laughing behind our backs. We became nervous and fairly sick with it all. Father could not bear to see us suffer, and one afternoon, meeting John coming up the path to the house, he stopped him.


      “I don’t know what passed between them. Iris and I saw only what happened. Father spoke a few angry words to him and then they began to fight. John walked out of the gate, never to return.”


      “How unfortunate!” Doris murmured.


      “Yes,” Azalea said quietly, “but that was not the real tragedy. After their quarrel, Father staggered up the walk toward the house. We ran out, but before we could reach him, he fainted. He had always been afflicted with heart trouble, and the excitement was too much. In spite of everything the doctors did for him, he passed away in three days.”


      “How very sad!” Kitty said sympathetically.


      “My poor Uncle must have felt dreadfully wicked when he learned of your father’s death,” Doris commented.


      Iris nodded soberly.


      “I imagine he did, for no one ever heard of him again.”


      As she spoke, Iris wiped the tears from her eyes and Azalea turned her head to hide her face. Doris felt a lump arising in her own throat as she considered the sorrowful end to the romance. She gazed thoughtfully toward the locked gates and a hush fell over the group.


      CHAPTER XII


      An Interlude


      Doris and Kitty thought that the Misses Gates had finished their story, but presently, after a long pause, Iris went on with difficulty:


      “After the funeral we closed the front gates and locked them. To this day they have never been opened.”


      “We could not bear to remain in Rumson after all that had happened,” Azalea said quietly. “We went to Europe—Iris to France and I to Germany. There we plunged into study in the hope that it would help us to forget. Finally, when the old wound was partially healed, we once more turned to each other and returned home.”


      “Then you both must be fluent linguists,” Doris broke in eagerly.


      “Yes,” Iris agreed rather indifferently. “I speak French and Azalea has an excellent command of German.”


      “Then perhaps you could help me! My singing teacher says I must study French and German this summer.”


      “I am sure it would be a pleasure,” Iris declared.


      “Yes, indeed,” Azalea added. “We have so little to occupy our time, and personally I shall be glad of an opportunity to brush up on my German.”


      “We have troubled you enough for one day with our unhappy history,” Iris said lightly. “Come, I will show you the rest of the garden.”


      Doris had hoped that the ladies would tell her why they had invited her to Locked Gates, but apparently they found it difficult to lead up to the subject.


      Three days slipped by almost before the girls were aware of it. Once they had accustomed themselves to the quiet life of the mansion, they found it very enjoyable. They spent their mornings romping in the garden with Wags and their afternoons reading or sewing. Azalea and Iris left them alone a great deal, no doubt thinking the girls would have a better time by themselves. However, Kitty and Doris observed that the Misses Gates spent an hour of each day on the third floor, and as the ladies always took their Bible with them, they assumed that they were reading it there.


      “Odd, isn’t it?” Kitty commented to her chum. “You would think they could read it in the living room as well as any other place.”


      “Perhaps they don’t like to do it when we are around,” Doris suggested.


      The girls did not mean to pry, but, suspecting that Cora and Henry Sully were aiding in a plot against the Misses Gates, they were more watchful than they otherwise might have been. On one occasion, as they passed through a hall, they chanced to hear the two engaged in conversation.


      “Don’t see why they keep hangin’ on here unless they’re wise to something,” Henry muttered to his wife.


      “What could they know?” Cora had demanded sullenly. “If you keep a close tongue in your head, nothing will get out.”


      “You’re the one that has the wagging tongue,” Henry returned crossly. “I’d feel better if Trent would get back here. I’m for gittin’ the thing over with as quick as we can. No telling what may queer the deal.”


      This snatch of conversation set Doris and Kitty to thinking anew of the sinister plot which was brewing. Yet, until they had learned more about Ronald Trent, they did not wish to alarm the Misses Gates. Since their arrival, Azalea and Iris had been very kind to them and had seemed to enjoy their company a great deal. Cora and Henry Sully had been most unpleasant, especially when there was no one about to observe their behavior, but the girls, knowing what lay behind the sullen actions, did not permit themselves to become annoyed.


      “They mean to make it so unpleasant for us that we’ll leave,” Doris declared. “You know, Cora was hinting today that the mansion is haunted!”


      “What!”


      “Yes, she said that since Mr. Gates died, they have heard strange noises here at night.”


      “Doris, do you believe the place is—”


      “Of course not,” Doris laughed reassuringly. “You’re old enough to know there aren’t any ghosts.”


      “Yes,” Kitty quavered, “but this house is old, and we have been hearing strange noises at night.”


      It was true that each night the girls had been disturbed by loud groans and the sound of gruff voices. Doris had wondered if Cora and Henry Sully were trying to frighten them, for certainly it was not the wind that they heard.


      It was lonesome and gloomy in the right wing of the old mansion and the girls had come to dread the nights. They would have been less nervous if Wags had been permitted to stay with them, but he had been consigned to the shelter of the porch.


      Several times Doris and Kitty had been tempted to tell the Misses Gates everything they had learned, but knowing how partial the two ladies were to Ronald Trent, they hesitated. It would be better, they decided, to wait for the plotters to make the first move.


      Doris had wondered if Dave would visit her at the mansion but she had not dared to hope that he would come for at least a week. On the afternoon of the third day she was, therefore, greatly surprised when she heard the rhythmical hum of an airplane motor.


      “I wonder if it can be Dave?” she exclaimed to her chum.


      Eagerly they watched as the plane swept closer. Then Doris recognized the familiar craft and scarcely could contain her excitement. The monoplane circled low and Dave waved to them. Finally he dropped a note to Doris telling her that he intended to come to see her soon. After that he turned back toward the airport.


      “I suppose he’s just out for a trial flight today,” Doris declared.


      When Kitty was not looking, she carefully folded the note and placed it in her pocket for future reference.


      The sight of Dave, distant as it was, gave the girls a slight touch of homesickness, and for want of a better occupation they decided to write back to their friends. They had the library to themselves, for as usual Iris and Azalea had taken their Bible with them to the third floor.


      “Jake certainly would enjoy this place,” Doris commented as she sat at the desk with pen poised. “He likes mysteries and things that smack of the unusual.”


      “Jake has had an interesting past, didn’t you say?”


      “Yes, Uncle Ward rescued him from a bad gang. I think Jake is still afraid of the old leader for he never uses his real name and always seems half afraid that some one he knows will find him. He is absolutely devoted to us now and would do anything in the world to help us.”


      “Then tell him to come down here and rid this place of ghosts,” Kitty joked.


      “I’ll bet he could, all right. Jake wouldn’t hesitate to plow right into them.”


      “Seriously, I wish he and that young man you call Marshmallow would ride out here. Perhaps they could help us to get a line on Ronald Trent.”


      “That’s so,” Doris agreed. “But why bring Marshmallow in on it? I guess you’d like to see him yourself, wouldn’t you? I noticed you two took to each other on sight.”


      “I wouldn’t mind seeing Marshall if he happened to be coming this way,” Kitty admitted unembarrassed. “He’s so jolly and—”


      “Fat!” Doris finished mischievously.


      “He is a little plump,” Kitty admitted, “but I don’t mind that.”


      “We might write to Marshmallow and tell him of our experiences here,” Doris said thoughtfully. “It may be that we will need his help before we get home again.”


      The girls fell to writing their letters and for some time there was no sound other than the scratching of their pens. Kitty wrote home while Doris sent messages to her uncle, to a girl friend in Chilton, to Dave, and to Marshmallow. She did not fail to include a cheery word for Jake.


      Having finished their writing, the girls took the stamped letters and placed them in the mail box where the postman would gather them up early the next morning. They walked slowly back toward the mansion, Wags trotting contentedly at their heels.


      Already it was dusk and the old mansion appeared wrapped in gloom. During the day the ancient house seemed less austere and mysterious, but by night it took on a character which filled the girls with uneasiness. Their imaginations tricked them into believing that shadowy forms might lurk behind the trees. They tried to shake off the mood, but always with the darkness it came.


      “This is entirely different from Barry Manor,” said Doris. “Fancy our sorority moving in here for a week-end, that surely would liven things up a bit, but would no doubt upset the lives of these two ladies who live so secluded and almost a hermits’ existence.”


      “I don’t see how the Misses Gates can stand to live here all the time,” Kitty said as they turned toward the side door where Wags was to be tied for the night. “I’d be a nervous wreck. I wish they would hurry up and tell you why they invited you here.”


      “So do I,” Doris returned earnestly. “I am sure they haven’t told us all of their story. To speak of the past revives old memories and they keep putting it off. Ronald Trent may come back any day now and I want to learn just how matters stand before he gets here.”


      CHAPTER XIII


      An Important Request


      Doris and Kitty spent an unpleasant night in the right wing, for, as they had anticipated, the weird noises began shortly after they had retired. Once, hearing footsteps near their door, they clutched each other in an agony of fear, but the sound soon died away. They were on the verge of falling asleep when a strange noise from a distant part of the wing roused them into wakefulness.


      “This is terrible!” Kitty whispered. “What can be going on in this dreadful house?”


      “Perhaps it’s only Cora or Henry astir,” Doris suggested, but the explanation did not satisfy her, and Kitty refused to be comforted by it.


      For long hours the girls lay awake, but once asleep nothing disturbed them and they awoke in the morning feeling refreshed in spite of the harrowing night.


      “It’s always something of a surprise each morning when I wake up and find I’m still alive,” Kitty laughed.


      At breakfast Iris chanced to remark that an old croquet set had been stored in the attic and Doris and Kitty asked if they might use it.


      “Certainly,” Iris assured them. “I’ll get it out of the attic for you.”


      “Oh, let us get it ourselves,” Doris begged. “I just love to poke around in attics. It’s on the third floor above our wing, isn’t it?”


      Azalea and Iris exchanged quick, startled glances.


      “Oh, no,” Iris returned hastily. “The attic is in the left wing.”


      “But I thought there was a floor above our bedroom,” Doris said, somewhat puzzled. “We’ve been hearing such queer noises at night.”


      “Mice undoubtedly,” Azalea explained and arose from the table. “If you want to see the attic, come with me.”


      They went to the kitchen for a lantern and then mounted the stairs to the third floor above the left wing. Azalea unlocked the door and told them to look about as much as they liked.


      After Azalea had gone back down stairs, Doris whispered to her chum:


      “Didn’t you think the twins acted funny when I asked about the third floor on our wing?”


      “Yes, I did, Doris. They switched the subject, too.”


      The attic was something of a disappointment, for it was very clean and tidy. A number of boxes lined the walls, but each was plainly labeled as to its contents. Flashing the lantern about, the girls saw that they contained blankets, woolens, old clothing, and numerous other articles.


      “Nothing very exciting here,” Kitty said. “It isn’t any fun poking into boxes when they’re all labeled. I wish the Misses Gates weren’t such good housekeepers.”


      Doris had found the croquet set and, with Kitty’s help, dragged it out into the light.


      “We may as well take it down into the yard and have a game,” she suggested.


      “I suppose so,” Kitty agreed. “I’d hoped we might stumble upon something interesting here, but I guess there’s no chance of it. You know, Doris, I’ve read about folks finding false bottom trunks and things like that in their attics.”


      “I guess it happens only in stories. Anyway, I don’t see any trunk here. If there’s an attic above the right wing, I’ll bet it’s more interesting than this one.”


      Locking the attic door, the girls took the croquet set down to the front lawn and set up the arches. They played three games, Doris going down in ignoble defeat.


      “Croquet isn’t my game,” she laughed. “I’d rather wield a tennis racquet than a mallet.”


      Soon tiring of the sport they amused themselves by throwing a rubber ball to Wags who would pick it up in his mouth and return it to them.


      Presently Iris and Azalea brought their sewing and came out to sit in the swing. They watched the girls for a time and then Iris called to them.


      “Perhaps you would like to hear the rest of the story we were telling you the other day?” she asked.


      “Yes, indeed,” Doris declared.


      “I’m afraid we’re only boring you,” Azalea murmured. “We have no desire to inflict our troubles upon you.”


      “Oh, but you aren’t,” Doris assured her. “We’re both very much interested.”


      Leaving Wags to his own devices, the girls sat down in the swing beside the Misses Gates.


      “You go on with the story,” Azalea murmured.


      Iris did not begin at once but sat for some minutes gazing away. At last, with a sigh, she forced herself to take up the broken threads.


      “For thirty-two years after John Trent left, we heard no word from him,” she said sadly. “Often we wondered what might have become of him. At first we thought perhaps he would write to one of us—at least to tell us that he was sorry for everything that had happened.”


      “And he didn’t?” Doris asked.


      “No, to this day our only message has been through his son. You may imagine our joy when Ronald came to see us here at the mansion. He resembles his mother more than his father, it seems, so we did not recognize him.”


      Kitty and Doris exchanged odd glances but Iris did not notice.


      “Ronald told us that his father was dead,” she continued in a low voice. “His wife had died before him, so Ronald was his heir. Before John passed away, he begged Ronald to return to Rumson and find the lovely Misses Gates. Those were his very words! ‘Do all in your power to make them happy,’ he said.”


      Here Iris paused to wipe her eyes.


      “It was very dear of him to think of us at the last,” Azalea said softly, “and very kind of his son to come this far with the message. He remembered us in a material way, too.”


      “Yes,” Iris went on bravely. “It seems, that after John left Rumson he accumulated a large fortune. He willed three-quarters of the estate to his son—which was as it should be—and the remaining quarter to Azalea and myself, to be divided equally.”


      “How considerate,” Doris murmured.


      “Yes,” Iris agreed, “and just at this time the money will come in handy. You see, since Father died the estate has dwindled. We have this property, of course, but very little ready money.”


      “Unfortunately, we shall not be able to get our inheritance for some time,” Azalea explained. “There are certain legal complications which I do not entirely understand. There seems to have been some tangle about identifying poor John’s body at the time of his death and the estate is tied up.”


      “Of course we shall get the money in the end,” Iris declared, “but right now there are a number of attorney’s fees to be met. Ronald is entirely without funds, so it was natural that he should come to us.”


      “You gave him money?” Doris asked, although she thought she knew the answer.


      “Yes, we loaned him what we had, but our funds are running low,” Azalea told her. “It isn’t as if we were actually giving him the money, for in the end every one will be rich.”


      “Ronald says he will pay us back when the estate is settled,” Iris added.


      Doris and Kitty were so taken by surprise that for a minute they could think of nothing to say. The twins looked at each other in an embarrassed way, and it was evident that they scarcely knew how to go on.


      “Unless we can raise money to meet the necessary attorney’s fees, we will lose our inheritance,” Azalea said. “We have nothing of value we can sell except this mansion, and we are too old to leave it after having lived here all these years.


      “Ronald has been so impatient at our reluctance to do anything. Dear boy! One scarcely can blame him, for his fortune, too, is at stake, and he does not understand how low our funds are.” Iris hesitated as she finished lamely, “And so, after hours of debate, we decided that for the sake of your own uncle, Doris, we would ask you for money.”


      “Of course you understand we intend to will everything to you at our death,” Azalea added hastily. “It will be your own uncle’s money, so it will be entirely a family affair.”


      “That is why you invited me here?” Doris stammered.


      “Yes,” Iris told her. “You will help us, won’t you?”


      Doris did not know what to reply; in fact, the request left her a trifle dazed. She remembered that Marshmallow had jokingly told her the Misses Gates might ask for money, but she had not considered the matter seriously. She actually had believed that she was being invited to Locked Gates for the purpose of being informed of an inheritance of her own! What a blow to her hopes!


      “I really don’t know what to say,” she murmured. “I must confess I have no idea how much money of my own I actually have.”


      “Of course this has all been very sudden,” Iris said tactfully. “We can’t expect you to decide upon the instant, but after thinking it over, if you decide you can spare the money, we shall be eternally grateful.”


      “Yes,” continued Azalea, taking up the subject. Her sister sank back in the big, old-fashioned rocker, like one in need of rest. “We realize the importance of not neglecting this business a day longer. You will consider it soon, won’t you, Doris, dear?”


      She, too, now leaned back in her chair with something of a sigh of relief, making Doris aware of the fact that her assistance was expected and counted upon by her hostesses, who could from now on assume that she would lift their burden permanently.


      Just then Cora, without any warning of her approach, entered the room, carrying a number of letters and several newspapers. She glanced at the faces of the thoughtful group, as though she were to be asked to remain, should her advice or assistance be required. However, they were so absorbed in what they had been discussing that they did not notice Cora’s being there, and, receiving no word of encouragement to remain, even for a moment, she bustled out of the door.


      Wags bounded into the room, and came straight up to Doris, attempting to jump into her lap and to lick her hands and face caressingly.


      Doris was glad of the interruption, for this gave her an opportunity to get up from her chair and shake the playful puppy off her lap.


      As soon as she gracefully could do so, Doris excused herself and went to her room. She wished to be alone that she might think over what the twins had told her.


      “Can it be that I have made a mistake about Ronald Trent?” she asked herself.


      After all, she had heard him say only that he was having trouble securing money from the two sisters. But why, if his motives were honest, was he in league with Cora and Henry Sully?


      Doris admitted that the problem was too weighty for her to solve at once.


      CHAPTER XIV


      A Valuable Find


      Doris found herself unable to reach any decision concerning the loan which the Gates twins had asked her to make, and the following morning she was still thinking of the matter. Azalea and Iris tactfully avoided mentioning the subject at the breakfast table but she knew that it was foremost in their minds.


      Any day Ronald Trent might return and when he came, he would expect the money. Doris disliked the man and had no desire to help him, but she felt sorry for the Misses Gates and wished that she could aid them in obtaining their inheritance. If only she knew that Ronald was acting honestly and in good faith!


      After the morning work had been done, Azalea and Iris joined the girls on the lawn. Conversation was rather labored and it was obvious to Doris that the twins were under a strain.


      “I am sorry we told you our troubles,” Iris said after a time. “It has ruined your visit, and you undoubtedly think that our sole reason for inviting you here was to ask for money.”


      “Oh, no,” Doris assured her hastily. “I have enjoyed every minute here at Locked Gates. And I truly want to help you. I was thinking—”


      She did not continue for just at that moment she caught the faint hum of an airplane engine. Scrambling up from the grass, and shading her eyes with her hand, she gazed eagerly skyward trying to locate the sound.


      “I’m sure I heard an airplane, but I can’t see it. The sun is so bright!”


      “Must have been your imagination,” Kitty teased. “Dave was here only the other day.”


      “It is an airplane!” Doris cried excitedly. “And it’s coming this way! Oh, I hope it’s Dave.”


      The Misses Gates laid down their sewing and watched the approaching plane with interest. Doris and Kitty were highly elated when they distinguished the red stars on the wings.


      “Wonder if he’s going to drop another note?” Kitty murmured. “Aren’t you the lucky girl to have a flying Romeo?”


      For once, Doris was not annoyed by her chum’s teasing. She was far too interested in watching the plane to even listen closely to what Kitty was saying.


      They waved frantically as the plane approached. Two young men were in the cockpit, Dave and another pilot, and they both returned the greeting.


      The plane circled over the mansion several times and Dave indicated that he intended to drop a message. They saw something white flutter from his hand.


      The weighted note struck a nearby rhododendron bush, but, before the girls could reach it, Wags scooted ahead of them, thinking that it was a variation of his favorite game of “fetch the ball.”


      “Wags!” Doris cried.


      The little brown dog turned to regard her with surprise, and that gave the girls an opportunity to catch up with him. But before they could lay restraining hands upon him, he made another bolt for the rhododendron bush.


      As Wags snapped up the bit of paper in his mouth, Doris and Kitty made a flying leap toward him. In the mad scramble the girls lost their balance and at the same moment clutched at the rhododendron branches for support. To their horror, their combined weight uprooted the bush and it suddenly gave way from the soft earth, sending them sprawling backwards.


      Still clutching part of the bush they picked themselves up and looked to see what had become of Wags. He was standing not three yards away regarding them with saucy little eyes which seemed to say: “If you want this old paper just try to get it!”


      They tried to coax him nearer, but he would not come, and as soon as they started toward him he would dart away, only to pause whenever they showed signs of giving up the chase. At last they managed to drive him into a corner and there, with considerable impatience, extracted the note from between his teeth.


      Returning to the Misses Gates they humbly apologized for having broken the rhododendron bush, but the ladies had thoroughly enjoyed the wild chase and assured them that it was of no consequence.


      “We had been planning to have that bush dug out,” Azalea laughed, “but you girls saved us the bother.”


      “I think it very romantic to have a love letter delivered by airplane,” Iris declared.


      Doris blushed.


      “Oh, it isn’t a love letter,” she returned as she ripped open the envelope. “Dave isn’t a bit silly.”


      Perhaps because she wished to prove her statement, she read the note aloud:


      “If you and Kitty are free tomorrow and the Misses Gates have no objection, I shall drop in and take you for an airplane ride. Say about one o’clock, then we can have the entire afternoon. Dave.”


      “Oh!” Kitty cried in delight. “I’ve always wanted to ride in a plane.”


      “So have I,” Doris agreed enthusiastically. She glanced hopefully at Azalea and Iris. “May we go?”


      “Why, certainly,” Azalea declared. “But aren’t you a little afraid?”


      “Not with Dave,” Doris returned proudly. “Every one says he is a reliable pilot and I know he wouldn’t offer to take us if he didn’t know it would be safe.”


      The girls had been so excited over the note that they had failed to keep track of Wags. Turning, they were amused to see him pawing energetically near the uprooted rhododendron bush. Dirt was flying in every direction.


      “What’s that little rascal after now?” Doris laughed.


      “Probably a bone.”


      “I’ll go see.”


      She crossed the garden just as Wags picked up something in his mouth.


      “Here, Wags, bring it here!” Doris commanded.


      Wags hesitated, debating whether or not to obey, and then came forward, dropping his offering at his mistress’s feet.


      “What in the world!” Doris exclaimed.


      She picked up the curious object. It was a tiny box, water soaked and badly stained, and bore evidence that it had been buried for some time. Yet, for all its disfigurement, Doris saw that it was a jewel box.


      “Kitty!” she cried. “Come here!”


      Her chum already was flying toward her.


      “Look what the dog dug up!” Doris exclaimed in excitement. “It’s a jewel box!”


      “Well, don’t stand there staring at it,” Kitty chided. “Open it quick!”


      Doris lifted the lid and gave a little cry of wonder. She scarcely could believe her own eyes.


      There, nestled in a cushion of faded blue silk, lay a beautiful ruby ring! Doris saw at a glance that it was a genuine stone, and valuable.


      “A ring!” Kitty gasped. “Where did it come from?”


      “Under that rhododendron bush. It must have been there for ages. See how old the case is.”


      “What a perfectly gorgeous stone!” Kitty said, her eyes shining with admiration. “Some one must have lost it, don’t you think?”


      “But it was buried,” Doris reminded her. “If we hadn’t uprooted that rhododendron bush, we’d never have discovered it.”


      The excited comments of the girls had brought the Misses Gates hurrying across the yard. They too exclaimed in admiration as they saw the ring.


      “Where did you get it?” Azalea asked tensely.


      “I took it away from Wags,” Doris informed her. “It must have been buried under that bush.”


      “But why was it put there?” Iris murmured. “I can’t understand it.”


      “I thought perhaps it might have been a family jewel,” Doris suggested.


      “Oh, no,” Azalea protested. “I never saw the ring before in my life.”


      “Isn’t there any clue as to the identity of the owner?” Kitty questioned.


      “There doesn’t seem to be,” Doris responded.


      She lifted the ring from the tiny case and as she did so, noticed for the first time a scrap of paper, yellowed with age.


      She read the name on it at a glance and a startled expression came into her eyes.


      “It says ‘John,’” she said in a strained voice.


      “John!”


      Echoing the name, Azalea began to tremble. Iris’s face had gone chalk white.


      Doris had turned the paper over and was reading something upon the back. The twins scarcely heard her.


      “To my beloved sweetheart,” the note said, “the one I have chosen to be my wife. This ring is a sign of my decision. Please wear it always.”


      “He did choose,” Doris declared tensely.


      Azalea and Iris stood as motionless as statues.


      “But which one?” Azalea murmured.


      Doris looked again at the message. It was so old and yellow that it was difficult to make out the writing, but unquestionably neither of the twins had been mentioned by name. Her silence communicated this to the others.


      “If only we had known—” Iris murmured brokenly. “What a difference it might have made. That fatal night when Father—”


      She choked and could not go on.


      “It’s the most beautiful ring I ever saw,” Kitty declared.


      She restrained her enthusiasm, noting that it seemed to pain the Misses Gates.


      “Of course it belongs to you,” Doris said quietly, “even though your names aren’t mentioned.” She extended the ring toward the two ladies.


      Iris straightened proudly and Azalea turned coldly away.


      “It doesn’t belong to me,” she said tartly.


      “I won’t touch it!” Iris declared indignantly.


      “But it must belong to one of you,” Doris insisted. “What shall we do with it?”


      Azalea was already walking rapidly toward the house. Iris, as pale as a ghost and looking as though she were about to cry, likewise turned away.


      “I don’t care what you do with it,” she said. “I’ll never touch it as long as I live!”


      Doris and Kitty, left in possession of the ring, stared at it rather blankly.


      “Well, of all things!” Kitty exclaimed. “Do you think they’ll change their minds?”


      “I’m afraid not. This note and the ring have opened up old wounds. Now they’ll always be tortured by thinking of what might have been.”


      Being hampered by no sentimental attachments themselves, the girls each tried on the ring. It was too large for Kitty but it fit Doris’s third finger.


      “The setting is certainly old fashioned,” Kitty commented, “but can’t you imagine how gorgeous it would look in a modern one! I think the Misses Gates are foolish not to want it.”


      “The question is, what shall we do with it? We can’t very well wear it around in front of them. They’re so sensitive. And the ring doesn’t belong to us.”


      “It doesn’t belong to any one,” Kitty declared. “The poor thing is an orphan! Until some one turns in a claim, though, let’s pretend it’s ours. This will probably be the nearest we’ll ever come to owning a ruby ring!”


      She pirouetted around the room gaily, like a ballet dancer doing a special number, flashing the ring upon her finger.


      “Careful, young lady,” admonished her chum. “Since it doesn’t fit you, you may fling it away in your ballet performance, never more to see the romantic jewel.”


      She stopped her twirling and gazed at the sparkling gem upon her finger.


      “It must be a perfect stone,” surmised Kitty, as she glanced admiringly at the jewel which caught the lights in its rich, deep tones.


      “And more than that, think of the romance and the tragedy hidden away in its very heart,” and Doris glanced thoughtfully in the direction of the Locked Gates that appeared even more forbidding and austere since this new connection with them had been established.


      A moment of silence followed, and Doris thought suddenly of her friend Dave, and wondered what he would think of the token and the story it symbolized.


      CHAPTER XV


      Questionable Characters


      The Misses Gates did not appear at luncheon but kept to their individual rooms. Azalea sent word by Cora that she was ill with a headache and preferred to be alone; Iris offered no excuse. Kitty and Doris knew that they were still upset over the finding of the ruby ring.


      “I almost wish Wags hadn’t dug it up,” Doris remarked dolefully. “It’s making the poor ladies feel so unhappy.”


      The girls ate a rather forlorn meal in the big dining room. Cora waited on them in a more slipshod manner than usual and took no pains to conceal her dislike. Shortly after luncheon, they saw her leave the premises by the back gate.


      “I’ll venture the Misses Gates don’t know she’s leaving,” Doris commented. “Cora thinks they’ll not find out she’s gone.”


      The mansion seemed very quiet and desolate to the girls, and they found it difficult to settle down to reading.


      “Why not see something of the town ourselves?” Doris suggested by way of a question. “We’re in for a dull time here this afternoon if we don’t bestir ourselves. Anyway, I must send Dave a message telling him we’ll go with him tomorrow.”


      “Suits me fine,” Kitty agreed, putting aside her book. “But what shall we do about the ring? We can’t very well take it with us. We might be robbed.”


      At a loss to know what to do with the ruby, Doris had carried it around in her pocket, but now she removed the tiny case and studied it in perplexity.


      “I wish the Gates sisters would accept it,” she murmured. “I’m scared to death we’ll lose it.”


      “They won’t take it,” Kitty returned, “and you know it will pain them to bring up the subject again.”


      “We can’t wear the ring, that’s certain, for it isn’t ours. We’ll have to hide it somewhere.”


      “But where?”


      “How about our bedroom?”


      “You know Cora goes snooping around there. She might find it.”


      “I know!” Doris exclaimed. “We’ll hide it under the mattress. No one would ever think of looking there!”


      “Great!” her chum approved. “Let’s do it now, while the coast is clear.”


      They hurried upstairs and, closing the bedroom door, secreted the tiny jewel case beneath the mattress, taking care to rearrange the covers.


      “Now we can forget about it,” Kitty declared.


      However, both girls knew that as long as the ruby ring remained in their possession, they could not forget its existence. It was certain to give them many uneasy moments.


      Satisfied that for the time being the jewel was safe, they left the mansion by the back gate.


      Locked Gates was located at the edge of Rumson but it was only a short walk to the main part of the little city. The girls stopped first at the post office where they dispatched an air mail letter to Dave.


      Then, as time rested heavily upon them, they dropped in at a corner drug store for an ice cream soda. Doris bought a few things she needed, and they continued down the street with no particular destination in view.


      Not being acquainted with the town, they unwittingly turned down a street which led them toward the poorer section. They had gone a considerable distance before they realized their error.


      “Let’s turn back,” Doris suggested. “I don’t like the appearance of this street. There are so many pool halls and gambling places.”


      Abruptly they retraced their steps but, before they had gone far, Doris caught her chum by the sleeve.


      “Look!” she commanded. “Isn’t that Henry Sully just ahead of us?”


      “It is!” Kitty agreed. “We’ll meet him face to face!”


      The man was walking toward the girls, but his head was lowered and he had not seen them. While he was still at least a hundred yards away, he turned into an old tumbledown building which opened off the street.


      As Kitty and Doris passed the place a few minutes later, they surveyed it rather curiously and were not surprised to see that it was probably a gambling house.


      “So that’s the way he spends his time!” Doris commented. “I guess he knew the Misses Gates were in their rooms and that he would have a good chance to slip away with no questions asked.”


      “Did you notice the way he walked, Dory?”


      “Yes, I did. His head was down—sort of flopping all around. And he walked with such a precise step as though he were trying not to stagger.”


      “I’ll bet he’s had about one drink too many.”


      “Probably six would be more like it. Do you suppose the Misses Gates know he drinks?”


      “Oh, I’m sure they don’t. You know how strict they are about such things.”


      “I think it’s time they find out about their help, then. I don’t see how they can be so blind.”


      They continued down the street and presently had forgotten about Henry Sully. The town was soon explored and they were thinking of returning to the mansion when Kitty suggested that they attend a moving picture show.


      “All right,” Doris agreed, “if we can find anything good.”


      They had noticed a number of theaters near the post office and turned that way.


      “We’re coming to one now,” Kitty observed a few minutes later. “Can you make out the sign?”


      “Oh, we don’t want to go there,” Doris said hastily. “It’s one of those cheap places that cater to folks with perverted tastes.”


      They were about to pass on without a glance at the advertisements when they noticed a familiar figure. Of one accord they paused and pretended to be looking at the window display of a candy shop adjoining the theater.


      “It’s Cora Sully!” Kitty whispered to her chum. “She’s buying a ticket.”


      Without glancing in their direction, the woman entered the moving picture house.


      “Aren’t they a pair!” Doris exclaimed in disgust. “Henry half drunk in a gambling place and Cora here at this cheap movie! I don’t see how Azalea and Iris can tolerate them—they are so refined themselves.”


      “Either they don’t know about it, or they must have some very special reason for keeping them. Didn’t they say Cora was the daughter of their former dressmaker?”


      “Yes, perhaps they keep the couple out of sheer sentiment. I’m sure if I were in their place I’d send Cora and Henry away in a hurry.”


      Farther on down the street the girls found a picture house which satisfied them and they purchased tickets. The show lasted for two hours and when they left the theater, it was nearly supper time.


      “We must be getting back to the mansion,” Doris declared. “Before we go, though, I have a notion I ought to put in a telephone call to the bank at Chilton and find out how much money I have there. I’d ask Uncle Ward but he’s still out of town campaigning for that Fresh Air Fund.”


      “Then you’ve decided to loan the Misses Gates the money they want?”


      “Oh, I haven’t decided anything. I don’t know what to do! I thought if I found out exactly how much money I have, it might be easier to decide.”


      “It won’t take very long to put the call through,” Kitty urged. “Why don’t you?”


      Doris consulted her wrist watch.


      “The bank is closed by this time, but I am sure there will be some one there who can tell me what I want to know. We’ll try it, anyway.”


      They turned in at the next drug store and, after a brief wait, Doris was connected with her party. After a few minutes she received the information she sought and came back to Kitty, who was waiting outside the booth.


      “Did you find out?” she demanded.


      Doris nodded. Her eyes were shining.


      “Why, Kit, I have a lot of money. From what Uncle Ward told me the other day I thought I was almost poverty stricken.”


      “How much?”


      “Nearly six thousand dollars. Five thousand nine hundred and forty-three, to be exact.”


      “Why, you’re rich, Dory!” Kitty exclaimed in awe.


      “Hardly that, but I’ll have enough to last me for a long time.”


      Both girls, blissfully ignorant of how much it cost to live, considered Doris’s little hoard a miniature fortune.


      “When I have so much, it seems a shame not to make a small loan to Iris and Azalea,” Doris said thoughtfully.


      “They promised you’d get it all back,” Kitty encouraged. “In the end you’ll come into the Trent inheritance.”


      “There’s only one drawback.”


      “What’s that?”


      “Cousin Ronald is to handle the money.” Doris sighed as one who was burdened with great business responsibilities. “Oh, dear, I wish I liked him better. If I could entirely trust him, I’d offer the money in a minute!”


      CHAPTER XVI


      A Pleasant Adventure


      The next morning when Doris and Kitty came downstairs for breakfast, they were relieved to see that the Misses Gates were there ahead of them. However, they noticed at once that for the first time since their arrival at the mansion, the two ladies were dressed differently.


      “That means they’ve been quarrelling,” Doris told herself.


      Iris and Azalea spoke pleasantly to the girls but their faces were wan and strained. They avoided speaking to each other and scarcely glanced at one another. Kitty and Doris, distressed at the situation, were very glad that they had accepted Dave’s invitation to go for a ride in his plane. It would be a relief to get away from the mansion. The place was beginning to get on their nerves.


      Azalea and Iris ate very little, making the girls feel somewhat guilty concerning their own hearty appetites. All mention of the ruby ring was carefully avoided, but the subject was uppermost in the minds of the four. Conversation languished and the Misses Gates obviously were relieved when breakfast was finished.


      During the night Doris had tried to make up her mind what was the best thing to do in regard to the loan which the Misses Gates had requested, but she had been unable to reach a decision. Now, as she saw how very unhappy the two ladies were and how strained was the relationship between them, she wished that she might do something to help the situation before she and Kitty left on their outing.


      “I’ll lend them the money,” she thought. “Perhaps the news will cheer them a bit.”


      Accordingly, as they were leaving the dining room, she turned to Azalea and Iris.


      “Yesterday when Kitty and I were in Rumson, I telephoned my bank,” she told them, “and I found that I have more money in my account than I had anticipated. So I’ve been thinking it over and have decided to let you have some of it.”


      “Oh!” Azalea exclaimed, her face lighting up. “How very kind of you.”


      “You’re sure you can spare the money?” Iris asked.


      “The bookkeeper said that I had six thousand dollars,” Doris admitted, “so I can let you have only five hundred. If that will be of any help—”


      “Indeed it will,” Azalea declared. “I cannot tell you how grateful we are.”


      “And Ronald will appreciate it, too,” Iris added. “It means so much to us just at this time. Of course, in the end you will get it all back.”


      “I am glad to do what I can to help,” Doris told them.


      Already she was pleased to see that the tension between Iris and Azalea was somewhat relaxed. She hoped that before the day was over they would have forgotten their foolish quarrel.


      As Dave had stated that he would call for the girls about one o’clock, they began to watch for him soon after luncheon. As the airport was some distance from the mansion, they expected him to come for them in a car, and accordingly kept close watch of the road.


      Presently an automobile drove up, and Doris and Kitty, thinking it must be Dave, snatched up their wraps and started for the gate. Halfway down the path they saw they had made a mistake. Ronald Trent was getting out of his roadster.


      “Hello, girlies,” he greeted with a sickening smile as he opened the gate. “Coming to meet me, eh?”


      “No, we weren’t,” Doris returned. “We are waiting for a friend of ours.”


      “We’re going for an airplane ride,” Kitty added.


      “High fliers, eh?” Ronald smirked, and then laughed loudly at his own inane joke.


      Doris and Kitty did not even smile. They wished that he would go on into the house and leave them alone.


      “Who is that flying sweetheart of yours?” he teased.


      “He isn’t a sweetheart and you don’t know him,” Doris replied somewhat coldly. “Come on, Kitty.”


      They started to walk to the gate but the man called them back.


      “Just a minute. Aren’t you forgetting something?”


      The girls paused and looked at him in surprise. Ronald came over to Doris and leaned unpleasantly close.


      “Haven’t you forgotten to give Cousin Ronald a goodbye kiss?”


      Indignantly, Doris recoiled.


      “I’m not in the habit of kissing strangers!” she snapped. “That remark was entirely uncalled for!”


      “Come now, don’t be bashful,” Ronald cajoled.


      He edged nearer and caught her by the hand. Doris jerked away and faced him with blazing eyes.


      “Don’t you dare touch me!”


      Undoubtedly, Ronald would have pressed his unwelcome attentions, but just at that instant an automobile drove up to the gate.


      “Oh, well, we’ll save it until the next time,” he said with a shrug.


      Chuckling gleefully to himself, he went on up the path toward the house.


      “Oh, how I hate that man!” Doris muttered in an undertone to her chum. “I wanted to slap his face!”


      “I wish you had!”


      They said no more, for turning toward the gate they saw that Dave had arrived. Eagerly he sprang from the taxicab and came to meet them. Noticing Doris’s flushed and angry face he asked what was the matter.


      “Oh, it was that horrid cousin of mine,” she told him. “He tried to get fresh.”


      “He did?” Dave demanded sharply. “Say, I’ll just go after him and tell him a thing or two!”


      Doris placed a restraining hand on his sleeve.


      “No, you mustn’t do that. Iris and Azalea would never forgive us for creating a scene. I don’t doubt but that it’s just his way.”


      “Well, he’d better change it if he doesn’t want to get into trouble with me!”


      With a scowl directed at the back of the retreating Cousin Ronald, Dave opened the gate for the girls and helped them into the taxi.


      “I thought perhaps you wouldn’t entirely trust me as a pilot,” he declared as they were speeding rapidly toward the airfield, “so I brought along an expert. There isn’t a better pilot to be had than Don Everts. He’s waiting for us at the field.”


      “You know we’d trust you,” Doris protested quickly.


      Dave grinned.


      “Well, anyway, I thought it would give me a better chance to talk with you girls.”


      A few minutes later the cab turned in at the flying field and came to a standstill near a row of hangars. Dave helped the girls to alight and paid the driver.


      “This way,” he directed, leading them toward a monoplane at the far end of the runway.


      Quickly he introduced Don Everts, the pilot, a lean chap in helmet and dungarees. The girls found him very quiet and self-contained, but liked him at once.


      They took their places in the cockpit and Dave smiled at them reassuringly. The pilot carefully examined the controls and then nodded to the mechanic who stood waiting to swing the propeller.


      “Switch off?”


      “Switch off!” the pilot confirmed tersely.


      “Contact?”


      “Contact!”


      The mechanic gave the propeller a mighty swing and the engine began to roar. To Doris and Kitty it was all very thrilling.


      “All set?” Dave questioned after the engine had warmed up.


      Kitty and Doris nodded grimly.


      The monoplane had headed into the wind, and as Don Everts opened the throttle, it moved rapidly across the field. The girls held their breath, but almost before they were aware of it, the plane had taken to the air and leveled off.


      It no longer seemed to Kitty and Doris that they were traveling swiftly, for the plane appeared to be almost stationary in the sky.


      “Not going very fast, are we?” Doris asked Dave.


      “Ninety-eight miles per!” he shouted back.


      Glancing down, the girls saw the earth pass slowly in review before them. They made out a few buildings but it was difficult to believe that the miniature structures comprised the town of Rumson.


      The day was an ideal one for flying, with very few clouds visible. That the girls might enjoy the novelty of their ride to the utmost, the pilot presently zoomed up above a small bank of mist and permitted them to look down upon the fleece-like floor.


      For Doris and Kitty, who were having the thrill of their lives, the time passed all too swiftly. When Dave told them that they had been in the air nearly two hours they were amazed.


      “I haven’t had so much fun in ages,” Doris declared enthusiastically, after they had landed safely at the air field.


      “I’ll take you up again,” Dave promised, “and now that I know you won’t be afraid, I’ll pilot you myself some time. I should have my license in a little while.”


      Leaving the monoplane to the care of an attendant, the two young men escorted the girls to a taxicab and took seats beside them.


      “You know, I was thinking perhaps we could get up a picnic one of these days,” Dave suggested as they drove toward the mansion. “Marshmallow has been hinting that he wants to be included.”


      “I think a picnic would be lots of fun,” Doris declared, “and by all means let’s have Marshmallow. He always brings the best things to eat! Of course that isn’t my reason for wanting him,” she added hastily, as the others began to laugh.


      During the flight Dave had chanced to remark that Don Everts had formerly piloted an air mail plane and had a flying acquaintance with nearly every town and city in the east. Doris had been longing to ask him if he had ever passed over Cloudy Cove and now she broached the subject.


      “My cousin comes from there,” she explained.


      “Cloudy Cove?” the pilot repeated thoughtfully. “Sure, I remember the place. It’s in Massachusetts. City of about thirty or forty thousand, I’d say.”


      The taxicab drew up at the rear gate of the old mansion, and the four alighted. Doris noticed that Ronald Trent’s red roadster was still parked nearby.


      “Won’t you come in?” she asked the two young men. “It isn’t late yet.”


      They accepted with alacrity and the girls led the way to the house.


      “I hope Cousin Ronald doesn’t try any more of his foolishness,” Doris said in an undertone to Kitty.


      Entering the house they found the Gates twins and Ronald in close conference. Doris thought Azalea and Iris looked somewhat relieved as the group came into the living room and wondered what her cousin had been saying to disturb them.


      The twins were delighted that the girls had brought their friends into the house, and at once made them feel at ease, but Ronald frowned as though he considered it an intrusion. He spoke agreeably enough to Dave when introduced, but it was apparent to the girls that they took an instant dislike to each other.


      While the Misses Gates chatted pleasantly with Doris and her friends, Ronald fidgeted in his chair and kept glancing at his watch. After a few minutes he abruptly arose and, with only a few words spoken quietly to Azalea and Iris, departed.


      After that, Doris sang a number of songs which met with enthusiastic approval. Azalea rang for the tea things and, as the hour grew late, Dave and his friend regretfully took their departure.


      “Don’t forget the picnic,” the girls were reminded by Dave as he said goodbye. “We can decide upon the date and the place later on.”


      “We will watch for your message,” assured Kitty.


      “A summer without a picnic wouldn’t be a summer at all,” sang Doris, as the two girls waved goodbye and opened the back gate.


      CHAPTER XVII


      A Dog’s Discovery


      Doris and Kitty did not spend a comfortable night. Since the ruby ring had been given into their keeping, they found themselves unable to sleep as soundly as before and the slightest noise caused them uneasiness.


      Retiring early as was their custom since coming to Locked Gates, they dropped off almost at once, but some time after midnight they were suddenly awakened by a wild cry. To the frightened girls it sounded strangely like some one in distress.


      “This house gets more creepy all the time,” Kitty whispered shakily. “That couldn’t have been the wind.”


      “No,” Doris agreed, “it sounded like a human voice to me. I wish we weren’t alone in this wing.”


      After that they lay awake for several hours, but the cry was not repeated. Finally they fell asleep again, and when they opened their eyes the morning sun was shining brightly in at the windows.


      Somewhat ashamed of their fears, now that it was broad daylight, the girls did not mention the subject at the breakfast table. Azalea and Iris appeared more cheerful than on the previous day and Doris was glad to see that they were both wearing blue dresses, a sign that they had partially forgotten their disagreement.


      Before breakfast had been finished, Ronald Trent put in his appearance. The girls were surprised at such an early call, but apparently Iris and Azalea knew what brought him, for they exchanged rather embarrassed glances. For once the man did not flatter and palaver with the ladies but turned his attention to Doris.


      “Well, cousin,” he began in his blustering way, “I hear you’ve promised to come across with five hundred dollars.”


      “I promised the Misses Gates that amount,” she returned, placing stress upon the name.


      “Well, it all amounts to the same thing,” Ronald said easily. “Naturally, they’ll turn the money over to me, so I can attend to the—the attorney’s fees. It will save a lot of trouble if you will have the bank draft made out in my name. I’ll tell you just how to do it.”


      “I have secured drafts before,” Doris informed him.


      “Smart little business woman, eh? How soon will you be able to get to the bank?”


      “I suppose I could go today,” Doris said quietly.


      “Fine! Don’t forget to have the draft made out in my name.”


      While they had been talking, Henry Sully had entered the dining room to ask the Misses Gates a question concerning the gardening work to be done that day, and now as Ronald turned around he gave the man a sly wink. Doris, who was by chance looking directly into the buffet mirror, saw the wink and immediately her suspicions were aroused.


      “On second thought,” she remarked, eying Ronald closely, “I don’t believe I’ll be able to get to the bank today.”


      The man wheeled and regarded her sharply.


      “Why not?”


      “Oh, I have some practising to do and I must study my French,” Doris returned.


      “I’ll take you in my car.”


      “Thanks, but I really won’t be able to make it today.”


      There was a ring of finality to her voice, but Ronald did not give up. Instead, he changed his tactics.


      “A delay may mean the loss of the entire inheritance, Doris,” he began in a soft, wheedling voice. “You don’t realize how lucky you are to get into the good graces of the Misses Gates.”


      “They have been more than kind,” Doris murmured, feeling very uncomfortable.


      “Listen, cousin, you stick with me in this deal and you’ll come out on top of the heap. Why, before you get through, you’ll be rich. You’ll sing in Grand Opera!”


      “I’ll try to get to the bank some time this week,” she told him.


      “But why not go today?”


      “Really, Ronald, I don’t think you should urge her,” Iris interposed in her gentle voice. “I can’t quite see the need for such haste. Surely the lawyers will wait a few days for their money.”


      “A lot you all know about business!” the man blurted out, and then caught himself and spoke more quietly. “I suppose we shall have to await the whim of this kid, but if we lose the entire fortune, don’t blame me.”


      With that he strode out of the house, banging the door behind him. Henry, who had stood listening to the entire conversation, followed him without waiting for his orders.


      “Ronald is so impetuous,” Iris said apologetically to the girls. “You mustn’t take him seriously. He really doesn’t mean anything the way it sounds.”


      Doris and Kitty had their own idea as to that, but they permitted the matter to pass without stating their views. Breakfast finished, the Misses Gates went out into the garden and Kitty went to her room, taking Wags with her. Doris was left to practise her music, but for some time she sat idle at the piano.


      “I wonder if I should have gone to the bank this morning?” she thought uncomfortably. “I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize the fortune, and yet, try as I may, I simply can’t trust that man!”


      The conversation which she had overheard between Ronald and Henry Sully on the first night of her arrival came back to her. She remembered that Ronald had called the other man “Hank” and that they had appeared to be on unusually friendly terms. Perhaps in her desire to aid the Misses Gates she was overlooking a number of important facts. Was it not an unwise step to lend her money without first consulting her uncle?


      At length she began to practise, but she could not concentrate, and after three-quarters of an hour decided to give it up.


      She started up the stairs to find Kitty, but before she had gone very far down the hall leading to the right wing, she met her chum and Wags coming toward her. She saw at a glance that the girl was greatly excited.


      “What’s the matter?” she asked in surprise.


      “Oh, Doris,” Kitty whispered tensely. “I was just on my way to find you! I think I’ve discovered the source of those strange sounds that have been disturbing us at night!”


      “What?”


      “Wags is really responsible, because he led the way. He ran off and I had to go after him. Quite by accident I stumbled upon this room.”


      “What are you talking about, Kitty?”


      “Come, I’ll show you. Follow me and don’t make any noise.”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      The Floor Above


      Wondering what it was her chum had discovered, Doris followed her down the hall. Kitty paused at the door of their own bedroom.


      “We’d better leave Wags here until we come back,” she whispered. “He might take it into his head to bark at the wrong moment and give us away.”


      Leaving the dog in the bedroom, they listened to make certain that the coast was clear and then stole softly down the long dark hallway until they came to a flight of stairs leading to the attic floor.


      “This is as far as I came when I chased Wags,” Kitty whispered, “but I distinctly could hear the strangest sounds coming from that room at the top of the stairs. I was afraid to go on alone.”


      “Why, this must be part of the quarters occupied by the Sullys,” Doris told her. “I’ve seen them go up the back stairs any number of times. Do you think we should go up when they aren’t here? Cora is working in the kitchen and Henry is out in the garden.”


      “But just listen,” Kitty commanded. “Some one is up there.”


      The girls listened intently and to their startled ears there came a low moan, not unlike the sound they had heard during the night.


      “You don’t suppose Henry could be up there?” Kitty whispered. “Perhaps he’s drunk.”


      Doris shook her head.


      “No, I saw him in the yard just before I came up to find you. It can’t be either Cora or Henry.”


      “Then who can it be?”


      “We’ll find out.”


      Noiselessly, they crept up the stairs which creaked alarmingly underfoot. At the top of the landing they hesitated, a little afraid to open the door leading into the Sully suite. At last, summoning all of her courage, Doris turned the knob and pushed the door back a tiny way.


      Peeping through the crack, the girls saw only an empty and very untidy sitting room. Becoming bolder, Doris opened the door wider and they stepped inside.


      “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong here,” she murmured in perplexity.


      Just at that moment there came another, moan, louder than before. Kitty clutched her chum nervously by the arm and would have retreated from the room had not Doris held her back.


      “It’s coming from that bedroom,” she whispered, indicating a closed door.


      “Let’s go back,” Kitty begged.


      “No, I intend to find out what that noise is.”


      “But some one may come up the stairs.”


      They listened, but heard nothing behind them.


      “Do you think it could be an animal?” questioned Kitty, wide-eyed with fear, as another moan came from the room beyond.


      “Hush!” warned Doris.


      They took a step forward.


      Another groan.


      “I’m getting frightened,” whispered Kitty in a voice full of distress.


      “Oh, Kitty, I think—”


      “What can it be, Doris?”


      “Look down the stairs again!”


      Kitty obeyed, stepping noiselessly backward.


      “It seems all right down there,” Kitty said, motioning with her hand in the direction of the floor below.


      “Come!” said Doris.


      Doris tiptoed across the sitting room and after a brief hesitation stooped down and peeped through the keyhole. Through the tiny aperture she looked into a barren and dismal bedroom. The curtains were drawn and at first she could distinguish little.


      The weird sounds had begun again, but Doris could not decide where they came from. Kitty was tugging at her hand, trying to induce her to retreat.


      “Just a minute,” Doris whispered. “I can—”


      With a start she broke off as she beheld a strange sight. She made out a figure stretched out on the sagging bed and her first thought was that it must be Cora and that she was in severe pain. Yet she knew this could not be, for the housekeeper was in the kitchen.


      “Oh, what is it?” Kitty demanded as she heard another loud moan.


      This time Doris knew that the sound had fallen from the lips of the woman lying on the bed. But was it a woman? As the figure turned slightly on the bed, Doris saw that she had been mistaken. It was a girl not more than eighteen or twenty years of age. Her face was childish, almost baby-like, but tortured with pain and suffering.


      Then Doris’s eyes traveled farther and she beheld the twisted body and misshapen limbs. The child was a cripple!


      “Who can she be?” Doris asked herself. “And why is she hidden here?”


      Instantly the answer flashed through her mind. Undoubtedly this child was the daughter of Henry and Cora Sully whom the world did not know existed. But why did they keep her secreted? Was it because they were ashamed of her or merely indifferent?


      “What are you looking at?” Kitty whispered nervously. “Let me see!”


      Doris moved aside to permit her chum to peep through the keyhole. One glance was sufficient for Kitty.


      “Oh, how dreadful!” she whispered. “Who can she be?”


      “I thought she might be a daughter of the Sullys.”


      “There is a marked facial resemblance,” Kitty agreed. “Do you suppose the Misses Gates know she is here?”


      “Why, they must. They come up here nearly every day ostensibly to read their Bibles. They probably come to see this crippled child.”


      “Poor thing,” Kitty murmured, “I feel so sorry for her. Dare we go in?”


      “I don’t see why we shouldn’t. She’s likely dying of lonesomeness.”


      Doris took hold of the door-knob but she did not turn it, for just at that moment the girls heard the sound of footsteps on the floor below. The door at the bottom of the stairs closed. The girls exchanged frightened glances. Some one was coming and they were trapped! How could they explain their presence in the suite?


      Doris cast a frantic glance over the sitting room and noticed a closet.


      “Quick, we must hide!” she whispered to Kitty. They tiptoed across the room and entered the closet, softly closing the door behind them. They were not an instant too soon, for whoever was coming had reached the top of the stairway.


      Daringly Doris peeped out through a crack to see who it was. To her surprise she beheld Azalea Gates. Bible in hand, the old lady entered the living room, crossed directly to the bedroom and without a glance in the direction of the closet went in and closed the door behind her.


      The girls waited a few minutes to make certain that she would not return. When they heard a droning voice begin one of the Psalms, they knew they were safe.


      “Now is our chance,” Doris whispered.


      They slipped quietly out of the closet, and stole to the door. The stairs creaked alarmingly as they went down and they were afraid they would be heard. To their relief they reached the second floor in safety. Somewhat guiltily they rushed down the hall and entered their own bedroom.


      There they snatched up Wags who had grown impatient waiting for them, and fled from the house. It was a relief to reach the warm sunshine, for the sight they had just witnessed had thrown a pall over them.


      “Wasn’t it awful, Dory, to see a helpless cripple like that? I wonder if a doctor ever comes here,” mused Kitty sadly, “to give the poor thing relief.”


      “We might have gone up before if the twins had only told us we could and tried to entertain the child,” suggested Doris generously. “Perhaps my singing might have eased her pain for a while, at least.”


      “You are a dear, Dory, always wanting to cheer up everybody with your lovely voice. But why,” Kitty continued thoughtfully, “do you suppose this is kept a secret? We cannot help if the Misses Gates do not wish us to intrude on their private affairs. They may think we are dreadfully bold and presumptuous.”


      “We probably shouldn’t have gone up there,” Doris declared.


      “But how did we know who was there?” Kitty returned. “We didn’t know but that some one was in trouble. When we started out, we thought we were after a ghost.”


      “I feel as though I had seen one now,” Doris said with a nervous laugh. “I do hope we don’t discover any more weird things about this place.


      “My! but this bright sunlight feels good and warms one up after that musty, drab third floor, with its queer noises and moanings coming from the most unexpected places. What would Mrs. Marshall say to this clutter of old furniture and bedding? I’ll bet she wouldn’t care to keep house for the Misses Gates,” and Doris laughed as she adjusted her beret over her reddish-brown curls.


      “I’m glad I’m only a visitor here,” said Kitty, “and not a life inmate.” She chuckled at the thought.


      Down the steps came the two girls. They glanced back to see who might be listening to this conversation between them. They did not wish to be overheard by any one within the rambling old structure.


      CHAPTER XIX


      Under the Window


      “This mansion surely is queer, that’s all I can say,” Kitty declared feelingly as she and Doris, followed by Wags, walked slowly down toward the front entrance. “One minute I want to rush right away and then again I like to be here just to see what will turn up next.”


      “I feel the same way,” Doris agreed, gazing thoughtfully down at her chum, “but I don’t feel like paying five hundred dollars to see the show.”


      “That is a lot of money, but think what you will get eventually.”


      “Yes, it is a tempting proposition and I have absolute confidence in the Misses Gates.”


      “Then what is troubling you, Dory?”


      “Oh, it seems to me Ronald Trent isn’t honest and I can’t understand why he is on such friendly terms with Henry Sully. Ugh! The more I see of the whole outfit the less I like them!”


      “Same here! But you’ve practically given Ronald the money, haven’t you?”


      “He hasn’t it yet, Kit, and the more I think about it, the more I’m inclined to change my mind.”


      “But it may mean losing your inheritance.”


      “I think I’ve a plan, Kit.”


      “What is it?”


      “Well, I’ll not get a bank draft at all, as Ronald suggested I do. Instead, I’ll write a letter to Jake and ask him to go to the Chilton bank and get the cash for me. I’ll have him bring it here to the mansion himself! Ronald can’t very well protest at that, and in the meantime perhaps we can learn more about him. How does that strike you?”


      “Brilliant!” Kitty approved in admiration, “but why have Jake come with the money?”


      “Oh, I thought he’d like it up here, as he used to work at Rumson. And for another thing, he might be able to help us. You never can tell what may turn up.”


      “I agree with you!”


      “Jake is a regular whiz at detecting schemes, Kit, and if anything is wrong here, he’s apt to find it out in a jiffy.”


      “You always did have brains,” Kitty said admiringly. “How do you think of things like that?”


      “Well, it took me several days,” Doris admitted with a laugh.


      The morning passed rather slowly for the girls. They knew that Azalea was with the crippled child and Iris had gone to her room. They played several games of croquet, but it was dull sport when they were accustomed to tennis and golf. Wags seemed less entertaining than usual and presently wandered off toward the rear of the estate.


      “Where did that dog go?” Kitty asked when they had finished their game.


      “Back of the house somewhere. I’ll bet he’s into some mischief!”


      “We’d better go after him,” Kitty suggested.


      Dropping their croquet mallets, they leisurely made their way toward the rear of the mansion. Passing beneath the kitchen window they sniffed the appetizing odor of the cooking dinner and wished that it were time to eat. Though they disliked Cora Sully most heartily, they agreed that she was an excellent cook.


      The girls had no intention of lingering by the kitchen window, but as they passed they were startled to hear a voice which they recognized as that of Henry. They would have paid no heed, but one sentence forced itself upon them.


      “If only we could git rid of her!”


      Involuntarily, Doris and Kitty halted and listened. They were not given to eavesdropping or to interfering in affairs which did not concern them, but the implied threat of violence assured them a sinister plot was in the brewing and they did not know but that they were destined to be the victims. What they heard next set them at rest on this score.


      “If Etta was out of the way, then we could travel on some of that money Trent promised us from the oil land,” Henry muttered.


      Kitty and Doris exchanged puzzled glances. Who was Etta? The question was answered for them as Cora began to talk.


      “A cripple!” she complained. “What can you do tied to such a child? She’s nothing but a burden, anyway. It’s better if she’s put out of the way.”


      “We’ll have to be careful,” Henry warned in a low voice. “Won’t do to git the old ladies suspicious. And we daren’t do anything rash till we git our hands on that paper.”


      Doris and Kitty, now convinced that the two in the kitchen were disclosing important information, crept nearer the window.


      “I don’t see where they keep it hid,” Cora returned sullenly. “I’ve looked the house over from top to bottom but I can’t find the paper anywhere. I know it’s here somewhere, probably in one of their desks, but they keep ’em locked and I haven’t been able to get the keys.”


      The girls heard no more, for just then Henry, evidently fearing that some one might overhear the conversation, crossed over to the window and slammed it shut. Kitty and Doris pressed their bodies up close to the house, but they were in no danger of being discovered, for the man did not glance out.


      Frightened at what they had learned, the girls moved swiftly away from the window.


      “What next?” Kitty murmured when they were some distance away. “Why, they’re nothing but criminals! They mean to do away with that poor little crippled girl!”


      “Not if we can prevent it!” Doris said grimly.


      “What can we do?”


      “We’ll keep close watch on them. There’s one thing certain. They won’t attempt to harm Etta until they get that paper they spoke of.”


      “What do you think it can be?”


      “Some kind of stock or deed, I imagine. We’ll speak to the Misses Gates about it at the first opportunity. And in the meantime, we mustn’t let on that we suspect anything!”


      CHAPTER XX


      A Picnic


      Doris did not have an opportunity that day to speak to the Misses Gates concerning the mysterious paper which Cora and Henry Sully had mentioned, for an old friend of the ladies called at the mansion and the subject could not be brought up in her presence. The next day she fully intended to speak of the matter, but it seemed that she was never alone with the twins for ten minutes at a time. Either Cora or Henry remained within listening distance and the girls wondered if they could be suspicious.


      The afternoon mail brought a note from Dave Chamberlin, and for the time being Doris and Kitty forgot the problems which troubled them.


      “Dear Doris,” the note read, “Marshmallow and I think tomorrow would be a great day for that picnic we planned. How about it? If we don’t hear from you to the contrary, we’ll be at your doorstep tomorrow morning. Don’t worry about grub. We’ll bring enough for an army. Dave.”


      “What a relief it will be to get away for a day,” Kitty declared. “There’s nothing to prevent our going, is there?”


      “No, I heard Azalea say that Ronald was coming tomorrow but that’s all the more reason for me to be away. He’ll plague me about that loan and I’m not ready to give him the money yet.”


      “We’ll not have to bother about fixing a lot of things, either,” Kitty went on. “That will make the picnic more enjoyable.”


      “Yes, I don’t mind getting things ready when I’m at home, but when you’re visiting, it’s different. Cora is so cross and she doesn’t like to have any one step into her kitchen, let alone use it.”


      “Wonder where we’ll go?”


      “Oh, Dave probably knows some nice place. Let’s go tell the Misses Gates now that we are going, and then if they should have any objection, we could let Dave know.”


      Azalea had gone to her room but they found Iris in the kitchen making out the market list. Upon being told of the plan she at once approved of it.


      “I have never met this young man you call Marshmallow,” she smiled, “but if he is at all like your friend David I am sure I would approve of him. By all means have your picnic, and Cora will make you something nice to take with you.”


      “We don’t like to trouble you,” Doris murmured.


      “It will be no trouble at all,” Iris assured her. “I wouldn’t think of letting you go without a well-filled basket. Cora, you might make one of your pineapple cakes.”


      “We’re out of eggs,” the housekeeper said crossly without glancing up from the pan of potatoes which she was peeling.


      “Then I’ll add two dozen to the market list,” Iris said. “What else will you want? Pickles and olives, of course. And sandwiches. When I was young, a picnic just wasn’t a picnic without plenty to eat.”


      “I’m sure we’ll have enough,” Doris laughed. “Marshmallow’s mother is a wonderful cook and he always brings enough for six.”


      True to their word, Dave and Marshmallow drove up to the mansion gate the next morning shortly after ten o’clock.


      “We’d have been here sooner but Marshmallow had so much food to pack, you know,” Dave told the girls as he helped them into the car.


      It was an ideal day for a picnic, bright but not too warm. Doris and Kitty were relieved that the sky was clear, for the memory of the storm which had nearly overtaken them on their last picnic was still vivid.


      “Where are we going?” Doris asked.


      “Oh, there’s a place not far from here called Eagle’s Point. I though we might try that.”


      “Sounds interesting,” Kitty declared.


      A short drive west of the town brought them to a winding and heavily wooded road. Following this they climbed a steep hill and came to a halt at the brow of a cliff. Parking the car they climbed out and walked over to the edge of the precipice and looked down upon a lake, crystal clear and as blue as the sky it reflected. Only a short distance from the road a stone fireplace had been built and picnic tables had been provided. A spring provided clear, cold water.


      The girls were delighted at the spot and announced they would look no farther for a picnic place. Dave and Marshmallow locked the car and carried the heavy lunch hampers to the tables. Marshmallow began to unpack the dishes but Doris and Kitty stopped him.


      “You don’t want to eat yet,” they protested.


      “Why not?” he drawled goodnaturedly. “That’s what we came for, wasn’t it?”


      “But we want to explore first,” Doris declared. “There’s lovely scenery, and then we must work up an appetite for luncheon.”


      “Mine is already working,” Marshmallow grinned.


      However, he placed the dishes back in the hamper and started out with the others, managing to pair himself with Kitty, which was not difficult, as Doris and Dave were absorbed in each other.


      A steep path led down to the lake, and this the party decided to explore. Slipping and sliding, they finally reached the bottom of the decline without mishap. There, finding a boat tied to an old log, they decided it would be good sport to go for a ride on the lake.


      “There aren’t any oars,” Doris observed in disappointment.


      “We don’t need ’em,” Marshmallow declared, picking up a board. “This will do almost as well.”


      By hunting around they found another board nearly the same size, and with Dave and Marshmallow each wielding one of the improvised oars, they courageously set out in the little boat. The paddles were not very effective and the young men worked like Trojans to propel the craft a few yards. For the most part they were content to drift with the wind.


      Tiring of this sport, they brought the boat to shore and left it tied to the log.


      The party was about to climb the hill again when Doris noticed a path leading around the lake. She proposed that they continue their trip of exploration, and the suggestion was greeted with enthusiasm.


      The four were forced to proceed single file, for the path was narrow and branches of low-hanging trees formed an archway above their heads. Presently, Doris who was in the lead stopped short and gave an exclamation of surprise.


      “What’s the matter?” Kitty demanded.


      “We’ve come to the jumping off place! And just see what I’ve discovered. A cave!”


      Kitty thought her chum was only joking, but as she came up behind her she saw for herself the tiny opening in the side of the cliff. Dave and Marshmallow crowded up, the latter becoming greatly excited.


      “Jumping snakes!” he exclaimed. “I never heard about this cave. I wonder what’s inside?”


      He thrust his head in at the opening but could see nothing, as his eyes were unaccustomed to the darkness.


      “If we only had a flashlight!” he declared. “It would be fun to explore it.”


      “Maybe it’s inhabited by bears,” Kitty suggested nervously.


      “Never heard of any around here,” Marshmallow insisted. “Say, we can’t go home without seeing the inside.”


      “I think there’s a flashlight in the car,” Dave told him. “I’ll see.”


      The girls and Marshmallow waited impatiently for Dave to return. Presently, he came back with the flashlight.


      “Wouldn’t it be grand if we’d find buried treasure?” Doris laughed. “I could use some money all right, and I don’t know of any more delightful way to obtain it.”


      She did not really hope that any such adventure would befall them, but Kitty’s eyes grew round at the mere mention of treasure.


      “Who’s to go first?” Doris asked.


      “Let me,” Marshmallow begged.


      Dave handed him the flashlight, and after an instant’s hesitation he again thrust his head and shoulders through the opening. It was only a small aperture, and Marshmallow grunted as he squeezed through.


      “You’re too fat,” Doris called after him. “You may never get out again.”


      There was no response from the inside of the cave and Kitty, suddenly becoming alarmed, called anxiously:


      “Marshmallow! Marshmallow!”


      “I’m right here,” came a muffled voice. “Come on in.”


      “What do you see?” Doris demanded.


      “It looks like a cracking big cave.”


      Somewhat reassured, the girls wormed their way through the opening and Dave brought up the rear. It was pitch dark inside, but the beam of Marshmallow’s light furnished a faint illumination.


      “Follow me,” Marshmallow commanded.


      He led the way deeper into the cavern. The cave consisted of two chambers, and as the four friends entered the second room Marshmallow flashed his light over the ceiling. They saw strange formations resembling icicles hanging from above.


      “Stalactites!” Doris exclaimed.


      “Aren’t they odd?” Kitty cried. “What causes them anyway?”


      “I’ve read that stalactites are caused by the dripping of water which contains carbonate of lime,” Doris explained.


      “Folks, I guess we’ve seen all the sights,” Marshmallow, who had gone on a short way ahead, announced. “It isn’t as large a cave as I thought.”


      “No buried treasure, either,” Kitty murmured in disappointment. “Still, the stalactites are interesting. Imagine living this close and not knowing anything about them.”


      It was cold inside the cave and, being without wraps, the girls began to shiver.


      “Let’s go,” Doris proposed.


      Once outside the warm sunshine seemed more welcome than before. During the excursion into the cave, Dave had appeared less interested than the others, and now, observing the smile on his face, Doris’s suspicions were aroused.


      “Dave Chamberlin!” she accused. “You knew about that cave all the time!”


      “Well, maybe I had heard about it,” he grinned, “but I didn’t want to spoil the fun.”


      “We were all so excited and silly,” Doris laughed. “There’s a path leading right up here! And we didn’t think a thing about it. Of course other folks know about the cave.”


      “Oh, well, it was fun anyway,” Marshmallow said. “So much exertion made me hungry, though. When do we eat?”


      “You would ask that,” Doris bantered. “I’m willing if the rest of you are.”


      The climb back up the steep hill was not easy, and by the time Doris and Kitty reached the top they were nearly out of breath. While they were resting under a shade tree, Dave and Marshmallow brought water from the spring and started a fire.


      “What are we cooking?” Doris asked with interest.


      “Steak,” Marshmallow told her, smacking his lips. “And boy, do I know how to cook it!”


      “Your mother must have been giving you lessons,” Doris smiled.


      “Say, don’t you think I ever went camping? I can cook a lot of things.” He opened a hamper and began to lift out various covered dishes. “Just look at all this stuff Ma sent.”


      While the steak was sizzling over the red hot fire, the girls spread the table cloth and unwrapped the various packages. They were appalled at the outlay of food. “Enough for an army!” Doris groaned. Always an excellent cook, Mrs. Mallow had quite outdone herself on this occasion. Salads crisp and inviting in nests of lettuce, pie, gigantic cream puffs with Marshmallow’s favorite chocolate filling, baked beans, deviled eggs and lemonade were but a suggestion of all the good things with which the cloth was loaded.


      “We’ll never be able to eat all of this,” Doris declared in dismay.


      “Sure we will,” Marshmallow grinned. “Just give me a chance.”


      The others were forced to admit that he did do remarkably well, for long after they had finished eating he continued to blissfully gorge sandwiches, cake and cream puffs with an apparently unappeased appetite. At last, however, the plump lad was forced to acknowledge his Waterloo.


      “I’m afraid I can’t finish it,” he said regretfully. “What a shame to lug so much back with us.”


      “Maybe you’ll feel up to it after you’ve rested a bit,” Dave suggested.


      “That’s an idea!”


      With a contented groan he stretched himself out under a shade tree and closed his eyes. Dave helped the girls clean up the picnic things.


      After that, they sat around and talked. Doris was induced to sing and they all joined in, even Marshmallow, whose voice was gruff and seldom on the right key.


      “It’s that last sandwich pressing against my larynx,” he apologized.


      “Doris, you have a wonderful voice,” Dave praised soberly. “I suppose you’ve been told that by every one.”


      “Not by every one,” Doris laughed. “It will probably take years before my voice develops to its fullest capacity. That’s what my teacher says.”


      “You’re dead set upon a career, aren’t you?” Dave asked, a strange light shining in his eyes as he gazed thoughtfully at her curly head.


      “Oh, yes. I want to sing in Grand Opera some day. Perhaps my ambitions are greater than my ability!”


      “No, you’ll make it, and if that’s what you want, more power to you!”


      Doris glanced quickly at her friend, and as quickly turned away as she saw the expression on his face. She was further embarrassed as she realized that Marshmallow and Kitty were aware of what had been passing through Dave’s mind.


      Hastily she arose.


      “Don’t you think we’d better be starting back? Dave and Marshmallow have a long drive ahead of them and it’s getting late.”


      “We haven’t eaten all of the sandwiches yet,” Marshmallow protested.


      “Then hurry and we’ll wait for you.”


      “But I can’t now. Oh, well, I suppose we can cart them home. Maybe Dave and I can eat them on the way back to Chilton.”


      “You mean you can,” Dave corrected.


      As they were driving slowly back toward the mansion, Doris thought of Ronald Trent, and frowned. For the last few hours she had been having so much fun that she had not once considered the problem which troubled her, but now she decided to mention the matter to Dave. Perhaps he could offer helpful advice. Accordingly, she told him of the proposition which the Misses Gates had made.


      Dave listened quietly until she had finished.


      “It may be all right,” he said, “but it sounds sort of queer to me. I don’t like that fellow Trent.”


      “He’s my cousin, Dave.”


      “Better not own him!”


      “Well, I haven’t exactly,” Doris admitted. “It’s hard to believe he really is a relative of mine.”


      “I suppose he’ll be at the mansion when we get back,” Kitty sighed.


      “And he’ll want his answer about the loan. Oh, dear, I don’t know what to do. I think I’ll have Jake bring it to the mansion.”


      “Not a bad idea,” Dave approved.


      “And I’ll come along to chaperone him,” Marshmallow interposed. “He wouldn’t know what to do with so many ladies. He’ll need me to help him handle the situation masterfully.”


      “Do come,” Doris urged.


      “Just leave it to me,” ejaculated Marshmallow, throwing out his chest manfully, and displaying the cords of muscles in his upper arm, rolling up his sleeve playfully. “How’s that?”


      “Say, Marshmallow, you’ve got a good opinion of yourself, haven’t you? Especially after eating all those sandwiches. My, but wouldn’t I hate to get into a fight with you!” and Dave jokingly jostled him as though to test his skill as a fighter.


      “Lay off me, Dave! Who do you think I am, Jack Dempsey?” So saying, Marshmallow pretended to be very much frightened.


      “Only a friendly fight, old boy. But anyway, girls, you see you have two champions who will stand by you to the death, to the bitter end, if need be, ‘’til death us do part.’” And with that closing bit of assurance they struck an attitude of utter devotion, entwining their arms about each other.


      “You silly boys,” giggled Kitty, “perhaps we will need you, so keep in fighting trim until such a time might arise.”


      “At your service, fair ladies,” said Marshmallow solemnly, taking off his hat, and making a sweeping bow before them.


      “Jake can be your second,” suggested Doris.


      And so it was arranged in regard to bringing the much-desired loan.


      Dave and Marshmallow left the girls at the mansion gate, but as it was growing late declined an invitation to go inside. Doris and Kitty watched them drive away and then reluctantly walked up the path toward the house.


      “Ronald’s car isn’t here,” Doris observed in relief, “so if he came today, he must have left before we returned. At least I won’t be bothered about that loan until tomorrow, and I can give him a definite answer then.”


      Kitty agreed with her friend that there was no further need of troubling their minds about Ronald Trent and the loan, at least not tonight, so they slowly sauntered up the pathway toward the old mansion.


      CHAPTER XXI


      An Unusual Procedure


      “I don’t like to speak of it, but Ronald will be here directly after breakfast and I am afraid he expects a definite answer about the loan. We dislike to rush you but the dear boy is so impatient and—”


      Azalea allowed her words to trail off and smiled apologetically at Doris, who sat opposite her at the breakfast table. Iris looked down at her plate to hide her embarrassment. Both ladies were very proud and found it difficult to bring up the subject of money.


      “If only we had something of our own that we could sell, we wouldn’t think of asking you for this favor,” Iris murmured.


      Doris had been awaiting an opportunity to bring up the subject of the paper which Cora and Henry Sully had mentioned. The housekeeper had returned to the kitchen and she decided to risk being overheard.


      “Of course you don’t want to mortgage your house,” she declared. “What a pity you haven’t any land or stock of any kind.”


      Azalea laughed.


      “As it happens, we have some oil company bonds but they aren’t worth anything. Iris and I were very gullible to buy them. Millions have been lost in the oil fields but we didn’t realize it until too late.”


      “Oil bonds, did you say?” Doris demanded eagerly.


      Iris nodded.


      “Yes, we lost several thousand dollars.”


      “And you still have the certificates?”


      Iris did not reply, for just at that moment Cora Sully appeared to remove the dishes and the Misses Gates made it a point never to discuss personal affairs or business before their servants. Upon leaving the dining room Doris started to bring up the subject again but before she could do so, Ronald Trent was announced.


      He appeared less affable than usual and lost no time in bringing up the matter of the loan. The Misses Gates looked doubtfully at Doris.


      “I have already sent for the money,” she told them. “It should be here tomorrow or the next day.”


      “Sent?” Ronald asked blankly. “You didn’t get the bank draft the way I told you to?”


      “Why, no,” Doris returned innocently. “I thought it would be so much easier to have Jake bring the money.”


      “And who is Jake?” the man questioned suspiciously.


      “Oh, he works for my uncle.”


      Ronald Trent seemed to relax at this, but it was evident to both Kitty and Doris that he was far from pleased at the way the matter had been handled.


      “Well, all right,” he said grumpily, “but he’d better get here with the money tomorrow.”


      “Why Ronald!” Azalea reproved gently. “I think it’s lovely of Doris to offer her money, and we mustn’t seem ungrateful.”


      “Humph! It’s just a straight business deal. She knows she’ll get every cent of it back and with interest! Come on, if you’re going with me! I can’t wait around much longer!”


      Azalea and Iris looked a trifle crushed at this abrupt statement, but they hurried away to get their coats and hats.


      “We must leave you alone for awhile,” Azalea said apologetically to the girls. “We have a little business to attend to at the bank.”


      “Come on, let’s get going!” Ronald urged. In the doorway he turned back toward Doris. “Don’t fail to let that fellow Jake know he’s to bring the money tomorrow. Understand?”


      “I think so,” Doris returned dryly.


      After the three had left the mansion, she and Kitty took stock of affairs. They were amazed that the Misses Gates had gone with Ronald, for it was only on very rare occasions that they ever set foot beyond the high hedge which surrounded Locked Gates.


      “They’re under that man’s influence entirely,” Kitty declared.


      Doris nodded soberly.


      “And he’s getting more sure of himself every minute. Why, he spoke positively mean to them.”


      “I wonder why they went to the bank?”


      “Most likely to give him more money, though from what they said, I’m sure they’re practically destitute. Oh, it’s a shame!”


      “What can we do, Doris?”


      “I don’t know, but I have a feeling things are about to reach a climax. Let’s go for a walk and perhaps we can think of some way to show Ronald up in his true light.”


      As the girls went to their room for their hats, they met Cora and Henry just starting up the stairway with broom, dustpan and mop. Since it was an unusual sight to see the two working together unless the Misses Gates were at hand to watch them, Kitty and Doris could not hide their surprise.


      “Thought we’d do some housecleanin’,” Cora murmured, though the girls had asked for no explanation. “Thinkin’ of going out, were you?”


      “Why, yes,” Doris replied. “We’re going for a walk.”


      They found their hats and left the house. However, they had walked but a short distance when Doris stopped short.


      “Kit, I have an idea!”


      “Spill it!”


      “We’ll never have a better opportunity than this to visit that little crippled girl on the attic floor. The twins are away and the Sullys are cleaning the wing on the other side of the house.”


      “Do we dare?”


      “Why not? After all, it’s no crime to visit a little girl. I feel dreadfully sorry for her, and then I’d like to ask her a few questions, too.”


      “All right,” Kitty agreed.


      Returning to the mansion, they quietly entered by the side door and stole softly up the stairway. They could hear Henry and Cora cleaning the rooms occupied by the Misses Gates. The doors were closed so they knew they had not been seen. Turning into their own wing they moved noiselessly down the hall until they came to the stairway leading to the third floor. Glancing back to make certain they were not being observed, they crept up the stairs and paused before the Sully suite.


      Hesitating an instant, they pushed open the door and stepped into the sitting room. As they moved over toward the bedroom, they heard some one crying and knew that it was Etta.


      Doris and Kitty quietly opened the door and entered. At first the girl on the bed did not hear them, but as they took a step toward her, she turned her head.


      The girls were shocked at her appearance. She was not an ugly child, but her face was pinched and drawn. The hands which rested above the soiled comforter were thin and scrawny. Her hair did not look as though it had been combed that day.


      The girls did not know just what to do or say, so stunned were they upon seeing this strange little creature gazing so pitifully and wonderingly at them. She was not frightened, but she was very much amazed. Why, these girls were among the few persons she had seen in all her years of seclusion.


      Her great eyes looked out upon them—pleading, tragic, wounded eyes, like those of a timid, shy young animal. The girls held their breath!


      “I never expected this,” awesomely whispered Kitty.


      “How dreadful!” responded Doris.


      A hush fell over the two young girls.


      The old mansion itself furnished the background and what a melodramatic setting! The mighty Locked Gates, surrounded by the weird trees that sighed and moaned in the night as they swayed and tossed restlessly as though exhausted from their unceasing vigil!


      The vivacious chums from Barry Manor were suddenly confronted with a side of life which they were unable to understand. Could this child be the neglected daughter of Cora and Henry Sully?


      As Kitty and Doris advanced to the bedside, Etta stared at them in astonishment. Shut up in one room for nearly twenty years she had never seen any one her own age. Only Azalea and Iris had ever visited her and so she had come to think of a world peopled only by adults. Her parents, Henry and Cora Sully, had never taken the trouble to educate her and the only lessons she had ever received were taken from the Bible passages which the Misses Gates read aloud. Though in actual age she was older than either Doris or Kitty, mentally she remained a child. Now, as she viewed the girls and noticed their white dresses, it seemed to her that surely she must be gazing upon two angels.


      Too moved for words, an expression of awe and rapture came over her face; she stretched out her thin hand toward Doris.


      The two girls took a step nearer toward the bed. The coverlet of the quaint patch-work pattern was faded from many washings and the muslin was yellowed. A twisted, knotted handkerchief had dropped carelessly on a narrow strip of well-worn rag carpet. The whole picture was a far cry from anything that the two girls from boarding school had ever seen or expected to find at Locked Gates.


      The poor, unfortunate girl was gowned in an old-fashioned, high-necked night-dress. A bit of yellowed crocheting finished the neck-line, no doubt the work of her grandmother, the dressmaker, who had been the seamstress for the Gates family.


      “How do you do?” said Doris, smiling sweetly in an effort to be friendly at once.


      “We are visiting here,” added Kitty, also making an effort to be cheerful and to put the cripple at ease with her most charming manner.


      “It is a lovely sunny day, my dear. Let me raise the shade so that the light can come in and cheer up the room.” Doris raised the curtain which crinkled and creaked as the sunlight streamed into the bedroom in the attic.


      “Now you can see the fleecy clouds,” chirped Doris, “and pretend you are floating and resting, honey, on one of those billowy boats up there in that deep, blue sea.”


      Kitty laughed in a silvery, tinkling tone.


      “I believe we could almost see Barry Manor today, the air is so clear and there is no sign of haze or fog to obstruct one’s view. I should have brought my field-glasses with me, Dory, and then we could see our Alma Mater, maybe!”


      Doris could not restrain a laugh, so impossible did it appear to her that one could see miles and miles, even though the air were clear as crystal.


      A smile, a bit wavering and uncertain, flickered about the crippled girl’s mouth, as she listened to these two young girls, dressed in white, smiling happily, and the sunlight touching their hair with gold.


      “Won’t you talk to us, dear?” asked Kitty, moving closer toward the bedside.


      “Yes, dearie,” urged Doris. “Tell us about yourself. We want to be your friends, and we want to make you happy.”


      “You must be an angel,” she whispered in a tense voice. “Can you make me well? Can you give me new limbs?”


      Gently Doris stroked the little hand and pushed the tangled hair from her face.


      “We aren’t angels,” she said kindly. “We’re just girls and very human ones at that.”


      “Girls?” Etta echoed blankly.


      The word had no significance to her. All her life she had been shut away having been associated entirely with her parents and the Misses Gates. Her bed was not even by the window. Consequently, she had never been able to look down upon the street where children played.


      “Don’t you get lonesome here all by yourself?” Doris asked the girl.


      Etta nodded.


      “Sometimes it seems as though I can’t stand it.”


      “Perhaps we can arrange to take you downstairs some afternoon,” suggested Kitty hopefully.


      “But I cannot walk!” Tears came into the sad eyes of Etta.


      “Oh, don’t cry, dearie,” soothed Doris. “We easily could manage to take you down.”


      “It would be fun, Etta.”


      “And we have the cutest little dog we found. We call him Wags because he is so good-natured and wags his tail so much.”


      Etta’s tears were gone, almost instantly, as this new world of cheer was opened to her by the girls.


      “We’ll be your guardian angels. Would you be willing to have us come and help while away the lonesome hours?”


      There was no time for further questions, for suddenly Doris and Kitty heard footsteps on the stairway.


      Some one was coming!


      “We’ll be caught!” Kitty whispered, starting quickly toward the door.


      Doris caught her by the hand.


      “We can’t make it! We must hide!”


      Frantically, the girls looked about the room. They felt that they were trapped.


      “The closet,” Doris hissed.


      As they moved on tiptoe toward it, Etta held out her hands toward them.


      “Don’t go away,” she begged, almost tearfully.


      “Sh!” Doris warned. “Just be patient and your ‘angels’ will come back to see you again.”


      With that she closed the door of the closet and the two girls crouched against the wall.


      “She’ll be almost certain to give us away,” Kitty whispered fearfully. “What a mess we’re in now! Fancy trying to explain our way out of it!”


      CHAPTER XXII


      A Narrow Escape


      Scarcely daring to breathe naturally lest they be discovered, Doris and Kitty crouched in the dark closet. In their haste to hide they had left the door a trifle ajar and though this added to the risk of being detected, it was too late to close it tightly.


      Already they could hear some one in the outer sitting room and a moment later the bedroom door was thrown open. Henry Sully came in. He seemed strangely excited and was out of breath from hurrying up the stairs so rapidly.


      Peeping out through the crack of the door, the girls saw that he was carrying two long, fat envelopes in his hand.


      Rushing across the room, with scarcely a glance directed at Etta, Henry pulled a heavy suitcase from under the bed. Opening it, he placed the two envelopes carefully in the bottom and folded clothing over them.


      “Thought we never would find ’em,” the girls heard him mutter.


      As he bent over to fasten the suitcase again, Etta plucked at his coat sleeve to attract his attention.


      “Father,” she murmured, “I just saw two beautiful angels. They came here to see me.”


      Inside the closet, Kitty and Doris gripped each others’ hands nervously. They feared that Etta was about to expose them. What Henry would do if he found them hiding there, they dared not think.


      However, the man paid scant attention to what the crippled girl was saying. Impatiently he jerked away from her.


      “Stop that silly prattling,” he commanded. “I’m sick of it!”


      The girls were shocked at this cruel speech, but what followed left them even more stunned.


      “You might as well know it now as later,” Henry told Etta viciously. “We’re tired of looking after you night and day. All you’re good for is to eat and make up fancy fairy tales about angels and the like. This is a hard world and it’s time you learned its ways. Cora and I are going to git out of here pretty soon and, when we do, you can shift for yourself!”


      Etta stared at her father as though unable to comprehend what he had said. Then as it slowly dawned upon her that she was to be left to a cruel fate, a shudder convulsed her body. With a frightened cry, she caught Henry by the arm.


      “Oh, don’t leave me alone,” she begged piteously. “Don’t leave me to die!”


      “Let go!” Henry snarled, pushing her back upon the bed as she endeavored to sit up. “I tell you we’re through with you and it won’t do any good to be squawking about it!”


      Shoving the suitcase under the bed with his foot, he turned toward the door. Etta stretched out her thin little arms and entreated him to come back. Henry laughed harshly and slammed the door shut.


      Etta became almost hysterical in her grief. She wailed and sobbed and beat upon the pillow with her puny fists, but, if Henry heard, he was not in the least affected. Doris and Kitty could hear him hurrying down the stairs to the second floor.


      Satisfied that the coast was clear, they quickly came out of their hiding place. Filled with compassion for Etta, they rushed to her bedside. As the girl saw them, she tried to stifle her sobs.


      “There, dear,” Doris tried to comfort her, “don’t cry. We’ll see that no harm comes to you.”


      “You won’t let my father go away and leave me?”


      “Not unless you want him to,” Doris assured her gently. Under her breath she said to Kitty: “It would almost be better for her if he did leave.”


      “She couldn’t have any worse care,” Kitty agreed.


      As soon as they had quieted Etta and had made her more comfortable against the pillows, the girls cast an appraising glance about the room. The scene which they had just witnessed made them wonder anew what mischief Henry and Cora Sully were plotting.


      “They are planning to get away from here,” Doris said to her chum in a low voice. “That suitcase under the bed was packed.”


      “And everything has been taken from the closet,” Kitty added. “There’s Cora’s suitcase back of that couch.”


      “It’s packed, too. That means they intend to leave soon. Kitty, we’ll have to keep our wits about us now. And the first thing to do is to get away from this room, before we’re caught.”


      The girls had talked so rapidly and in such a low tone that Etta had not heard them, but now as she sensed that they were about to leave, she began to sob again. Doris dropped down on the bed and took her hand.


      “You mustn’t cry,” she declared. “We’re only going away for a little while.”


      “You’ll come back tomorrow?”


      “Yes, and you must be careful not to say anything about having seen us. If you do, we may not be able to come.”


      “I won’t tell,” Etta promised solemnly.


      Hastily saying goodbye, the girls slipped out of the bedroom and down the stairs to the second floor. As they entered their own room they could hear Cora and Henry Sully moving about on the floor below.


      “They certainly finished their housecleaning quickly enough,” Kitty observed.


      Doris took care to close the door and then, dropping down on the bed beside her chum, regarded her soberly.


      “It’s my candid opinion that was only an excuse, Kit. It wouldn’t surprise me if they were hunting for something in the Misses Gates’s rooms.”


      “But what?”


      “That’s what I’d like to know. Say! You don’t suppose it could have been those two envelopes he put in his suitcase?”


      “It might have been.”


      “Why didn’t we look in the suitcase when we were there? If Cora and Henry are stealing, we ought to know it!”


      “We wouldn’t have discovered much if we had looked,” Kitty declared. “I noticed those envelopes were sealed.”


      “Yes, that’s so. We really haven’t any excuse for opening sealed envelopes. If we did, it would be just our luck that whatever it was belonged to Henry after all.”


      “He was up to some mischief today, Dory. You remember how guilty he looked when we met him on the stairs. And he’s the laziest man alive. It isn’t likely he’d start out to clean house unless he had been told to do it.”


      “No, he was hunting for something, all right. I wonder if it could have been—”


      She did not finish, for Kitty caught her by the hand and dragged her from the bed.


      “The ruby ring!” she exclaimed. “Maybe that was what they were after!”


      Anxiously she felt under the mattress and when her hand failed to touch the box, began to paw frantically at the blankets to get them out of the way.


      “Here, don’t tear that bed to pieces,” Doris scolded. “Let me find the ring.”


      She ran her hand under the mattress and to Kitty’s intense relief, brought forth the tiny box.


      “I wish the Misses Gates had taken their ring,” she sighed. “I’ve lost five pounds since we started looking after it.”


      “The ring is the least of my troubles just now,” Doris told her. “I’m convinced that Henry and Cora are involved in a plot against the Misses Gates, but just what it is I haven’t been able to fathom.”


      “Hadn’t we better tell the ladies everything?”


      “We’re in rather a delicate position, Kit. The Sullys are trusted servants and Azalea and Iris might believe them before they would us.”


      “Then what are we going to do?”


      “Let’s keep close watch of Cora and Henry and wait for them to show their hand. If they try to get away, we can expose them, and then if they’re caught red-handed, the Gates sisters will have to believe us.”


      “That’s probably the best way,” Kitty agreed. Replacing the ring under the mattress, they went downstairs. They were just in time to see Ronald Trent driving away from the mansion after depositing the old ladies at their door.


      Entering the living room, Azalea and Iris sank down into the nearest chairs without bothering to remove their hats. They appeared agitated and exhausted but offered no explanation for their condition. Doris and Kitty guessed that Ronald had wheedled money from them and perhaps had abused them for not giving him more.


      “Ronald is coming back tomorrow,” Iris said presently, speaking to Doris. “You are quite sure your messenger will be here with the money?”


      “Why, yes, I feel sure Jake will come. I sent word several days ago.”


      “I am so glad,” Iris murmured in relief. “Ronald is leaving tomorrow and we must have the money ready for him or lose the inheritance.”


      “I see,” murmured Doris thoughtfully.


      “We probably won’t have his company much longer, then,” surmised Kitty, winking coyly at Doris.


      Azalea stroked her forehead as if perplexed and perhaps a bit worried.


      “I never dreamed that money need cause us such concern. We cannot afford to lose this inheritance now. I have so much faith in the son of John Trent. I want him to go away happy and satisfied that we have not failed him.”


      Doris pricked up her ears at this bit of information. So Ronald was leaving, too! It seemed that affairs certainly were destined to come to a climax on the following day. How glad she was that she had asked Jake to come. If only he did not fail her!


      CHAPTER XXIII


      An Accusation


      On the following morning Doris and Kitty arose earlier than usual. They wandered about the grounds until time for breakfast, but when they were called to the dining room by Cora, the Misses Gates had not put in their appearance.


      “You may as well sit down,” the housekeeper told them. “Things are getting cold and I’m in a hurry to get around this morning.”


      “Really, we’d prefer to wait,” Doris told her. “It’s so unusual for the Misses Gates to be late. We’re usually the guilty ones.”


      They were about to go outside again when they heard some one coming down the stairs. It was Azalea and the girls saw at once that she was dreadfully agitated. Iris came after her and she, too, was excited.


      “Some one has been tampering with our things!” Azalea cried. “We have separate desks in our rooms. A few minutes ago when I went to get a check book from the pigeon hole, I found that everything had been rifled!”


      “My desk is the same way,” Iris declared angrily.


      “Was anything taken?” Doris questioned quietly.


      “Yes, several important papers.”


      Doris and Kitty, not greatly surprised at this news, glanced significantly at each other. The twins, observing them, regarded the girls rather sharply.


      “Was any one here yesterday while we were gone?” Azalea questioned Cora who had remained in the room.


      “No, ma’am. There wasn’t any one in that wing all day—except of course the young ladies.”


      “What do you mean?” Doris demanded. “We never set foot in that part of the house.”


      The housekeeper merely stared at them in feigned astonishment and shrugged her shoulders.


      “I can’t understand who would want the papers,” Iris said quietly, but she looked queerly at Doris and Kitty. “Of course, the bonds may be more valuable than we thought.”


      “In all the time I’ve been at the mansion nothing like this ever happened,” Cora murmured.


      Kitty and Doris cast irritated glances at the housekeeper. They realized all too well that she was trying to build up an alibi for herself by calling attention to her past service.


      “Perhaps it would clear up matters if you girls would tell the housekeeper what you were doing yesterday,” Azalea suggested in her gentle voice.


      “Why—we weren’t doing much—of anything,” Kitty stammered.


      The question embarrassed her. She could not very well tell the Misses Gates that she and Doris had taken it into their heads to explore every nook and cranny of the old mansion. It would appear to the ladies that they had abused their hospitality.


      “We were in our room part of the time,” Doris said.


      “And where were you the rest of it?” Cora demanded harshly.


      “We weren’t in the left wing at any rate!” Doris retorted, with growing indignation.


      Azalea and Iris, greatly disturbed, looked uncertainly from one to the other. They did not know what to say or how to handle the difficult situation.


      “I’ll call Henry in,” Cora announced. “He can tell you where these girls were yesterday!”


      She stepped to the door and called to her husband who was in the garden. He came readily and, as the girls had expected, corroborated Cora’s story.


      “Right after you ladies went to the bank they said they were going for a walk,” he told the twins. “They started out but as soon as they thought they had thrown us off the track they stole back into the house. My wife and I heard them go into the left wing and knowin’ they had no business there we sort of listened. They went into your room, Miss Azalea, and closed the door. Later we heard ’em in the room adjoining.”


      “Can this be true?” Azalea asked the girls, her voice trembling with suppressed emotion.


      “No, of course it isn’t,” Doris returned.


      “What isn’t true?” a loud voice demanded, and they all turned to see Ronald Trent standing in the doorway.


      To the embarrassment of the girls he was quickly told of the accusation against them. They knew they could expect no help from him.


      “There, there,” he said, masterfully throwing an arm around the shoulders of each of the ladies. “Don’t take on so about it. I’ll straighten this matter out in a minute for you. Just leave everything to me.”


      “Oh, Ronald,” Iris murmured gratefully.


      “We’re in such a muddle,” Azalea added, “and we don’t want to falsely accuse any one.”


      “Of course not. Just let me handle this in my own way. Now, Cora and Henry are old servants, aren’t they?”


      “Cora is the daughter of our former dressmaker,” Azalea explained. “She and her husband have been with us several years now.”


      “Years! And how long have you known Doris Force and her friend?”


      “Why, we never met them until a few days ago,” Iris answered reluctantly.


      Ronald nodded in grim satisfaction.


      “There you are!”


      “You accuse your own cousin—” Iris began, but Ronald interrupted her.


      “Yes, my first duty is to you and to Miss Azalea. I will not protect my own relatives at your expense!”


      Goaded beyond endurance, Doris faced Ronald Trent defiantly.


      “Call me no cousin of yours!” she cried. “I believe you’re nothing but a bluff!”


      The man’s face went white with anger and for an instant Doris thought he meant to strike her. Instead he laughed harshly.


      “Don’t say such things!” Azalea commanded sternly. “Ronald is the son of our dear friend, John Trent.”


      “Let him prove it,” Doris cried.


      “Young lady,” Ronald told her angrily. “The burden of proof is upon you. Prove that you didn’t take those papers!”


      “All right, I will!” Doris announced with sudden decision. “I’ll tell you where the papers are!” At her words, Cora and Henry Sully recoiled a step, but the Misses Gates did not observe their guilty action.


      “Tell us!” Azalea commanded.


      “Yes,” Ronald echoed, but with less force. “Spin your fairy tale.”


      Doris faced the three conspirators defiantly. She pointed an accusing finger at Henry.


      “The papers are in his suitcase!”


      “You lie!” Henry snarled.


      “It’s the truth and you know it,” Kitty confirmed. “We can prove it!”


      “How do you know the papers are in Henry’s suitcase?” Iris questioned doubtfully.


      “Because we saw them there yesterday,” Doris declared.


      “Ah, then you admit you were snooping around?” Ronald demanded triumphantly.


      “We weren’t snooping,” Doris retorted indignantly. “We had a very good reason for going to the Sullys’ suite, and as it turns out, it was fortunate for the Misses Gates that we did.”


      “You went to the Sully suite yesterday?” Azalea, gasped.


      “Yes, we heard Etta crying and sobbing. We didn’t know what was wrong—”


      “You saw Etta?” Iris asked.


      She dropped weakly into a chair and for a moment looked as though she might faint.


      “We thought no one in the world knew about her,” she said very low. “For her sake we have kept Cora and Henry here during all these years. What will the neighbors think if they learn it?”


      “They shall never hear it from us,” Doris replied, “but we are unwilling to permit the Sullys to desert her.”


      “You’re crazy!” Henry shouted. “We wouldn’t think of leaving her!”


      “Then why are your suitcases packed?” Doris demanded.


      Henry could not answer, and Ronald, seeing that the man was throwing suspicion upon himself, stepped again into the breach.


      “All this talk is getting us nowhere,” he said. “Obviously, the girls took the papers from the desks and are only trying to save themselves.” He turned to the Misses Gates and a false note came into his voice. “Of course, I realize that you ladies regret this exceedingly and no doubt feel sorry for them. Under the circumstances I suggest that the matter be dropped without placing charges against them.”


      “The matter will not be dropped!” Doris cried. “We’ll sift it to the bottom right now.”


      “And the easiest way is to look in Henry’s suitcase,” Kitty added. “You’ll find the papers there!”


      A less clever man than Ronald Trent would have lost his temper, for well he knew that he was treading upon dangerous ground. Realizing that the Misses Gates would judge him as much by his manner as by his words, he faced the girls with the calm and dignity of a judge.


      “You are only trying to shield yourselves,” he told them sternly. “Your entire story has been a series of lies!”


      “Stop!” cried Doris, throwing back her lovely head and looking her accuser straight in the eye. Kitty thought never had she seen her chum quite so beautiful, so courageously poised for one so inexperienced.


      “I speak the truth!”


      CHAPTER XXIV


      Face to Face


      “I speak the truth,” Doris insisted indignantly, “and furthermore, Ronald Trent, I am convinced that you are nothing but an impostor. You are plotting with Henry and Cora Sully to swindle these people—out of everything!”


      “Doris!” Iris remonstrated.


      “She’s lost her mind!” Cora exclaimed.


      Thoroughly aroused at the false accusations made against herself and her chum, Doris could not have remained quiet had she wished. However, she forced herself to speak calmly.


      “You shall not have a cent of my money when Jake arrives with it,” she told Ronald.


      “We shall see,” he returned, glaring back at her. “You have already lent the money to the Misses Gates and they have promised it to me. Haven’t you?”


      Azalea and Iris, pale with excitement, nodded their heads miserably.


      “We’ve given you nearly every cent we have of our own,” Iris admitted, “and we did promise you Doris’s money. We trusted you—and now these dreadful accusations.”


      “What can you expect when you bring strangers into the house?”


      “But we needed Doris’s help so much, Ronald,” Azalea protested, “and she isn’t the same as a stranger.”


      “You are willing to accept her word against mine?”


      “Oh, Ronald, please don’t take that attitude,” Iris pleaded. “We want to believe you both, but surely something is wrong.”


      Ronald laughed shortly.


      “I told you once I’d straighten out everything. Just send these intruders on their way.”


      Azalea and Iris exchanged uneasy glances. They did not know what to do. For the sake of John Trent, the man they loved, they felt they could not be disloyal to his son, and yet they were reluctant to ask Doris and Kitty to leave, particularly as they had been given a special invitation to visit their home. The girls had told a very straightforward story, but on the other hand Cora and Henry were old servants.


      “I don’t know what to do,” Iris murmured.


      “There’s only one thing to do and that’s to send these girls packing,” Ronald told her firmly. “Let me handle this for you.”


      “But we want those important papers back,” Azalea protested. “Tell us where they are.”


      “How should I know?” Ronald demanded harshly. “These girls have probably hid them somewhere!”


      “You know that isn’t true!” Doris snapped. “We’ve told you where you’ll find the papers, but apparently you’re afraid to look!”


      Ronald scowled. He had been trying to induce the Misses Gates to send Doris and Kitty away before they thought of bringing up again the subject of the lost property. He realized that the girls had it in their power to place him in an extremely awkward position. He hoped to bluff his way through by appealing to the sympathies of the two ladies.


      Cora and Henry paled as Doris reminded Azalea and Iris of the suitcase. The housekeeper trembled and clung to her husband for support.


      “Just look at them,” Ronald declared. “They’re crushed at the accusation against their good names. Here they have served long and faithfully and now these girls try to brand them as thieves!”


      “Oh, Ronald, we aren’t branding any one,” Iris said at the point of tears. “We only want to get at the truth.”


      Doris and Kitty were at their wits’ end. In every manner possible they had tried to convince the Misses Gates of their innocence, but they realized that no matter how strong was the case against Ronald Trent, the ladies would give him the benefit of the doubt. Only positive proof would shake their faith in him, for in their minds they had built up a dream man. It was difficult for them to see Ronald in his true colors.


      Realizing this, it seemed to Doris that the best thing the girls could do would be to leave the mansion at once. Perhaps later, the Misses Gates would realize their error.


      “We have caused you enough worry and pain,” she said quietly. “Kitty and I will pack our things and leave at once.”


      “But our lost papers!” Iris half sobbed.


      “We can only tell you what we’ve said before,” Doris declared. “You’ll find them in Henry’s suitcase!”


      “I don’t see why we shouldn’t look, at any rate,” Azalea murmured. “Ronald, don’t you think it would be the best way to clear up this frightful muddle?”


      “I wouldn’t give that much credit to the trumped-up story,” he returned condescendingly. “My dear ladies, don’t take this matter so seriously.”


      Azalea eyed him with the first glimmer of distrust.


      “After all, it happens to be our papers that are missing,” she told him tartly. “I think we shall have a look inside that suitcase!”


      Cora and Henry, now thoroughly frightened, began to back toward the door.


      “Where are you going?” Azalea asked sharply.


      “We are leaving,” Cora told her sullenly. “We won’t remain in this house to be insulted!”


      “You’ll not leave until we have examined your suitcase,” Azalea retorted, displaying more spirit than the girls had known she possessed.


      “You’ll not find any papers there!” Henry cried. “Not unless these girls framed us!”


      “That’s probably just what they did do!” Cora chimed in, catching at the straw. “I’ll bet they put them in our suitcase, so as to throw suspicion on us.”


      “We’ll soon know if the papers are there or not,” Azalea declared.


      Realizing that they could no longer bluff, Henry and Cora of one accord started for the door, hoping to escape. They were abruptly halted by a steel-like voice.


      “Stand where you are!”


      Doris and Kitty wheeled, to see Jake barring the door. And directly behind him stood Marshmallow and Dave!


      CHAPTER XXV


      Vindication


      Doris had never seen Jake look as he did at this moment, when he faced the group in the room. Ignoring Cora and Henry after his first command to them, he walked directly over to Ronald Trent.


      “Your game’s up, Joe Jeffery,” he said in a hard, metallic voice. “We’ve got you cold. I’ve been waiting a long time to get even!”


      Ronald stared at him a full instant and then, with a dazed expression, sank limply down into the nearest chair.


      “You win,” he muttered weakly.


      Doris ran quickly to Jake and caught him by the arm.


      “Who is this man?” she cried eagerly.


      “The police know him well enough,” Jake grunted. “There’s a reward of five thousand out for him!”


      “Five thousand!” Iris gasped. “But what has he done?”


      “Swindled folks out of their hard earned money. He’s been workin’ his little game for years!”


      “And to think he might have robbed us, if it hadn’t been for Doris!” Azalea murmured. “Oh, what silly fools we’ve been!”


      “You weren’t the first to be taken in by him, ma’am,” Jake responded. “He’s a slick one. Took me in once, but this is where we’ll square accounts.” He indicated Cora and Henry. “Who are these folks? Friends of his?”


      “Yes, they’re all in the plot,” Doris cried.


      Henry did not deny the charge this time. Instead, he made a sudden dash for the door. Marshmallow and Dave were too quick for him, however, and caught him roughly by the arms.


      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Dave said grimly, forcing him back. “You’ll stay here until we’re through with you.”


      “What’s he been up to?” Jake demanded gruffly.


      “He took some valuable papers belonging to the Misses Gates,” Doris declared. “Kitty and I are sure he put them into his suitcase, intending to get away some time today before the loss was discovered.”


      “Let’s have a look at that suitcase, then,” Jake directed.


      “I’ll get it,” Doris cried.


      She and Kitty hurried up to the third floor and entered the Sully apartment. Etta was sleeping and they did not awaken her, but quickly took the suitcase from beneath the bed and carried it downstairs.


      Removing the articles of clothing, Doris took out the two envelopes and handed them to Iris. She ripped them open and brought to light negotiable oil bonds, an important deed, and several other papers.


      “I’m glad we have them back,” she sighed in relief, “but I can’t understand why any one would wish to steal them.”


      “Let me see one of those bonds,” Dave said.


      Iris handed over one of the certificates. He studied it for an instant and then gave a low exclamation of astonishment.


      “Why, these are Standard Condonite!”


      Seeing that the name meant little to the Misses Gates, he hastened to explain.


      “Standard Condonite is one of the new oil companies that has been growing like a mushroom. The stock has tripled in value during the last year!”


      “Then our bonds really are valuable!” Azalea exclaimed. She looked accusingly at Henry and Cora who had the grace to hang their heads. “You knew this!”


      “That man put us up to stealing them,” Henry muttered, indicating Ronald Trent.


      “But I don’t understand how you knew we had them,” Iris murmured in bewilderment.


      “My wife heard you and Miss Azalea talking one day and you mentioned your bonds,” Henry offered. “We didn’t think anything more about it until that man Trent came here. He gave us money to tell him what property you had. He wanted us to git this stuff for him. Said he’d give us part of it.”


      “And you thought you’d hog the whole of it,” Trent added bitterly. “You were planning to get away before I got wise to your scheme.”


      “I’m afraid there’s no honor among thieves,” Doris observed dryly.


      “If only we had back the money we gave away!” Iris said regretfully. “We need it so badly.”


      “How much did you give the rascal?” Jake asked bluntly.


      “Nearly eight hundred dollars in all. Only yesterday we went to the bank and drew out five hundred. It was practically our last cent.”


      Jake crossed over to the swindler and jerked him roughly out of the chair into which he had slumped. Quickly he went through his pockets and brought out a fat billfold. From this he extracted a number of bills which he placed upon the table.


      Eagerly Azalea and Iris counted the money. In all it came to five hundred and fifty-two dollars.


      “I’m afraid that’s all you’ll get back,” Jake told them. “He’s likely spent the rest.”


      “It’s better than losing everything,” Azalea declared gratefully, “and we have our bonds which we can sell.”


      “What do you want done with these birds?” Jake next asked. “I have a private grudge with Jeffery so he’s going to jail, but you can do what you please with the other two, for all of me.”


      Azalea and Iris looked doubtfully at each other, and the Sullys, observing their indecision, began to plead for their freedom.


      “We didn’t mean to steal,” Cora said tearfully. “You’ve always been so good and kind to us. For the sake of little Etta—”


      “It seems to me you haven’t considered her yourself until now,” Azalea interrupted. “However, we are not without sympathy even for those who have plotted against us. Cora, I feel that you have allowed your husband to lead you astray. Your mother worked for us a number of years and I promised her that I would try to see that you never came to grief. For that reason Iris and I shall permit you and your husband to go free, providing you promise to lead a straight life from this day on.”


      “We promise,” the two murmured together.


      “Then take your things and leave the house immediately. You have demonstrated that you are unfit parents, so Etta must be left behind. You may go now.”


      Cora and Henry, without a word of thanks, rushed out of the room. Within half an hour they had left the house.


      “Now I’ll be gettin’ this fellow out of your way,” Jake declared briskly.


      “Just a minute,” Iris said quietly. “You’re quite sure there can be no mistake. This man is really Joe Jeffery and not Ronald Trent.”


      “There’s no mistake, ma’am. He’s just an impostor.”


      “But how did he ever learn of John Trent?” Doris demanded. She turned to Ronald. “What do you know about my uncle?”


      “Please tell us,” Azalea begged. “It will mean so much to know.”


      “Go to Cloudy Cove and find out for yourselves,” he snapped, forgetting that he had ever treated the twins in a courtly manner.


      “Oh, but we are too old to travel,” Iris sighed. “If only we could find out what became of John!”


      “I’ll go,” Doris volunteered.


      “How kind of you!” Azalea murmured gratefully. “You’ve done so much for us already. I don’t know how we can ever repay you.”


      “I’m not looking for pay,” Doris returned with a smile. “I’ll be glad of an opportunity to look into the matter for you.”


      Her promise was not an idle one. Very shortly, Doris and her friends were to go to Cloudy Cove, there to learn more of the details of John Trent’s strange career. Her adventures in this connection are related in the volume entitled, “Doris Force at Cloudy Cove, or, The Old Miser’s Signature.”


      Jake telephoned to the police station and within fifteen minutes the officers arrived to take charge of Joe Jeffery. They positively identified him as a notorious swindler and assured Doris and her friends that the reward money would go to them.


      “I think Jake and the Misses Gates should have it,” Doris declared. “The money will make up for what Ronald took!”


      “Oh, we wouldn’t think of taking it,” Azalea and Iris protested. “You and your chum were really responsible for capturing the man. You saved our money!”


      “I didn’t do anything,” Jake protested. “I just came here as Doris asked me to, and then when I saw that bird I recognized him. I don’t want any money.”


      “What a situation!” Doris laughed. “Five thousand dollars and no one wants it!”


      “Say, I have an idea,” Marshmallow broke in.


      “Unburden yourself,” Doris laughed.


      “Well, since no one of you is willing to accept the money, why not divide it equally among you?”


      “Doris should have the greater share, though,” Jake protested. “She was the one who was responsible for solving the mystery.”


      “But you landed the coup de grace,” Doris insisted.


      Jake scratched his head and grinned.


      “The which?”


      “Coup de grace—that’s French. It means the finishing stroke.”


      “I reckon Joe Jeffery is finished all right,” Jake agreed. “He won’t try to swindle any more people out of their hard earned cash.”


      After considerable discussion it was decided that the reward money should be divided between Doris, Kitty, the Misses Gates and Jake. The Misses Gates declared at first that they would accept no share, but Doris and her friends, realizing how badly they needed ready money, insisted that they take it. At last they gave in.


      “We didn’t do a thing to help bring Ronald—I mean Joe Jeffery to justice,” Azalea murmured. “We even hindered you, Doris, thinking you were prejudiced against him. It doesn’t seem fair that we take anything.”


      “If you and your sister refuse your share, then I’ll not take mine either,” Doris told her.


      “Let us take one share between us,” Iris protested.


      Doris shook her head.


      “No, we must share alike. It makes easier arithmetic, too. An even thousand dollars apiece.”


      “A thousand dollars!” Kitty gasped. “Am I actually to get that much? I think I’m going to faint!”


      “Go ahead,” Marshmallow invited impudently. “I’ll catch you.”


      “Two thousand dollars,” Azalea murmured, and looked almost tearfully at her sister. “It will mean a great deal to us.”


      “Then you accept?” Doris asked.


      “I suppose we must, but only on one condition.”


      “And what is that?”


      “That you accept a reward from us.”


      “Another reward!” Doris gasped. “One is sufficient.”


      “We don’t refer to money,” Iris said. “This is just a token of our appreciation.” She hesitated, and then went on with a brave smile. “Azalea and I would like you to have the ruby ring.”


      “To keep?” Doris questioned in amazement.


      “Yes,” Iris returned quietly. “You understand why we cannot wear it ourselves and you admire it so much.”


      “I never dreamed of owning such a lovely ring!” Doris gasped in delight. “Why, I am sure it is very valuable, too. I really don’t like to take it.”


      “Please do,” the twins begged. “We have no wish to keep it in the house, now that—well, you understand.”


      Doris became aware that Kitty was nudging her vigorously in the back and recognized it as a hint that her chum hoped she would accept the gift. She debated an instant and then smiled.


      “I can’t begin to thank you for it,” she told the Misses Gates gratefully. “It will serve to remind me always of our thrilling adventure here at Locked Gates. And if ever the time should come when you want it back—”


      Azalea shook her head.


      “That time will never come, my dear. It is yours with no strings attached. Beautiful jewels were meant for young girls.”


      “The ring is so beautiful I’ll be afraid of losing it.”


      “You can have it reset,” Azalea suggested.


      It was some time before Doris thought about asking Jake if he had brought the money which she had requested.


      “No, I didn’t,” he confessed. “When I received your message, I thought something was wrong, so I just left the money in the bank and brought Marshmallow and Dave instead.”


      “I’m glad you used your own judgment,” Doris assured him, “although I never would have lent that man my money when it came right down to it. Now my bank account is still intact, and I’ll have another thousand to add to it. I guess Uncle Wardell will think I have the makings of a business woman!”


      Doris and Kitty planned to return home with Jake and their friends, but the Misses Gates would not hear of them departing until after luncheon. After the excitement had died down and all questions had been satisfactorily answered, the girls escorted Jake and the young men about the grounds. Kitty and Marshmallow made excellent use of the opportunity to strengthen their acquaintance.


      At one o’clock the Misses Gates served a delightful meal in the garden. Since Cora and Henry Sully had departed in great haste, the twins had been forced to prepare it with their own hands, but this they insisted was an honor and a pleasure. In spite of all that had transpired, it seemed to Doris and Kitty that Azalea and Iris were far happier than they had been a few days before.


      Doris had not forgotten Etta Sully and wondered what was to become of her. She intended to bring up the subject but, before she could do so, Azalea mentioned it.


      “Iris and I have been talking it over,” she said to the group after luncheon was over, “and it seems to us that Etta should be sent to a special home for cripples. She will need medical attention and of course her education has been sadly neglected. We have decided to use the reward money for that purpose.”


      “That will be lovely of you,” Doris declared.


      The girls insisted upon helping with the dishes and, as Marshmallow and Dave volunteered as “second assistants,” the work was dispatched with rapidity and a great deal of fun.


      “I declare, I feel ten years younger with so many young people around,” Iris laughed. “We’ll hate to see you leave, Doris.”


      “You will come back often, won’t you?” Azalea pleaded.


      “Oh, Kitty and I shall be driving this way often, I’m sure,” Doris returned.


      Not until late in the afternoon did the party take leave of the Misses Gates. The twins accompanied them to the car which was to take them back to Chilton, and waved until they rounded a corner and were lost to view.


      “You know, after you accustom yourself to a place, it doesn’t seem so spooky,” Kitty commented as they rode slowly along the street. “I can honestly say I’ve learned to like Locked Gates.”


      “It’s like olives,” Doris laughed. “The first taste is rather unpleasant.”


      “I guess you didn’t know what you were getting into when you went there, did you?” Marshmallow asked. “Doris, your Uncle Ward will certainly be surprised when you tell him all that has happened to you.”


      “And won’t he be delighted to see me coming home with reward money!” Doris exclaimed. “He was a little afraid this trip would prove an expensive one. As a matter of fact, it’s turned out to be an investment.”


      “It was certainly the most exciting three weeks I ever spent,” Kitty said with a blissful sigh. “I enjoyed every minute of it.”


      “So did I,” Doris agreed. “From now on, we won’t be always wondering why the mansion gates are locked, either.”


      “Hardly,” Dave grinned. “You’ve unraveled all the mysteries and unearthed all the secrets.”


      “Not quite all,” Doris corrected. “I must find out about my Uncle John Trent’s estate, and something tells me it may offer difficulties.”


      “It may offer more than that,” Dave replied soberly. “Doris Force, when you go to Cloudy Cove, you may discover you’ve inherited a fortune!”

    

  


  
    
      DORIS FORCE AT CLOUDY COVE, by Julia K. Duncan


      CHAPTER I


      A New Automobile


      Doris Force laid aside the book she had been reading and smiled at her chum, Kitty Norris, who was stretched out comfortably on the davenport.


      “Don’t you wish something exciting would happen, Kit?” she asked. “Saturday afternoon is always so dull.”


      Kitty yawned indolently.


      “I don’t mind a little quiet for a change. It seems to me thrilling things have been happening ever since I came to visit you here at Chilton.”


      “We did get mixed up in strange adventures at Locked Gates,” Doris admitted, carelessly rumpling her curly red bob. “Just think what’s still ahead!”


      Kitty gazed at her chum rather enviously.


      “In another month you may be an honest-to-goodness heiress,” she said impressively. “Doris, why do you muss up your hair that way? If I had a wave, I wouldn’t try to discourage it!”


      “If you had mine, you couldn’t,” Doris laughed.


      She had naturally curly hair which fell softly about her face. It was deep red in color, and though she could never take the time to brush it properly, it had lost none of its sheen.


      “I can’t imagine myself an heiress!” Doris glanced meditatively into the full-length mirror and winked at her own reflection. “There must be a catch somewhere. Do you suppose Uncle John Trent really did leave me his money?”


      “How should I know?” Kitty had already answered this question at least a dozen times. “You’ll soon find out, when we get to Cloudy Cove.”


      “I think that’s what makes me so restless—I’m impatient to be off. Ever since I learned about the inheritance, I’ve been dying to find out all the details. Of course, I promised Azalea and Iris Gates I’d settle up the estate.”


      “By the way, when do we start for Cloudy Cove?” Kitty asked curiously.


      “I was talking to Mrs. Mallow this morning about it. She said—” Doris left the sentence unfinished, for just then the, front door bell rang.


      “Oh, bother!” she exclaimed. “I’ll have to run downstairs and answer it. Mrs. Mallow has gone away for the day.”


      Leaving the suite, she rushed down to the front door and opened it. A tall, dark skinned man removed his hat and bowed.


      “Is Mr. Mallow in?”


      “Mr. Mallow? Oh, you mean Marshall! No, he went downtown about an hour ago. I think he said he intended to stop at Smith’s Garage. Is there a message you wish me to give him?”


      The stranger smiled blandly.


      “Thank you, no. I’ll call later.”


      “Do you wish to leave your card?”


      “I don’t believe I have one with me. Never mind the name. I may see him at the garage.” With that the stranger turned away and walked rapidly down the street. Doris did not close the door immediately, but stood watching the man until he disappeared around the corner. Though she scarcely understood her own feelings, she knew that for some reason she did not like the man.


      “I wonder why he’s so eager to see Marshmallow?” she asked herself. “He looks like a salesman, and yet if he were one, I don’t see why he would be unwilling to leave his name.”


      Returning to Kitty, she told her of the stranger’s queer manner, and described him.


      “He’s quite too slick looking to suit me,” she declared with a troubled frown. “I saw him here this morning talking with Jake in the garden. I suppose he was looking for Marshmallow then.”


      “Wonder what business he can have with Marshall?” Kitty murmured. “I wish I’d seen him.” After they had exhausted the subject, the girls fell to talking of their proposed trip to Cloudy Cove. Since Doris had learned that her uncle, the late John Trent, had left a sum of money in a bank in that city, she had been eager to make the journey. Cloudy Cove was a pleasant summer resort city, but since it was located some four hundred miles from Chilton, she had not been able to go there as soon as she had wished to.


      Her uncle, Wardell Force, with whom she had made her home since the death of her own parents, was frequently called away from Chilton to manage charity campaigns, and this summer, being more busy than usual, he had found it impossible to accompany Doris. However, he had realized the importance of the trip and so had arranged that Mrs. Mallow take the two girls. They planned to spend two weeks at “Mayfair,” one of the summer hotels. There had been some delay in making reservations, and it had been necessary to write to Kitty’s parents. They had promptly agreed that she might make the trip with her chum. When the affair took on the aspect of a vacation jaunt, Marshmallow and Dave Chamberlin, another friend, announced that they, too, wished to be included in the plans.


      At first it had appeared that they must remain at home, for neither of the boys felt he could spare the money necessary for carfare. Undaunted, they determined to make the trip in Dave’s roadster.


      As luck would have it, a few days before the time set for the start it suddenly developed a case of engine trouble. Since Marshmallow’s car had long been known as the junkiest one in Chilton, prospects of reaching Cloudy Cove were very gloomy indeed.


      Then Mrs. Mallow, taking pity on her son, had promised him, that if he could make a good trade for a new car, she would advance the necessary money. Highly elated, Marshmallow and Dave were searching the town for a “bargain.”


      “I do hope they find something today,” Doris sighed, “and I think perhaps they will. Mrs. Mallow told me this morning that they had heard of a man who is willing to sell a sedan at a giveaway price.”


      “There must be something the matter with the car,” Kitty said suspiciously.


      “Dave and Marshmallow will find that out before they buy it. Trust them not to get cheated. They’re both marvels when it comes to automobile engines!”


      “I hope Marshall does buy the sedan,” Kitty declared. “It will be so much more fun, if we can all drive to Cloudy Cove together.”


      After a time, as the conversation languished, the girls returned to their reading. The tiny clock on the mantel chimed five. Suddenly the girls were startled to hear the loud honking of an automobile horn at the front of the house. Together they rushed to the window.


      “It’s Dave and Marshmallow!” Doris exclaimed.


      “And just look at that car!” Kitty squealed in delight. “Isn’t it a beauty? Marshmallow must have bought it!”


      Dropping their books, they rushed downstairs and out of the front door. Dave and Marshmallow were just stepping from the sedan as the girls hurried up.


      “Well, how do you like it?” Marshmallow demanded proudly.


      “Oh, it’s wonderful!” Kitty exclaimed, casting an admiring eye over the upholstery. “You haven’t really bought it, have you?”


      “Of course I have,” the plump lad affirmed.


      “It looks so—so expensive,” Doris ventured doubtfully.


      “Believe me, it’s a real bargain,” Marshmallow informed her. “He will take my old car and I gave him only one hundred dollars to boot. The man wouldn’t have given it to us at that price except for cash.”


      “Aren’t you afraid there may be something the matter with it?” Doris suggested.


      Marshmallow smiled, a trifle condescendingly.


      “Isn’t that just like a girl? There isn’t a thing the matter with this car. She’s perfect. Dave and I have gone over her with a fine-tooth comb.”


      Doris and Kitty stepped into the sedan and eased themselves into the soft cushions. They tried the gears and examined the various instruments on the dashboard.


      “I don’t know much about automobiles,” Doris admitted, “but this looks too good for that price.”


      “It was a fair enough bargain,” Marshmallow chuckled.


      “Did your mother see the car?”


      “No, but she gave me the money and told me to go ahead. She trusts my judgment when it comes to cars.”


      Doris could not help but smile as Marshmallow took out his handkerchief and brushed an imaginary speck of dust from tjie windshield.


      “There isn’t much room behind the wheel,” she said mischievously. “Are you sure you’ll be able to squeeze in, Marsh?”


      Marshmallow ignored the gibe and turned toward his friend.


      “Come on in the house, Dave. I want you to help me make out those papers the owner gave me.”


      “Oh, don’t go in,” Doris pleaded. “Take us for a little ride.”


      “Haven’t time now,” Marshmallow muttered, though he saw that Dave was expecting him to accept.


      “Oh, you’re trying to punish me for intimating you were fat,” Doris wailed. “I’ll take it all back —every word! Please take us for a ride—just a teeny, weeny one.”


      “Maybe tomorrow,” Marshmallow promised grandly. “Come on, Dave.”


      With a regretful glance over his shoulder, Dave followed his friend into the house, leaving the girls in possession of the sedan.


      “Now isn’t that just too mean!” Doris exclaimed in disappointment.


      “I don’t think he meant to be mean,” Kitty ventured, for she was rather partial to the plump lad.


      “I guess I deserved it, but just the same I don’t like to be cheated out of our ride. I know! Let’s take the car out ourselves!”


      “Oh, we wouldn’t dare. I can’t run a car!”


      “Well, I can, though not so very skillfully, I’ll admit. We won’t go far. Just around the park a few times. Won’t Marshmallow just burn up? It will serve him right. He’s so excited about the grand buy he made.”


      “All right,” Kitty agreed, warming to the adventure. “See if you can start the engine.”


      After a little search Doris located the various switches and, after two unsuccessful attempts, succeeded in starting the engine. She thrust in the clutch and switched into low gear.


      “Toot the horn!” she directed.


      As Kitty played a staccato tune upon the horn button, she let out the clutch so quickly that the car leaped forward like a playful panther. The girls waved goodbye, as Marshmallow and Dave rushed out on the porch.


      “Next time Marshmallow won’t be so uppish about his car,” Doris laughed.


      She drove slowly, for she was not familiar with the car and she intended to run no risk of damaging it. Thinking that there would be less traffic on the open road, she selected a street which led to the outskirts of the city. The engine ran so smoothly and quietly that before she realized it the speedometer registered thirty miles an hour.


      “Not too fast,” Kitty warned. “If anything should go wrong, Marshmallow never would forgive us.”


      The girls had been so engrossed in the road ahead that they did not notice a high-powered car which was rapidly approaching from the rear. They did not realize that they were being followed, until a shrill, long-drawn-out whistle pierced their ears.


      “The State Police!” Kitty gasped.


      “They can’t want us! We’re not speeding!”


      Even as she spoke the police car flashed ahead of them and blocked the road.


      “Halt!” came the sharp command.


      Doris slammed on the brakes and brought the sedan to a standstill alongside the police car.


      “Surely there must be some mistake,” she murmured, uneasily noticing that one of the officers held a revolver in his hand.


      “There’s no mistake, young lady,” she was informed coldly. “We’ve been looking for this stolen car for the last week!”


      CHAPTER II


      The Theft


      “Stolen car!” Kitty and Doris gasped.


      “Yes,” the officer returned, opening the door of the sedan. “It won’t do you any good to pretend you don’t know what it’s all about, because we’ve got the goods on you. Tumble out before we have to use force!”


      Kitty hastily stepped from the car, but Doris, who had begun to grasp the seriousness of the situation, did not move. She was determined not to abandon Marshmallow’s new automobile without a struggle.


      “Really,” she said earnestly to the officer, “you’re making a dreadful mistake in trying to arrest us. This car belongs to a friend of ours. He bought it only this afternoon and my chum and I thought we would go for a little ride.”


      “What’s your name?” the officer demanded bluntly.


      “Doris Force.”


      “Force, eh? Not the niece of Wardell Force?”


      “Yes, he’s my uncle,” Doris declared eagerly. “And who do you claim owns this car?”


      “Marshall Mallow.”


      Doris told a straightforward story and spoke in such an earnest manner that the officers were impressed. After a brief conference, the spokesman turned again to the frightened girls.


      “If what you say is true, we’ll get this fellow Mallow and let you off. If your story doesn’t prove up, you’ll get a chance to talk to the judge. Now lead the way to where this Mallow lives!”


      “Marshall didn’t steal the car,” Doris insisted indignantly. “He owns it.”


      The officer laughed shortly.


      “This sedan was stolen last week from a wealthy lawyer who lives in Bainbridge.”


      He seated himself beside Doris and ordered Kitty to get into the back. He then told Doris to start the car. Nervously she obeyed, but as she let in the clutch the sedan leaped forward with a jerk. The officer looked sharply at her and said sternly:


      “None of your tricks, young lady!”


      “I tell you I never had my hand on this wheel until this afternoon!” Doris insisted somewhat impatiently, for she was driving as well as she possibly could.


      As she guided the sedan down the side streets of Chilton, she was painfully conscious that the police car was following close behind. What would her friends think if they saw her with such an escort? How could she bear to face Marshmallow? She blamed herself for taking the car in the first place. She had only herself to thank for the unpleasant situation.


      Doris was supersensitive to public opinion, for though Chilton was a city of average size, she had lived there many years and was known by nearly everybody. Since the death of her parents she had made her home with Wardell Force, her uncle, who occupied a pleasant suite of rooms in the Mallow residence. Mr. Force, retired from active business, was absorbed in charity work and at the present time was engaged in a gigantic campaign to raise money for a fresh-air fund. Doris realized only too well that if her name crept into the newspapers in connection with the stolen car, the resulting publicity would make her uncle’s work more difficult.


      She could not believe that Marshmallow or Dave knew they had purchased a stolen automobile, for both young men enjoyed excellent reputations in the community. Dave, an ardent admirer of Doris, was serious-minded and studious. At the aviation school where he was enrolled he was considered one of the most promising young aviators. Marshmallow, the only son of his widowed mother, Mrs. Mallow, was easygoing and full of fun. His greatest interest in life was his appetite.


      Marshmallow and Doris had grown up together and were inclined to engage in good-natured arguments now and then. However, they were the best of friends, and Marshmallow had been as pleased as anyone, when Doris learned that a visit to Locked Gates offered the prospect of a fortune.


      As is recounted in the first volume of this series, “Doris Force at Locked Gates,” she had gone to the mysterious mansion of the Misses Gates to claim her fortune. Instead of receiving an inheritance, she found herself involved in an intricate plot. With the aid of Jake, a man employed by her uncle, Doris uncovered the fact that a notorious criminal, Joe Jeffery, was attempting to swindle the Misses Gates. Not only did she expose this plan, but she learned that her long-lost uncle, John Trent, had actually left a sum of money in a bank at Cloudy Cove. At the request of the Misses Gates she had promised to settle up the estate, and, if possible, solve the mystery which surrounded her Uncle John Trent’s strange disappearance from home many years before.


      As she stopped the sedan in front of the Mallow residence, Doris was thinking that the unfortunate accusation of the police might postpone her trip to Cloudy Cove. She was relieved to see Marshmallow and Dave in the front yard. The two young men hurried over to the curb, but stopped short as they saw the police.


      “Ha! Pinched for speeding!” Marshmallow jested.


      The grin faded from his face as he saw the sober countenances of the girls and the stern expressions of the officers.


      “Are you Mallow?” he was questioned.


      Rather uneasily, Marshmallow admitted that he was.


      “You own this sedan?”


      “I do,” Marshmallow returned proudly. “Bought her today.”


      “Where is your bill-of-sale?”


      Dave and Marshmallow exchanged quick glances. “Why, we haven’t any,” Marshmallow admitted sheepishly. “We thought the fellow gave it to us, but when we went to look in the envelope, it wasn’t there.”


      “So! Well, young fellow, if you haven’t a bill-of-sale, I guess you’ll just have to march along to jail with us!”


      “What for? I haven’t done anything.”


      “You’re in the possession of stolen property!”


      “Look here!” Marshmallow protested heatedly. “There’s something wrong. I bought this car fair and square from a fellow by the name of Dunn—K. R. were his initials.”


      “That’s true,” Dave added. “He’s a tall, dark fellow. A stranger in town. Marshmallow planned to trade in his old car.”


      “Why, that must have been the man who came here and asked for Marshmallow early this afternoon!” Doris exclaimed.


      “Sure,” Marshall agreed. “He said he stopped at the house. Say, if that bird sold me a stolen car! Just wait till I get hold of him!”


      “He’s probably skipped town by this time,” one of the officers said. “Your story sounds straight enough, so I guess you were just taken in.”


      “Then we won’t have to go to jail?” Kitty demanded.


      “No, not unless we catch this fellow Dunn and need you to identify him.”


      “What about my car?” Marshmallow asked miserably.


      “I’m afraid you’re out of luck there. We’ll have to return it to its rightful owner. Next time be more wary of a slick salesman!”


      Kitty and Doris reluctantly stepped out of the sedan and watched as one of the officers drove it away. Marshmallow leaned dejectedly on the gate.


      “Oh, Marsh, it was all my fault,” Doris murmured contritely. “I didn’t mean—”


      “It wasn’t your fault, Dory. The police would have been after me sooner or later. I might have known that car was too good a bargain!”


      There was little that the others could say to comfort him, for they, too, were discouraged by the turn events had taken. The loss of the sedan undoubtedly meant that the boys would be unable to make the trip to Cloudy Cove.


      “I haven’t the nerve to ask Mother for more money,” Marshmallow declared, as he sank down on the porch steps and gazed gloomily out toward the street. “Do you think there’s any chance they’ll catch that fellow?”


      “I’m afraid not,” Dave told him. “He’s probably in another state by this time.”


      “If only I’d given him a check instead of cash,” Marshmallow moaned. “Then I could have stopped payment.”


      “I guess this ends our trip,” Dave said thoughtfully. “My car won’t be in shape for weeks.”


      “Why not take your car?” Doris suggested halfheartedly to Marshmallow.


      “You know Mother wouldn’t set foot in it,” the stout lad protested. “It’s so rough looking I’m almost ashamed of it myself.”


      “Perhaps Kitty and I could go with Mrs. Mallow on the train, as we originally planned. You and Dave could start ahead. Why not paint your car up? That would improve its appearance a lot.”


      Marshmallow brightened instantly.


      “Say, that’s an idea! What do you say, Dave?”


      “It’s our only chance of getting to Cloudy Cove. Maybe if we tinker with the engine a bit and splash on a couple of coats of paint, we can make something out of that old bus!”


      Inspired by Doris’s suggestion, the two young men hurried to the nearest store to purchase paint. Returning, they backed Marshmallow’s car out into the yard and set to work.


      Doris and Kitty, who in the meantime had decided that by washing out a number of frocks they would speed up preparations for their trip, had come out on the back porch. By the time they had wrung out the garments and hung them upon the line, Marshmallow and Dave had washed the car and were ready to start painting.


      “Want us to help?” Kitty asked.


      “Too many artists might ruin the job,” Marshmallow laughed.


      The girls were not offended that their services were not in demand, for they preferred to watch from the porch steps and to offer suggestions and criticisms. Wags, a small brown dog which Doris had found along the roadside several weeks before, frisked about the automobile and annoyed the boys by biting at their heels. Twice Dave saved the paint bucket from being upset.


      “I wish you’d take that little scamp in the house and lock him up!” Marshmallow declared impatiently. “He gets his paws all paint and then he tries to put them on me!”


      Wags was reluctant to leave the scene, but the girls dragged him inside by force. Doris went to the piano to practice her singing lesson and Kitty settled herself in a big chair to finish her book.


      The dog was completely forgotten. Unnoticed, he went out into the kitchen, and gently pushing open the screen door with his nose, slipped outside.


      Fifteen minutes later Doris noticed that he was missing and arose from the piano bench to see what had become of him. At that very moment a loud shout came from the back yard, to be followed by a series of delighted canine yelps. Doris rushed to the window.


      “Kitty!” she cried in dismay. “Just see what Wags has done now! Oh, he’s ruined everything!”


      CHAPTER III


      Off for Cloudy Cove


      Hearing Doris’s exclamation, Kitty ran to the window. There was no need to ask what had happened for she saw at a glance the havoc Wags had wrought. In his playful attempts to “chase” the flapping garments, which were drying on the clothesline, he had pushed down the supporting pole, with the result that the line was permitted to drop across one side of Marshmallow’s freshly-painted car.


      “Oh, all of our dresses are ruined!” Doris wailed.


      Rushing out into the back yard the two girls snatched their frocks from the line and anxiously examined them for paint marks. Marshmallow and Dave gave chase to Wags, but the wary little dog, realizing that he had made a fatal error of judgment in attacking the clothesline, raced across the street out of danger’s way.


      “I thought you were going to keep that dog in the house,” Marshmallow grumbled, as the boys came back to the car. “Goodnight! Just look at that! We’ll have to paint the whole side over again! And it’s almost dark now.”


      “Just look at our frocks!” Doris retorted. “We’ll be lucky if we ever get the spots out.” While the four were taking stock of the damage Wags had caused, Mrs. Mallow came to the kitchen door to announce that supper was ready. When Dave turned to leave, she called him back, insisting that he remain.


      Marshmallow already had broken the news of the stolen automobile to his mother and was relieved to find that she had not considered him at all to blame for the turn events had taken. In fact, Mrs. Mallow had learned from sad experience that her son’s business ventures frequently were impetuous, and had schooled herself to accept them philosophically.


      On this evening she did not permit the loss of the money to dampen the spirits of the young people, and as usual supper was a very gay affair. Wardell Force, who was always at his best when surrounded by a group of girls and boys, even made a joke of the misfortune, and by the time the salad was served the unpleasant details were forgotten. Mrs. Mallow was an excellent cook and on this night she had quite outdone herself. As Marshmallow passed his plate for a third helping, Doris teasingly observed that his recent troubles did not appear to affect his appetite.


      Naturally the conversation centered about the proposed trip to Cloudy Cove. Dave and Marshmallow insisted that they would have the automobile in shape for the journey within two days, and since the others were eager to be off, it was definitely decided that they leave Chilton on Tuesday. Dave and Marshmallow planned to drive the car, leaving early in the morning, while Mrs. Mallow and the girls would take the late night train.


      “Too bad you’re, not going too, Uncle Ward,” Doris remarked. “Can’t you possibly come with us?”


      “I’m afraid not,” her uncle returned with a regretful smile. “While you’re enjoying yourselves at Cloudy Cove, I must deliver an important lecture in the southern part of the state.”


      “Oh, we don’t expect to play all the time we’re gone,” Doris laughed. “I may surprise you and come back with a fortune!”


      The following day Marshmallow and Dave worked diligently on the old car, yet found time to make a trip to the police station. To their disappointment they were informed that Mr. Dunn had not been apprehended.


      “I guess it’s goodbye to the hundred bucks,” Marshmallow groaned.


      With Mrs. Mallow’s assistance Doris and Kitty rewashed the stained frocks and packed their suitcases. Doris was hard-pressed to find time to get everything accomplished, for she was scheduled to take a singing lesson from Herr Von Heflinger, recognized as the best teacher in the city. She had studied music for many years and had a pleasing soprano voice, which had won her considerable local fame. Herr Von Heflinger was proud of his pupil and encouraged her to try for a career. Indeed, Doris had determined that some day she would reach Grand Opera, but for the present her ambitions were checked by insufficient funds. If only her Uncle John Trent had left her his estate! How much it would mean!


      The Monday morning mail brought Doris a letter from Azalea and Iris Gates.


      “We are enclosing an old photograph which we thought perhaps might b$ useful to you,” they wrote, “but trust that you will have no difficulty in establishing your identity or in settling up the estate.”


      Doris studied the picture with interest. It was old and faded, and the poses of the Misses Gates and her Uncle John Trent were rather artificial, for the photograph had been taken many years before.


      “My uncle was quite dashing at that,” Doris remarked, as she showed the picture to Kitty. “How lovely the twins were, when they were young! No wonder he couldn’t decide which one he wanted to marry.”


      Turning the photograph over, she noticed a signature on the back. Her uncle had written “Deyotedly,” and had signed his name. Doris studied the handwriting critically, admiring the bold scrawl.


      “I’ll take this photograph with me,” she told her chum as she slipped it into her handbag. “It may be useful.”


      “How about the ruby ring?” Kitty questioned.


      She referred to the jewel which the Misses Gates had bestowed upon Doris as a reward for saving their fortune. During the girls’ recent stay at Locked Gates, Wags had unearthed a tiny box containing the beautiful ring. A card inside indicated that John Trent had intended it as a gift to either Azalea or Iris, but since he had failed to state which one he had favored, neither would accept it.


      “I may as well wear it,” Doris responded. “It’s such a valuable ring I’m afraid to leave it here in the house.”


      Early Tuesday morning Dave and Marshmallow piled their luggage into the newly-painted car and prepared to depart for Cloudy Cove. At the last minute Mrs. Mallow and the girls decided to postpone their trip until the following day, for Wardell Force had been unable to secure satisfactory accommodations on the night train.


      “We’ll see you in Cloudy Cove Thursday morning,” Mrs. Mallow declared, as she said goodbye to the young men. “Don’t forget the name of our hotel.”


      “Where did you say you were going to stay?”


      “Oh, Marshmallow,” Doris answered, “anyone would think you had not heard us talking and talking about the Mayfair.”


      Kitty giggled.


      “Don’t you dare forget the name of the hotel or of Cloudy Cove, either!” she commanded.


      “We’ll be there, all right,” Marshmallow assured her.


      After the car had rattled away, Doris and Kitty attended to the last-minute details of their packing. In spite of the work which had to be done, the day seemed to drag.


      “I just feel it in my bones that something exciting will happen to us at Cloudy Cove!” Doris observed to her chum. “Oh, I can hardly wait until we start!”


      The girls were awake at six o’clock the next morning, and though there was no need of arising so early, they soon awakened the household. Breakfast was quickly eaten and then, as it approached train time, the luggage was loaded into Mr. Force’s sedan.


      Jake left his work in the garden to say goodbye to the girls.


      “If you need my help again, just drop me a line,” he grinned at Doris.


      Arriving at the station shortly before eleven o’clock, the girls found they would not have long to wait. Soon they heard a long-drawn-out whistle and a moment later they saw the train rounding the bend.


      “Take good care of yourself,” Wardell Force warned, as he hastily kissed his niece goodbye, “and don’t forget to write.”


      “You’re the one who forgets,” Doris laughed.


      She was the last passenger to step aboard the train, and from the vestibule waved to her uncle until he was out of sight. Then she made her way back to the Pullman car where Mrs. Mallow and Kitty already had established themselves.


      “Why so sober?” Kitty demanded lightly as her chum sat down beside her. “Not homesick already, I hope?”


      Doris shook her head and smiled.


      “Just thinking,” she returned.


      It would have been difficult for her to have expressed her thoughts. She was wondering what awaited her at Cloudy Cove. To her friends the trip meant a pleasant summer excursion, but for her it had a vital significance. Though’her Uncle Ward had been far too tactful to remind her of the depleted state of her finances, she realized that what little money she possessed was fast melting away. True, she had received a thousand dollars in reward for aiding in the capture of Joe Jeffery, but the trip to Cloudy Cove would take a portion of it and, when she returned home, there were many expenses to be met. Her schooling at Barry Manor cost a great deal and music lessons were very expensive.


      “What a relief it would be to Uncle Ward if I should be remembered in John Trent’s will,” she thought. “After all, I am his next of kin. But then, I mustn’t build up my hopes! In a few days I’ll know just how the matter stands.”


      CHAPTER IV


      A Chance Acquaintance


      As soon as the baggage had been adjusted to her satisfaction, Mrs. Mallow brought out a magazine and began to read. Doris and Kitty were more interested in their fellow passengers and studied them intently. In particular their attention was attracted to an elderly, white-haired gentleman who occupied the section directly opposite them. Several times he smiled, but it was not until after the conductor had gone through the car collecting tickets that he ventured to speak to them.


      “Did I hear you young ladies say you were going to Cloudy Cove?” he inquired in a curious but friendly manner. “I hail from there myself.”


      “You do?” Doris questioned eagerly. “Then perhaps you can tell us all about the place.”


      “Reckon I can. I’ve lived in Cloudy Cove ever since 1890—or was it 1892? Well, never mind the date. I guess it’s slipped my mind.”


      Mrs. Mallow glanced up sharply to see who it was that had brushed up an acquaintance with the girls but, reassured, returned to her reading. Doris and Kitty, eager to learn more about Cloudy Cove, moved over into the opposite seat.


      “Reckon you’re going to Cloudy Cove on your vacation,” the stranger commented, reaching in his pocket and bringing out a card. “I own a number of cottages on the shore and if you’re looking for a place to stay, you might care to look them over. Here’s my card.”


      He extended it to Doris, who glanced with interest at the name: Silas Baker.


      “We’ve already engaged rooms at the hotel,” she informed him. “We’re really not on a vacation trip at all. I have business to attend to at the National Bank there.”


      “You don’t say!” the old man observed. “Why, I used to work in that bank when I was a boy.”


      “Then you must know nearly everyone in Cloudy Cove!” Doris cried eagerly.


      “I reckon I did at one time, but the town has grown and I don’t remember faces the way I once did. Bless me, I haven’t even told you my name.” He fumbled in his pocket for another card.


      Doris and Kitty found it difficult to refrain from laughing. Silas Baker was indeed a forgetful old man, but obviously very kindly and good-hearted.


      “Tell me,” Doris began hopefully, “do you remember a man by the name of Trent? John Trent?”


      The old man gazed thoughtfully out of the window toward the fields which were flashing past.


      “Seems to me I’ve heard the name,” he said at last, “but I can’t just place it.”


      “Perhaps Mr. John Trent went away from Cloudy Cove?” Doris tried to help the faulty memory of the white-haired passenger.


      “Let me see,” the elderly man answered. “It seerrjs to come back to me that Mr. Trent—”


      Mr. Baker’s voice trailed off into an unfinished sentence. Doris hardly knew whether or not to keep on prodding the forgetful man for information. With her the subject of her uncle was a vital one, but she reminded herself that after all this kindly old man was a total stranger to her.


      She looked at Kitty, to determine what her chum might be thinking. That young lady bobbed her head in approval, and without uttering a sound made her lips say:


      “Go on and ask him some more.”


      Thus urged, Doris tried once more.


      “He didn’t have an account at your bank?” she ventured.


      “Let me see. Trent. John Trent.” Silas Baker repeated the name slowly. “Why, yes, seems to me he did have an account with us at one time. Or was it that he rented a safe deposit box? Bless me, it’s been too long ago for me to recall.” Doris cast her chum a half-despairing glance. If only the old gentleman could remember! It was tantalizing to realize that, had his memory been unimpaired, he might have been able to furnish her with valuable information concerning her long-lost uncle.


      Hopefully she plied him with questions, yet of the past Mr. Baker could remember but little. After the girls had talked with him for perhaps half an hour and were satisfied that they had learned all that he could tell them of Cloudy Cove, they took their leave and walked back to the observation car.


      Entering, they were surprised to see that some form of impromptu entertainment was going on. A group of passengers had gathered about a sallowfaced, sleek young man who was causing a deck of cards to perform in a most astonishing manner. Doris and Kitty crowded forward to watch the exhibition of magic.


      “He’s a professional,” Kitty whispered to her chum. “You can tell that by the way he handles the cards.”


      The magician had seen the two girls enter the car and smiled at them in a rather personal way. Slightly confused, as the other passengers turned to stare at them, Kitty and Doris would have backed out of the room had not the performer called to them.


      “Don’t go away, girlies. The great Ollie Weiser is about to perform a breathtaking stunt. Now, ladies and gentlemen, watch very closely! I place my handkerchief over the palm of my hand thus—”


      In spite of the unrefined manner in which the man had singled them out, Kitty and Doris found it impossible to turn away. Overpowered with curiosity, they crowded forward with the other passengers.


      “Watch my every move,” the magician challenged. “And presto! What have we?” He swept the handkerchief from his hand.


      A cry of horror went up from the ladies and even the men backed hastily away. There, coiled about the magician’s hand, was a small snake!


      “Ugh!” Kitty murmured. “He must have had it up his sleeve! You couldn’t hire me to touch the crawly, thing!”


      “Show’s over,” the magician announced. “This is only a small sample of what I can do. I’ve three other snakes here in this suitcase and they’re all trained.”


      “Better not let the conductor see them or they’ll land in the baggage car,” one of the passengers suggested bluntly.


      Doris and Kitty took seats near the door, and selecting magazines from the table, began to read. However, scarcely had they sat down when Ollie Weiser slid into the vacant chair beside Doris. She looked askance at the suitcase which she knew contained the snakes, but said nothing.


      “Going far?” the magician asked breezily.


      Doris glanced up from her magazine rather coldly, and hoping to discourage any attempt at conversation, said briefly:


      “To Cloudy Cove.”


      “Same here. I’ve been on the road for better’n six years now. Hit all of these jerk-water towns. Lately I’ve been at liberty, but I’m expecting to get an engagement at Cloudy Cove. You want to be sure to see my act while you’re there. It’s great! Took me two years to train my snakes.”


      “Really!” Doris returned with increasing coldness. “I’m not in the least interested in snakes.”


      She opened her magazine and pretended to read. Not in the least rebuffed, Ollie Weiser turned his attention to Kitty. Sincd she did not reply to his questions, the conversation turned into a monologue.


      Finally, the actor did take the hint and became silent. However, he continued to glance with interest at the girls, and they were made painfully aware of his attention.


      “I think we’d better be going back to our car,” Doris suggested.


      “Yes,” Kitty agreed in relief. “Mrs. Mallow will be wondering what has happened to us.”


      “Don’t let me drive you away,” Ollie Weiser said with a grin.


      Thoroughly provoked at the man’s bold manner, the girls did not trouble themselves to reply. Kitty hastily arose and Doris was just getting to her feet, when her eye noticed the arm of her chair.


      There, not six inches from her hand, lay one of the magician’s snakes!.


      CHAPTER V


      A Pest


      At sight of the snake, Doris instinctively recoiled and gave a little scream of terror. She tried to arise, but fright held her chained.


      “Don’t move!” the magician warned tersely. “I’ll get him!”


      He reached over and gently removed the snake from the arm of the chair, murmuring soothingly, “Figi, don’t you know you shouldn’t annoy the young lady?”


      Still trembling, Doris sprang to her feet. She scarcely knew whether to be grateful to the magician for saving her or angry that he had permitted the snake to escape. As she groped for words, several of the passengers began to protest to Ollie Weiser.


      “Keep those snakes locked up,” one man warned him, “or we’ll report you to the conductor.”


      “It wasn’t my fault,” the magician protested. “Figi is a smart snake. He got out of the suitcase.”


      Doris and Kitty did not wait to hear the end of the argument but fled to their own car.


      “What an experience!” Doris shuddered.


      “Probably the snake was harmless, but my flesh is still creepy from the thought of having that creature near me.”


      “You know, I think perhaps that magician let the snake out on purpose,” Kitty declared.


      “You do? If I thought that—”


      “He wanted to brush up an acquaintance with us and we didn’t pay much attention to him. Probably he thought that trick would make you grateful to him.”


      “I didn’t even thank him. I was so provoked I just couldn’t!”


      “I don’t blame you a bit. Let’s not have a thing to do with him. Maybe we won’t see him again.”


      “He’s going to Cloudy Cove,” Doris reminded her.


      “Yes, worse luck, but we need not have anything to do with him.”


      Mrs. Mallow was quite displeased when the girls told her what had happened. She felt that, Ollie Weiser was not entirely blameless, and was relieved that the girls had decided to pay no attention to him.


      However, Doris and Kitty had not realized the aggressiveness of their new acquaintance. Scarcely had they picked up their magazines when the magician came through the car, carrying his suitcases. The girls did not glance up, hoping that he would pass them by. Instead, he swung the case containing the snakes under a seat directly behind them and then bowed with a pleased smile.


      “Ah, I see we are to be neighbors.”


      Mrs. Mallow looked up sharply.


      “Young man,” she said somewhat sternly, “if you have snakes in that suitcase, I feel it my duty to report you to the conductor. I can’t bear the thought of—”


      She broke off abruptly, as she caught sight of the conductor coming down the aisle, for in spite of her threat she hesitated to report the young man. However, the railroad official already had been informed of the situation and bore angrily down upon the magician.


      “I hear you’re carrying a menagerie! There’s a strict rule against bringing animals in the cars, you know. You’ll have to open up the suitcase.” Ollie Weiser looked the picture of innocence, as he reached down to drag forth one of the bags. It seemed to the girls that he took a long time at it, but presently he slapped the suitcase down upon the seat.


      “Someone must have given you the wrong dope,” he remarked easily, “but take a look for yourself and then maybe you’ll be satisfied.”


      The conductor somewhat nervously unfastened the straps and threw back the cover. The suitcase was empty! Ollie Weiser smiled triumphantly and winked at Doris and Kitty.


      “There, you see!” he said.


      “I’m very sorry, sir,” the conductor apologized. “I only took the word of one of the passengers. It’s my duty to investigate.”


      “Sure, that’s all right. No hard feelings.”


      After the conductor had left the car, Doris, who was watching closely, saw the magician slip three snakes from his coat pocket back into the suitcase. In spite of the feeling of distaste which she felt for the man, she could not help but smile.


      Ollie Weiser turned to Mrs. Mallow and said gravely:


      “The snakes are quite harmless, Madam, but I assure you they will be kept securely locked up. You’ll not report me, will you?”


      The stern lines of Mrs. Mallow’s face relaxed. “I’m afraid it would do no good,” she replied with a faint smile. “However, I trust you will keep your promise. Come, girls, we must go to the diner, or we’ll miss our luncheon. I heard the second call some time ago.”


      Without another glance at the magician she arose and walked toward the front of the train, Kitty and Doris following her. As they took seats in the diner, they saw Mr. Baker at a table at the far end of the car. He bowed in recognition and the three returned the greeting.


      “He’s a nice looking old man, isn’t he?” whispered Doris. “And nice to talk with, too.”


      “Maybe,” offered Kitty. “Certainly two different kinds of people we’ve talked with on the train. One can’t remember anything, and the other wants to tell you everything.”


      “I can’t say I like that magician,” Mrs. Mallow commented, as she gave the waiter her order. “I consider him entirely too presumptuous and impertinent.”


      “I think he means all right, but it’s just his bold way,” Doris returned with a smile. “However, I don’t like him myself.”


      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Mrs. Mallow observed, obviously relieved. “I wanted to warn you girls about talking too much with him.”


      “He does all the talking,” Kitty interposed. “We just listen.”


      “I hope you don’t consider me dictatorial,” Mrs. Mallow said apologetically. “I mean only to be helpful.” She lowered her voice. “You see, we’re on a mysterious errand and so must be a trifle wary of strangers.”


      Doris nodded soberly.


      “I understand. Kitty and I haven’t mentioned our business to anyone. We did ask Mr. Baker a few questions but took care not to tell him why we are going to Cloudy Cove.”


      “Until everything is settled, we can’t be too careful, Doris. I knew I could trust you to be discreet.”


      The waiter appeared with a tray of steaming food, and conversation ceased. Yet Ollie Weiser was not to be dismissed lightly, for, as Mrs. Mallow and the girls soon learned, his ways were most aggressive.


      CHAPTER VI


      More About Snakes


      Ollie Weiser did not allow himself the luxury of luncheon in the diner. When Mrs. Mallow and the girls returned to their own cat, they observed that he had spread out a meal of sandwiches and fruit which he had brought with him. He merely glanced up as they passed, and the three were hopeful that he would no longer annoy them with his attentions.


      To pass away the time Mrs. Mallow brought out a deck of cards, but scarcely had the three started their game, when the magician, having cleared away his lunch, arose and sauntered over to their section.


      “Need a fourth?” he inquired, and then, before Mrs. Mallow could reply, he sat down. “I’ll show you a few tricks.”


      The three travelers were amazed at the speed with which the magician shuffled the deck. His long, thin fingers were exceedingly deft. Under his manipulation the cards behaved in an uncanny fashion, disappearing and reappearing in strange places.


      Though Ollie Weiser was much too bold and sure of himself, he was a master hand at entertainment, and before many minutes had elapsed, Mrs. Mallow was smiling. If he had been wise, he would have ended his demonstration while that lady was more favorably disposed toward him, but instead he launched into a lengthy tale of his varied stage experiences. After all hour of it Mrs. Mallow took the girls and went back to the observation car, leaving the magician in possession of the section.


      “What a pest that man is!” she exclaimed. “I do hope we lose him when we change at the junction.”


      When the three ventured to return to their car later in the afternoon, they were relieved to find Ollie Weiser gone. Perhaps he realized that he had been snubbed; for, when he reappeared near dinner time, he did not press his attentions upon them.


      That evening in the diner Mrs. Mallow and the girls were seated, quite by chance, at a table occupied by Silas Baker. He made himself very agreeable and told them a great deal concerning the history and development of Cloudy Cove. The girls learned that it was a delightful summer resort town, situated some two miles from the Bay of Thor.


      “You will find it very pleasant there at this season of the year,” the old gentleman assured them. “Late in the fall the district is subject to violent storms and thick fogs. I suppose that’s why they gave it the name of Cloudy Cove.”


      During the course of the conversation Mr. Baker repeated a great deal of what he had told the girls earlier in the day. However, realizing that he was forgetful, they listened politely. He finished his dinner before the others were through and arose to leave without paying his bill. Mrs. Mallow became a trifle dismayed. Fortunately, the head-waiter halted him at the door and presented the slip. Stammering apologies, Mr. Baker paid his account, added a generous tip, and with a sheepish expression hurried away.


      “Oh, dear, that man is hopeless!” Kitty laughed. “It wouldn’t have been so fupny, though, if we’d had to pay the bill.”


      By nine o’clock the berths were made up, and, since the girls knew they must be awake early the next morning in order to change trains at Benton Junction, they decided to retire immediately. Mrs. Mallow was to occupy the lower berth and Kitty and Doris the upper. They felt very adventurous indeed as they mounted the ladder to their “crowsnest.”


      “What if Ollie Weiser’s snakes should get loose tonight!” Kitty giggled. “Wouldn’t it be a scream?”


      “Not if they came up here.”


      “Snakes can’t climb, can they?”


      “I’ll bet Ollie Weiser’s can do almost anything.”


      “Oh, well,” Kitty murmured philosophically, as she snuggled down beneath the blankets, “if they come this way, they’ll get Mrs. Mallow first.” With that the girls fell asleep. It was still dark when they were rudely awakened by the sound of a voice.


      “Girls,” Mrs. Mallow whispered, trying not to disturb others in the car, “we’ll soon be at Benton Junction. You must hurry and dress.”


      “What a heathenish hour to get up!” Doris protested. “I was having the most beautiful dream.”


      “If we are carried past the junction, it won’t be a dream,” Mrs. Mallow assured her. “You have less than twenty minutes.”


      Doris and Kitty emerged from the dressing room just as the train began to slow down for the junction. They drew their wraps closer about them as they stepped down upon the platform, for the early morning air was brisk and cool.


      Silas Baker followed Mrs. Mallow from the car, but Doris and Kitty did not see the magician and rather hoped he had overslept. However, as the train began to move slowly, he swung from the steps, the suitcases in his hands. His tie was crooked, and he had not taken time to shave. “Almost forgot to get up,” he grinned.


      The train had stopped some distance from the station, and Mrs. Mallow and the girls looked about uncertainly, wondering which way to go. As they appeared to hesitate, the magician pushed forward.


      “This way, ladies,” he directed, picking up Doris’s hat bag. “Just follow your Uncle Dudley. I hit this burg so often I can feel my way around in the dark.”


      Without giving Mrs. Mallow an opportunity to rebuke him, he started off toward the station and there was nothing for the others to do but to follow. In a gentlemanly manner, Silas Baker offered to help Mrs. Mallow with her heavy suitcase. She graciously thanked him. As she walked behind the magician, she frowned, for his bold way displeased her. She felt that he was trying to become too friendly with her young charges.


      The station was dark and uninviting. A sleepy-eyed clerk was on duty at the window and Mrs. Mallow at once presented herself to purchase tickets for Cloudy Cove.


      “Afraid you have a long wait ahead, ma’am,” the agent informed her, as he stamped the tickets. “Number 10 is an hour late.”


      “Just our luck,” Kitty yawned. “Wish we could have spent that hour sleeping.”


      Ollie Weiser was the only member of the party who did not appear greatly disappointed that the train was not on time. He sat down beside the girls and tried to entertain them with what he considered amusing stories. At first they endeavored to listen politely, but, becoming bored beyond endurance, discouraged his attempts at conversation.


      “You say you’re staying at Cloudy Cove a couple of weeks?” he questioned Doris, ignoring the hints. “I’ll be there about that long myself, so we should paint the town red, eh?”


      “The color of the town doesn’t interest me in the slightest,” Doris retorted coldly. “I expect to be very busy all the time I am there.” She turned to her chum. “Come, Kitty, let’s go outside and see if the train is coming.”


      The two girls arose and left the station, closing the door behind them. The magician started to follow, but, observing that Mrs. Mallow’s stern eye was upon him, slumped back into his seat and relapsed into moody silence.


      “Isn’t he the limit?” Kitty demanded, when the girls were alone. “I wish he’d stop trying to make a hit with us.”


      “He’s getting worse all the time,” Doris declared. “I suppose he’ll annoy us all the way to Cloudy Cove and perhaps after we get there. Thank goodness, he doesn’t know the name of our hotel.”


      “He’ll find it, though. He’s that sort. Don’t you wish he’d miss his train?”


      “No chance of that,” Doris sighed. “He’ll sit right there in the station until it comes in. The train is about due now.”


      She turned to gaze down the track and observed a block signal move into the quarter position.


      “I guess that must be our train coming now,” she said dismally.


      “Oh, I wish something would happen to keep that man here! He’ll make life miserable for us all the rest of the way.”


      “I suppose we’ll just have to grin and bear it.” As she spoke, Doris cast a baleful glance toward the magician’s two suitcases, which he had left outside the station. Suddenly a strange expression flashed over her face and she gripped her chum by the arm.


      “Kitty! I just thought of something!”


      “What?”


      “It would be a mean sort of trick, though.”


      “Oh, what is it? Quick! Before the train gets here! Anything will be better than listening to that man the rest of the day!”


      “I know a way to keep him here. We can open the suitcase and let out his snakes! He’d have to capture them before he could leave!”


      “Doris! What a brilliant idea!”


      “But do you think we should do it? If he should lose his snakes—”


      “He won’t lose them. It will just make him miss his train.”


      Doris glanced quickly toward the station and then down the track. She could see the train rounding the bend less than a quarter of a mile away.


      “Come on,” she cried mischievously. “We’ll just have time to do it! Take care as you pass the station window. If he sees us, we’ll be caught!”


      CHAPTER VII


      A Distasteful Introduction


      With a cautious glance in all directions to make sure that their actions would not be observed, Doris and Kitty slipped over to the large black suitcase which they knew contained the magician’s pet shakes.


      “It may be locked,” Kitty whispered anxiously.


      Nervously Doris fumbled with the fastening. The case was not locked, but she hesitated to open the lid, shivering at the thought of what was inside.


      “Go on, scared cat!” Kitty dared.


      Doris opened the lid a crack, and then both girls, frightened at their bravado, fell back, their eyes riveted on the case.


      “The snakes aren’t coming out,” Kitty murmured apprehensively. “Give the suitcase a prod with your foot!”


      “I should say not! You do it!”


      Just at that moment the girls were relieved to see the first snake wriggle through the aperture. Another followed.


      “Stay here and watch where they go!” Doris whispered in excitement. “I’ll break the news to our friend Ollie.”


      She darted to the station, and flinging open the door, burst in upon the astonished travelers.


      “Mr. Weiser, your snakes are getting away!” she cried. “Come quickly or they’ll escape!”


      The magician sprang to the door, thrusting Doris aside in his great anxiety to reach his pets. Mrs. Mallow and Silas Baker followed, gathering up their baggage as they heard the rumble of the approaching train.


      Ollie Weiser took one look at the empty suitcase and groaned.


      “Figi! Figi!” he shouted wildly.


      He caught sight of one of the snakes and made a dive for it, just as the train came to a standstill.


      “All aboard!” the conductor called.


      Mrs. Mallow, Mr. Baker and a strange man who had just driven up in an automobile boarded the train, but the girls were reluctant to leave. Not Until the conductor signalled to the engineer, did they scramble aboard.


      The magician had found all but one of his snakes and was still calling wildly for Figi, who remained in hiding. He cast a despairing glance toward the conductor as that worthy swung aboard the moving train.


      “Wait! Wait!” he shouted.


      Doris leaned out of a window and called back to him:


      “I saw one of your snakes crawl under that packing box!”


      The girls were unable to control their laughter, as they went to join Mrs. Mallow and Silas Baker.


      “You needn’t explain,” Mrs. Mallow smiled. “It’s quite obvious how those snakes managed to escape just at train time!”


      “It served him quite right,” Mr. Baker chuckled. “There’s another train late this afternoon. He can catch that.”


      “I hope he doesn’t lose Figi,” Doris said with a smile, “but at least he’ll have the remainder of the day to look for it.”


      Before Mrs. Mallow or the girls could take seats, the stranger, who had boarded the train at the junction, came down the aisle and spoke to Mr. Baker. The latter politely acknowledged the greeting and turned to introduce him as Frank McDermott, an attorney from Cloudy Cove.


      The man was very well dressed and apparently conscious of this fact. He carried a cane and wore a white gardenia in the lapel of his coat.


      “Well! Well!” he observed in a loud voice, as he was presented to the girls, “so you young ladies let the snakes out of the box! That’s one way to get rid of a troublesome admirer. Good joke! Ha, ha!”


      As his loud laughter rang through the car, a number of the passengers turned to stare at him.


      Doris and Kitty flushed and looked embarrassed. Mr. Baker frowned, obviously displeased at the lawyer’s noisy manner.


      “There’s a seat toward the front of the car,” he suggested, and the two moved on together.


      “Thank goodness Mr. Baker steered him away,” Doris murmured.


      Of necessity the party had boarded a local for Cloudy Cove. The train stopped at every station, but, as it was only a short journey from the junction to their destination, the girls did not have time to become weary. In less than an hour the conductor called “Cloudy Cove,” and they began to gather their belongings together with eager haste.


      Mr. Baker came over to their seat as the train switched in on a side track.


      “Almost there now,” he said with a smile, and then in an undertone, “I wouldn’t have introduced that man, but I couldn’t very well get out of it.”


      “You say he is a lawyer from Cloudy Cove?” Mrs. Mallow inquired.


      “Yes, but I’m sorry to say he doesn’t enjoy a good reputation. He’s very shrewd and crafty. Mind you, he was never caught in a dishonest deal, but he’s been under suspicion more than once. Better not have business dealings with him”


      “No danger of that,” Doris laughed.


      At that moment she little dreamed of the vital part which the lawyer was to play in her affairs and those of the late John Trent.


      Although Doris did not expect to see McDermott again, she studied his face rather curiously. It was a hard face, she decided. His jovial manner was but a mask for his inner self. Inwardly he was no, doubt cruel and ruthless.


      The train came to a full stop, and the party alighted. McDermott walked directly away, merely tipping his hat to Mrs. Mallow and the girls, but Mr. Baker remained to offer his services.


      “Are you expecting someone to meet you?” he inquired.


      Mrs. Mallow explained that they had engaged rooms at The Mayfair and, would take a taxi. Mr. Baker helped them with their luggage and assisted them into the cab.


      “I hope you have an enjoyable stay in our city,” he said pleasantly. “If for any reason you should tire of the hotel, come out to my summer camp. Anyone can tell you where it is. We have a very choice list of guests.”


      “I’m sorry we didn’t know about your place before we engaged our rooms,” Mrs. Mallow said regretfully. “It would have been so much nicer there near the water.”


      “Excuse me,” Mr. Baker interrupted hastily. “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten my umbrella. Left it on the train.”


      He bolted away, coat-tail flying in the breeze. Mrs. Mallow and the girls watched anxiously as he boarded the train, which fortunately had not yet left the station. A moment later they saw him reappear, clutching the umbrella, and then gave the order to drive on to the hotel.


      “That man would lose his head if it weren’t attached,” Doris laughed. “You can’t help liking him, though. He’s so genuine.”


      In a few minutes the cab arrived at The Mayfair, a small but pleasant summer hotel. Mrs. Mallow went to the desk.


      “I am Mrs. Mallow,” she said to the clerk on duty. “I have a reservation—”


      “Oh, yes, Mrs. Mallow,” the young man replied, consulting a list tacked up on the side of a partition. “On the second floor. I am not sure that the rooms are ready, though.”


      “Do you mean,” Mrs. Mallow asked, “that someone else is occupying them?”


      The clerk smiled. “They have been, but the guests are leaving this morning.”


      At that moment wdVd came that the rooms were ready, and the clerk handed Mrs. Mallow a pen, which he had dipped into a bottle of ink on the desk.


      “Will you please register, Mrs. Mallow? I believe there’s a telegram for you,” the clerk said after she had signed her name. “Yes, here it is.”


      He took a yellow envelope from one of the mail boxes and handed it to her. Mrs. Mallow stood staring down at it but made no move to open it. Doris and Kitty hurried over toward her, alarmed by the frightened expression on her face.


      “What is it?” they asked.


      “A telegram,” she murmured. “I’m afraid it’s about Marshmallow and Dave! They shouldn’t have started off in that old car! Oh, I’m afraid something dreadful has happened!”


      CHAPTER VIII


      The Miser of Cloudy Cove


      Nervously Mrs. Mallow ripped open the envelope and unfolded the slip of yellow paper. As she scanned the message, the tense lines of her face gradually relaxed.


      “Has anything happened?” Kitty questioned anxiously.


      Mrs. Mallow handed over the telegram and the girls eagerly noted the contents. It read:


      “Trouble with car. Will reach Cloudy Cove Friday. Marshall.”


      “The old bus probably fell to pieces on the road,” Doris laughed. “It’s a relief to know they weren’t in an accident”


      “I’m glad Marshall thought of telegraphing,” Mrs. Mallow commented. “I should have worried myself sick, if he hadn’t arrived at the appointed time. I imagine it will be best to arrange ahead for the boys’ room. I’ll speak to the manager about it now.”


      She turned toward a ruddy-faced man of middle age whom the clerk had pointed out as Edgar Morehouse, the owner of The Mayfair. In response to her request that he reserve a room for Dave and Marshmallow, he shook his head regretfully.


      “We’re filled up just now and it’s doubtful that we’ll have anything before the first of next week. You see, this is the height of our season here at Cloudy Cove. Nearly all of our guests engage rooms weeks in advance. At the present moment we have a long waiting list.”


      “But surely you can find something by Friday!” Mrs. Mallow protested.


      “I am afraid not,” the owner returned. “I shall be glad to place your name on the list and if there is a vacancy—”


      “Can you recommend another hotel?”


      “There are several here, but I fear you will be unable to secure accomm’odations on such short notice. Everything is crowded.”


      Mrs. Mallow came back to where the girls were waiting and told them how matters stood.


      “It was foolish of me not to reserve their rooms when I did ours,” she said in disappointment. “Of course, I couldn’t be sure until the last minute that they would come with us.”


      “What will they do for a room?” Kitty asked. “I’m sure I don’t know. We must look around between now and Friday. It is certainly annoying.”


      The three followed the porter who took them to a pleasant, airy suite on the second floor. Although The Mayfair hotel was an old building, it had been newly decorated and was considered to be one of the nicest in Cloudy Cove.


      Mrs. Mallow sank wearily into the first chair available and removed her hat and gloves.


      “The trip seemed to tire me,” she declared. “I think it was listening to that magician that wore me out.”


      “Why don’t you take a nap?” Doris suggested. “Kitty and I thought we might go for a walk, so we won’t be here to disturb you.”


      “I believe I shall,” Mrs. Mallow said. “After luncheon I must try to engage a room for Marshall.”


      After the girls had changed frocks and freshened up a bit, they set forth to view the city. Cloudy Cove was not large in population, but its location near the Bay of Thor brought great crowds of vacationers each summer. However, it was not toward the beach that the girls strolled, for Doris’s interest lay in the business section of the city. As they passed a massive building of white stone, she observed that it was the National Bank.


      “Let’s go in!” she said impulsively to her chum. “I want to see the President just as soon as I can, about my Uncle John Trent’s affairs.”


      The two girls entered the bank. Kitty hung back rather timidly, but Doris walked boldly to the window and asked for the President.


      “Mr. Cooke does not see anyone without an appointment,” she was informed. “If you will state your business—”


      “It is of a confidential nature,” Doris returned. “I must see Mr. Cooke!”


      “He expects to be out of the city for the remainder of the week,” the cashier told her, “but I can make an appointment for you to see him at ten o’clock Monday morning.”


      Doris thanked him and with Kitty left the building.


      “It’s a long time to wait,” she fretted, “but I suppose it’s the best I can do. Oh, dear, I’m so impatient to learn about the Estate!”


      “I just feel it in my bones that you’re going to get some money,” Kitty declared confidently.


      “I wish I could feel it in mine!”


      The girls walked aimlessly about the streets, gazing at the shop windows and taking an interest in the vacation crowd. Unexpectedly they became aware that someone was calling them by name. Turning abruptly about, Doris saw Silas Baker, who was on the verge of stepping into a sedan parked at the curbing.


      “Well, well, so we meet again!” he hailed them. “I’m glad you rescued your umbrella after you left us,” Kitty said.


      “My umbrella?” The old gentleman’s brow wrinkled, then he laughed. “To be sure! Just as the train was pulling out. How do you girls like Cloudy Cove by this time?”


      “We haven’t seen much of it yet,” Doris confessed.


      “How would you like to visit my camp on the cove? I’m on my way there now.”


      “Oh, we’d love to!” Doris cried enthusiastically. “That is, if we can get back in time for luncheon. Mrs. Mallow will be expecting us.”


      “It won’t take long. I’ll drive you right back.” He opened the car door and the girls crowded into the front seat beside him. As they motored along the boulevard, Mr. Baker pointed out interesting landmarks. In all truth, Doris and Kitty paid more attention to the road than they did to the scenery, for their companion’s driving was eccentric, to say the least. Twice, as a loud honking of horns sounded impatiently from the rear, they were called upon to remind him that a traffic light had changed from red to green.


      Presently Mr. Baker turned the car into a private driveway, which led through a forest of dense timber to the edge of the cove. The girls gave a gasp of sheer delight as they caught their first glimpse of the deep, blue water and the glistening, white beach.


      “It’s real quiet out here,” Mr. Baker said, as he turned off the motor, “but that’s why some folks like it. I own fifty acres along the waterfront.


      Haven’t done much with it yet. Just put up a bathhouse and a few cabins. Next year I may fix the place up more.”


      “I think it’s lovely as it is,” Doris declared.


      The very quiet of it appealed to her, and she thought she had never before seen a more beautiful place. The beach was deserted, but far out across the water she could see a tiny fishing boat. A half dozen log cabins were scattered about the clearing and from three of them she noticed smoke curling upward.


      “Are all of your cottages rented?” she inquired. “No, I haven’t advertised them,” Mr. Baker explained. “Don’t want just anyone, you know. Can’t have folks throwing tin cans on the beach and littering the place up. I rent only to a certain class of people.”


      “Don’t you wish we had come here instead of taking rooms at The Mayfair?” Kitty asked wistfully.


      “Yes, I do,” Doris agreed, “but I suppose it’s too late to change now. But say! Wouldn’t Dave and Marshmallow be crazy about this place!”


      “Are there any fish in the water, Mr. Baker?” Kitty inquired.


      “Any fish?” the old gentleman snorted. “It’s the best place in three counties!”


      “This spot would be paradise for Marshall and Dave, then,” Kitty declared.


      Doris had been doing some quick thinking. She knew that a room must be engaged for the boys before Friday and if what the hotel-keeper had said was true, it would be impossible to secure satisfactory accommodations at the town of Cloudy Cove. Dave and Marshmallow enjoyed “roughing it,” and camp life would suit them admirably. Since Mr. Baker already had mentioned that his charge for cabins was reasonable, the plan of establishing the two at the camp appealed to her.


      “Would you care to rent one of your cabins to Dave and Marshall?” she inquired. “We’re expecting them Friday.”


      “Well,” Mr. Baker hesitated, “if they’re friends of yours, I’ll take them, but I don’t want any noisy young scamps about. This is a quiet camp and—”


      “Oh, you’ll like Dave and Marshmallow,” Doris laughed. “Just show them the cove and tell them about the fish and that’s the last you’ll hear of them.”


      “Maybe you’d better pick but the cabin you want now. There’s a nice one fronting the beach that they might like.”


      He led the way across the clearing, pausing on a knoll to point to a large maple tree.


      “This marks the eastern boundary of my premises. That cottage you see through the trees doesn’t belong to me. You can have your pick of any of the others that aren’t occupied.”


      It was on the tip of Doris’s tongue to ask who owned the cabin to the east of the camp, but already Mr. Baker had moved on down the path. The girls followed him to a quaint cottage overlooking the water. It was a four-room structure built entirely of unpainted logs. Chintz curtains hung at the windows and, as they stepped inside, they were delighted to see that the furniture was rustic. A large stone fireplace covered one side of the living room.


      “Oh, it’s adorable!” Doris cried. “I’m sure Dave and Marshmallow would like it.”


      Kitty had stepped to the door of one of the bedrooms and her quick eye had noted a suitcase under a bed.


      “Why, someone appears to be living here!” she exclaimed. “This room is occupied.”


      A sheepish expression passed over Mr. Baker’s face.


      “I guess you can’t have this one after all,” he murmured. “I forgot that I rented it to a gentleman from New York.”


      Hastily the girls retreated, for they had no desire to appear to be invading a stranger’s quarters.


      “You can have the one next door,” Mr. Baker assured them. “It’s exactly the same.”


      Doris and Kitty inspected the other cabin and found it entirely satisfactory. They were so delighted with it that they keenly regretted they were not to occupy it themselves.


      “Perhaps I had better make a cash deposit now,” Doris said as they turned to leave. “We want you to be sure not to forget that you have rented the cabin.”


      Mr. Baker accepted the deposit, although he assured them there was no need to make one. As they left the cabin, Doris saw by her wrist watch that it was getting late, and remarked that she must return to the hotel.


      “I’ll take you in right away,” the old gentleman promised, “but first I want to show you where you can get good spring water.”


      The girls followed him along a path which led deeper into the forest. Passing the cottage which Doris had noticed some time before, they saw a queer-looking man sitting on the front porch smoking a pipe. His clothing was ragged and old, his hair unkempt, his shoes well worn, his face unshaven. A fierce looking hound lay drowsing at the side of his chair.


      As the three approached, the man quickly arose, bowed to Mr. Baker, and vanished inside the cabin.


      Doris had not obtained a distinct view of the stranger’s face, but his general appearance had not impressed her. She knew that if disreputable persons lived near the camp, Mrs. Mallow would not wish Marshall to stay there.


      Moreover, why should such a questionable-looking man be living here?


      “Who is that man?” she asked Mr. Baker.


      The old gentleman smiled broadly.


      “Don’t be alarmed by his appearance, Miss Force. He is quite harmless. Looks much worse than he is.”


      “But who is he?” Doris persisted.


      “He calls himself Mr. Jay, but no one knows his real name. Folks just speak of him as the Miser of Cloudy Cove.”


      CHAPTER IX


      An Opportunity


      “A miser!” Kitty exclaimed with interest. “Where does this Mr. Jay hoard his gold?”


      Mr. Baker shrugged his shoulders indifferently. “It’s my honest opinion he hasn’t any. Don’t know why folks call him a miser. Guess it’s because he lives out here summer and winter and doesn’t take up with the townfolks. Decent sort of fellow, though.”


      “He seemed to run away when he saw us coming,” Doris commented thoughtfully.


      “Yes, he’s shy when womenfolks come around.”


      “What does he do here by himself?” Kitty inquired curiously. “I should think it would be a very lonely sort of life.”


      “Yes,” Mr. Baker agreed, “but it’s the kind of existence he enjoys. He roams the woods with his dog, fishes a great deal, and during the winter hunts and traps. He never goes to town. Sometimes has me bring him a box of groceries or a bundle of books.”


      “What sort of things does he read?” Doris questioned.


      “Nothing light. Tolstoy, and French writers that I never heard of. Strange fellow all right, but perfectly harmless.”


      “Why does he live here by himself?” Doris demanded. “What brought him to Cloudy Cove in the first place?”


      “You have me there. Mr. Jay never offered any information concerning himself, and, well, he’s the sort of person you don’t like to question.” After pausing at the spring for a drink of cold water, the girls returned to the car. As they drove back toward Cloudy Cove, Doris’s thoughts continued to dwell upon Mr. Jay. What she had learned concerning his strange life aroused her curiosity.


      “I’ll tell Marshmallow and Dave they must try to become acquainted with him,” she thought.


      Mr. Baker dropped the girls at their hotel, after again assuring them that the cabin would be ready for the boys when they arrived Friday. Mrs. Mallow, upon learning what arrangements had been made, declared that she was highly pleased.


      “They may fare better than we,” she said. “I’m not so sure that I’ll like this hotel. The service appears far from the best.”


      Doris and Kitty were not inclined to be critical, but after they had partaken of luncheon they, too, admitted their disappointment. Mrs. Mallow, who was an excellent cook, declared that the food was flat and unappetizing.


      During the afternoon both the girls wrote letters and then went to their rooms to rest. Shortly after five o’clock Doris returned to the lobby to see if the mail had arrived. As she walked toward the desk, she was startled to see a familiar face. Ollie Weiser!


      Doris stopped short, for she did not wish the magician to observe her. Her first thought was that he had followed her to the hotel, but she recalled that she had been very careful not to mention The Mayfair. Undoubtedly the choice of the same hotel was mere coincidence.


      “Oh, dear, why did he have to come here?” she thought impatiently.


      She moved quickly away, but just at that instant the magician turned and saw her. His face lighted up and he rushed over to her.


      “Ah, I have found you again!” he cried.


      “Did you recover all of your snakes?” Doris inquired with a feeble attempt at a smile.


      The magician regarded her accusingly.


      “Yes, I found them, Miss Force, but I cannot understand why you tried to punish me. I know that you and your friend opened the suitcase. My snakes are clever, but they are not smart enough to get out of a box without the aid of a human hand.”


      Doris looked confused and could think of nothing to say.


      “However,” Ollie Weiser went on brightly, “I’ll forgive you both on one condition.”


      “And what is that?” Doris asked impatiently.


      “That you dance with me after the entertainment tonight.”


      “What entertainment?”


      “You have not heard! I am to appear in an act with my snakes and Madame Curly, the noted singer, will complete the bill.”


      “I hadn’t heard anything about it,” Doris commented dryly.


      She turned as though to leave, but the magician caught her by the hand.


      “Ah, Miss Force, you will dance with me after the show?”


      Doris was provoked, but she did not wish to make a scene in the lobby. It seemed to her that the easiest way to escape was to grant Ollie Weiser’s request. After all, perhaps she owed him a favor. Aware that several persons were watching curiously, she jerked her hand free.


      “Yes, if you feel that I owe it to you, I’ll give you one dance,” she murmured hastily.


      “Only one?”


      “Only one!” Doris returned firmly.


      Without stopping at the desk to inquire about the mail, she fled. She found Kitty already dressing for dinner and told her of the unpleasant meeting.


      “Now what are we to do?” she wailed. “That man will pester us to death with his attention! I don’t want folks to say I’m infatuated with a snake charmer!”


      “No one knows us here,” Kitty consoled, “and after all, he isn’t so bad looking. Folks can’t talk as long as we have Mrs. Mallow along as a chaperon. We’ll stick close to her tonight and perhaps Ollie will be scared away.”


      “Not he!”


      “We mustn’t show our real feelings or he may make trouble for us, Doris. After all, we’re in a strange town and we haven’t any friends here, you’re on an important mission and—”


      “You’re quite right,” Doris interrupted decisively. “We must see the thing through, but it’s going to be as pleasant as taking a dose of cod liver oil. Thank goodness, Dave and Marshmallow arrive tomorrow!”


      Being informed of the promise Doris had made to the magician, Mrs. Mallow reluctantly agreed that the girls would be wise not to antagonize him. She assured them that she would maintain a watchful eye and to interfere if he became too aggressive. The prospect of an unpleasant evening was so discouraging that Doris was tempted not to dress especially for dinner, but when she saw Kitty decked in her gay finery, she brought her own evening dress out of the suitcase.


      “Ollie will be crazier than ever about you when he sees you in that gown,” Kitty teased.


      Doris’s response was a grunt of disgust and a slipper hurled with unerring accuracy.


      She was indeed a picture in her Alice blue frock which accentuated her beauty, and her high heeled slippers added a full inch to her height.


      “Wear the ruby ring the twins gave you!” Kitty pleaded.


      When the girls and Mrs. Mallow entered the dining room some time later, their appearance caused many of the diners to glance up in admiration. Particularly did heads turn to look at Doris, for she was very lovely.


      The three seated themselves at a table in an inconspicuous corner of the room, the girls casting an apprehensive glance about them. They were relieved that Ollie Weiser had not as yet put in his appearance.


      The dinner was not of the best and Mrs. Mallow (expressed her impatience.


      “If we could secure rooms at another hotel I certainly should be tempted to change,” she announced, as they left the dining room. “I’d like to show that chef a thing or two about cooking!”


      Already a group of hotel guests had gathered in the parlor, where the evening’s entertainment was to be given. Mrs. Mallow and the girls reluctantly turned their steps in that direction.


      “I hope it doesn’t last long,” Mrs. Mallow said with a tired sigh. “I’ve had quite enough of snakes.”


      “Madame Curly is to sing,” Doris told her. “I am sure you will enjoy hearing her, even if Ollie Weiser is a bore. She’s quite noted.”


      Nearly all of the seats in the parlor were taken, and as they entered, the three paused uncertainly. While they were looking about for vacant chairs, Ollie Weiser rushed over to them.


      “Miss Force,” he began, laboring under great excitement, “a terrible thing has happened! Madame Curly has not arrived and the entertainment must start in ten minutes. We must find a substitute. Will you not take her place?”


      “Why, how did you learn that I sing?” Doris asked in astonishment.


      “I’m afraid I told him,” Kitty confessed. “I just happened to mention it on the train.”


      “Really, I don’t know what to say,” Doris stammered.


      “It is a wonderful opportunity,” the magician urged.


      “But Madame Curly is a professional singer, while I am only an amateur. The audience will be too critical.”


      At this moment the manager stepped up and added his plea to that of the magician. As Doris wavered, Mrs. Mallow said quietly:


      “Why not do it, if you feel that you can? This will be a real test of your ability.”


      Doris cast a troubled glance over the audience, which she knew was composed largely of society folk. She realized that she was not being asked to do an easy thing. Yet the challenge of it appealed to her.


      “I’ll do it!” she announced.


      CHAPTER X


      Doris’s Debut


      The moment Doris gave her promise to substitute for Madame Curly she was assailed with misgivings. She had brought no music with her and was forced to make her selection from the numbers which Miss Wesley, the accompanist, had at the hotel.


      “I’m afraid I’ll make a flop of it,” she confided nervously to Kitty. “A poor accompanist can just ruin a piece and we haven’t practised together.”


      She sat tensely, waiting for the program to begin, yet dreading the moment when she would be called. At last, after every seat in the parlor had been taken, the manager arose and explained that Madame Curly would be unable to appear. A murmur of disappointment passed over the crowd and Doris felt her spirits sink lower. She did not realize that her own name had been spoken until Kitty nudged her.


      Doris forced a smile to her lips and took her place beside the piano. As from a far distance she heard Miss Wesley plunge into the opening measures of the song. She began to sing, and then, as she gained confidence in her accompanist, forgot to be afraid. She lost sight of the fact that she was appearing before a critical audience, and lost herself in the music.


      As the last note of the piano died away, there was a moment of silence; then thunderous applause burst forth. Doris offered another selection and would have slipped back to her seat, had the crowd permitted her to do so. She was called back for two encores.


      “You covered yourself with glory, old dear!” Kitty whispered in delight, as her chum finally returned to her friends.


      Ollie Weiser’s demonstration of magic followed, but the audience became restless and a great many persons wandered away. Since Doris felt that she owed her opportunity to the magician, she remained out of sheer politeness, as did Kitty and Mrs. Mallow.


      Everyone was relieved when the man left the floor and the chairs were cleared away for dancing.


      “I wish we could escape to our rooms,” Doris said.


      There was no hope of it, for just then the magician came over to the girls, his face aglow with pleasure.


      “I’ve just put the snakes to bed,” he declared, “so now I’m free to devote myself to you girls for the rest of the evening.”


      “Really, I’m dreadfully tired,” Doris protested. “I don’t feel like dancing.”


      “But you promised,” the magician said accusingly. “You’re not going back on your word?”


      “Oh, I suppose I can dance if you insist.”


      As Ollie whirled her about on the floor, Doris was forced to admit that he was an excellent dancer. Yet she could not help but wish that she were with Dave instead. She scarcely listened to his extravagant praise of her singing and was relieved when the dance ended. Kitty was forced to take her turn, but after one dance she, too, refused to remain in the parlor longer, pleading fatigue.


      “Seems to me you girls get tired mighty easy,” Ollie grumbled. “Oh, well, I’ll be seeing you again.”


      “You’re not staying here at the hotel?” Kitty demanded in dismay.


      “Sure, the manager let me have a room over the kitchen.” The magician was nothing if not frank. “It’s a miserable dump, but as long as I’m not paying for it, I guess I shouldn’t kick. Sort of like this town. Think I’ll stick around for a week or two.”


      Doris and Kitty exchanged significant glances. They felt certain that Ollie Weiser was remaining on their account and tljey were at a loss to know just how to discourage his attentions. What a pest he was!


      The man was unwilling that they should leave, and as Doris said goodnight, caught her by the hand and tried to hold her back.


      “Can’t you be a bit nicer to me?” he begged. “You’d like me, if you’d give me a chance to become better acquainted.”


      “It seems to me you’re making the most of your opportunities!” Doris retorted.


      She and Kitty hurried away, breathing a sigh of relief when they had reached their own room.


      “That man annoys me beyond words,” Doris snapped. She began to undress rapidly.


      “Anyhow, he’s a good dancer,” Kitty offered. “I can almost forgive anything else in that kind of a person.”


      “I’m afraid I’m not as charitable as you are,” Doris went on. “If my future dancing depended upon Ollie Weiser, I’d give up the fun of it altogether. You better hurry and get into bed, young lady.”


      “I think he’s fallen hard for you, Dory.”


      “If he doesn’t leave me alone, I’m going to do something rash! A snake charmer isn’t my idea of a Prince Charming! I can see the girls at home giving me the laugh, if this story ever gets out.”


      Somewhat crossly Doris switched out the light and tumbled into bed beside her chum. So far she felt that everything had gone wrong. First, Marshmallow and Dave had been delayed. Then, it appeared that there would be a long wait before she could see the President of the National Bank about her Uncle John Trent’s Estate. It was all very annoying! To top it off, Ollie Weiser was bent upon making her existence an unhappy one!


      Long after Kitty had fallen asleep, Doris lay awake thinking. Back at Chilton it had seemed an easy matter to come to Cloudy Cove and settle up the financial affairs of her uncle, but now she realized that it would not be as simple as she had anticipated. Things moved so slowly.


      “Mrs. Mallow is a dear,” she thought, “but she isn’t very businesslike and I’m afraid won’t be of much help to me. How I wish Uncle Ward could have come with me!”


      After a time Doris fell into a troubled sleep. When she opened her eyes again, it was with the feeling that something was wrong. She found herself wide awake, though she could not imagine what had disturbed her. Kitty was sleeping soundly beside her.


      “I must have had a bad dream,” she told herself.


      Resolutely closing her eyes again, she turned over on her side and tried to sleep. Suddenly she heard a strange, crackling noise.


      Startled, Doris sat up in bed and listened intently. Had she imagined it? No, there it was again. Something was amiss.


      Springing from the bed, she rushed to the window and looked down. She saw a red glare against a pane of glass, and shooting flames. They leaped upward from the vicinity of the kitchen wing.


      For an instant Doris was too startled to cry out. Then she ran to Kitty, shaking her violently.


      “Fire!” she warned. “Quick! We must wake Mrs. Mallow and get out of here!”


      CHAPTER XI


      Fire!


      “What is it?” Kitty murmured drowsily, nestling deeper into the blankets.


      “The hotel is on fire!” Doris cried, dragging her from the bed. “Get dressed as quickly as you can! There’s not a minute to lose!”


      “Oh!”


      Assured that her chum was thoroughly awakened, Doris ran into the adjoining room to arouse Mrs. Mallow. Already she could smell the smoke and hear people rushing down the halls. Frightened shouts were to be heard from all parts of the building.


      Mrs. Mallow was out of bed in an instant, but, as she realized the danger, she became so excited she could not find her clothing. Doris switched on the light, thrust the garments into her hands, and raced back to her own room.


      Kitty was nearly dressed and it required but a moment for Doris to slip into her clothing. Frantically, they tore their clothes from the hangers and thrust them helter-skelter into the suitcases.


      Their own luggage ready, the girls hurried to the aid of Mrs. Mallow. Fortunately, she had removed only a few articles from her bag and it required but an instant to sweep the dresser clear and cram other scattered objects inside.


      “Hurry!” Doris commanded, flinging a coat over Mrs. Mallow’s shoulders.


      “My purse!” Kitty cried, rescuing it from a bureau drawer.


      Smoke had commenced to filter into the suite and the three dared tarry no longer. Snatching up their bags, they rushed out into the hall. The elevator did not appear to be running, so Doris led the way to the stairs. Halfway down she suddenly halted and gave a little cry of horror.


      “Oh, I’ve left my ruby ring!”


      “You can’t go back,” Kitty warned, catching her chum by the arm.


      “I must get it! I believe there’s time. You two go on!”


      Before Mrs. Mallow could prohibit the rash act, Doris dropped her heavy bag and dashed back up the stairs. Groping through the hall she found her room and entered. The lights were off and she could see nothing. Blindly she made her way toward the dresser. She distinctly remembered leaving the ring in the pin tray. She must find it!


      She stumbled over a chair and fell against the dresser. Eagerly she ran her hand over the top in search of the tray. If she only had a light!


      Suddenly her hand touched it and with a cry of joy she located the ring and slipped it on her finger. At that instant a blazing timber fell into the court below the suite window. At the sound of the loud crash Doris bolted for the door.


      Smoke was now so dense in the hall that she could scarcely get her breath. The heat was terrific. At the far end of the hall Doris could see leaping flames, and the sight threw her into a momentary panic.


      “Trapped!” she thought.


      Then her mind cleared and she raced for the stairs. The fire had not reached there. Coughing and choking, she groped her way down to the lobby. What had become of Kitty and Mrs. Mallow? She hoped they had reached safety.


      Someone grasped her by the arm. It was Kitty.


      “We were dreadfully frightened! It took you such a long time!”


      “I found the ring all right!” Doris gasped.


      The lobby was comparatively clear of smoke, but fearful lest the floor above topple upon their heads Mrs. Mallow and the girls rushed to the door. A large group of men, women and children had gathered outside, many of them scantily robed.


      “I wonder if everyone is out?” Mrs. Mallow murmured anxiously.


      “I didn’t see anyone in the halls,” Doris returned. “Why aren’t the firemen here?”


      Just then they heard the familiar siren and two red engines swung into view. In a twinkling the men had their ladders up and several streams of water were trained upon the blaze.


      “The fire seems to be confined to the east wing,” Mrs. Mallow observed. “If you hadn’t awakened us when you did, Doris, we’d have been burned in our beds.”


      Several of the firemen had entered the building and the girls watched anxiously for their return. Two women were carried out, but, although they were unconscious, they quickly revived once they breathed the fresh air.


      “I guess everyone is out now,” Mrs. Mallow said in relief. She had just overheard the excited manager talking with the fire chief.


      Doris and Kitty were eager to aid in the rescue work, but it appeared that there was little to be done. Fortunately, no one had been injured. Several women whimpered and sobbed, but only from hysteria. However, the early morning air was chilly and few of the hotel guests were heavily clothed. Many of them had been forced to abandon all of their baggage. Everyone shivered from the cold, until a generous quick-lunch owner volunteered to serve hot coffee. Doris and Kitty were assigned to the task of pouring out the steaming liquid to the dejected hotel guests, neglecting their own appetites entirely.


      “I guess they’ll be able to save most of the building, after all,” Doris commented, as she surveyed the smoking ruin of the east wing.


      The firemen had worked swiftly and effectively, with the result that very soon, after their arrival on the scene they had the fire well under control. However, before the blaze could be extinguished, the east wing had been reduced to a blackened shell and the entire hotel was damaged by smoke and water. The manager, greatly distraught, went from one guest to another, assuring them that the hotel would be ready for occupancy within a week or ten days.


      “A week nothing!” Doris remarked. “He’ll be lucky if he gets the place fixed up in a month.”


      “The hotel wasn’t much to boast of, even before the fire,” Mrs. Mallow said dryly, “but I must say that this disaster comes at a most inconvenient time for us. Every hotel in Cloudy Cove jammed! I guess we’ll have to go back home.”


      “Oh, we can’t do that, until I’ve settled up the Estate,” Doris put in quickly.


      “But what are we to do?” Mrs. Mallow gazed dejectedly at the bags which were spread out about her. “We can’t camp on the street.”


      A flash of inspiration came to Doris.


      “Camp!” she cried exultingly. “That’s just what we can do. We’ll all go out to Mr. Baker’s grounds and live in the cabins!”


      “And eat Mrs. Mallow’s home cooking,” Kitty added. “It will taste a lot better than this hotel food, too!”


      “I never thought I’d care for camping,” Mrs. Mallow said doubtfully, “but it seems we have no choice. As soon as Marshall and Dave come, we’ll move our things out there.”


      Since they could not stand on the street, the three took their bags and went to a nearby restaurant, where they ordered breakfast.


      “Wonder what became of Ollie Weiser?” Kitty asked, as they lingered over their toast and cocoa. “Have you seen him since the fire, Doris?”


      “No, I haven’t. I hope nothing happened to him. He was sleeping in a room over the kitchen, and that seemed to be w}iere the fire started.”


      “I heard the firemen say no one was trapped inside, so he must have escaped,” Mrs. Mallow declared. “What caused the fire, anyway?”


      “No one seems to know,” Kitty told her. “There’s to be an investigation.”


      The discussion was brought to a sudden end as Doris sprang up from her chair, pointing excitedly out of the window at a dilapidated car which had stopped at the curb near the hotel.


      “Marsh and Dave!” she cried.


      The three hurried from the restaurant, joyfully greeting the two travelers.


      “So this is The Mayfair!” Marshmallow drawled, as he surveyed the ruins.


      “We heard about the fire and were terribly worried,” Dave told Doris with a relieved smile. “Thought you folks might have been hurt.”


      “I’m about starved,” Marshmallow broke in upon them. “Let’s get something to eat at this restaurant. We can talk things over inside while we are eating.”


      They all went into the eating place, but Mrs. Mallow and the girls did not order again. While the two young men ate breakfast, the girls gave a graphic account of the fire. In turn, Dave told of their own experiences since leaving Chilton. They had been forced to change four flat tires, and in addition they had had trouble with the clutch, necessitating a half day’s wait at a small-town garage.


      “Where to now?” Marshmallow asked, after he had finished his second plate of pancakes.


      Doris told him of the plan to stay at Mr. Baker’s summer camp. As she had anticipated, both Marshmallow and Dave were enthusiastic over the idea and announced their eagerness to start for the cove at once.


      “I’ll be glad to go some place where I can clean up and properly dress myself,” Mrs. Mallow sighed, as she climbed into the old car. “I feel like a scarecrow.”


      In a few minutes the party arrived at the camp, and even Mrs. Mallow became enthusiastic as she examined the cottages, declaring that she liked the place better than the hotel.


      “It was really a lucky break for us that the hotel burned,” Doris laughed. “We’ll have a regular lark here!”


      “It’s certainly nice,” Dave commented.


      The party found Mr. Baker at one of the cabins, as he had chanced to drive out from Cloudy Cove early that morning. He was delighted to have Mrs. Mallow and the girls join his little colony and promised them a cabin next door to that already assigned to the boys. As soon as the bags were unpacked, Mrs. Mallow stretched herself out on the bed, announcing that she intended to get a little rest before luncheon. Doris and Kitty were jolly, notwithstanding all that they had gone through. Leaving Mrs. Mallow, they escorted Marshmallow and Dave about the camp.


      “Gee, this is great,” said Marshmallow enthusiastically. “Who wants hotel life, anyway?”


      Kitty giggled. “Ask Doris if she doesn’t prefer it, though. Dancing, you know—”


      Doris shot her a dark look. Dave glanced up inquiringly at the two girls, but neither of them offered an explanation. As a matter of fact, Doris was eager to change the subject, so she said: “Come on down to the water. It’s lovely, and we were told there were lots of fish just waiting to be caught.”


      “Hurrah!” exulted Marshmallow, who loved this sport.


      “The people here seem to be pleasant,” Doris went on, “although there is one odd-looking man.”


      They pointed out the cabin occupied by Mr. Jay and repeated all that they had learned concerning the miser.


      “We’ll have to get acquainted with him,” Dave declared.


      When the young people returned from the beach, Mrs. Mallow insisted that she was sufficiently rested to consider the matter of stocking up the kitchen shelves.


      “We must go to town and purchase supplies,” she declared. “It will seem good to have a home-cooked meal again.”


      Marshmallow and Dave volunteered to buy the groceries, but Mrs. Mallow, not entirely trusting their judgment on such matters, decided to go with them. Since the car did not carry five passengers comfortably, Doris and Kitty remained at the cabin.


      After the others had left, they busied themselves rearranging furniture and unpacking their, bags. Many of their frocks had been badly mussed, but they consoled themselves with the thought that camp life would not require preciseness of dress.


      “They should be getting back pretty soon,”


      Doris remarked, going to the window to look out. “Fm beginning to get hungry—”


      The words trailed off.


      “Kitty!” she cried. “Now we are in for it! Look who’s here!”


      Kitty moved over to the window and glanced out. Ollie Weiser was walking rapidly toward their cabin!


      CHAPTER XII


      Ollie Weiser Again


      As the girls beheld the magician coming from the direction of the woods, they turned quickly away, but not before he had caught sight of them at the window. His face lighted up and he quickened his step.


      “Now we are in for it!” Doris repeated in disgust. “Just our luck!”


      “Let’s not open the door,” Kitty suggested.


      “He saw us,” Doris returned with a sigh, “so I’m afraid we’ll have to.”


      Reluctantly she went to the door as the magician knocked, but did not look overjoyed at seeing him.


      “Didn’t expect to find you girls here,” he declared, boldly walking in without waiting for an invitation. “Cosy little place you have.”


      “We like it,” Kitty replied shortly.


      “Came out here to see Mr. Baker about taking a cottage myself.”


      “He rented one to you?” Doris questioned almost fearfully.


      Ollie Weiser shook his head gloomily.


      “The old cod didn’t seem to take much of a fancy to me. Neither did that seedy fellow who lives over there in the woods.”


      “You mean Mr. Jay?” Doris inquired with interest.


      “Don’t know his name, but I do know he has a mighty vicious dog. The hound tried to take a chunk out of my leg, when I went to the spring for a drink of water! I complained to Mr. Baker and he had the nerve to tell me the dog was trained to run off undesirables!”


      “Perhaps Mr. Baker doesn’t want your snakes around the place,” Doris suggested, smiling. “They might frighten the guests.”


      “It wasn’t on account of the snakes that he wouldn’t rent me a cabin,” the magician said. “You see, I sold the lot of ’em this morning.”


      “You sold your snakes?” Doris echoed. “Why, what do you intend to do now?”


      The magician shrugged his shoulders indifferently and grinned.


      “Oh, I’ll find something. I’d like to have kept my snakes but I needed new suitcases for ’em and right now I’m rather low in funds. Guess I’ll think up a new graft.”


      As he spoke, Ollie Weiser eyed Doris meditatively. When she did not respond, he went on more enthusiastically:


      “You know, you put on a pretty keen act last night. You’ve got a voice!”


      “I am glad you like it,” Doris returned politely. “I’ve been thinking we ought to team up together. You know, develop a first-class act—singing and dancing. Inside of a year we should make big money.”


      “You want me to go on the stage with you?” Doris demanded, scarcely believing her ears.


      “Sure. ’Course you haven’t had much experience, but I think you could make a go of it. You sing and I’ll dance.”


      For her further enlightenment the magician executed a few steps of tap dancing, humming his own accompaniment. Doris scarcely knew whether to be amused or offended. Such conceit] Ollie Weiser actually believed he was conferring an honor upon her by requesting her to become his stage partner!


      “Don’t you think you could use me, too?” Kitty broke in, before Doris could frame an answer, “Perhaps I could be nurse-maid to the snakes.”


      “Oh, the snakes are out of the picture now,” the magician assured her, failing to recognize the sarcasm. “Maybe we could work you in somewhere, though. What do you do? Dance?”


      “Really, it seems to me you are most presumptuous,” Doris said, speaking a trifle coldly. “Neither Kitty nor I would think of joining your act.”


      “Then you don’t know a real opportunity when it’s offered you. Come on, say you’ll do it.”


      He moved over to Doris and laid his hand on her arm. She backed away.


      “I’ll have nothing whatever to do with your performance,” she announced coldly. “Kitty and I have some work to do now, so if you’ll please leave—”


      “Come, now, don’t get on your high horse,” Ollie pleaded, edging nearer. “You’re turning down a good offer. What do you say?”


      “I say ‘no’!” Doris snapped, becoming angry at the man’s persistence. “Will you go now?”


      “Oh, I think I may as well stick around for dinner,” the magician said easily, grinning in an irritating fashion. “Haven’t had anything to eat today.”


      For an instant Doris was smitten with remorse, but the sympathy passed as quickly as it came, for she saw that the man was deliberately endeavoring to play upon her feelings.


      “Lost part of my baggage in the fire, too,” he went on sadly.


      “We’re sorry about that, of course,” Doris returned gravely, “but there’s nothing we can do. We can’t even give you anything to eat, for there won’t be a scrap of food until Mrs. Mallow gets back from the store.”


      “I’m nearly broke,” the magician confessed in a melodramatic voice, which failed to impress his listeners. “I don’t know what I’ll do, Miss Force, if you don’t go in with me on the act. Oh, say you’ll do it!”


      “You could get work here in Cloudy Cove!” Doris suggested tartly.


      “Would it mean anything to you, if I did find a good job?”


      Doris gazed helplessly at Kitty. What could one do with such a man?


      She was not forced to reply to the bold question, for just at that moment she heard the sound of an automobile coming down the private road to the camp.


      “It must be Dave and Marshmallow!” she cried hopefully, hurrying to the window.


      As the car came into sight and halted not far away, she saw to her disappointment that it was not the familiar car. Two men alighted. Doris recognized the owner of The Mayfair hotel and Mr. McDermott, the lawyer whom Mr. Baker had apologetically presented to her on the train.


      “Why, they’re coming this way!” she observed in surprise.


      Ollie Weiser nervously picked up his hat and went toward the door.


      “I think I’d better be moving along.”


      Doris and Kitty were so delighted to have him go, that they failed to observe his haste.


      However, if the, magician had hoped to depart before the arrival of the two newcomers, he was doomed to disappointment. He swung open the door to face the hotel-keeper and his companion. Slightly taken aback, he mumbled something and made a move as though to pass them.


      The hotel-keeper caught him firmly by the arm. “Not so fast there!” he said gruffly. “We’ll have a word with you.”


      “Sorry, but I’m in a hurry to get back to town. What is it you want?”


      “You know well enough what we want,” the hotel-keeper returned grimly. “Before you leave here you’ll answer a few questions!”


      CHAPTER XIII


      An Embarrassing Situation


      “Well, what do you want to know?” Ollie Weiser demanded uncomfortably.


      “We have a few questions to ask you regarding the fire last night,” Edgar Morehouse told him. “Perhaps we had better speak privately.”


      “I don’t know anything about the fire,” the magician mumbled, but Doris and Kitty observed that he was ill-at-ease.


      “We’ll soon find out about that,” said McDermott.


      “Somebody’s going to pay for the damage, and you were right there in—”


      “Better let me handle this, Morehouse,” the lawyer interrupted. “You really better not talk.” The two girls felt very uncomfortable and wished Mrs. Mallow or the boys would come. Ollie Weiser seemed to sense this, and said: “Gentlemen, these two young ladies should be considered. They had nothing to do with the fire, any more than I did, and I can’t see why they should be included in this unpleasant conversation.” Doris and Kitty in their relief almost forgave Ollie Weiser for all the annoyance he had caused them. At once, though, they both realized that it was on his account, and not on theirs, that these unpleasant men had come to the cottage.


      The hotel-keeper seemed inclined to ignore the snake-man’s remarks, but the lawyer raised his hand to warn his companion not to speak, and turned to Ollie Weiser.


      “Kindly step outside!” Frank McDermott said in a tone that made it a command. “Your friends will excuse you, I am sure.”


      The three men left the cabin, closing the door behind them. Kitty and Doris looked at each other in chagrin. It was a relief to be rid of the magician, but at the same time they felt that if he were in trouble their apparent association with him would not be in their favor’.


      “Did you hear what the hotel-keeper said?” Kitty questioned when they were alone. “He intimated that Ollie knows something about the fire.” Doris nodded!


      “I imagine they’re trying to find out what caused it.”


      “But why should they question Ollie Weiser?”


      “I’m sure I don’t know, unless it was because he had a room over the kitchen.”


      “You don’t suppose he set the place on fire?”


      “Not on purpose, certainly. He did act strangely when those men came to the door.” The girls had no intention of trying to overhear the conversation which was in progress just outside the cabin, but as the three men unthinkingly paused near the window, it was impossible not to hear what they were saying.


      “Look here!” the lawyer began in a blustering voice, “you know something about this affair and you’d better tell! Morehouse has given me the case and I intend to sift it to the bottom.”


      “How should I know what caused the fire?” the magician muttered.


      “You were sleeping directly over the kitchen and it was in that wing that the fire started.”


      “Yes, and it was a lucky thing I wasn’t roasted alive!” Weiser retorted. “If you’re trying to insinuate I started that fire, you’re crazy!”


      “You’d better come clean!” McDermott warned in an unpleasant tone. “As it happens, we have some pretty conclusive evidence.”


      “Evidence?”


      “A light was seen in your room about three o’clock in the morning,” the hotel-keeper informed him severely. “Tell us what you were doing abroad at that hour.”


      “I was looking for one of my pet snakes,” Weiser admitted unwillingly. “He got out of the box.”


      “Ah,” McDermott caught him up triumphantly, “where did you find your snake?”


      “In the closet.”


      Doris and Kitty looked at each other.


      “So! And did you use a flashlight in your search of the nooks and crannies?”


      “Well, I—that is—” the magician stammered. “The truth of the matter is that you used matches!” the lawyer announced.


      “Well, I admit I didn’t have a flashlight,” Weiser said reluctantly. “I was careful, though, and stamped out every match I used.”


      “Oh, yes,” the hotel-keeper broke in angrily, “that’s your story. The fact remains that the fire broke out shortly before four o’clock and that it started in the vicinity of your room! Through your carelessness I have lost at least twenty-five thousand dollars.”


      “I tell you the fire didn’t start in my room!” the magician protested vehemently. “I think perhaps it started in the kitchen. When I woke up my room was filled with smoke. I looked out the window and saw the blaze coming up from below.”


      “You can’t expect us to believe such a flimsy story,” McDermott told him. “You’ll have to go back to town with us.”


      The magician continued to protest his innocence, but Doris and Kitty saw the hotel-keeper march him off to the car. McDermott remained behind, rapping sharply on the door. After a slight hesitation, Doris opened it.


      “I want to talk to you two girls,” the lawyer announced bluntly.


      Neither Doris nor Kitty replied, and after a searching look directed at them, McDermott continued:


      “What do you know about this fellow Weiser?” The girls would have been willing to have answered questions, but they could not help resenting the lawyer’s blunt and surly manner. They recalled his polite ways when they had met him on the train and judged that he adapted his personality to suit the occasion. Even now, with a crimson carnation in the lapel of his coat, he appeared quite dapper, yet his smile was sinister and his eyes cruelly penetrating.


      There was a long moment of silence before Doris answered the question.


      “We know very little about the man.”


      “So!” McDermott looked at her sharply and smiled in a maddening way. “No particular friend of yours, eh?”


      “Certainly not. We met him quite by chance.” Again the lawyer smiled. Doris resisted an impulse to push him out of the door and slam it shut in his face. He goaded her beyond endurance!


      “When did you last see Weiser on the night of the fire?”


      “Why, right after the entertainment. Kitty and I went to our room early.”


      Kitty nodded in affirmation.


      “When did you discover that the hotel was on fire?”


      “Really, I can’t say. It must have been about four o’clock, or perhaps a little later.”


      “Where would you say that the fire started?” Doris hesitated. She had no liking for Ollie Weiser, but she realized that suspicion was already directed against him. If she told the lawyer that the blaze had started in the east wing, apparently near the magician’s room, the case against him would be that much stronger. Doris had no wish to protect the man, particularly if he were guilty, but from the snatch of conversation she had overheard there was a reasonable doubt in her mind that Weiser was responsible for the fire. She knew well enough that McDermott would suffer no pangs of conscience at convicting a man on circumstantial evidence.


      “How should I know where it started?” she evaded. “My main interest was to get out of the building.”


      “Why drag us into this affair, anyway?” Kitty broke in impatiently.


      “I think you know more than you intend to tell,” the lawyer returned, his lips curling in a slight sneer. “Did that fellow confess to you that he accidentally started the fire?”


      “Of course he didn’t!” Kitty contradicted. “Really, it isn’t fair of you to involve us in the affair of a chance acquaintance,” Doris declared impatiently. “If we knew what caused the fire, we should tell you.”


      McDermott turned toward the door.


      “I see you’ve made up your minds not to talk, so I’ll go. I warn you we’re not through with the investigation. You may be Called upon to testify.” With that he left them and walked swiftly toward the car, where Weiser and Edgar Morehouse were waiting.


      “How I detest that man!” Doris breathed, when he was beyond hearing distance. “You can see he doesn’t really care to get at the facts in the case. He’s made up his mind to prove Weiser guilty at all costs.”


      “It looks bad for the snake-man, doesn’t it?”


      “I’m afraid so,” Doris admitted.


      “Well, we probably won’t be bothered with him hanging around here any more.”


      “That’s so,” Doris smiled, “but it will be a shame if McDermott convicts him when he isn’t guilty. I wish we really knew something about the affair.”


      “Strange he sold his snakes so soon after the fire,” Kitty commented thoughtfully. “If McDermott knew that, he’d be certain he had his man.”


      “I know, it does look suspicious.”


      The two girls stood in the open doorway watching McDermott as he made his way to the automobile. They saw him speak curtly to the other two and then get in beside Weiser.


      “Wonder what they intend to do with him?” Kitty asked.


      Doris did not answer, for her attention was attracted by a loud cry from the woods.


      “Wait!” a voice called.


      To the surprise of the girls Mr. Jay emerged from the timber, and carrying a glittering object in his hand hurried toward the automobile.


      CHAPTER XIV


      Meeting Mr. Jay


      “It’s the old miser!” Kitty exclaimed. “What ails him, anyway?”


      “Maybe he knows something that will clear Ollie Weiser,” Doris returned quickly. “Let’s go see!”


      Motivated by curiosity, the girls left the cabin and walked over toward the automobile. They were just in time to hear McDermott impatiently ask the old man what he wanted.


      Mr. Jay held up a gold watch and chain for their inspection.


      “I found this on the path,” he said, addressing Ollie Weiser. “I thought maybe you dropped it, when my dog chased you.”


      “Yes, it’s mine,” the magician responded, reaching out his hand to take the watch. “Didn’t know I’d lost it. Thanks!”


      “Hold on there,” McDermott interposed, taking the watch before the magician had an opportunity. “Let me see it.”


      “Say, what’s the big idea? That’s my watch. Hand it over!”


      “All in good time,” the lawyer returned. “Ah, just as I suspected! This watch has the initials ‘R. H.’ on the case. Now how do you explain that?”


      “The watch belonged to my uncle. It’s an heirloom.”


      The lawyer regarded him with grudging admiration.


      “You can certainly think of them fast.”


      “It’s the truth. My Uncle Rawley—”


      “Never mind elaborating,” McDermott interrupted, handing him the watch. “Take it. You’ll have an opportunity to prove all of your yarns, before we get through with you.”


      With only a careless look directed at the miser, who stood at the side of the car, the lawyer started the motor and drove off. Mr. Jay shook his head in a baffled sort of way and turned to leave. Doris, thinking she saw an opportunity of becoming acquainted with the old man, ventured to speak.


      “Your dog doesn’t seem to like strangers.”


      “What’s that?” Mr. Jay glanced up quickly, a ftrifle startled. “Oh, his bark’s worse than his bite. I’ve trained him to run tramps off the place, but he won’t hurt a soul. Rip hasn’t a vicious hair on his back!”


      The miser’s voice was low pitched and surprisingly cultured, not at all in keeping with his appearance. He did not look directly at the girls as he spoke, and started to move away. Doris was unwilling to see him go, for she wished to know him better.


      “Perhaps you can tell us where we might rent a boat,” she said, using that as a pretext for continuing the conversation.


      “What sort of boat do you want?”


      “Oh, anything that doesn’t leak. We’ll want it for fishing.”


      “I have a boat I can let you have tomorrow, if you like.”


      “That’s very kind, I’m sure,” Doris returned gratefully. “Of course, we’ll pay you for it.”


      “You may have it for nothing, if you’ll promise to take good care of it.”


      “Oh, thank you!” both girls said together, and Doris added, “We’ll be careful in using it.”


      Kitty ventured a question. “Is there good fishing here, Mr. Jay?”


      “Yes—yes indeed. Very good.”


      “I suppose,” Doris said, “that one could fish at any time of year in this place.”


      “I go out myself in all the seasons,” the elderly man answered her. “Sometimes there are bad storms—especially in the winter.”


      “Oh,” Kitty murmured, hunching her shoulders up as if she were cold, “I shouldn’t like to go out on that water in wintertime.”


      Mr. Jay allowed a smile to play across his face, and turned to leave the girls.


      “Perhaps,” Doris offered, “you would come with us on our fishing trip. We should like you to.”


      “Oh, no. Thank you. No. I could not.”


      The old man walked slowly away, but paused after he had taken a few steps.


      “I’ll show you where the boat is hidden, when you’re ready for it.” He gazed hard at Doris, searching every line of her face. “You look like someone I once knew,” he muttered, so indistinctly that the girls scarcely caught the words.


      Doris did not know what to reply, and while she was groping for words, she heard the rumble of Marshmallow’s car. It wheezed to a standstill near the cabin and Dave helped Mrs. Mallow to alight.


      “We bought enough groceries to feed an army!” Marshmallow shouted boisterously. He was always in a good humor when a meal was in prospect.


      Mrs. Mallow came over to where the girls were standing, and Doris turned to introduce Mr. Jay. To her surprise she saw that he had retreated at sight of the party. She caught a fleeting glimpse through the trees, as the old man walked rapidly toward his cabin.


      “I guess I frightened him,” Mrs. Mallow laughed. “We’ve been hearing a lot about Mr. Jky at the stores.”


      “What did you learn?” Doris questioned eagerly.


      “Oh, nothing of consequence. The tradespeople haven’t much time for him, because he seldom buys anything at the stores. They say he’s very miserly.”


      “Miserly! Well, perhaps, but he didn’t show it just now, did he, Kitty?”


      “I should say not. He offered to let us use his boat tomorrow and he refused to accept money.”


      “Hurrah!” shouted Marshmallow.


      “That doesn’t sound miserly,” Mrs. Mallow admitted. “He may be a nice old man, but his appearance is positively disreputable. I wonder if he’s entirely safe?”


      Doris and Kitty laughed outright.


      “I thought the same until I talked with him,” Doris confessed. “In spite of his clothing you can tell he is a gentleman.”


      “He must have been handsome when he was young,” Kitty added. “If only he would spruce up a bit.”


      Mrs. Mallow and the girls returned to the cabin, while Marshmallow and Dave brought in the groceries. As they sorted the packages and placed them on the kitchen shelves, Doris and Kitty related what had befallen Ollie Weiser.


      “It doesn’t surprise me greatly,” Mrs. Mallow declared. “I can’t bear the sight of him.”


      “Say, who is this fellow I hear so much about?” Dave demanded somewhat jealously, although he grinned as he asked the question. “How old is he?”


      “Oh, a little older than you, I’d judge,” Doris told him, a mischievous gleam in her eyes.


      “Good looking?”


      “Fair.”


      “Hmm, I’ll have to look into this. Can’t have anyone cutting in on me.”


      “Sure, better look him up,” Marshmallow advised. “A fellow that can charm a snake can probably fascinate the fair sex, too.”


      “What a backhanded compliment!” Kitty protested.


      Everyone lent a hand to help Mrs. Mallow with the luncheon, and soon the kitchen was filled with savory odors. Kitty kept close watch of Marshmallow, for when the others turned their backs, he was inclined to “sample” the various dishes, until she feared there would be nothing left on the table but empty dishes.


      After luncheon the boys unpacked their bags, Mrs. Mallow and the girls helping them to get settled in the cabin next door. The afternoon was spent rather indolently, for everyone was tired. Several times Doris glanced curiously in the direction of Mr. Jay’s cabin, but he was nowhere to be seen.


      “He doesn’t like people,” she told herself.


      That night, long after Kitty had fallen asleep, Doris lay awake thinking of many things. For some reason she felt strangely excited, and yet she knew that the sensation had not been occasioned by the many events of the day.


      “Tomorrow I intend to talk with Mr. Jay again,” she assured herself just before she dropped off to sleep. “There’s something about him—can’t define it—that intrigues my interest. What could he have meant by saying I looked like someone he once knew?,”


      CHAPTER XV


      A Fishing Trip


      Doris and her friends were abroad early the next morning. After a refreshing dip in the waters of Cloudy Cove, they all did justice to the breakfast Mrs. Mallow had prepared, and talked over the plans for the day.


      “I can’t see the bank president until Monday, so in the meantime I may as well play around,” Doris declared. “I vote we go fishing. Next week I may be so involved in financial affairs I’ll not have the chance.”


      Marshmallow and Dave enthusiastically agreed to the suggestion, and Kitty promised that she would go for the boat ride, since she could never bring herself to bait a hook.


      “You said Mr. Jay would let us have his boat?” Dave inquired.


      “Yes, I’ll ask him about it right away,” Doris returned, arising from the breakfast table. “I wish I had some excuse for going over to his cabin. I hate to ask a favor the first thing.”


      “I baked a cake yesterday afternoon,” Mrs. Mallow informed her. “Why not take that as an offering?”


      “A splendid idea!” Doris approved. “The poor man probably hasn’t tasted home cooking in years.”


      “Or any other kind, if what the tradespeople say is true,” Dave interposed.


      “Why not take half a cake?” Marshmallow suggested a trifle wistfully.


      “Greedy boy!” Mrs. Mallow laughed good-naturedly. “Never fear, you shall have your cake for luncheon. I’ll bake another while you are fishing.”


      As soon as the breakfast dishes were cleared away, Doris and Kitty set forth with the chocolate cake carefully wrapped in waxed paper. They approached the cabin in the woods somewhat timidly, wondering if the dog would take offense at their visit.


      Doris knocked firmly on the door and after a minute or two the miser opened it.


      “We’ve brought you a cake,” Kitty announced.


      “A cake?” the old man repeated in surprise, running a grimy hand through his unkempt locks of gray hair. “Well, that’s nice of you, I’m sure.”


      He accepted the package rather awkwardly, and shifted from one foot to another as though at a loss to know what more to say. Yet as he unwrapped the cake, he gazed at it hungrily.


      “Were you aiming to go out on the lake today?” he inquired after a little hesitation.


      “Why, yes, if we may use your boat,” Doris said with a smile.


      “It’s a little late in the day for good fishin’, but there’s a west wind, so maybe you’ll have luck. Step inside while I get my hat and coat and I’ll show you where the boat’s hidden.”


      The girls entered the shack, glancing about with more than casual interest. It was quite bare of furniture, but was much cleaner than they had expected. A cot occupied one side of the room; there were two chairs, a desk, a battered table with a drawer, a small chest, and a cook stove. The walls were lined with built-in shelves, scantily stocked with groceries. A pair of snowshoes, a rack of books, and a bear skin completed the wall decoration.


      Mr. Jay placed the cake in a covered box, and took his hat and jacket from one of the nails behind the door. Then, calling his dog, he bade the girls follow him to the waterfront. Halfway to the shore they met Marshmallow and Dave, who by this time had rounded up their fishing tackle and bait.


      The old man led them to an old log which was nearly hidden by overhanging tree branches. The boat was chained to the log, and after unlocking the padlock, he handed Dave the key.


      “I wish you’d fasten it again when you get through fishing,” he requested. “The boys hereabouts cause me trouble sometimes. They seem to think it’s smart to set my boat adrift.”


      “We’ll take good care of it,” Dave promised Mr.


      Jay.


      “How are you fixed for bait?”


      “We have a plug, some worms and minnows,” Marshmallow informed him.


      Mr. Jay took a queer feathered object from his pocket and offered it to the youths.


      “I don’t know whether you go in much for artificial bait or not, but I’ve found this jigger mighty useful. For some reason the fish rise to it, when they won’t touch another bait.”


      “Why, thanks,” Dave stammered, taken by surprise at the old man’s generosity.


      “I guess you have everything you need,” Mr. Jay went on quietly, tossing the anchor rope into the bottom of the boat. “Be careful you don’t upset!”


      Without waiting to see the young people off, he turned and walked hurriedly back to his cabin.


      “Say, he doesn’t act very miserly!” Marshmallow burst out after the old man was lost to view. “He’s given us his boat and everything. Guess the townsfolk were crazy when they called him a miser.”


      “I thought he was aloof at first,” Doris added, “but he seems to want to be friendly with us. He looked so grateful when we took him that cake.”


      “I’ll bet he doesn’t get enough to eat!” Marshmallow declared.


      The fishing tackle and the minnow bucket were loaded into the boat, and the girls took their places. Marshmallow and Dave pushed off and assumed the burden of rowing. The boat skimmed lightly over the water. Crossing to the far shore, the party dropped anchor and Doris, Marshmallow, and Dave brought out their rods. Kitty refused to take a hand but sat contentedly in the middle of the boat, watching the ripples on the water.


      Apparently the fish were not in a hungry mood, for they declined to partake of the appetizing bait which was dangled before them. After perhaps half an hour Marshmallow hauled in the anchor and the party moved on to another spot.


      Scarcely had Doris dropped her line over the side of the boat, when she felt a sharp tug. A large fish flashed out of the water like a streak of silver, and the battle was on. Marshmallow and Dave had no time to offer advice, for very shortly they, too, were rewarded with strikes. Kitty squealed with delight and nervous dread, as fish after fish was neatly landed.


      “We have a dozen nice ones now,” Dave observed presently, surveying the string. “What do you Say we journey homeward?”


      The others were beginning to tire under the hot sun, and the thought of luncheon made them willing to end the sport for the day. Marshmallow seized the oars and struck out for the distant shore. After he had rowed steadily for ten minutes, the sweat trickled from his forehead, but still the shore appeared as far away as ever.


      “This old boat doesn’t make much headway,” he puffed, resting on his oars.


      “You might go faster, if you’d take up the anchor!” Doris laughed.


      “Jumping toads! Have I been hauling that rock all this time? No wonder I thought the boat was heavy.”


      Sheepishly Marshmallow hauled in the anchor and again took up the oars. This time the boat shot smoothly across the water.


      “What shall we do with all these fish?” Dave questioned, as he helped Doris alight a few minutes later. “We can’t eat them all.”


      “Let’s take Mr. Jay a few,” she suggested. “He gave us the boat and we owe it to him.”


      While the boys were making the craft fast to the log, Doris and Kitty took four of the largest fish to the cabin. They found the so-called miser sitting outside the door, smoking his pipe with the indolent ease of one who did not have a care in the world. He politely arose as the girls came up, and after a slight hesitation accepted the fish which they offered him. Yet, as before, it seemed difficult for him to put his appreciation into words.


      “Keep the padlock key,” he insisted, “and use the boat any time you like.”


      The girls did not remain to talk, for they saw that their presence embarrassed him.


      “You can tell that the man once knew a better life,” Doris said in a low tone, as they went back to the shore to join their friends. “Did you notice how he instinctively arose, when we came up?”


      “Yes, and that wasn’t all I noticed. Doris, he’s especially interested in you.”


      “What makes you think so?”


      “He keeps looking at you in such a queer, intent way.”


      “Oh, I guess that’s just his way,” Doris passed it off.


      They found Marshmallow and Dave waiting for them on the path, and the four made their way to the cabin. As they approached, they caught the appetizing odor of meat cooking.


      “Guess Ma didn’t have any confidence in our ability to bring back a mess of fish,” Marshmallow laughed. “I sure am hungry!”


      “So say we all of us,” echoed Dave.


      “Fish are all right to eat,” Kitty added, “but I don’t like the idea of putting them into my mouth so soon after they’re caught. I kind of want to forget the struggle of the poor things for a little while, before cooking them.”


      The others laughed.


      Marshmallow was in the lead, and held the door of the cabin open for the girls to enter.


      Doris walked in and then stopped short.


      There sat Ollie Weiser!


      CHAPTER XVI


      A Promise


      As the young people entered the cabin, Ollie Weiser quickly arose from the chair, his face brightening at the sight of Doris.


      “Oh,” she gasped, “I didn’t expect you. This is—this is Mr. Mallow, and Mr. Chamberlin. May I present Mr. Weiser?”


      The two boys and the unwanted visitor acknowledged the introduction.


      “I was just telling Mr?. Mallow my troubles,” he said with an apologetic smile. “It looks as though I’m in real difficulties now. That’s what I came out here to see you about, Miss Force.”


      “I don’t know how I can help you.”


      “They’re threatening, me with jail. All because I happened to light a few matches.”


      “Tell us the truth,” Mrs. Mallow commanded. “Did you accidentally set the hotel on fire?”


      The magician shook his head, and was such a picture of abject misery, that they could not doubt his honesty.


      “On my word of honor, I don’t know how the fire started. I’m sure I had nothing to do with it.”


      “Surely they can’t prove anything against you,”


      Doris declared, somewhat moved in spite of her dislike for the man.


      “One of the hotel guests swore he saw me moving about with suspicious lights. To make it worse, they’ve discovered that I sold my snakes. They claim they have a clear case against me. After we left here yesterday, they took me to McDermott’s office. The old scalawag grilled me, until X didn’t know whether I was coming or going.”


      “You didn’t confess anything?” Doris asked anxiously.


      “There wasn’t anything to tell. I had a mind to make up some sort of story just to end the interview, but I didn’t.”


      “Perhaps you won’t hear any more about it,” Kitty suggested.


      Ollie laughed unpleasantly.


      “Oh, they intend to make it hot for me, all right. There’s no chance they’ll let the matter drop. McDermott is only waiting until he can get more evidence against me. The dirty crook!”


      “But if you didn’t do it—” Dave interposed.


      The magician cut him short.


      “That won’t make the slightest difference to Morehouse and that lawyer. They’ve decided to put the blame on me, and unless I move fast, they’ll do it, too! I came out here to ask if you won’t help me, Miss Force.”


      Doris looked nonplused. She really believed his story, but she did not wish to become involved in an unpleasant affair.


      “Why, I don’t see what I can do,” she protested. “You can speak a good word for me. You will, won’t you?”


      Doris hesitated and then said reluctantly:


      “Yes, I’ll do anything I can for you.”


      With an impulsive gesture the magician caught her hand and pressed it gratefully. Dave scowled.


      “You’ll never regret helping me,” Ollie cried. “If ever I can return the favor, just call on me.” Doris was greatly relieved when he left a few minutes later. Dave looked as though he could cheerfully have kicked the magician out of the door, but he restrained his feelings until Ollie disappeared.


      “What right has he to come here with his troubles?” Dave demanded. “I don’t like the fellow. I wish you hadn’t promised to help him, Doris.”


      “What could I do, Dave? He hasn’t a single friend in Cloudy Cove and you know that McDermott is probably an unscrupulous lawyer. I didn’t want to be drawn into the case, but I do feel sorry for Mr. Weiser.”


      Dave wisely permitted the matter to drop, though it was obvious that he was a bit jealous of the magician. Doris pretended not to notice this and hoped that he would be sensible. It seemed ridiculous to her that Dave could consider Ollie a rival. She regretted her promise, yet she could not bring herself to the point of ignoring it. Fairness demanded that she aid the magician if possible.


      Monday morning brought a more important problem—the affairs of her late Uncle John Trent. Promptly at the appointed hour Doris presented herself at the bank. As she waited outside the President’s private office, she nervously considered her mission. So much depended upon what Mr. Cooke could tell her! If he were unable to furnish her with vital information, then the trip to Cloudy Cove would be a failure.


      “Mr. Cooke will see you now,” she was informed by a stenographer.


      She followed the girl to the inner office. Mr. Cooke, a well-dressed, stout gentleman of youthful appearance, arose and politely offered Doris a chair. The stenographer withdrew.


      “What may I do for you, Miss Force?” the President inquired.


      Doris forgot her shyness and plunged into her story. She told of the mysterious disappearance of her Uncle John Trent many years before, and how Joe Jeffery, the noted criminal, had endeavored to pass himself off as a son of the deceased man. She ended by explaining that Jeffery had not made a complete confession, but had told her to go to Cloudy Cove, where she would learn all about the Estate of her uncle.


      “John Trent,” the banker spoke thoughtfully. “The name isn’t familiar to me.”


      “Then you can’t help me?” Doris questioned, struggling to hide her disappointment. “I was under the impression that my uncle once had a safe deposit box in this bank.”


      “It’s barely possible,” Mr. Cooke agreed. “I’ll have one of the clerks bring the records.”


      He pressed a button on his desk, and when his secretary appeared, requested her to send Mr. Whitefeld to him with the data.


      “Perhaps there is someone on your staff who might remember my uncle,” Doris suggested hopefully, while they were waiting for the clerk. “He must have lived here at Cloudy Cove for many years.”


      The President shook his head regretfully.


      “The bank has been entirely reorganized since the date you mention. Our employees are comparatively new to the institution. I am afraid there is no one working here now who would remember your uncle’s account.”


      After a brief wait the clerk appeared with the required records and placed the sheets before the President. He scanned them for some time in silence. When Doris had almost given up hope, he glanced up with a smile.


      “How stupid of me not to recall the name when you mentioned it. I find by the records that your uncle did have an account in this bank years ago. What will interest you more, I find he did rent a safe deposit box from us.”


      “What was the last date that the rent was paid?” Doris questioned eagerly.


      The banker glanced at the sheet before him. “The rent has been paid to date.”


      “To date? What do you mean?” Doris asked. “My uncle is dead.”


      “It has been paid by a lawyer named McDermott.”


      “McDermott! Why should he pay the rent on the box?”


      “Perhaps he has charge of your late uncle’s Estate. I advise you to consult him. It is possible he can aid you in establishing your claim to the fortune.”


      “I shall go to see him at once. How long has he been paying the box rent?”


      “For twelve years. Rather odd, I admit, but there must be some clause in the will.”


      Since the President could offer no further advice or information, Doris thanked him for his assistance and arose to depart. Mr. Cooke escorted her to the outside office.


      “Call on me again, if I can be of any service,” he invited politely.


      Once out in the street Doris reflected upon what she had just learned. Of one thing she was assured: her uncle did have a safe deposit box there at the bank, and in the years since his disappearance no one had come forward to claim the inheritance.


      “I can’t understand why McDermott is paying the box rent,” she thought. “I’d feel a lot better, if he weren’t mixed up in it. It’s unfortunate that we took a dislike to each other so early in the game. I suppose that now he won’t put himself out to help me.”


      CHAPTER XVII


      A Discouraging Day


      Determined to let no grass grow under her feet, Doris made her way to the office of Frank McDermott. She was greeted condescendingly by a highly rouged and over-powdered stenographer, who informed her that the lawyer was out of the city.


      “Any message?” the girl demanded bluntly.


      Doris said that she would call later, and left the building more discouraged than ever. She felt that she had made the right start, yet she realized that the task of settling her uncle’s Estate was not going to be an easy one. It might be several days before she could see McDermott, and she had already wasted a great deal of time.


      Doris glanced at her wrist watch and saw that she still had three-quarters of an hour before it would be time to meet Dave, who had promised to drive her back to the camp. After a moment’s debate she turned her steps toward the old Mayfair hotel.


      “I ought to find Mr. Morehouse somewhere around the place,” she told herself.


      As she approached the wrecked building, she saw several men examining the ruins, apparently estimating the damage. She recognized the hotel-owner and went over to him.


      “Well, what’s wanted?” he inquired bluntly.


      It occurred to Doris that now, being no longer a hotel guest, Morehouse considered it unnecessary to be polite.


      “I came to talk to you about Ollie Weiser,” she began. “I’m sure he didn’t set fire to your hotel.”


      “What can you know about it?”


      “I awoke at the first alarm and I chanced to glance out of the window. I could see flames spurting up from below and I’m sure they weren’t coming from Ollie Weiser’s room.”


      “Humph!” Morehouse grunted. “I guess you’re a friend of his.”


      “Not particularly, but I like to see justice done, and it doesn’t seem to me you’re giving him a fair deal!”


      “Let me tell you a thing or two, young lady.” The hotel-keeper faced Doris squarely. “You can’t do that man any good by trying to interfere. We’re going to have a thorough investigation. My summer business is ruined. It will cost me several thousand dollars to repair the building. Someone is going to pay!”


      “You’ll have a difficult time getting the money from Weiser,” Doris laughed.


      “That’s all right. I’ve got to have a clean slate with the insurance company before they’ll pay my claim.”


      “Oh, I see,” Doris said sweetly. “You want to make Weiser responsible! I don’t suppose it has occurred to you that defective wiring or a poor flue may have been the cause of the fire? You will recall that it occurred about the time the fires are started for breakfast.”


      “No such thing!” Morehouse snapped. “I say the fire started in that magician’s room and I’ll prove it, too!”


      “That remains to be seen,” Doris retorted, hastily retreating, for she observed that the hotelkeeper was thoroughly aroused at her suggestion. “However, I, warn you that unless you conduct a fair investigation, I’ll have a word to say to the fire inspectors.”


      She hurried away, fearful lest she create a scene. The hotel-man stood glaring after her.


      “Oh, dear,” Doris thought as she walked on down the street, “I’m afraid I’ve made another enemy. At least, I’ve kept my promise to Weiser and I’ve done my best to help him, so my conscience is clear.”


      She had agreed to meet Dave in front of the public library, and as it was nearly time for him to appear, walked leisurely in that direction, pausing occasionally to gaze at the shop windows. Passing the offices of the Cloudy Cove Sightseeing Bus Company she would have gone by without glancing in, but a rap on the window attracted her attention. Turning, she beheld Ollie Weiser.


      Rushing to the door, he greeted her enthusiastically, asking her inside, an invitation Doris declined.


      “What are you doing here?” she inquired curiously.


      “I’m a member of the firm now,” Ollie informed her proudly. “Got the job this morning. All I have to do is meet the prospective suckers and feed ’em a line about the beauty spots of Cloudy Cove.”


      “I’m very glad you have found a position,” Doris returned politely.


      “I took your advice, but I’ll admit I’m not so crazy about the work. Pretty tame after being on the road. Now, if you would just agree to help me with that act I was telling you about! We’d just give this burg the merry ha ha and set forth to make our fortunes.”


      “You paint a very glowing picture.”


      “Why not do it? We’d make a real team!”


      “I beg your pardon,” a cold voice said just behind them.


      Doris turned and saw Dave. She had not heard him drive up. By the stony expression on his face, she knew that he was displeased at finding her with Ollie Weiser.


      “Ready to go?” he asked in a tone which he tried to make sound unperturbed.


      “Yes,” Doris replied with a smile. “I was just on my way to meet you.”


      Dave helped her into the car, but said not a word as he started the engine. Usually he was a careful driver, but today he coursed down the streets with almost reckless abandon. They reached the outskirts of Cloudy Cove and still he did not speak.


      “What’s the matter, Dave?” Doris asked softly. “Nothing.”


      “Surely you don’t think I really like that magician?”


      “He’s always hanging around, isn’t he?”


      “That isn’t my fault, Dave,” Doris protested. “You could tell him to be on his way.”


      “I just happened to meet him today. He was telling me about his new position.”


      “Of course it’s no affair of mine! If you like a handsome snake-charmer better than you do me—”


      “Oh, Dave, you silly thing! What is the matter with you, anyway? I’ve told you before I don’t like him.”


      Mollified, Dave tried to smile. Reaching in his pocket he brought forth a letter and dropped it into Doris’s lap.


      “It came on the last mail. I forgot all about it.” Relieved that the disagreement was at an end, Doris ripped open the envelope. The letter was from the Misses Gates. It was three pages long, but contained no information that would assist in settling up John Trent’s Estate.


      “I had hoped the Misses Gates might have learned something more from Joe Jeffery,” Doris commented, as she folded the letter.


      Dave did not answer. Doris glanced quickly at him, but his face was a mask, betraying no emotion. He paid strict attention to his driving and sent the car down the road faster than Doris would have wished. However, she refrained from reproving him.


      “He’s jealous of Ollie,” she told herself. “That’s what’s the matter!”


      Doris was tired and discouraged. Moreover, she was in no mood to try to draw Dave out of his sulking. It seemed to her that everything had gone wrong that morning. The knowledge that Frank McDermott was involved in her Uncle John Trent’s affairs disturbed her more than she dared to admit. Several days would probably elapse before she could talk with him, and time was precious. She could not expect Mrs. Mallow to remain at Cloudy Cove longer than two weeks. Her affairs must be settled up in that time, and yet, if things were to go wrong all the time, how could she accomplish it?


      Her talk with the hotel-keeper had been most unpleasant. Not only had she made him angry, but she had entangled herself in Ollie Weiser’s affairs. There was nothing she could do now but see the matter through to the end. The magician, too, had irritated her. He was so persistent in his attentions! And now Dave. Why, of all days, must he choose this one in which to become moody?


      She was relieved when they drove in at the camp and stopped near the cabin. Dave politely helped her from the car and then vanished.


      “What’s become of him?” Kitty inquired, as she came out of the cabin. _“I wanted to ask him to get a bucket of water from the spring.”


      “Oh, he’s sulking,” Doris returned with a tired sigh. “Jealous over Ollie Weiser, if you cap imagine that!”


      Kitty laughed, but quickly became sober as she observed that her chum was really distressed over the situation.


      “Don’t bother about him,” she advised. “He’ll get over it. Sometimes I almost wish I could make Marshmallow a bit jealous.”


      Doris smiled at the thought of anyone disturbing Marshall’s serenity, but almost immediately the smile faded.


      “You’re terribly discouraged, aren’t you, dear?” Kitty murmured sympathetically. “I know you must have had a disappointing day.”


      “I’m all right,” Doris protested. “I just found out I won’t be able to do much about the Estate for a few days.”


      “That’s too bad,” Kitty returned, then suddenly brightened. “That will give us a chance to play around. I’ll tell you what! It will serve Dave right, too, for not being more sensible. We’ll slip away tomorrow morning and go fishing. Maybe Mr. Jay will go with us!”


      It was not so much the prospect of a fishing trip as it was the thought that the Miser of Cloudy Cove might be induced to accompany them, that made Doris agree to the plan. She had no desire to punish Dave, but she did have a great curiosity to talk once more with the mysterious Mr. Jay.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Caught in a Storm


      Mr. Jay announced that he would be very glad to accompany the girls on a fishing trip the following morning. Doris and Kitty were abroad shortly after four o’clock. They smiled as they stole quietly by the cabin where Dave and Marshmallow were still peacefully sleeping, thinking how surprised and disappointed the boys would be when they learned that they had been left behind.


      Upon reaching the beach they found Mr. Jay waiting for them. He had already unfastened the boat and had put in the fishing tackle and bait bucket.


      “Looks like a good morning for fish,” he observed, as they came up.


      Kitty and Doris took seats in the boat and the old miser pushed off from shore. Seizing the oars, he struck out for the far shore, rowing with rhythmical ease. The girls drew their jackets closer about them, for the morning chill was still on the cove and an unpleasant mist hung low over the water.


      “It’s usually like this early in the morning,” Mr. Jay explained in response to the girls’ questions. “As soon as the sun comes up, she’ll clear away.”


      With that he fell silent, paying strict attention to his rowing. Doris and Kitty were too sleepy to chat, so they, too, lapsed into a moody contemplation of the distant shore. Presently Doris became aware that the miser was studying her face intently again. As she turned toward Mr. Jay, he quickly looked away.


      “Why does he stare at me so?” she asked herself. “Of whom is it that I remind him?”


      Upon impulse she put this thought into the form of a question.


      “I—I beg your pardon,” the miser mumbled. “I was just looking—that is, my mind was a blank.”


      Doris did not press the matter further, yet she was more firmly convinced than ever that Mr. Jay had been studying her face. Had he not mentioned that she resembled someone he once knew?


      She could think of a dozen questions that she would like to ask the man, curious questions about his past and why he had chosen to live the life of a hermit. Yet she felt that the miser’s apparent desire for secrecy must be respected. His past was his own. She had no right to pry into his private affairs.


      In spite of Mr. Jay’s appearance, Doris was convinced that he was an educated man. His speech was good and his manners those of a gentleman. She had noticed that the books in his cabin were anything but frivolous.


      “Well, here we are,” Mr. Jay announced, breaking in upon her thoughts.


      Anchoring off a promising-looking spot, they began to try their luck at fishing. For some reason Doris had lost most of her enthusiasm for the sport, yet it really was a pleasure to her to see Mr. Jay cast with unerring precision.


      The sun rose higher over the water and, as the miser had predicted, the mist gradually disappeared. The sky cleared, save for a few dark clouds near the horizon, but the air seemed sultry. Before the party had been out an hour the wind died.


      “Fish’ll probably stop biting now,” Mr. Jay complained, scowling at the smooth surface of the water.


      After a few minutes he proposed that they change to a new location. As they rowed slowly up the channel, Kitty sat in the back of the boat, gently moving the troll line to and fro. Suddenly she felt a hard tug on the line.


      “Stop!” she cried. “The hook’s caught on the bottom!”


      “Caught nothing!” Mr. Jay returned. “You’ve hooked a fish. Now land him yourself.”


      Kitty gave a squeal of terror, for it was her first fish. At the miser’s command she endeavored to reel in, but it required all of her strength. When at length she brought the fish to the side of the boat, she would have lost it, had not the others come to her aid.


      “Mercy me!” she exclaimed as she beheld her catch. “He must weigh all of six pounds!”


      “A nice one,” Mr. Jay smiled, “but I’d say it would weigh nearer three.”


      “I believe i might get so I’d like fishing,” Kitty went on, not at all crushed by the correction. “That is, if I don’t have to bait a hook or take the fish off.”


      After that she was induced to try her luck with a pole, Mr. Jay attending to the unpleasant detail of bait. The morning passed quickly. The girls were so absorbed that they did not notice that the sky had become partially overcast.


      “There’s going to be a storm,” the miser observed, scanning the horizon anxiously. “I think we’d better be getting back home, if we don’t want to get wet.”


      He pulled up the anchor and slid into his place at the oars. The opposite shore was fully a half mile away, and as they headed for it, Doris wondered if they could beat the storm, for it was rolling up quickly. Already the water had taken on an inky hue.


      “Storms come up without much warning here at Cloudy Cove,” the miser muttered, pulling steadily at the oars. “We’ll have a close race.”


      The little boat fairly leaped through the water, causing tiny waves to lap high up against the bow. At first Kitty and Doris did not notice that their feet were resting in an inch of water, and when they became aware of it, they assumed that the waves had washed over the side. A few minutes later Doris realized that the water had crept higher in the bottom of the boat.


      “The boat’s sprung a leak!” she cried.


      The miser nodded grimly.


      “I noticed it right off, but I didn’t want to alarm you, if I could help it. The water’s not coming in very fast. We’ll make shore, but I’m afraid you girls will have to bail.”


      Doris seized the minnow bucket and began scooping water with frantic haste. Although the old man had spoken reassuringly, she felt that the danger was more grave than he cared to have them realize. Kitty found a tin can under the seat, and while it was not worth a great deal, she did her best to help bail. In spite of their efforts the water seeped into the boat faster than they could pour it out.


      “We’re sinking!” Kitty panted, without letting up on her work.


      “Don’t be frightened,” Mr. Jay said calmly. “We’ll make it, if the storm doesn’t strike us.”


      As she bailed, Doris scarcely dared glance at the sky, so ominous had it become. The wind, which had steadily freshened, suddenly descended upon the tiny craft, sending huge waves pounding against it. Water flooded over the side. Doris and Kitty worked madly, feeling that they were fighting a losing battle.


      “We’re almost there!” Mr. Jay cried encouragingly. “Don’t give up!”


      A jagged ribbon of lightning illuminated the black sky and for an instant Doris caught a glimpse of the shore ahead. It gave her hope and she bailed with renewed strength.


      Then the very clouds seemed to split, pouring down a deluge of rain. Everything was blotted from view, and the girls lost all sense of direction. Would they ever reach shore?


      “We’ve made it!” the miser cried jubilantly a moment later.


      At first the girls could see nothing; then gradually they began to distinguish the shoreline. The moment shallow water was reached they stepped from the boat and helped drag it up on the beach.


      Without stopping to make the craft fast to the old log, the three set off through the woods at a run. The rain was now coming down in torrents and even the branches of the trees did not afford protection.


      “What sights we must be!” Doris gasped.


      Scarcely were the words out of her mouth, when there came a dazzling flash of lightning, accompanied by a deafening crash of thunder. So close was the charge, that Doris and Kitty involuntarily halted, huddling together as though for protection.


      Before they could express their fright in words, they heard the splitting of a tree limb. Terrified, they gazed upward to see the large branch of an oak falling toward the path!


      Kitty emitted a terrified scream, but was too frightened to move. Doris saw at a glance that the falling limb would not strike where the girls were standing, but that Mr. Jay was directly in its path.


      “Look out!” she cried frantically.


      Too late came the warning. The branch struck the ground with a loud crash, sweeping the old miser beneath the debris!


      CHAPTER XIX


      A Hint of the Past


      As Doris saw the old man fall heavily to the ground, she rushed forward with Kitty close behind her. Frantically they pulled at the branches, trying to reach the miser. He lay on his back, white and motionless.


      “Mr. Jay, are you hurt?” Doris cried.


      There was no response, no movement of the body.


      “Oh, he’s been killed!” Kitty wailed. “The limb struck him on the head. I saw itl”


      By this time the girls had succeeded in dragging aside the branch. Doris knelt down, unmindful of the rain and mud, and took the old man’s limp wrist in her hand. She could feel his pulse; the beat was weak but regular.


      “He’s still alive,” she murmured in relief. “We must get him to the cabin.”


      It was only a short distance farther down the path, but the girls were not at all sure that they could carry the limp form. As they were trying to lift him from the ground, he revived slightly. They managed to get him to his feet, supporting him on either side.


      “Are you badly hurt?” Doris demanded anxiously.


      The old man mumbled something, but the words were unintelligible.


      “He’s stunned,” Kitty said. “Thank goodness he wasn’t killed.”


      They half-carried, half-dragged him down the path to the cabin. At their approach the dog came growling at them, but a sharp command from Doris silenced him.


      Entering the cabin the girls placed Mr. Jay carefully upon the tiny cot. He groaned and uttered a few words which they could not distinguish. Doris quickly lighted the oil lamp, for it had grown very dark. As its rays fell upon the miser’s face, they could see that he was deathly pale; a small gash had been cut in his forehead.


      “I’m afraid he is badly hurt,” Doris said quietly. “One of us must go for help.”


      “I’ll go,” Kitty offered. “I’d be afraid to stay here alone.”


      She slipped out of the cabin and vanished into the storm. As the door closed behind her, Mr. Jay stirred slightly and groaned again. Doris crossed over to his bedside, trying to arrange the pillows more comfortably.


      “Are you in great pain?” she asked.


      The old man’s eyes fluttered open, but he stared at her without recognition.


      Doris removed his wet boots and set a pan of water on the stove to heat. The room was chilly and damp, so she added several sticks to the smoldering coals. When the water was warm, she took a clean cloth and gently bathed Mr. Jay’s forehead. She searched the cupboards for antiseptic, but could find nothing. As Mr. Jay became more restless, she took up her vigil at his bedside.


      “Don’t try to move,” she murmured, as the old man tore at the covers. “You must lie still.”


      Doris glanced nervously toward the door. Why did Kitty not come with aid? Surely she had been gone hours. She felt so helpless. If the man became violent, she feared she could not control him.


      She gazed anxiously down at the white face and thought again that Mr. Jay had once been a handsome man. She saw the thin lips move ever so slightly, and bent nearer.


      “The Gates—the Gates,” she heard him mutter.


      Doris placed a soothing hand upon his forehead and for a moment he remained quiet. Then he moved restlessly, plucking at the blankets.


      “The ring—” he murmured. “The ring—I have it. I have it with me.”


      Just at that moment the door opened and Kitty, followed by Mrs. Mallow and Dave, hurried to the bedside. Doris turned in relief to them.


      “He’s delirious,” she said quietly. “I’m afraid his skull may be fractured.”


      “We’ve sent Marshall to town for a doctor,” Mrs. Mallow told her.


      In her competent way she took charge, but there was really nothing more to be done until the doctor arrived. The old miser tossed restlessly several times, but did not speak again.


      All were relieved when at last Marshmallow arrived with the physician. Anxiously they awaited the verdict. After a brief examination the doctor declared that Mr. Jay had only been stunned and in a short time would be as well as before. He dressed the head wound and soon took his departure, but not until the miser had recovered sufficiently to sit up.


      “Mr. Jay, you must come up to our cabin, where we can look after you properly,” Mrs. Mallow insisted.


      The old man shook his head, forcing a smile.


      “Thank you, but I am quite all right now. I was only stunned. I feel as fit as a fiddle.”


      “Marshmallow and I will stay with you, then,” Dave offered.


      “There’s no need.” To demonstrate that he had regained his strength, Mr. Jay arose and walked halfway across the room.


      In spite of his protests Mrs. Mallow and the others insisted upon remaining until after he had partaken of his noonday meal. Then they reluctantly left, determining, however, to keep close watch of the cabin during the day. Mr. Jay was profuse in his thanks for what they had done, particularly expressing his gratitude to Kitty and Doris.


      “I think we owe our lives to you,” Doris returned gravely. “We never would have reached shore, if you hadn’t been along.”


      Again the Old Miser of Cloudy Cove gave Doris that long, searching look which had made her feel uncomfortable on other occasions. To direct attention away from herself, Doris said:


      “Perhaps Mr. Jay would like to rest for a while all alone. We better go.”


      The elderly man looked grateful, and was profuse in his thanks. “It was very kind of you people to take so much trouble.”


      “We hope to do so again,” Doris added.


      Leaving the cabin, Dave fell into step with her, and the two lagged a short distance behind the others. The rain had ceased to fall and the sun was showing signs of breaking through the scattered clouds.


      “I’ve been an awful chump!” Dave began accusingly. “I’m very sorry for the way I acted.”


      “You mean about Ollie Weiser?” Doris asked, smiling.


      “Yes, I know it was silly to be jealous, but I couldn’t help it. When you and Kitty were out there on the water and that storm came up so suddenly—well, you’ll never know how worried I was!”


      “Really?” Doris demanded, rather thrilled at the tender note which had crept into Dave’s voice. She decided it would not do to allow him to become sentimental, so she deftly changed the subject. “Well, Kitty and I were worried, too, but Mr. Jay was a wonder. It was due to him that we reached shore safely. You know, I like that man more every day. There’s something about him that makes me feel sure he must have had a fascinating past.”


      Dave was not interested in Mr. Jay at the moment, but when Doris had that far-away look in her eyes he knew it was useless to attempt to talk personalities. At least he felt assured that he had been forgiven.


      “When I was waiting for help to come, I distinctly heard Mr. Jay say, ‘The ring. I have it with me.’ What do you think he could have meant by that?”


      “Search me,” Dave returned, lapsing into slang. “Probably just nonsense. Or perhaps it was some ring he bought.”


      “I wish I knew.”


      “I shouldn’t worry about it, if I were you. What he said probably has no significance. You’d better hurry to the cabin now and change your wet clothing or you’ll catch a bad cold.”


      Doris permitted the subject to drop, and did not mention it again that day. Yet the time was to come when the significance of those strangely muttered words was to force itself upon her consciousness.


      CHAPTER XX


      Dave and Marshmallow


      True to the doctor’s prediction, Mr. Jay was soon up and about. Several times during the day Doris or one of the others dropped in at his cabin, but as these calls seemed to bother him, they gave up trying to be of service.


      “I think he’s fully recovered, anyway,” Mrs. Mallow declared. “He doesn’t like to have us make a fuss over him, so we had, better stay away.”


      Dave and Marshmallow remained close to camp, scarcely permitting the girls out of their sight. The former completely forgot his jealousy, and Marshmallow was particularly attentive to Kitty.


      Late in the afternoon Silas Baker called to inquire if everything was satisfactory at the camp, and was impressed with the story of the narrow escape which the girls had experienced.


      “It’s not often that Mr. Jay is caught out in a storm,” he informed them. “That man knows more about weather than any other person I ever knew. He should at that, having lived on this cove for so many years.”


      “How many?” Doris asked curiously.


      “Now bless me, I’ve forgotten. When I bought this piece of ground he was living in that same cabin.”


      “When was it you purchased the camp?” Kitty inquired.


      “It must have been six years ago. No, I’ve had it longer than that.”


      “I wonder if by any chance he could have known my uncle?” Doris questioned.


      Mr. Baker looked blank.


      “Your uncle?”


      “Don’t you remember I told you about him?” Doris reminded him a trifle impatiently. “My Uncle John Trent.”


      “Oh, yes, yes,” Mr. Baker said hastily. “It’s barely possible he might know something about him. Mr. Jay is a quiet sort, but when you get him to talking, he seems to have an amazing knowledge of Cloudy Cove.”


      “The problem is to get him to talk.”


      “Yes, but if he takes a fancy to you, he’ll likely tell you anything you want to know. Folks talk against him quite a bit around here, but it’s because they don’t really know him. I’ve always found Mr. Jay to be a kind and generous man.” After her conversation with Mr. Baker, Doris was determined to interview the miser at the first opportunity. She would have returned to the cabin late that afternoon, but she felt it would not be fair to trouble Mr. Jay so soon after his accident. At supper time Mrs. Mallow sent her son to invite him to dine with them, but Marshmallow returned to say that the old man had already eaten.


      “Didn’t look like he had much, either,” he added.


      “I’m afraid he’s very proud,” Mrs. Mallow said, frowning slightly. “I wonder if someone ought not to stay with him tonight?”


      “I offered,” Marshmallow informed her, “but he said he wouldn’t think of it. Anyway, he has only the one cot, so I don’t see how I could have stayed, unless I’d wanted to sleep on the floor.”


      “He seemed all right when you left?”


      “Sure. That rap on the head just stunned him for a few minutes. He’ll be O. K. by himself, but he promised that if he should need help, he’d send that hound of his,”


      While Doris and her friends disliked to leave Mr. Jay alone, his desire for isolation made it difficult for them to help him. The morning’s adventure had convinced the girls that the old miser was the master of his environment; sufficient unto himself, he took life as he found it, asking no favors and expecting to give few in return. Yet, if Doris and Kitty had been drawn a bit closer to him, they actually knew no more about him than before. His past life remained a closed book.


      “I wonder if he could have known my uncle?” Doris asked herself. “It would mean so much to me, if he could furnish me with the information I must have! Since coming to Cloudy Cove I’ve made very little progress. Luck has been against me!”


      Doris did not really believe in luck. For that reason she determined to investigate every thread which offered the slightest hope of leading to her goal. Twice she had called at Frank McDermott’s office, only to be informed that the lawyer was still out of the city. Until he returned, there was nothing to do but mark time.


      “It’s barely possible Mr. Jay may know something of interest, having lived here so many years,” she told herself. “Since I’m not making much headway as it is, I certainly can’t waste my time talking with him. At least, I can be sure he won’t discuss my business affairs with others when he is so secretive about his own.”


      Doris was abroad early the next morning, but Kitty, who had caught a slight cold from the previous day’s exposure, announced her intention of sleeping until noon. Marshmallow and Dave appeared at the cabin for breakfast at the usual hour of eight.


      “We’re going to town just as soon as we eat,” Marshmallow announced, more excited than usual. “Want to go along, Doris?”


      “I can’t get ready as soon as that. Why the rush?”


      “There’s a flying circus coming in this morning. We saw the posters tacked up along the road. Dave has an itch to meet the pilots and exchange yarns with them. He thinks if we get there early, we may get a free plane ride.”


      “But you’ve both been up any number of times.”


      “Dave has, but I haven’t had a ride in a year. Better come along, Dory.”


      “I’d like to, but I simply can’t leave for a couple of hours.”


      “We can wait—” Dave began, but Doris, seeing the disappointed look in his eyes, quickly interrupted.


      “No, I know you’re eager to get there early, so go on without me. I have several things which I must do before I leave. If I should decide to go later in the morning, I can probably find someone here at the camp who is driving in.”


      “Marshall, you be careful if you plan to fly in any of those planes!” Mrs. Mallow cautioned. “I’ll be uneasy every moment you’re gone.”


      “Now, Ma, don’t start worrying,” Marshmallow said impatiently. “Flying is safe enough these days.”


      “If the plane is a good one and the pilot knows his stuff,” Dave added with a grin.


      After the young men had departed in the old car, Doris helped Mrs. Mallow with the dishes. As she tidied the living room, she tried to think of a pretext for calling on the old miser, for that was the real business which she had in mind.


      “Doris, would you mind taking a custard over to Mr. Jay?” Mrs. Mallow called from the kitchen. “It’s just out of the oven and I think he might like it. What Marshall said about him not having enough to eat has worried me.”


      “Of course I’ll take it.”


      As soon as the dish was wrapped in a paper, she set out through the woods to the cabin. She did not see the miser or his dog anywhere about the premises and so quickened her step, fearing that he might be ill. The cabin door was closed and she rapped firmly upon it. When there was no response, she knocked again, louder than before.


      “I wonder if anything Can be the matter?” she thought anxiously.


      Again she rapped and then listened intently. She could hear no sound from within. After an instant’s hesitation she turned the knob and gently pushed the door open. One glance about the room disclosed the fact that Mr. Jay was not there. However, she saw that the bed had been made that morning, the floor swept, and the breakfast dishes neatly stacked on the kitchen table.


      “He must have taken his dog and gone for a walk,” Doris assured herself.


      She was relieved not to find him confined to his bed, yet disappointed that he was gone. Her talk must wait. After placing the custard where he would be certain to see it upon his return, she walked slowly back toward her own cabin. She paused to look hopefully up and down the beach, but Mr. Jay was not in sight. Nor did she find him anywhere about the camp.


      “I wonder where he could have gone?” she asked herself thoughtfully. “He usually stays close about the place.”


      Kitty was awake when she returned to the cabin, having just finished a belated breakfast. She spoke a trifle hoarsely, but otherwise appeared not to have suffered from the previous day’s adventure.


      “Mr. Baker was here while you were away,” Mrs. Mallow told Doris. “The poor man is in a frightful mixup now.”


      “What has he forgotten this time?”


      “Oh, another mistake about tenants. He rented one cabin to two parties, and as luck had it they both arrived at the same time. He’s trying to straighten it out now, but both claim the cottage which faces the cove.”


      “I wonder if he’s going back to Cloudy Cove soon?”


      “I shouldn’t be surprised.”


      “Let’s go with him, if he’ll take us, Kitty!” Doris cried impulsively. “We can meet Dave and Marshmallow at the air circus.”


      “Suits me. There’s nothing to do around here save swim, and I don’t dare go in the water with this cold.”


      The girls rushed off to find Mr. Baker. They hailed him just as he was stepping into his automobile.


      “Of course I’ll take you,” he assured them gaily. “Get your bonnets.”


      As the three rode toward Cloudy Cove, he told them of the trials which beset the owner of a summer camp. He gave a vivid account of his encounters with the unreasonable tenants, ridiculing himself for the trouble he had caused.


      “There’s one thing I never forget,” he chuckled, “and that’s to collect the rent. In fact, I’ve been known to try to collect two times!”


      Mr. Baker offered to tclke the girls directly to the fair grounds, where the flying circus was to stage its exhibition, but Kitty had a few knickknacks to purchase, so they asked to be taken to the shopping district.


      After Kitty had made her purchases they walked slowly toward the exhibition grounds. The circus was not scheduled to start until afternoon, but two planes could be seen flying high above the fair grounds.


      “I wonder if Dave and Marshmallow are up?” Doris murmured. “They’ll be disappointed, if they don’t get a free ride.”


      The girls were so absorbed in watching the two airplanes that they nearly ran into a man who was approaching from the opposite direction.


      “I beg your pardon,” Doris said quickly, and then laughed. “Why, Mr. Jay! I didn’t recognize you in your new suit!”


      “Time I was getting one,” the old miser muttered, obviously pleased that Doris had noticed his improved appearance.


      He still wore old shoes and a shapeless hat, but as he removed the latter the girls observed that his hair had been carefully groomed.


      “When I found you had gone away this morning, I was somewhat worried,” Doris declared. “You’re feeling all right again?”


      “Never felt better in my life.”


      The three chatted together for a few minutes, Mr. Jay appearing unusually at ease. Doris told him of the, custard which she had left at his cabin, and he thanked her, though somewhat awkwardly.


      “It goes against his grain to accept favors,” Kitty commented, as they walked on again, “and yet he does appreciate everything we do for him. You can tell that.”


      They continued toward the exhibition grounds, making it a point to avoid passing the office of the sight-seeing bus company where Ollie Weiser was employed. As they drew near they saw a throng of persons hurrying in the same direction. Several planes could be seen flying overhead, one in particular attracting Doris’s attention.


      “Look!” she cried, clutching her chum’s hand. “Is that plane stunting, or what?”


      Even as she asked the question it was answered for her. The plane, which was flying low above the earth, seemed to waver in the air, and to the horror of the girls it plunged nose downward. There was a loud crash as it struck the ground and the wings crumpled like so much paper.


      “Dave and Marshmallow!” Doris exclaimed tensely. “What if they—”


      She could not finish, for the thought was too horrible.


      CHAPTER XXI


      A Narrow Escape


      Catching her chum by the hand, Doris dragged her forward. Swiftly they ran toward the exhibition grounds, each afraid to express the fear that their friends had been injured. Already they could hear the frightened shouts of those who had witnessed the airplane crash.


      “Dave and Marshmallow just couldn’t have been up,” Kitty half sobbed. “It would be too terrible!”


      “Mrs. Mallow was so sure something would happen,” Doris murmured. “She didn’t want Marshmallow to fly today.”


      Other persons were running toward the scene of the accident, but the girls, in their anxiety to learn the worst, outdistanced nearly everyone. They reached the gate all but winded and were forced to slacken their speed. Doris caught sight of a small boy who apparently had been on the grounds for some time, and called to him:


      “Was anyone—killed?”


      “Don’t know,” the youngster returned, without halting. “Two young men from Baker’s summer camp were up.”


      Doris and Kitty exchanged horrified glances. Dave and Marshmallow! There could be no doubt of it.


      “Oh!” Kitty gasped, clinging weakly to her chum’s arm. “I can’t go on! I can’t!”


      “You must!” Doris commanded tersely, but all color had drained from her face. “There may be some mistake. Perhaps the boy didn’t know.”


      The airplane had fallen not far from the race track, but the girls could not see the wreckage, for hundreds of persons had crowded about the spot. In vain they endeavored to push through.


      “We must get to them!” Doris cried frantically.


      An ambulance, its siren crying out a warning to those in its path, came rattling through the gate. The crowd was forced to bredk away.


      “Quick!” Doris ordered. “Jump on the running board!”


      As the ambulance moved slowly through the crowd, she sprang up on the side, Kitty following her example.


      “Hey, get down!” they were sharply ordered.


      “Our friends were in that crash!” Doris panted. “We’ve got to get to them!”


      A moment later the ambulance came to an abrupt halt, and the girls dropped off. They steeled themselves for the first glimpse of the wreck. The plane resembled so much kindling wood; the wings had been neatly severed, the propeller smashed, the fuselage crushed in. A man lay groaning on the earth not far away and several persons were endeavoring to lift him.


      Doris was afraid to look, yet she must know the worst. She moved nearer until she caught a glimpse of the bruised face. It was neither Marshmallow nor Dave!


      Frantically she searched the crowd about the wrecked ship. If the boys had been in the crash, what had become of them? Had they been killed outright?


      Suddenly she caught sight of Dave and gave a little cry of joy. At the sound he turned, saw her, and rushed to her side.


      “Dave! Dave!” Doris cried, clutching him tightly by the arm. “You’re not dead! Oh, I’m so thankful!”


      “I’m very much alive,” Dave laughed, “and I, too, am thankful. Had a mighty narrow escape.”


      “Marshmallow!” Kitty exclaimed. “Is he—?”


      “Not hurt a particle. He’s so roly-poly that when we struck the ground, he just bounced.”


      “Where is he?”


      Even as she spoke, Kitty saw Marshmallow coming toward her. The usual smile had been wiped from his face, but otherwise he appeared very much the same. The clothing of both young men was soiled and torn, and Dave had an ugly scratch across his left cheek.


      “Oh, Marshall,” Kitty cried anxiously, “when we saw that ambulance we were afraid you had both been killed!”


      “Not us,” the plump lad returned proudly. “We’re too tough to kill.”


      “The pilot is badly injured?” Doris questioned, shuddering as she saw the ambulance attendants lift him upon the stretcher.


      “I don’t think so,” Dave told her soberly. “His leg is broken and he’s badly shaken up, but otherwise he seems to be all right.”


      “The old crate is sure a wreck, though,” Marshmallow observed. “I guess we were lucky to get out the way we did.”


      “Lucky!” Doris exclaimed. “It was nothing less than a miracle. What’happened, anyway?”


      “Engine failure,” Dave told her. “If I’d been at the controls, I believe I could have brought the plane down safely, but the pilot became excited. Crowds were milling about over the field, and in trying to pick out a landing place he lost control of the ship completely. We just crashed.”


      “And how!” Marshmallow added slangily. “I think it jarred loose my wisdom tooth.”


      “Your wisdom tooth!” Kitty chided. “If you had one, you wouldn’t have gone up in that plane.”


      “It was a foolish thing to do,” Dave agreed soberly. “I’ve always known that one takes a risk flying with these barnstormers. I guess I let my enthusiasm get the best of me. It was my fault entirely.”


      “No, it wasn’t,” Marshmallow chimed in. “I thought of the idea.”


      “At any rate, the ride was expensive at the price, and we didn’t pay a cent.”


      Assured that the pilot was to be taken immediately to the hospital, Doris and her friends hurriedly left the grounds for they did not wish to be annoyed by reporters or curious persons.


      “I guess we’d better go home and change clothes,” Dave declared, leading the way to the parked car. “Are you girls ready to go back?”


      “I am,” Kitty announced, clinging anxiously to Marshall’s arm. She could not convince herself that he really had escaped unhurt.


      Doris hesitated. She had hoped to call again at Frank McDermott’s office before returning to the camp. Reading this thought, Dave quickly assured her that if she wished to remain he would return for her in an hour.


      “Then if you don’t mind, I shall stop to see the lawyer,” she said in relief. “My vacation is fast slipping away, and if I don’t get busy soon, I’ll be forced to return home without my inheritance.” Accordingly, Dave dropped her at McDermott’s office, promising that he would not fail to return after he had made himself more presentable. Scarcely had she said goodbye to her friends when she was startled to hear her name called. Wheeling about, she saw Mr. Baker.


      “What are you doing in this end of town?” he demanded pleasantly.


      Doris explained her mission, adding that she was somewhat timid about accosting the lawyer.


      “I’ll go along with you, if you like,” the old gentleman volunteered. “I know Frank McDermott, though I’m not proud of the acquaintance. I’ll introduce you.”


      “You did once before,” Doris reminded him with a smile.


      “So I did. Well, another introduction may not be amiss.”


      The two entered the office together and Mr. Baker’s presence did give t)oris more confidence. The stenographer informed her that the lawyer was in and would see her in a few minutes.


      After perhaps a quarter of an hour the inside office door swung open, and McDermott stepped out into the waiting room. He greeted Doris pleasantly, and after Mr. Baker had explained that she wished to see him on legal business, escorted her to his private room. Mr. Baker, who had no desire to appear inquisitive, withdrew. Doris would have preferred that he remain, for, while the lawyer was very polite, she felt uneasy in his presence.


      Quietly she told her story. Mr. McDermott made no comment until she had finished, but while she was speaking his eyes bored into her in a most unpleasant manner. Doris felt that he was reading her very thoughts, and perhaps for that reason did not tell him all of the details of the case. She spoke of Joe Jeffery who had been sent to prison for his attempt to cheat the Misses Gates, but made no mention of her interview with the man who was head of the bank.


      As she mentioned the criminal’s name, she saw a strange expression pass over the lawyer’s face, the significance of which was not clear to her.


      “So that’s why I haven’t heard from him lately,” McDermott muttered under his breath.


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “I was just mumbling to myself,” the lawyer said, smiling blandly. “A bad habit of mine.”


      He fell into a moody silence, and after a few moments Doris was forced to remind him of her presence.


      “I thought perhaps you could help me clear up the affair, Mr. McDermott. That’s why I came to you.”


      “My dear Miss Force, I shall do all in my power to aid you, but I am afraid I can tell you nothing of your uncle.”


      Doris looked at him somewhat sharply, almost suspiciously.


      “But surely you know of John Trent! Mr.


      Cooke at the bank said you had paid the rent on his safe deposit box for years!”


      A red glow spread over the lawyer’s face, yet he did not lose his composure.


      “Oh! Your uncle is John Trent?”


      “Certainly. I told you that.”


      “I misunderstood the name.”


      “Then you do know something concerning him?”


      “What did Mr. Cooke tell you?”


      “Very little.”


      “I fear I can add but little to what you already know. It is true I have paid the rent on the safe deposit box for many years, but it is my honest belief that your uncle is dead.”


      “Then I’ll be able to claim the inheritance?” Doris questioned eagerly.


      “Perhaps in time. Mr. Trent came to me years ago and requested me to draw up a will for him. He set aside a fund which was to be used to defray the expense of a safe deposit box. I have not seen your uncle since that day. Naturally, I have met the payments on the box, but the fund is nearly exhausted now.”


      “Was the will made out in my favor?” Doris demanded.


      “Really, I cannot remember. I believe a niece was mentioned.”


      “Then surely, since my uncle left a will, the Estate can be settled easily.”


      Mr. McDermott shrugged his shoulders, a gesture which Doris could not understand. She felt that her arrival on the scene had not entirely pleased him.


      “It will not be as easy as you anticipate,” he said slowly, fingering the penknife on his desk. “There will be a great deal of red tape.”


      “I know nothing of legal matters,” Doris returned. “Surely, I can trust that end to you.” McDermott visibly brightened.


      “As I said before, I shall be pleased to help you, but there is the necessary matter of a fee, you know.”


      “Certainly,” Doris responded a bit stiffly. “I anticipated paying for any services rendered.”


      “There is considerable legal work to be done on this case, Miss Force. I am afraid I cannot start it unless I have a small payment in advance. Say two hundred dollars.”


      “Two hundred dollars!” Doris gasped. “That seems a great deal.”


      “But think of your ultimate gain,” Mr. McDermott reminded her shrewdly. “As I mentioned, there is a vast amount of detail work to be done.”


      “I suppose I can furnish that amount,” Doris agreed reluctantly.


      She had a small sum of money in her own name, but as it was a reserve fund to be used for her education, she disliked to draw upon it. Still, if she could not obtain her rightful inheritance without advancing an attorney’s fee, it seemed foolish not to use some of her bank balance.


      “Oh, yes, there is another little matter,” the lawyer continued. “Before you can claim the fortune, you must prove beyond a doubt that your uncle is actually dead.”


      Doris looked perplexed.


      “But how can I do that? No one knows what became of him. Is there no other way to prove my claim?”


      “Perhaps I can find a way, but I am afraid it will involve considerable expense.”


      “If only I could find someone who could tell me of my uncle’s life and death, it would simplify matters,” Doris commented soberly.


      “Yes, indeed,” the lawyer agreed with a crafty smile, “but you must have a responsible person with a signed statement to prove your right to proceed and inherit the Estate. Whom do you know?”


      Doris could not answer. She knew of no one save Joe Jeffery, who had any knowledge of her uncle’s last days, and certainly he could not be classified as a responsible person. She felt baffled, defeated.


      Before she could answer the question the lawyer had put to her, the door opened and the stenographer announced that Edgar Morehouse was waiting outside.


      “I’ll see him in a few minutes,” McDermott instructed.


      At that moment the hotel-keeper appeared in the doorway, brushing the stenographer aside with an impatient gesture.


      “I’m in a hurry, McDermott,” he said bluntly. “Sorry to break in, but I can’t wait.”


      Doris was angered at the rude interruption, but she quietly arose and turned to leave. She would have walked past the hotel-keeper without a word, but he blocked the door.


      “Wait a minute,” he said with a sarcastic curl to his lip. “I have some news about the fire which I am sure you will want to hear.”


      CHAPTER XXII


      Exonerated


      Doris did not respond, but quietly waited for the hotel-keeper to continue.


      “It’s about that fellow Weiser,” Mr. Morehouse began. “I guess maybe we did accuse him unjustly.”


      “What’s that?” McDermott demanded sharply. “Who says we accused him unjustly?”


      “Well,” Morehouse said lamely, obviously not relishing the story, “the fire inspector went over the hotel building this morning, and his verdict was that the blaze started from a defective flue.”


      “That’s what I thought from the very first,” Doris reminded him a trifle complacently, for she had not forgotten how the hotel man had abused her for voicing her opinion. “You now admit that Mr. Weiser is completely exonerated?”


      “Well, it looks like it. The inspector said the fire couldn’t have started in his room.”


      Doris, chancing to glance toward the lawyer, was surprised to see that he was scowling. It struck her that the turn affairs had taken did not fit in with his scheme of things. He had deliberately built up a case against the magician, and regardless of the facts, did not wish to have it overthrown.


      “I’m very glad to hear the news,” Doris commented, turning to leave. “If I see Mr. Weiser, I’ll tell him.”


      The hotel-keeper closed the door after her, apparently in haste to closet himself with McDermott. Doris wondered what business the two were about.


      “I’m almost certain that if Morehouse had talked with that lawyer before seeing me, he never would have exonerated Ollie Weiser,” she told herself. “I believe McDermott is thoroughly crooked, though I haven’t any real reason for thinking so. Oh, dear, I do wish he wasn’t handling my affairs.” She left the office, thoughtfully making her way down the street. The interview had taken less time than she had anticipated, so there remained at least fifteen minutes before she could expect Dave to call for her.


      “I must kill time some way,” she thought, “so while I’m waiting for Dave, I may as well drop around and tell Ollie Weiser the news. It will take a great load off his mind.”


      Accordingly, she set off for the office of the bus company, which was only a short distance away. Entering, she saw the magician seated at a desk near the window. He nearly upset his chair, so great was his haste to reach her side. Doris did not waste words, for she did not wish to be seen talking with Weiser. Hastily, she told him what she had just learned.


      “They had me in a pretty tight place there for a while,” the magician grinned. “You were the only one who believed that I was telling the truth. I owe you everything.”


      “Not at all. I did speak to Mr. Morehouse in your behalf, but I’m sure my words did not carry much weight with him.”


      Ollie Weiser would have prolonged the conversation, but Doris, her message delivered, was unwilling to linger. She said goodbye and stepped out into the street again. Just as she emerged from the building, she caught sight of Dave in the car. He was heading toward the lawyer’s office, and for one brief instant she hoped he would not see her. However, the next moment, feeling that Dave must judge the situation for himself, she called his name.


      “Hello there!” Dave cried, slamming on the brake and bringing the car to a halt at the curbing. “I wasn’t looking for you here.”


      The smile faded from his face, as he became aware that Doris had just emerged from the office of the bus company. He scowled, as Ollie Weiser came to the huge plate-glass window and waved goodbye to her.


      “Now, don’t look like a thundercloud,” Doris chided as she climbed into the car. “As many a girl has said before: ‘I can explain everything’”


      “You know I don’t watch your every movement,” Dave said reproachfully. “You don’t need to explain anything, unless you wish.”


      “Well, it happens that I want to, Dave.” Doris knew that in spite of her friend’s words, he found it quite impossible not to be jealous of Weiser, so she felt it would be best to clear up the atmosphere.


      “I trust you, Dory. I’m sure you went to that office on urgent business and not to see that—that clumsy, ignorant, brazen—”


      “Never mind the rest of the adjectives,” Doris interrupted, half-laughing. “As a matter of fact, I went there to see Ollie Weiser.”


      “You did?” A hurt look flashed over Dave’s face.


      “Yes, I wanted to tell him that Morehouse has exonerated him of all blame in connection with the fire. I knew he’d want to hear it.”


      “Oh!” Dave smiled again. “That’s different. It was mighty decent of you to take the trouble.”


      “I thought you would see it that way.”


      Doris was relieved that he had not misinterpreted her motive in calling upon the magician; but then, she had known Dave was fair-minded. It was only because he liked her so much that he was troubled with jealousy. She was very fond of Dave, too. If anything had happened to him in the airplane accident—but she resolutely forced the thought from her mind.


      “How are you feeling?” she questioned anxiously. “Don’t you think perhaps you had better see a doctor? It’s possible you may have received internal injuries.”


      “I’d know it by this time,” Dave laughed. “Marshmallow and I are both all right, though for the life of me I don’t understand how we escaped. Mrs. Mallow nearly had heart failure, when she learned about the accident.”


      “I don’t wonder. Kitty and I nearly went crazy, too!”


      “Marshmallow’s mother tried to put him to bed when he got home, but he balked.”


      “It’s all a huge joke to you two,” Doris chided severely, “but if you had been killed, it wouldn’t have been so funny. Oh, sometimes I wish you’d give up aviation. It’s so dangerous!”


      Dave gazed down at her intently.


      “Would you care—much—if I did get hurt?”


      “Oh, don’t ask such a question. Of course I would! Now you’re just trying to tease me.” She changed the subject, refusing to permit Dave to draw any further admission from her. As they motored swiftly toward the camp she told him of her interview with McDermott.


      “Well, I don’t know how to advise you,” Dave said in perplexity. “I’m like you. I heartily dislike that bird and yet have no reason for it.”


      “He seemed honest enough today, although somehow I had a feeling that he wasn’t entirely in sympathy with my claim for a share in the Estate.”


      “I don’t like his asking for a fee right away.”


      “That’s what I thought. Of course, I can raise the sum, but I want to be sure it’s wisely spent.”


      “Maybe you can look around and find another lawyer.”


      “Possibly,” Doris agreed doubtfully, “but I don’t want to antagonize McDermott. He’s in a position to make my way very difficult.”


      “That’s so, too.”


      “It seems to me that I’ll be practically forced to employ McDermott, Dave. Of course, the money will be well spent, if it results in bringing me the inheritance.”


      “That little word ‘if’ has been the stumbling block in many a deal,” Dave observed pessimistically.


      “I agree, but one has to take some chances. If I only could find someone who could prove that my Uncle John Trent really is dead, it would greatly simplify matters.”


      “But where can you find such a person?”


      “That’s what I don’t know, but I have one glimmer of hope.”


      “What is that?”


      “I am hoping that Mr. Jay may know something of him. He’s lived in Cloudy Cove for years and years, you know.”


      Dave nodded soberly.


      “It wouldn’t do any harm to try him. He’s a mysterious old fellow but very likeable.”


      “I believe I’ll talk with him, just as soon as I get back.”


      Doris did not have an opportunity to interview the old miser until late that afternoon, for upon reaching the camp she found Mrs. Mallow and Kitty still excited over the recent airplane accident. They had told the story to nearly everyone in the camp, and neighbors besieged them for details. Dave and Marshmallow declared that they enjoyed being in the limelight.


      “Everyone has had a narrow escape now, save me,” Mrs. Mallow sighed. “I do all the worrying.” Doris wished to see Mr. Jay alone, but she was not able to slip away from the others until nearly supper time. Hurrying toward the cabin in the woods, she caught a glimpse of the miser down on the beach. He was standing on a high rock, looking out across the water at the brilliant sunset.


      As Doris hurried up, Mr. Jay turned and smiled in a friendly manner.


      “The custard you brought this morning was very good,” he said. “Please thank Mrs. Mallow for me.”


      He turned to look at the sky again, apparently forgetting Doris’s presence. She studied him silently for several minutes, wondering how she had better begin.


      “Mr. Jay,” she said hesitatingly, “there’s something I want to ask you.”


      The old man reluctantly gave her his entire attention.


      “You’ve lived here at Cloudy Cove for a great many years, haven’t you?” Doris plunged on, wishing that Mr. Jay would make it easier for her.


      “Yes,” the miser answered. There was a long pause before he added, “a great many years.”


      “You must know nearly everyone around here, then. Tell me, did you ever hear of a man by the name of Trent? John Trent?”


      Mr. Jay’s eyes lifted quickly, but after the first quizzical glance directed at Doris, he merely shook his head in a bewildered way. He began to edge toward the path.


      “Oh, don’t go, please,” Doris pleaded.


      From the glance he had bestowed upon her she was convinced that Mr. Jay had heard of her uncle. She could not permit him to leave without making a desperate attempt to quiz him. Why was he always so unwilling to answer questions?


      Reluctantly the miser halted, but he avoided Doris’s penetrating eyes. He hung his head as though ashamed to face her.


      “Think hard,” Doris begged. “Have you ever heard of the name?”


      “Sounds a bit familiar,” Mr. Jay admitted, shuffling his feet and dislodging a small stone which fell over the side of the cliff into the cold water.


      “Oh, it would mean so much to me if only you could remember where you heard the name!” Doris could see that the old man was fighting a battle with himself, but just what was causing him such mental anguish she was at a loss to understand. Why had her questions disturbed him?


      “It would mean—a lot to you—to know about John Trent?” Mr. Jay asked in a low voice, but one tense with suppressed emotion.


      Doris nodded eagerly.


      “I knew John Trent quite well,” the miser admitted slowly. A grim smile flickered over his face for an instant. “He was my best friend!”


      “Then surely you can tell me what became of him?”


      There was another long pause and then Mr. Jay said briefly:


      “He died. In a rooming house.”


      “You saw him at the last?”


      “Well, no, I didn’t.”


      “But you know beyond a doubt that he died?” The miser nodded his head morosely.


      “Yes, and mighty glad he was to go. He was tired of life—of everything.”


      Doris could scarcely restrain her excitement, for she felt that now it would be an easy matter to establish her claim to the fortune. She had never ■ known her uncle, but as Mr. Jay’s words made her realize that John Trent had been a very lonely and unhappy man, her pleasure at solving the enigma of his life was tempered with regret.


      Doris felt that she must ask more.


      “Mr. Jay,” she questioned eagerly, “will you come with me to Frank McDermott’s office and sign a statement to the effect that my uncle is no longer living?”


      “Your uncle?” the miser gasped.


      “Yes, I am Doris Force. Surely you knew.”


      “Force! Force!” Mr. Jay muttered. “Thename wasn’t mentioned. I would have noticed.”


      “I am John Trent’s niece,” Doris explained, studying the old man wonderingly. “I must have a signed statement in order to claim the property.”


      “Your name is Force, you say?”


      “Yes, Mr. Jay. My father and mother are not living. I and my Uncle Wardell Force live with Mrs. Mallow.”


      “I see.” Again the old man’s gaze wandered, then came back to Doris’s face.


      “My mother’s name was Trent before she married, and my Uncle John Trent was her brother.” The miser nodded.


      “I have been told that he left some money, and that part of it was to come to me. I need—need it yery much.”


      “You need it—very much?” the man asked the excited girl, who stood before him with pleading eyes.


      “Yes. So you see how important it is that someone who knew my uncle go to Mr. McDermott to sign a statement.”


      Doris could hardly wait for his answer.


      Mr. Jay made no response, but stared at her incredulously.


      Doris thought he did not believe her, so, recalling that at the moment she had in her pocket the photograph which Azalea and Iris Gates had given her, brought it out as proof of her story.


      “See,” she pointed out, “there is a signature on the back.”


      “Where—where did you get this photograph?” Doris explained that the Misses Gates had given it to her, and briefly related the story of her encounter with Joe Jeffery. She observed that Mr. Jay listened intently, hanging upon her every word, but the color had faded from his face, leaving it almost ashen in hue.


      “The Misses Gates are eager for me to settle up the Estate,” she finished. “Now that I have told you everything, will you come with me?”


      For answer, Mr. Jay shrank away, covering his face with his hands. A low cry which was not unlike a sob wracked his body. He turned and fled toward the woods, muttering to himself. Doris started to follow him, as she was afraid from the zig-zag way he was walking, that the old man might fall.


      She decided, however, not to. She merely stared blankly after him.


      She had caught his last words: “Oh! This is killing me!”


      This left her more mystified than ever.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      A Glimmer of Light


      Doris called after Mr. Jay, but he appeared not to hear her. Without glancing back, he staggered into the woods and was soon out of sight.


      “Now, what in the world made him act like that?” Doris asked herself in perplexity. “I wonder if I said anything which offended him?” She was still tempted to follow the miser, but again decided against it. As she made her way slowly back toward the camp, she was sorely troubled. She had hoped that he would agree to sign the paper which would give her an undisputed claim to the Trent fortune, but now it appeared that new difficulties stood in the way. For some reason, Mr. Jay was unwilling to tell what he knew concerning her uncle.


      “Mr. Jay seemed very interested in my story,” Doris thought. “When I spoke of the MisseS Gates, his face lighted up. I wonder if he could have known them, too?”


      Doris did not return immediately to the cabin for she wished to be alone; she desired to have an opportunity to think things out. Sitting down on a mossy log she reflected gravely, recalling everything she knew about the miser. His strange utterance during his recent delirium now took on a special significance. What was it he had said? Something about a ring; then, too, he had mentioned “the Gates.”


      “Is it possible he could have meant Azalea or Iris?” Doris mused. “Or perhaps Locked Gates!” Since coming to Cloudy Cove, she had been obsessed with the idea that she had seen Mr. Jay at some previous time. She recalled that he, too, had mentioned that her face seemed familiar. Yet obviously they had never met before. What was there about the old man that served to remind her of some other person? Who was it that she thought he resembled?


      “My Uncle John Trent!” The name came like a flash to Doris. “Why didn’t I think of it before?”


      She took from her pocket the photograph which the Gates twins had given her, and scanned it hopefully. The picture had been taken many years before, when her uncle and the Misses Gates were young. At first glance there did not appear to be the slightest resemblance between the youth of the photograph and Mr. Jay, but the longer Doris studied the face, the more troubled she became.


      “He has the same high forehead,” she compared mentally. “He’s about the same height, too, although Mr. Jay has acquired a stoop to his shoulders. I declare! There’s a marked resemblance! If Mr. Jay were slicked up, he would look the very picture of my uncle!”


      The discovery excited Doris. While she could not bring herself to the point of believing that Mr. Jay and John Trent were the same man, yet there was a growing suspicion in her mind. Now that she had struck a clue, she was determined to run it to earth «


      “I’ll go to Mr. Jay again,” she decided, “and plead with him to tell me everything.”


      She arose from the log and started back toward the old miser’s cabin, but just at that moment Mrs. Mallow opened the door of their own cottage and called to them that supper was ready. Reluctantly Doris turned back.


      “Oh, well, perhaps it will be wise to wait until after supper before trying to talk with him again,” she assured herself. “He was upset when he left me. I’ll give him an opportunity to get over it.” As soon as supper was finished, she explained to the others that she wished to talk with Mr. Jay on rather important business.


      “Never mind the dishes,” Kitty told her. “I’ll do them alone.”


      “I’ll help,” Marshmallow offered. This was a great concession on his part, for if there was one thing more than another that he disliked, it was wiping dishes.


      Dave had gone to the spring to refill the water pails, so Doris set off for the cabin by herself. She was rather glad that the others had not offered to accompany her, for she preferred to speak with the miser alone. She felt that he would be less self-conscious, more willing to tell her the things she wished to know.


      A loud barking attracted her attention as she approached the cabin, causing her to quicken her steps. Coming within sight of the shack she was surprised to see that Mr. Jay’s dog had been tied to the porch, a most unusual procedure, as the hound was usually permitted to wander freely about the camp.


      “That’s queer,” Doris murmured, going over to the dog.


      He gave a low whine at her approach, iand she saw that he had nearly freed himself from the tether. Doris retied the rope, and after quieting the hound, moved toward the door. Again the dog set up a loud barking.


      “What can be wrong?” she thought in some alarm. “That dog seems upset about something, and it isn’t a bit like Mr. Jay to leave him tied up.”


      She knocked on the door. There was no response. After a long wait she was forced to the realization that Mr. Jay was not at home.


      She started to leave, but halfway across the porch looked thoughtfully at the dog and then turned back.


      “Mr. Jay may be inside, too ill to open the door,” Doris told herself. “Perhaps the dog is trying to make me understand.”


      After a slight hesitation she tried the door, and, finding it unlocked, pushed it gently open. Mr. Jay was not there.


      Doris surveyed the room in astonishment. She saw at a glance that the miser had not eaten supper there, yet everything was in confusion. The books had been removed from the wall rack, papers were scattered about the floor, the desk was in disorder.


      Yet the thing which struck Doris most forcibly was that Mr. Jay’s suitcase, which he kept under the bed, was gone. Quickly she crossed the room and opened the closet. It was empty save for a torn shirt and a pair of dirty overalls.


      “He’s packed up and left!” she gasped in amazement. “Oh, why did he do that?”


      Doris felt that the situation was one which called for wiser heads than hers. Leaving the cabin, she ran back to call Mrs. Mallow and the others. On their way to investigate, she told them all that she had learned that afternoon in her talk with the old man.


      “I’m afraid I’ve driven him away,” Doris cried, “though why he should be frightened, is more than I can guess. Oh, dear, it’s so disappointing! Just when I thought the mystery had been solved.”


      “We may be able to find him,” Dave said encouragingly. “Have you searched the cabin for clues?”


      “No, I didn’t want to go through his desk.”


      “It seems to me it would be perfectly all right, considering the circumstances,” Mrs. Mallow declared. “We must try to find Mr. Jay and bring him back. Unless we find some clue in the cabin, we will not have the slightest idea where to look for him.”


      “Maybe he hasn’t skipped out, after all,” Marshmallow commented. “He left his hound.”


      “Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t intend to return,” Doris insisted. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t have taken all of his clothing. He knew we would find his dog and take good care of him.”


      As she spoke, she flung open the door and her friends beheld the disarray of the cabin. Doris crossed over to the desk and began to examine the scattered papers. She saw that nearly everything had been removed, but she hoped that in his haste to depart Mr. Jay had overlooked something of significance.


      To her disappointment the few papers which remained in the pigeonholes were worthless. LThey were mostly advertising folders.


      “I can’t find a thing,” she declared.


      “Nothing here either,” Kitty said. She had been looking through the drawer of the kitchen table. “Just a few scribbled notations on an old envelope.”


      “Let me see it!”


      “It’s worthless,” Kitty insisted, handing it over. “Just a grocery list, I believe.”


      Doris took one look at the envelope and then gave a cry of pleasure.


      “I’m sure this is written in Mr. Jay’s own hand!”


      “I suppose so,” Kitty admitted, wondering what was so exciting about that.


      Light dawned upon her, as Doris brought out the photograph of her uncle.


      “The signature on the back!” she cried.


      Doris turned the photograph over and compared the signature, which her uncle had scrawled there many years before, with the writing on the envelope.


      “They look the same to me!” she exclaimed. “What do the rest of you think?”


      The others had crowded about, eagerly studying the two specimens.


      “Jumping gazelles!” Marshmallow exploded. “They are the same!”


      “That is rather an unusual signature,” Mrs. Mallow suggested. “Very fine.”


      “A bold handwriting,” Dave commented. “The kind I like to see, too.”


      For a full minute the five stared at one another, unable to comprehend the full significance of the discovery. Doris was the first to recover from the shock.


      “Do you understand what this means?” she demanded intently. “My Uncle John Trent isn’t dead!”


      “Then you haven’t any fortune,” Kitty murmured.


      “Oh, what do I care about that, if my uncle is actually alive! I’m just as sure as anything that Mr. Jay is my uncle. How selfish he must have thought me, when I talked about the inheritance.”


      “No one could believe you were selfish,” Dave interposed.


      “Then why did Mr. Jay run away, when I tried to question him? I can’t understand that.”


      “It’s clear he didn’t want his identity known,” Mrs. Mallow said, “but why he should have hidden all these years is beyond me. He didn’t do anything to be ashamed of, did he, Doris?”


      “Nothing that I ever heard about. Of course, that affair with the Misses Gates must have troubled him considerably. Especially if he learned about the death of their father. I suppose if he were sensitive, he might have considered that he was indirectly responsible for the poor man’s death.”


      “Mr. Gates had always been troubled with his heart,” Mrs. Mallow observed. “That quarrel they had wasn’t really the cause of his death.”


      “No,” Doris admitted, “but I imagine my uncle blamed himself for it. Of course, he felt he could never face the Gates twins again after refusing to say which one he loved the better.”


      “It’s all a hopeless muddle,” Kitty sighed.


      The others were inclined to agree with her, but wanted to help Doris.


      “Surely,” argued Marshmallow, “something will turn up to straighten things out. Now that you know Mr. Jay is your uncle, and he is alive, it should be easy to find him.”


      “The trouble is,” interposed Mrs. Mallow, “that you’re not sure”


      “If only we can find Mr. Jay, we may be able to straighten everything out!” Doris declared, her eyes sparkling with excitement.


      “How can we find him, when we haven’t any idea where he went?” Kitty demanded.


      “He may have gone to Cloudy Cove. We’ll get the car out and go there as quickly as we can!”


      To think was to act with Doris, and she turned toward the door. She uttered a cry of astonishment, for there stood Ollie Weiser!


      “I didn’t hear your step on the porch!” she gasped, wondering how much of her affairs the man had overheard.


      “Guess you folks were making too much racket yourselves,” the magician grinned. “Why all the excitement, anyway?”


      “There isn’t any,” Dave retorted coldly, before Doris could answer.


      “I thought I’d throw a little party tonight,” Weiser announced, ignoring Dave’s thrust. “I want to celebrate my victory over that bloated hotel-keeper, you know. How about it, folks?, You’re all invited.”


      “Really, we can’t tonight,” Doris said hastily. “We have Some very important business which must be attended to at once.”


      She glanced suggestively toward the door, but the magician did not take the hint.


      “Business,” he repeated, smiling blandly. “That reminds me of something, Miss Force. How about that act of ours? Have you thought it over?” Dave had endeavored to keep his temper in check, but now it seemed to him that the magician was insulting Doris. Angrily he pushed forward, jerking away from Marshmallow’s restraining hand.


      “Say!” he muttered, eyeing Weiser with undisguised dislike. “Get this straight, will you? Doris isn’t going to have anything to do with any cheap two-for-a-quarter singing and dancing act! The sooner you get that through your head and clear out, the better we’ll all like it!”


      “You call my act cheap?” the magician demanded, standing his ground. “I’ll show you about that! Nobody can talk to me that way and get away with it.”


      He began to strip off his coat, and Dave, undaunted, followed his example. Marshmallow rushed forward and interposed himself between the two.


      “Lay off!” he ordered. “Can’t you see that you’re ruining Doris’s chance of finding her uncle?, You and your silly quarrels make me sick!” Abashed, Dave permitted himself to be hauled away from the battle line, but the magician continued to cast baleful glances upon him.


      “Please don’t quarrel,” Doris begged. “Marshmallow is right. We must all work together or my trip to Cloudy Cove will have been in vain.”


      “I’m sorry,” Dave muttered, extending his hand to Weiser. “It was my fault.”


      The magician hesitated, then accepted it, smiling broadly.


      “No, it was mine. I guess I had my nerve blundering in here.”


      “Now don’t start arguing about whose fault it is,” Marshmallow interrupted brutally. “We must be on our way, or we’ll never find Mr. Jay.”


      “Is that who you are after?” Ollie questioned in surprise.


      “Yes,” Doris informed him quickly, “but we don’t know where he went. It’s of the utmost importance that we find him at once.”


      “Why didn’t you tell me what all the excitement was about?” the magician demanded. “I could have saved you all this mental anguish under which you are now laboring.”


      He struck a pose, enjoying to the full the attention which he commanded.


      “As it happens, I saw your friend, Mr. Jay, not half an hour ago, but by this time I judge he is beyond your reach!”


      CHAPTER XXIV


      The Chase


      “You saw Mr. Jay!” Doris exclaimed. “Where?”


      “In Cloudy Cove,” Ollie Weiser informed her. “He was standing at the corner waiting for the Thor Bay bus, or at least I suppose he was, for he had a suitcase in his hand.”


      “The Thor bus goes straight to the steamship dock, doesn’t it?” Doris demanded tensely.


      The magician assented, adding:


      “There’s a steamship leaving about this time, too. I think it’s due to pull out about seven forty-five.”


      “What time is it now?” Doris asked. “Seven-twenty,” Dave responded, looking at his watch. “If Mr. Jay took that bus, we’ll be too late to catch him. We can’t get to the bay before the steamer leaves.”


      “We have twenty-five minutes!” Doris cried. “We must try to catch him!”


      Still clutching the photograph and the bit of envelope, Doris ran from the cabin, followed by the others. Marshmallow had left his car standing in the open and the young people piled into it.


      “Go on without me,” Mrs. Mallow called, for she had been unable to run as rapidly as the others. “Oh! I hope you make it in time!”


      Marshmallow had taken the wheel, Doris and Dave crowding into the front seat beside him. Kitty and Ollie Weiser, not to be left behind, climbed into the back.


      “I’ll bet the pesky thing won’t start,” Marshmallow muttered as he stepped on the starter.


      For a wonder it did. In spite of its age, the car still had considerable pep, and Marshmallow knew how to make it perform to the best advantage. The engine roared loudly, the fenders rattled, but, had the car boasted a speedometer, it would have disclosed the fact that the state speed law was being broken.


      “Didn’t think the old buggy had it in her!” Marshmallow exclaimed.


      “Do be careful!” Kitty warned. “We don’t want to land in the ditch!”


      At times the car did waver in the road, but, as Marshmallow later boasted, he always managed to keep it between the fence posts. Anxiously, Doris watched the time.


      “How far is it to the dock?” she questioned. “Must be all of fifteen miles,” Weiser told her. “Then we’ll never make it!”


      In a few minutes they came within sight of the bay and followed it southward. The road was congested with motorists who were out for pleasure, and Marshmallow was forced to reduce the speed.


      “This settles it,” he groaned. “Unless that boat is late in leaving the dock, we haven’t a chance.”


      The steamship dock was located on the bay near the city of Ashlow. As they caught a glimpse of the lights, Doris looked again at her watch. It was twenty, minutes to eight!


      “Oh, Marshmallow,” she pleaded, “can’t you go a little faster? We have only five minutes.”


      “This is the best she’ll do,” Marshmallow returned grimly. “We’re going so fast now, I’m afraid everything will fall to pieces.”


      Doris kept her eyes fastened on the dial of Dave’s watch. Just as the car entered the outskirts of Ashlow, she sank back dispiritedly against the cushions.


      “It’s no use,” she said quietly, trying to hide her disappointment. “The time is up.”


      “Maybe we can make it yet,” Marshmallow insisted. “We haven’t heard the steamship whistle.” Even as he spoke, a loud, mournful blast sounded from the direction of the dock.


      “There she goes!” Dave exclaimed. “She’s just pulling out!”


      Doris was too disappointed to offer any comment. She felt that if Mr. Jay succeeded in getting away, she would never be able to locate him again. The mystery would remain forever unsolved.


      A few minutes later Marshmallow found the street leading to the waterfront, but by that time everyone had given up hope. As the car came within sight of the dock, Doris and her friends saw that the steamship was far out from land.


      “Maybe we can rent a motorboat and overtake her,” Ollie suggested.


      “That’s a mighty good idea,” Dave approved, forgetting his bitterness toward the magician. He sprang from the car and helped the girls to alight.


      The five raced to the waterfront, but could not find a motorboat in the vicinity. As they stood gazing hopelessly after the vanishing steamer, they were so discouraged and heartsick that they did not immediately notice the bus which was standing nearby. Kitty was the first to call attention to it.


      “I’ll question the driver and find out if a man answering Mr. Jay’s description, boarded the steamer,” Doris said rather listlessly.


      She crossed over to the bus, the others at her heels. In response to her question the driver smiled.


      “I reckon that man was one of the passengers, all right, Miss, but he didn’t get on the steamer. We had a breakdown on the road and didn’t pull in here more than three or four minutes ahead of your car. Most of the passengers are over there at the station waiting for the next boat.”


      “What a lucky break!” Dave exclaimed as they all hurried toward the station. “We’ll surely find him now.”


      However, a search of the waiting passengers did not disclose Mr. Jay. At last Doris ventured to ask one of the men if he had seen the old miser.


      “I think he took his baggage and went toward the city,” the stranger informed her politely. “He seemed quite disturbed because he had missed his boat.”


      “We may catch him yet!” Doris declared, thanking the gentleman for the information.


      They all hurried back to the car, but as Marshmallow started the motor, he looked inquiringly at Doris.


      “I haven’t much of an idea in which direction to go,” she admitted in perplexity. “I suppose our best chance is to look for him in the main part of the city.”


      “He may have gone to a restaurant to get something to eat,” Kitty suggested hopefully.


      Five minutes later the car approached the main part of the city, and Marshmallow selected the most important business street. He drove slowly, permitting the others to scan the faces of the pedestrians.


      “I’m afraid it’s a hopeless task,” Doris sighed, “but as long as there is any chance of our finding him, we must keep searching.”


      There was a further delay, while gasoline was put into the car. As they drove on down the street, Dave said:


      “Let’s stop in front of this restaurant. I’ll go inside and look around. It’s possible he stopped here.”


      Marshmallow halted the car at the curb and Dave vanished inside the eating place. Through the plate-glass window the others could see him talking to the cashier.


      “If we don’t find Mr. Jay here, there’s one thing we can do,” Doris said thoughtfully, “and that is to camp by the dock. We can catch him when he comes to take the next boat.”


      “Yes, but he may be afraid someone will follow him and take a train or a bus out of the city,” Marshmallow returned gloomily.


      “We might separate,” suggested Kitty, “and look at these different places.”


      Dave came out just then to report that no one answering Mr. Jay’s description had been seen there. He climbed into the car and they drove on again, stopping at the next restaurant a block farther down the street.


      “I’m afraid we’re just wasting time,” Doris commented, while they were waiting for Dave. “I think it’s useless to—” She broke off suddenly.


      Her attention had been attracted to a well-dressed, smooth-shaven man who had just at that moment stepped out of a barber shop which adjoined the restaurant. Doris was certain she had never seen him before, yet there was something strangely familiar about his appearance. It was not until he started down the street that she noted the peculiar walk and stoop to the shoulders.


      “Look!” she cried tensely. “Isn’t that Mr. Jay?”


      “It is!” Kitty exclaimed. “He looks like a different person!”


      Doris did not hesitate. Springing from the car, she ran after the man, indifferent to the stares of passersby.


      “Wait!” she called.


      The man turned his head, and as Doris looked squarely into his face she was certain that she was not mistaken. It was indeed Mr. Jay!


      For an instant she thought that the old man intended to run away, for an expression of alarm and panic passed over his face. As he hesitated uncertainly, she rushed up to him.


      “Oh, you mustn’t run away!” she cried, catching him impulsively by the arm. “Come back to the car. I must talk with you, and we can’t here, for people are staring.”


      “I—I’m in a hurry,” the old miser protested. “I’m going away.”


      “I can’t let you go. Not until I have explained everything. Then, if you insist upon leaving, I won’t try to keep you.”


      By this time Doris’s friends had gathered about the two, and Dave, returning from the restaurant, joined the group on the street. Mr. Jay looked from one to the other, as shamefaced as a culprit caught in a dishonorable act. As a matter of fact, he had been attempting to get away from Cloudy Cove without having his identity discovered. He had hoped that by changing his appearance, he could avoid detection.


      Doris, seeing that the old man was not to be persuaded, determined upon a bold stroke.


      “It’s useless to pretend,” she said gently. “I know that you are my Uncle John Trent!”


      A frightened look came into the eyes of the miser. His wrinkled hands shook.


      “You can’t know,” he murmured brokenly. “You can’t know.”


      “But I do! I have positive proof.” Doris brought out the photograph and pointed to the miser’s signature on the back. “Here is my uncle’s handwriting, and if you compare it with the writing on this old envelope, you will see that they are in the same hand!”


      Mr. Jay stared hard at the photograph, and all at once his pose fell away. His shoulders drooped, his head sank low against his chest; he became, in effect, a tired, beaten old man, long buffeted about by an unkind world.


      For just a moment Doris thought that perhaps she had made a dreadful mistake—that probably she was doing an injustice to this man.


      Almost at once, however, she reassured herself.


      “Aren’t you my uncle?” she pleaded.


      “Yes, it’s no use to pretend,” he murmured in a voice scarcely audible, “I am John Trent!”


      CHAPTER XXV


      A Satisfactory Solution


      “Oh, I knew it! I knew it!” Doris cried. “After you ran away this afternoon I was just sure that you were my own uncle. Come with us to the car.”


      The old man shook his head and hung back. Doris saw a tear trickle down his cheek.


      “No, I must go away. You don’t understand—there are things I can’t explain.”


      “You need not explain anything,” Doris told him gently. “I understand everything. You must come with me back to Chilton and perhaps later to Locked Gates.”


      “Locked Gates,” her uncle echoed hollowly.


      Doris bit her lip at her own thoughtlessness, just when she was trying to be particularly tactful. How inconsiderate of her, she thought, to remind him of the very thing which had driven him away. Undoubtedly, John Trent knew as well as she, that the Misses Gates had locked the front entrance of their property following the unfortunate affair. In reality, the Locked Gates were a symbol—a reminder that the Gates twins had locked their hearts against their former lover.


      “I can’t go back—there,” the old man murmured. “It is best that I fade completely out of sight. No one cares for me any more—”


      “Why, Uncle John, we all love you and want you back,” Doris assured him.


      “But Azalea and Iris—”


      “I feel sure they have forgiven you everything, although I can’t believe it was your fault that things went wrong. You should never have gone away, Uncle John. You should have faced the situation.”


      The old man avoided Doris’s eyes.


      “I realize it now, but it’s too late to rectify my mistake.”


      “But it isn’t,” Doris assured him firmly. “Please come with us.”


      John Trent made no response, yet when his niece took him gently by the arm, he went with her to the car. On the way back to the camp Doris and her friends wisely refrained from discussing the topic which was so painful to Doris’s newly found relative. However, once he was comfortably established in Mrs. Mallow’s sitting room he reverted of his own accord to the previous conversation.


      “I’ve come to the conclusion that you are right, Doris,” he said, speaking her name rather shyly. “I have been foolish all these years to hide away from the world.”


      “Then you will go back with us to Chilton?” his niece questioned eagerly.


      Mr. Trent hesitated.


      “I’ll do anything you ask, Doris, but I’d rather wait about going back. I don’t feel as though I could face things just yet.”


      “I understand,” Doris said quietly, “and I won’t urge you to, although we do so want you with us at Chilton. Whenever you are ready to come, you know we shall be waiting.”


      She had thought it best not to show her uncle the ruby ring “which the Misses Gates had given her, for she was not certain how the sight of it would affect him. She longed to ask him whether the engagement ring had been intended for Azalea or Iris, but she hesitated to put the thought into the form of a question.


      “There are a great many things I must explain,” Mr. Trent said, appearing to read a part of what was in her mind. “It doesn’t seem to me I can tell the story now, but perhaps later I can make you [understand my side of the affair.”


      “Don’t try to tell us anything now,” Doris said, smiling kindly. “There will be plenty of time after you have joined us at Chilton.”


      She felt confident that her uncle would not run away again, and in this belief she was correct. As the reader will learn in the next volume of the series, John Trent was to keep his promise and rejoin his friends. Further adventures were to unite him with the Gates sisters, Azalea and Iris.


      “What was it you were saying to me this afternoon about an inheritance?” Mr. Trent asked his niece, a twinkle in his eye.


      “It’s true I had designs on your fortune,” Doris laughed, “but I’d much rather have an uncle than an inheritance.”


      “From what you told me I judge you need money,” Mr. Trent persisted.


      “Oh, I always need money. My music lessons take such a lot, and then of course I have to go to school. How fortunate it was I didn’t give McDermott the amount he wanted.”


      “McDermott?” her uncle questioned.


      “Yes, the lawyer who drew up your will. When I appealed to him for aid in settling up the Estate, he said it would be necessary to advance a fee.”


      “Why, the old scalawag! He must have been trying to cheat you!”


      “Who is a scalawag?” a genial voice demanded at the door.


      Everyone turned to see Mr. Baker beaming in upon them. He drew up a chair, for by this time he felt very well acquainted with his tenants. Doris explained that they were speaking of the lawyer.


      “McDermott has a reputation for shady deals,”


      Mr. Baker informed them, “but this is the first time anyone ever caught him in anything.”


      “We haven’t really caught him yet,” Doris observed.


      “Perhaps not, but you know enough to make it very unpleasant for him. If I were you, I’d let on you know more about him than you do.”


      “What would you advise?”


      “Why not call him on the telephone? Pretend that you have proof he has handled your uncle’s affairs dishonestly. Let me see, didn’t you tell me that crook, Joe Jeffery, was in league with someone here in Cloudy Cove?”


      “Your memory is unusually good tonight,” Doris smiled.


      “I guess I can still remember a few things. Well, I have it! Tell McDermott you have proof that he and Joe Jeffery were scheming to get your uncle’s property.”


      “It would only be a bluff.”


      “Of course. But you never can tell how McDermott will take it. Why not try?”


      “All right, I will,” Doris announced with sudden determination. “I’ll telephone his house this minute.”


      She went to the telephone and after a brief wait was connected with the lawyer. She had not dared hope that her accusations would be considered seriously, yet more to humor Mr. Baker than for any other reason, she linked Joe Jeffery’s name with that of McDermott. There was a long silence at the other end of the wire and then a cold voice hissed:


      “It’s a lie! I never saw Joe Jeffery in my life, let alone having had anything to do with him!” Before Doris could respond, the click of a receiver told her that McDermott had hung up.


      “Oh, well, it was only a random shot,” Mr. Baker said, when she repeated the conversation.


      “He did seem dreadfully disturbed, especially when I mentioned Jeffery.”


      “Why not drop around and confront him in his office tomorrow morning?” Dave asked.


      The others agreed that the suggestion was an excellent one, so it was decided that they would all go together to McDermott’s office early the following day. John Trent declared that he, too, would accompany Doris, for he wished to have a private talk with the lawyer.


      As the hour was late, Mr. Baker said goodnight and left for Cloudy Cove, accompanied by Ollie Weiser. A little later John Trent took his departure, after promising to come back to the cabin for breakfast.


      “You don’t thinlc there’s any danger he’ll try to run away again?” Kitty asked anxiously, after the old man had left.


      “I’m sure he’ll keep his promise,” Doris said.


      “You know, I thought tonight he seemed happier than he has since we came here.”


      “Yes, he did, Doris. And what a difference clothes make! Why, he’s quite handsome!”


      “I hope I’m not going to have a rival,” Marshmallow, who had heard the last remark, broke in. “We don’t want to have another Weiser-Chamberlin affair to deal with.”


      “Say, lay off, will you?” Dave growled. “That fellow was a real help tonight, so I’m willing to let bygones be bygones.”


      The young men went to their own cabin next door, still bantering good-naturedly. Doris and Kitty retired at once, but, instead of sleeping, they lay awake discussing all that had happened.


      “Such a night!” Doris sighed blissfully. “And to think I’ve acquired another uncle!”


      “He’s crazy about you, Dory. You can tell by the way he looks at you.”


      “I like him a lot, too, Kitty. He’s had such an unhappy life. I hope I can make it up to him in some way. You know, I didn’t dare tell him about the ruby ring, because I was afraid he’d feel hurt if he knew the twins had given it away.”


      “There will be plenty of time later on,” Kitty assured her. “Aren’t you just dying to learn why he hid the ring under the rose bush, and which one of the twins he really loved?”


      “That’s only the start of what I want to know,”


      Doris confessed just before she fell asleep. “If we’re only patient, I think we shall find out, for Uncle John has promised he will tell the entire story.”


      Early the next morning Doris and her friends, including Mr. Baker and John Trent, hurried to Frank McDermott’s office, there to demand an explanation of his actions. To their surprise they found the place in disarray and the stenographer was just putting on her wraps to leave.


      “The office is closed,” she announced in response to Doris’s inquiry. “Mr. McDermott left town late last night and said he wouldn’t be back.”


      “Skipped out!” Dave exclaimed.


      “He didn’t pay two weeks’ wages that he owed me,” the stenographer informed them. “I’ll probably never get my money now.”


      She went out, leaving Doris and the others staring blankly after her.


      “Let’s take a look at the inside office,” Mr. Baker suggested.


      A casual glance disclosed that the room had been hurriedly vacated. The desk had been cleaned out and papers were scattered over the floor.


      “It looks to me as though that bluff of ours was pretty effective,” Mr. Baker commented dryly. “Like as not he was trying to get Mr. Trent’s property.”


      In this guess Mr. Baker was correct. Frank McDermott had been involved in many unscrupulous dealings, and it had seemed an easy matter to him to steal the contents of John Trent’s safe deposit box. With Joe Jeffery he had concocted the plot against the Misses Gates, revealed in the first volume of the series, but the news of Jeffery’s imprisonment made him uneasy. When Doris accused him of having had a part in the affair, lie jumped to the conclusion that his former pal had confessed everything. He had hastily gathered his possessions together and fled.


      “I wonder if the rascal got away with my money?” John Trent asked with a troubled frown. “If he did, I’ll track him down, if it’s the last thing I do!”


      A visit to the bank disclosed that the safe deposit box had not been touched. In his haste to depart, McDermott had not dared to wait until the bank opened in the mornings Doris’s vacation at Cloudy Cove was nearly ended, but the few days which remained were most pleasantly spent. The young people swam, played tennis, golfed and fished. Doris spent a great deal of time in the company of her uncle and the two became close friends. John Trent lost his self-conscious manner and became almost jovial. He spent money freely, taking his niece and her friends to many shows and entertainments.


      “Imagine calling him a miser!” Kitty laughed.


      “Why, he’s the most generous man I ever knew.”


      At last the day of their departure arrived. Doris and Kitty packed their things, said goodbye to their Cloudy Cove acquaintances, and prepared to entrain for Chilton. Mrs. Mallow was to accompany them, while Dave and Marshmallow planned to spend one more day in Cloudy Cove before starting for home.


      Together with John Trent they went to the station to bid Mrs. Mallow and the girls goodbye.


      “It certainly has been an exciting vacation,” Kitty declared, as they stood waiting for the train. “I’ll remember it all my life.”


      “So shall I,” Mr. Trent smiled, looking at Doris.


      Quietly he slipped something into her hand. She gazed down in surprise, as she saw that it was a hundred-dollar bill.


      “For your music,” her uncle said. “Just a little token of my appreciation.”


      Doris tried to protest, but Mr. Trent refused to listen. As the train rumbled into the station, she thanked him for the gift and kissed him goodbye.


      “Do I get one, too?” Dave demanded impudently.


      “Please drive carefully going back to Chilton,” Mrs. Mallow warned her son.


      Marshmallow was squeezing Kitty’s hand, and did not hear her.


      Little did these adventurous young people know what exciting times awaited them as they were obliged to go West soon after their arrival home, as related in the next volume entitled, Doris Force at Raven Rock; Or, Uncovering the Secret Oil Well.


      As soon as the girls had taken seats in the train, they raised a window.


      “You’re certainly a real detective, Doris,” Marshmallow grinned as the train began to move slowly. “There’s another job waiting for you when you get back to Chilton.”


      “What’s that?” Doris called.


      “Finding the man who sold me that stolen car!”

    

  


  
    
      DORIS FORCE AT RAVEN ROCK, by Julia K. Duncan


      CHAPTER I


      An Arrival and a Robbery


      Doris Force was hastening down the shaded street toward her home. With bronze curls tossing and deep blue eyes flashing, she was a picture as she waved toward a car which had just pulled up to the curb in front of her home.


      “Kitty! Kitty, you dear old thing!”


      Doris’s rich soprano voice, raised in excited greeting, was heard by her arriving chum, Kitty Norris.


      Turning from the solicitous attentions of a stout youth who was helping her from an automobile, in itself something to look at twice by virtue of its obvious age and gaudy hue, Kitty Norris dashed down the street to meet her friend. The two girls embraced, Doris dropping her precious music roll, the better, as she put it, “to get a good grip on you again, Kitty!”


      “I would have been at the station to meet you,” Doris explained, “but my singing teacher did not have a free hour to substitute for mine—and there is no way of telling how long we shall be away in the wild and woolly West. Are you all prepared for our journey? Oh, what a lovely dress, Kitty!” she added admiringly, holding her chum at arm’s length in order to get a better look at her.


      The two girls made a picture any artist might admire as they walked toward the house arm in arm, chatting gaily. “Marshmallow” Mallow was no artist, except when it came to composing menus, but he had appreciation enough for an academy of painters as he watched the girls approach, a suitcase in his right fist and a stylish grip-sack in his left.


      “I had a real job coaxing Marshmallow to meet you in my place,” Doris laughed as the girls came up to the youth, who had brought Kitty from the station.


      “She argued all of two seconds by the clock,” grinned Marshmallow, his chubby face dimpling. “Lead the way, Doris. These bags are heavy. I do believe Kitty has brought an armory of guns to slay redskins with.”


      “A little exercise will help you work up an appetite and you won’t have to take your tonic,” Doris said with mock gravity. Even Kitty laughed, for Marshmallow’s ability to eat six full course meals, not including in-between snacks, amounted to pure genius.


      Groaning and puffing with vast pretense Marshmallow followed the girls up the flagstone walk to the pleasant house his mother owned, and a part of which she rented to Wardell Force, Doris’s uncle and guardian, for their home.


      Before the trio reached the door they were halted by a shout from the street.


      A tall, keen-eyed young man, his face bronzed by sun and wind, vaulted the hedge and ran up to join them.


      “Hello, everybody! Hello, Kitty! Welcome back to Chilton,” he cried. “Say, but I have great news, Doris!”


      “Hello, Dave Chamberlin!” laughed Kitty. “How’s the air these days?”


      Dave was an aviation student, already the proud possessor of a private flying license but toiling to amass the experience which would qualify him for a commercial pilot’s certificate. Both girls had been his passengers on flights in borrowed planes which their owners did not hesitate to entrust to the youth, for his skill in the air was as great as Marshmallow’s was with a roast chicken on a plate.


      “Great news, Dave?”


      Doris prompted the young flyer, who had been grinning wordlessly at her, deep admiration in his eyes.


      “Grand and glorious news! It’s a coincidence, and no mistake,” he said, thoughtfully. “You can just cancel those reservations on the train!”


      “What’s the matter?” Marshmallow cried, disappointment written all over his face. “Has something turned up so we don’t have to go out West?”


      “No, no!” Dave laughed. “But you won’t have to crawl across the continent in any old slow-poke mile-a-minute choo choo! You’re flying!”


      “Flying!” chorused the three.


      “Yes, ladies and—er, gentleman,” Dave laughed. “Of all the luck! Pete Speary is taking a big trimotor cabin ship to—guess where! No, don’t guess! To Raven Rock!”


      “What has that to do with us?” Marshmallow demanded.


      “He’ll take us with him!” Dave began to hop around in motions that were a cross between an Indian war-dance and an Irish jig. “He’s taking me as mechanic, and you all as ballast!”


      “Yee-ow!”


      Marshmallow dropped the luggage and did a dance of his own that shook the porch.


      “What is—is anybody hurt? Why, Kitty! How are you?”


      The questions came from a pleasant-faced woman with graying hair who suddenly appeared in the doorway.


      “What has happened to Marshall? Did a wasp sting him?”


      “Oh, no, Mrs. Mallow,” Doris laughed. “Dave just brought us amazing news. A great big cabin plane is leaving Plainfield for Raven Rock, of all places, in a few days, and we are invited to fly West!”


      “Fly—all the 2,000 miles?” Mrs. Mallow exclaimed. “Why, I haven’t even flown a city block in all my life. No, I think I want that life to last considerably longer.”


      “Oh, Mother!” Marshmallow howled. “Don’t throw a monkey wrench into the best luck we ever had.”


      “I think our trip will be dangerous enough,” Mrs. Mallow said. “A great deal depends on us —at least, on Doris. Why should we take unnecessary risks?”


      “Risks!” snorted Marshmallow. “Why, there is—”


      “At least we need not discuss it here on the porch,” Mrs. Mallow exclaimed. “Come in, Dave. Kitty, you must be tired and dusty. Marshall will carry your bags to Doris’s room.”


      “Wait here and try to convince Mrs. Mallow, Dave,” Doris commanded her friend in a whisper as she led her guest upstairs. “I will be right down.”


      Indeed, she was on Marshmallow’s heels a moment later, and the two settled themselves to listen to Dave quoting endless statistics to prove to Mrs. Mallow that flying was far less dangerous than doing ordinary housework.


      “I wish you could see the ships rolling in and out of a big airport, Mrs. Mallow,” he said earnestly. “All day long one can see huge transport planes coming in from the Pacific coast, from Canada, from Florida, just like trains.


      “There are waiting rooms and crowds of people no more excited than if they were taking the ferry to the Statue of Liberty. Red Caps are putting baggage in the planes and taking it out, men and women and little children land fresh as daisies not even hungry for supper, although they had lunch in a place six hundred miles away!”


      “I’m going to take some sandwiches, just the same,” Marshmallow murmured.


      At this juncture Kitty entered the room, having refreshed herself after her journey. Although not as strikingly pretty as her chum and schoolmate Doris, Kitty was attractive enough to command attention anywhere. Indeed, with affected indifference, Marshmallow was not long in sauntering across the room to a seat beside her on the davenport.


      “I know, I guess I am old-fashioned,” Mrs. Mallow admitted. “But the thought of rushing through the clouds almost clear across the United States makes me uneasy.”


      “The plane is brand-new, Mrs. Mallow, but it has been tested under all sorts of conditions,” Dave went on. “Pete did everything but fly her upside down this morning. He told me she almost flies herself.”


      “Who is this Pete?” Mrs. Mallow asked cautiously.


      “Pete? Why, Pete Speary!” Dave seemed surprised to find someone who did not know Pete. “He has flown thousands of hours with never an accident except when he was shot down in the World War.”


      “Oh, a war aviator!” Doris exclaimed. “How thrilling! Is he a hero, a real ace?”


      “Ye-es.” Dave showed a trace of jealousy in his voice. “He was in the famous Rochambeau Escadrille before we entered the war. He was only seventeen then. He became a captain in the American Air Forces, and on top of that he joined the Pulaski Escadrille of American aviators who enlisted to help the Polish Republic fight off the Bolsheviki.


      “A hero? Why, he has dozens of medals. He was shot down in flames three times, and brought down thirty enemy planes!”


      “I’m just dying to meet him!” Doris cried.


      “And so am I!” exclaimed Kitty. “You will consent, Mrs. Mallow, won’t you?” begged the girl earnestly.


      “Huh, he must be kind of old by now,” Marshmallow grunted, uneasy at Kitty’s enthusiasm. “Yes, he has a lot of gray hairs,” Dave said with obvious satisfaction. “And half of his face was rebuilt on account of wounds he received from the enemy.”


      “Oh, dear!” Mrs. Mallow cried. “I could not trust us all to a man in that condition, and one who is so ruthless and warlike!”


      “Mother!” Marshmallow groaned. “You do think up the queerest things to be afraid of.”


      “I don’t think that queer,” Mrs. Mallow replied firmly. “But perhaps it is not kind to judge another’s misfortune.”


      “Then you really will let us go in the airplane?” Marshmallow shouted.


      “No-o, I’m not sure,” Mrs. Mallow said. “Please, please say yes,” the others begged. “Let Marsh drive you to the airport to look at the ship, Mrs. Mallow,” suggested Dave.


      “I know nothing about them,” Mrs. Mallow replied. “That would not help me to decide. However, I will talk it over with Mr. Rorce. If he can see no objections, I will try to overcome my timidity.”


      “Whoops!” yelled Marshmallow. “Hooray!”


      “I can’t wait until Uncle Wardell comes home,” beamed Doris. “It’s only three o’clock—two hours to wait!”


      “No, he will be early today,” Mrs. Mallow said. “In fact, he should have been here before now. He has been at Lawyer Higgins’s office since lunch time going over the details of our errand at Raven Rock, and to get the all-important deeds to the property out there.”


      “Doesn’t that sound thrilling?” Kitty asked, giving a little shiver of delight. “Oh, what an adventure to be party to!”


      Mrs. Mallow excused herself and returned to the kitchen to supervise preparations for the evening meal.


      The four youthful companions searched the bookcases for atlases, and were absorbed in studying maps and computing distances when the telephone rang.


      “I’ll answer it,” Marshmallow sighed. “Gosh, imagine flying over the Mississippi!”


      He went into the hall where the telephone was insistently ringing, while the rest studied the charts as if the trip were to be a circumnavigation of the earth via the two Poles.


      A sharp exclamation from Marshmallow made them sit bolt upright.


      “Doris, it’s your uncle,” Marshmallow said, his eyes wide with concern. “Something’s happened!”


      “Has he been hurt?” cried the girl, flying to the telephone and snatching the receiver. “Uncle Ward! Hello? Hello?”


      “Doris?”


      The familiar deep voice came reassuringly over the wire, but the message it conveyed was so startling that for a moment the girl had to lean against the wall for support.


      “Doris, this is Uncle Wardell. I am at the Plainfield police station. In the hallway of the office building I was struck down from behind and the important papers were stolen from me. No, I am not badly hurt—a big bump and a small cut. But the deeds to the property at Raven Rock are gone! And so are the robbers!”


      CHAPTER II


      No Time to Lose


      “Marshmallow! Get the car started!” shouted Doris as she hung up the receiver, but still grasped the instrument as if for support.


      “He’s outside starting the car now,” Dave answered. “What’s the trouble?”


      “Is your uncle hurt?” demanded Kitty.


      “Yes—robbed!”


      Doris dashed out of the door and ran to the curb, where Marshmallow’s car was throbbing and shaking as if only the strength of its driver could prevent it from rising straight into the air.


      “He’s at Police Headquarters,” the girl gasped.


      Marshmallow let in the clutch and the venerable car leaped forward six feet and came to a dead stop.


      “Gee, the old bus always acts like this in an emergency,” muttered the stout youth as he ground his heel into the starter button. The car responded with an angry whine, but no motion.


      The car’s balkiness, however, had given Dave and Kitty time in which to catch up with their friends.


      “Here, put her in high gear and I’ll push,” Dave shouted to Marshmallow. “Keep your clutch out until I yell ready!”


      Beneath the thrust of Dave’s strong shoulders the ancient automobile rolled along the street. As it gained momentum the youth commanded “Contact!” and sprinted for the running-board.


      The car jolted crazily as the gears meshed, and then the decrepit motor roared into life. Marshmallow pressed the accelerator to the floor and the four friends were soon careening toward the city of Plainfield, of which Chilton was the chief suburb. “Tell us what it’s all about, Doris,” Dave urged. “I don’t know myself, except that Uncle was struck and robbed of documents concerning which we were going out West,” Doris responded. “Ohs hurry, Marshmallow!”


      “Doing twenty-eight now,” shouted the driver. “That’s top speed for this locomotive, and eight miles over the limit at that.”


      By manipulating spark and choke throttles he did manage to swing the speedometer dial past the thirty mark, an accomplishment which so delighted Marshmallow that he forgot for the moment how serious his mission was.


      He also forgot the existence of a traffic signal which flashed to red while the car was yet twenty yards from the crossing.


      As the automobile dashed across the intersection to a chorus of squealing brakes and indignant horns, a grim-faced motorcycle policeman kicked the starter of his machine and started in pursuit.


      “Hey, young feller! I saw you go past that light!” the officer yelled as he drew abreast of the car. “I’m sick of you youngsters trying to set new speed records and I’ll make an example of you. Follow me to headquarters!”


      With these words, he roared ahead of the automobile, sounding his siren.


      Marshmallow’s round face was white with alarm, but his natural pinkness soon returned and a smile creased his lips.


      “Some style to us, getting a police escort!” he laughed. “We’re still doing thirty, and look at the traffic scatter for us!”


      The imposing motorcade drew up before Police Headquarters in record time. To the policeman’s amazement the four occupants of the car dashed past him up the steps and into the building, Doris leading the way. He was not far behind, however.


      A headquarters’ sergeant barred the way of the impatient quartet.


      “Where are yez goin’ in sech a hurry, now?”


      “I’ve arrested ’em, Casey!” panted the motorcycle man, bursting through the doors. “Racing past a red light.”


      “Faith, Wheelock, and I nivver saw sich eager pr-risoners in me twinty years on the for-rce,” the sergeant boomed.


      Doris spoke up. “My uncle was robbed and hurt. He is in this building somewhere. Please take us to him.”


      “Is Wardell Force your uncle, me lass?” the sergeant demanded. “Come this way, thin. And be on your way, Wheelock. This puts a diff’rent light on the matter. Case dismissed, d’yez hear me?”


      “Yes, Sergeant,” Wheelock assented, and turned to the door without another word.


      “Not that passin’ red lights is any joke,” said the sergeant as he guided the four through the corridors. “And not that bein’ kinfolk of prominent people is any excuse for br-reakin’ the law. But these is ixtinuary circumstances. Here’s the chief av detictives’ office and your uncle is inside.” Casey rapped at a plain oak door and without waiting for a reply threw it open.


      Doris darted in first.


      “Uncle Wardell! You are hurt badly!”


      Mr. Force rose from the leather armchair he had been occupying. His head was swathed in bandages, yet he walked steadily toward his niece.


      “Not at all,” he exclaimed with a brave attempt at a laugh. “Just a bump.”


      The stout, ruddy-faced man with whom Mr. Force had been conferring arose and put a huge freckled hand on Doris’s shoulder.


      “He’s telling the truth, Miss,” he said. “You have nothing to worry about. It’s my worry to get the papers back that were stolen, and I think we shall do it.”


      “Bother the old papers,” Doris exclaimed, hugging the man who had been both father and mother to her almost ever since she could remember.


      “Oh, Mrs. Mallow! She’ll be worried!” the girl cried suddenly. “We all rushed out of the house without telling her a thing.”


      “I’ll call her up,” Marshmallow volunteered. “Never mind,” Mr. Force suggested. “Just start right back for home. I’ll go along, and we can tell her in person almost as soon as you could by ’phone.


      “Good bye, Chief,” he addfed, turning to that individual. “I know you’ll do your best.”


      “The description you gave us of the robbers has already been received in every nearby city, Mr. Force,” the chief said. “And our men will go through Plainfield with a dragnet. If they are here, we’ll get them.”


      “Thank you,” Mr. Force said. “Come, folks. Let’s be on our way.”


      Back in the peace and comfort of the Mallow homestead Mr. Force leaned his aching head upon the softest cushion in the house and told the story of his misadventure.


      “As I left Mr. Higgins’s office,” he said, “I nearly bumped into two men standing by the door.


      One was tall and heavily built, the other was of medium height.


      “Are you Mr. Force?” one of them asked.


      “I replied that I was, and with that the tall one said, ‘This is the hombre, Wolf!’ and pinned my arms to my sides. I felt a sickening blow on the back of my head that left me stunned.”


      “How dreadful!” interjected Doris.


      “The next thing I knew,” her uncle continued, “I was trying to raise myself from the floor. My briefcase was gone and my coat pockets rifled. The men must have worked at lightning speed, for they were gone.”


      Doris gently readjusted the pillows, and made her uncle as comfortable as possible.


      “Did they get all your money?” Dave asked. “Not a cent! It was not money they were after,” Mr. Force said. “The deeds to the ranch property at Raven Rock are gone!”


      “Oh, the poor Gates twins!” Doris cried soberly. At this point it might be well for us to recall Doris Force’s previous adventures that have brought to the point of flying to the Southwest this girl, whose greatest ambition was to become a singer in grand opera.


      Doris was an orphan, and until she unexpectedly spent some time at the home of the Gates twins, as recounted in the first volume of this series, “Doris Force at Locked Gates,” she had believed Uncle Wardell to be her only living relative. The twins, maiden ladies of past middle age, had made themselves known to Doris through a note inviting her to visit them at their old-fashioned mansion, Locked Gates, in a town some distance away.


      There Doris had met a man who claimed to be a cousin, son of a maternal uncle, John Trent. John Trent had once been a suitor for the hand of one of the Gates girls, but which one not even they had ever learned. After a quarrel with their father, who died suddenly a few days afterward, John Trent had gone away and had never been heard of again until his alleged son had made himself known to the spinsters, under pretence of procuring a fortune left to them by his father.


      How Doris exposed the faker and saved for the old ladies a fortune which they had long held but never suspected is told in the first book, but those adventures were but the beginning of a chain of events.


      Doris, with a valuable ruby ring as a souvenir of her days at Locked Gates, set out to learn the identity and true fate of her newly-acquired uncle. There was excitement enough and plenty of fun, as readers will recall, experienced in “Doris Forge at Cloudy Cove,” which is the title of the volume telling how this girl did find her uncle and reclaim him from years of life as a hermit.


      Both John Trent and the father of the Gates twins had invested in property in the Southwest a generation ago when land was cheap. Mr. Force had persuaded Trent and the sisters to establish their claims to the land, realizing that the passing years had increased its value manifold.


      The task of establishing the titles and the more responsible work of trying to dispossess such squatters as might have taken up their abode on the land was to be undertaken by Doris, with the help of her loyal friends.


      Kitty, her chum and roommate at Barry Manor boarding school, was to go along. Her share of the reward for exposing the criminal who had posed as Doris’s cousin was ready to be spent, and a trip to the West with her chum appealed to Kitty as the best investment for some of the thousand dollars.


      Now the documents which were the only proofs of the Misses Gates’s ownership of the land had been stolen!


      “Does that mean our trip West is useless?” Doris asked.


      “On the contrary, the quicker some authoritative person gets on the scene the better,” Mr. Force declared. “Unless the robbers are caught with the deeds on their person they will be in possession of the land.”


      “Something must have suddenly turned up to make the property very valuable,” Doris observed.


      “You are right, Doris,” Mr. Force agreed. “For some reason it is highly important to some unscrupulous man to get that land. Just why, we do not know.”


      “I’ll bet a gold mine was discovered on it!” Marshmallow exclaimed.


      “If a pie mine or some chocolate sundae wells were tapped, you’d probably take the deeds yourself,” Dave accused his friend jokingly.


      “No, all I’d ask for would be a spoon,” the stout youth said dreamily. “It’s too bad there aren’t such things. You have made me strangely unhappy, Dave. I always thought this was a perfect world, but now I see it could be improved.”


      “Oh, hush, you two!” Kitty cried, half in earnest. “Marshmallow doesn’t eat all the time. Please, Mr. Force, tell us what must be done.”


      Mr. Force, who had lapsed into deep thought, looked up at the young people.


      “If I could possibly get away myself I would go to Raven Rock at once,” he said. “But there is no way. The annual Community Chest drive is just about to begin and upon its success depends the well-being of the hospitals and charitable institutions of the city. I am director and treasurer. It would take four or five days before I could turn over the details to some other man.


      “Mrs. Mallow, you have run your own affairs so competently I have every faith that you can help us by going with Doris and the others as planned, but sooner. Tomorrow, if you can.”


      “Dave, tell Uncle Wardell—” Doris began.


      The young man was bursting to give the information he had already imparted to the others.


      “Mr. Force, a friend of mine, one of the country’s most competent pilots, is flying a tri-motor cabin to Raven Rock this week. I am going as his mechanic. He has invited us to go with him, all of us.”


      Mr. Force’s face presented a study of mixed feelings.


      “It sounds like Providence,” he said. “But also very dangerous. I don’t know what to say.”


      “Say yes, Uncle,” Doris begged. “There is no danger—no more than by train. Think of the time we shall save!”


      “The thieves may have had ready a stamped envelope in which to mail the stolen papers as soon as they reached a letter box,” Mr. Force mused. “Or they may have given them to confederates. Capturing them may not frustrate their plot. Tell me more about this pilot and the airplane.”


      “Hooray!” shouted Marshmallow.


      In a straightforward manner and without exaggeration Dave told Mr. Force of Pete Speary’s history, and the details of the new airplane.


      “If Mrs. Mallow is willing, I will consent,” said Doris’s uncle.


      “Oh, thank you!” Doris cried.


      Then the young people turned eager and sparkling eyes upon Mrs. Mallow.


      “I—really—flying!” she stammered. “But— well, I agree!”


      “Then will you find out from your friend how soon he will start?” Mr. Force addressed Dave.


      “Oh, Kitty!” exclaimed Doris. “Isn’t it wonderful? Come upstairs. I’ll pack at once!”


      CHAPTER III


      Locked Gates Again


      “We shall have to travel light,” Doris spoke, throwing open bureau drawers and delving into their contents.


      “I’m all packed,” laughed Kitty. “Or rather, I’m not unpacked, which is the same thing.”


      “I wonder how long we shall stay,” Doris said, lifting an armful of dainty undergarments from drawer to suitcase.


      “Not very long, if we are to be at Barry Manor on registration day,” Kitty reminded her.


      “Won’t the girls be jealous!” exclaimed Doris. “Miriam Collins and Shirley Dawson won’t have half of the thrilling tales to tell about their vacations abroad, compared with ours right here.”


      “Let alone flying out West,” Kitty added. “There,” commented Doris, “that’s that, I guess. That tweed suit, six wash dresses and the taffeta ought to do, with the sweaters and blouses. Oh, I forgot. We’ll probably have to do lots of riding!” She darted to a cedar chest and brought out a riding habit which was still swagger despite evidence of hard wear.


      “Now, where can I put my boots? I know, I can roll up these undies and stuff them inside, and put my comb and brush and things in them, too,” and suiting actions to words Doris soon had her packing completed.


      “X have no such problem,” Kitty commented. “My habit has long trousers and jodhpur halfboots. Dad gave me the outfit last Christmas.”


      “I remember,” Doris said. “You look stunning in them, too, Kit. I need new things, but we have not had very much money to count on. But there, now I’m packed and ready. What shall we do until it is time to leave?”


      As chimes sounded downstairs to announce dinner, Kitty laughed. “There’s the answer for a part of our spare time.” ‘


      “I hope Dave comes back soon with the information about the plane,” Doris said, as the two girls left the room.


      “Or even without it, I dare say,” Kitty commented wickedly.


      “Well, of course I’d like to see Dave any time, even if he didn’t bring such exciting invitations.”


      “So I’ve noticed,” Kitty added pointedly.


      “I’m surprised you’ve noticed Dave at all with Marshmallow around,” laughed Doris. “Oh, don’t misunderstand me! I only mean that Marsh is so fat you can’t see Dave.”


      “Marshall is not fat at all,” defended Kitty. With such good-natured teasing the girls entered the dining room, where Marshmallow was waiting behind Kitty’s chair.


      “Mr. Force is not feeling well enough to eat,” Mrs. Mallow said, entering the room and seating herself. “No, don’t bother, Doris. I have sent Chloe up with a tray for him, to coax his appetite.” Even Marshmallow had not yet dipped his spoon into his soup when there was a ring at the doorbell and, without further ceremony, Dave admitted himself.


      “Come right in and sit down for some dinner,” Mrs. Mallow greeted him.


      “Oh, excuse me. I didn’t realize—” the youth began in embarrassment. “I hurried back to tell Mr. Force that Pete will take off early day after tomorrow.”


      “Come join us just the same,” Mrs, Mallow urged. “Take Mr. Force’s place. He will not be with us tonight.”


      The tempting odor of a savory soup was wafted to Dave’s nostrils and completed the invitation.


      “I really feel foolish, popping in right at dinner time like this,” he said, as he sat down. “But your meals are nothing to refuse with any sincerity, Mrs. Mallow.”


      Between mouthfuls Doris and Kitty plied Dave with questions, and between mouthfuls he answered them. To Marshmallow there was no such thing as “between mouthfuls,” but not needing his ears in the serious business of eating he missed nothing.


      “Can we get to Raven Rock in a day?” Doris asked.


      “N-no,” Dave admitted. “This ship has a cruising radius of eight hundred miles and a cruising speed of a hundred miles an hour. Let’s get out sohie maps again after dinner and figure out the route.”


      “Shall we have to sit absolutely still all the time we are in the air?” Kitty wanted to know.


      “No, you may dance if you want to,” Dave grinned. “Probably Marshmallow will have to sit still in the middle of the floor, or he’ll rock the boat.”


      “Shucks, I wouldn’t ride in such a flimsy thing,” Marshmallow retorted. “I’ll drive over to Raven Rock in my little old car and get there first!”


      The howls that greeted this boast made the chandeliers ring.


      “Sh-sh,” cautioned Mrs. Mallow. “Not so loud. Remember Mr. Force’s headache!”


      “Mr. Force! Say, I must give him the message from Pete!” Dave exclaimed. “May I go up?”


      “Certainly, but make sure he is not asleep,” said Mrs. Mallow. “His room is the first on the right, Dave.”


      The others arose from the table, and in the living room brought out again the maps and atlases they had consulted earlier in the day. At that time the flight had been no more than a lark with scant probability of achievement.


      Presently Dave rejoined them, reporting:


      “Mr. Force is more certain than ever that we should fly to Raven Rock. He is afraid that if the party goes by rail the thieves will learn of it and try to do you harm.”


      “Then we start day after tomorrow!” Doris exclaimed.


      “At dawn,” Dave added.


      “Dawn!” echoed Marshmallow with dismay. “Not before breakfast!”


      “I’ll have your breakfast before you are up,” put in Mrs. Mallow. “I know I shan’t sleep a wink the night before—or tonight, for that matter, thinking about flying,”


      “Why, Mrs. Mallow, there is less danger than if you were driving in a powerful sedan driven by the best chauffeur in the country,” the young aviator said.


      “Here, Dave, show us the route we will take,” Kitty chimed in. “Perhaps she will feel differently.”


      “Well, I rather think Pete will follow the regular air mail route,” Dave said, leaning over a map of the United States. “That means he will head for Cleveland or Pittsburgh, then dip down toward Cincinnati and head in at Indianapolis.”


      “Cleveland or Pittsburgh the first night, and Cincinnati the second,” Kitty counted off. “Then Indianapolis the third day—”


      “No, no!” Dave was laughing. “Indianapolis the first night, at least.”


      “From here to Indianapolis in one day?” Mrs. Mallow asked, astounded.


      “That is easy and conservative flying,” Dave assured her. “We shall get to Indianapolis by mid-afternoon without hurrying.”


      “I—oh, dear, I’m afraid I’ll never catch up with the times,” Mrs. Mallow sighed.


      “There’s a whole day to wait,” Doris commented. “And nothing to do. Kitty and I are all packed and ready. What shall we do tomorrow?”


      “Let’s go for a picnic,” Marshmallow suggested. “Good id—no.” Doris pondered a moment. “Instead, will you drive Kitty and me to Rumson?”


      “Sure,” Marshmallow agreed. “Why?”


      “I think we ought to see the Gates twins and tell them all about what has happened—and what is going to happen.”


      “Good idea, maybe,” Marshmallow grunted. “We’ll picnic on the way, just the same.”


      So, with the annoying detail of a day’s tedious waiting taken care of, Doris and Kitty went to bed intending to discuss until after midnight plans for their trip, but to their own surprise went almost immediately to sleep.


      Soon after breakfast the next morning they were rolling along the state highway bound for Rumson, Marshmallow at the wheel of his ancient but gaudy automobile. With them went Wags, Doris’s pet dog, who in the excitement of the past day or two had been rather neglected.


      “Where shall we eat?” Marshmallow asked, before they had traveled twenty miles.


      “Let’s have lunch at the same place we did the first time we made this trip,” Doris suggested.


      “That’s where you found Wags,” Kitty said.


      “And where we saw that horrid man who said he was my cousin,” Doris added. “Ugh! I can’t forget him.”


      “Nor could I forget a man like that,” Marshmallow chuckled. “No, sir, not if his claiming to be my cousin paid me $1,000 reward for proving he wasn’t.”


      Lunch was eaten at the spot crowded with thrilling memories, and Locked Gates, the home of the elderly twin spinsters whose lives Doris had so radically changed, was reached in short time thereafter. Contrary to many people, Marshmallow was always most active after a good meal.


      “I have to work up an appetite for the next,” he explained.


      Locked Gates was still Locked Gates, in so far as the wrought iron entrance gave its name to the old mansion. The Misses Gates had locked the portal thirty years before, after their father and their suitor had passed through it for the last time.


      In other respects the house was transformed. The bushes had been trimmed and the ancient fences were newly painted. No weeds grew in the pathways now.


      Marshmallow drove to the other entrance which was now the main gate, and accompanied the girls to the door.


      In contrast to the surly Henry Sully, who had grudgingly admitted them upon their first visit, a trim maid opened the door for the callers and ushered them into the living room. To Doris’s pleasure this had not been changed a particle. It was still the dignified but livable room of soft light, polished century-old mahogany and deep-piled antique rugs.


      “Welcome! Welcome!” a charming voice spoke from the hall doorway. Two voices, as a matter of fact, but they sounded as if uttered from the same throat.


      Azalea and Iris Gates looked as much alike as their voices sounded. They entered the room side by side, identically clad in dove-gray chiffon, their white hair framing surprisingly youthful faces.


      “When are you off to the West?” was their first query, after greetings were exchanged.


      “Tomorrow, by airplane,” Doris said happily. “How very modern and exciting!” Azalea exclaimed. “I suppose the young gentleman who was often flying overhead while you were here is to be the engineer, or whatever he is called?”


      Doris felt her cheeks grow pinker.


      “He isn’t experienced enough to fly a huge cabin plane,” she said. “He could do it, of course, but he has to do a certain amount of flying before he can be licensed to pilot one. Dave is coming as assistant to the pilot.”


      “That reminds me,” Iris said, “a couple of men came here yesterday—no, the day before—and asked if we would sell the Raven Rock property.”


      “It must be valuable, as your uncle claims,” her sister added.


      “What were the men like?” demanded Doris. “Please describe them. I have a special reason.” In as few words as possible she told of the attack on Mr. Force and the theft of the deeds. The Misses Gates were visibly shaken by the recital.


      “One man was tall and thick-set, burly, I should say,” Azalea began. “He wore rather eccentric clothing, I thought. Good enough, but rather— noticeable. He was quite tanned and had very bright, dark-blue eyes.”


      “His hair was just brownish,” Iris added. “He didn’t have any outstanding characteristics, except his voice, which was sort of drawly and yet nasal.”


      “The other one looked like an Indian,” Azalea said. “He said nothing all the time he was here. He was about medium height, and spare, with very black eyes and hair and bronzed skin. He had a scar across the bridge of his nose, I remember.”


      “They said they were planning to build a—what was the funny expression, Azalea?”


      “A—let me see, now. Oh, a dude ranch!”


      “We told them that Mr. Force had our deeds and other papers and was consulting a lawyer in Plainfield about them,” Iris concluded.


      “Then they left in a hurry,” Azalea added. “And trailed Uncle Wardell and robbed him,” Doris concluded. “What’s mpre, they got away.”


      “Ah, how dreadful!” exclaimed the white-haired twins simultaneously.


      “But we’ll catch them!” exclaimed Doris. “We’ll get to Raven Rock first and stop their crooked work!”


      CHAPTER IV


      The Scar-Nosed Man


      “Good luck, Miss Force. Please to take extra _ good care of that so lovely voice of yours.”


      “Of course I will, Professor Von Hettinger,” Doris assured her singing teacher.


      “What effects on the voice such high altitude have got, I do not know,” the professor said dubiously. “You are on the threshold of a great career, or else Wolfgang Von Heflinger never heard a note. Be careful, please.”


      “Indeed, I assure you,” Doris laughed, pleased with her instructor’s confidence. “It was very, very good of you to come to my home to say ‘auf wiedersehen.’”


      With a courtly, old-world bow the professor took his leave and Doris went back to the breakfast table, where Kitty, Mrs. Mallow, her son, and Mr. Force were completing their meal.


      It was eight o’clock on the day of the proposed flight to Raven Rock. Within an hour they would be in the air, speeding westward.


      “Now, Marshmallow, if you’ll warm up your tri-motor or half-motor or whatever it is, we’ll get ready to start!”


      Doris danced around the room and halted with her arms around her uncle, thereupon giving him a few last minute bits of advice on taking care of himself.


      “Before you know it we’ll be flying back on the wings of success,” she concluded grandly.


      “I’m sure of it,” Mr. Force said. “Meanwhile, I shall be very comfortable here and ready to come to your aid if it takes more than a week to conclude your task.”


      “Let’s get started, everybody!” Doris cried. “You know that plane is scheduled to start at a certain time and it won’t wait for us, if we’re late.”


      Soon the baggage was in the automobile and the family gathered in the living room for final farewells to Mr. Force.


      “Let’s go!” Marshmallow commanded gaily.


      “Dear me, dear me!” wailed Mrs. Mallow. “I’m so nervous I can hardly stand up! I’m just plain frightened to death!”


      “Shucks, Mother, you haven’t anything to be afraid of!” Marshmallow uttered. “Dave and I are a match for any pair of desperadoes you ever heard of, and we’ll have the law on our side, too!”


      “It isn’t th-that,” Mrs. Mallow said, her teeth chattering. “It’s the thought of g-going up in an airplane.”


      Mr. Force bent solicitously over the agitated woman. He was afraid she might become ill.


      “My dear Mrs. Mallow,” he said, “if I thought there was any danger, I should not allow Doris or any of you to go.”


      “You’ll soon be all right, Mother,” Marshmallow laughed. “When the trip is over you’ll be wanting to buy a plane of your own to go shopping in!”


      He put his sturdy arm around her, led her from the house and literally lifted her into the auto. The others followed.


      Marshmallow put his car into gear and it shot forward.


      “Excuse me, Mother, for hurrying you,” he shouted above the roar of the motor, “but we are late now.”


      Doris and Kitty, in the rear of the car, could not help but feel sympathy for Mrs. Mallow.


      “Just the same, she gives me a hunch this trip is due for trouble,” Kitty remarked. “I’ll bet we crack up, or make a forced landing in the desert somewhere.”


      “There are no deserts between here and Raven Rock,” scoffed Doris. “Buck up, Kitty! See how brave Marshmallow is. He wouldn’t let you get hurt for worlds.”


      Marshmallow settled into silence and gave his full attention to getting the maximum speed out of his car.


      The airport was some distance outside the Plainfield city limits, and soon the car was rocking and careening along the state highway, which was bordered by orchards and truck gardens.


      From the laden apple and peach trees came odors as delicious as any blossoms’ fragrance, and even Mrs. Mallow was enjoying the beauty of it all, when without warning an ear-splitting report rang out and the car bumped to a swaying halt, well off the road-bed.


      “Oh, what’s the matter!” cried Mrs. Mallow. “Marshall, are you hurt?” Kitty screamed, as Marshmallow climbed out of the car, ruefully rubbing himself.


      “No, not much. Got a hard bump against the steering wheel,” he said. “But isn’t it just our luck to have a tire blow out?”


      The one on the rear wheel was practically in fragments. Philosophically, Marshmallow opened the tool box, extracted a wrench and a jack, and began the task of replacing the blown tire.


      “It is twenty minutes to nine now,” Doris said, looking at her wrist watch. “Oh, dear, we can never get there in time!”


      “Maybe—you’d better walk—down to that house and call up the airport,” Marshmallow wheezed. “Tell Dave we’ll be only fifteen minutes late. Maybe they’ll wait for us.”


      “Oh,” exclaimed Kitty, “wouldn’t it be dreadful if they went without us?”


      “You stay here with Mrs. Mallow, Kitty,” Doris said hurriedly. “There is a lunch stand or something at that house, I remember, so there’s probably a ’phone.”


      Quickly she strode along the road to the dwelling visible at the turn of the road a quarter of a mile distant. The fragrant air, spiced with the first promise of autumn, exhilarated Doris, and even in her anxiety she began to sing from the pure joy of it all, one of her favorite songs, Tosti’s “Goodbye.” The melody poured from her throat in a manner that would have swept a crowded concert hall.


      “Better hush up,” she told herself as she approached the house. “They’ll probably think I’m silly.”


      She was glad that she had stopped singing, for just as she reached the bend in the road a man in overalls came hurrying from the opposite direction. He glanced at her in a surprised way, acted as if he were about to stop, but went on without speaking. Doris was glad he moved off.


      The building that was her goal was set in a grove of dusty and scraggy willows. Once it had been a spacious farmhouse, but now there were metal stools and round tables on the porch, while scores of signs tacked to pillars, walls and even the trees advertised this and that soft drink, confection, ice cream or sandwich. One prominent notice advised the public that here also were “Boarders Took by Week or Month.”


      Only one sign attracted Doris’s eye, however, and that was the blue and white announcement that telephone booths were to be found indoors.


      A drowsy waitress directed Doris to the end of a large, bare room where there were two varnished telephone booths. Doris saw that one was vacant.


      She inserted a nickel in the slot and gave the number of the administrative office at the airport.


      “Line’s busy. We will call you,” the operator said, and Doris leaned against the scribbled wall to wait. Unconsciously she listened to the words of the man in the next booth, and suddenly became all attention when the significance of the conversation dawned on her.


      “—we been layin’ low but de hunt’s got cold, so we start for Rock dis day. See? Never mind, nobody lis’en, Jefe! Wat dat? Hey, long dee-stance! Git off de wire. Sure I pay you w’en I feenish. Alio! W’e start today wid de deed, you savvy? Bueno!”


      There was a click of the receiver, then the man’s voice again asking how much he owed for the call. Doris heard coin after coin rattle into the box, and then the speaker stepped out of the booth.


      Doris cowered in the back of her own cubicle as the man, pausing to adjust his hat, caught sight of her. Evidently he had not been aware that she was in the next booth, for amazement and suspicion flashed across his face.


      What a face! A face never to be forgotten!


      Beneath the broad hat-brim it leered at the girl evilly. Black, very black eyes above high, bronze cheekbones, and a mouth that was extremely straight and thin.


      “Here is your party. Go ahead, please,” spoke the operator’s voice into Doris’s ear.


      Doris could not speak.


      Over the man’s nose, from cheek to cheek, there ran a vicious scar, almost blue against his copper-colored skin.


      “Hello! Hello!” dinned impatiently through the receiver into her ears. “Anybody there?”


      As the scar-faced man spun about on his heel and vanished from the room, Doris turned with a catch in her throat and spoke into the mouthpiece.


      “Dave—David Chamberlin, please.”


      It seemed a long time to Doris, waiting in the stuffy ’phone booth, before an attendant found Dave. The young aviator had taken a stand near the entrance gate to watch for the arriving party, and was passing the time by speaking to his many pilot friends who were coming and going through the main thoroughfare.


      “Chamberlin! Hey, Chamberlin!” shouted a uniformed boy. “You’re wanted on the telephone!”


      Dave covered the ground like a trained sprinter. “Could something have happened to his friends?”


      he suddenly wondered as he neared the office breathlessly.


      “Hello, hello!” he shouted eagerly.


      “Dave,” answered Doris, “we’re coming, but we’ll be fifteen minutes late. Please don’t go without us!”


      CHAPTER V


      Happy Landings!


      “Don’t worry! The plane won’t pull out without you!”


      Dave laughed as he shouted his greetings to the quartet—quintet, if we include Wags—as Marshmallow’s auto roared to a halt in front of the airport’s administration building about twenty minutes after Doris’s ’phone call. It was a small brick structure dwarfed by the two hangars which flanked it on either side.


      “We’d have caught you at the next stop,” growled Marshmallow amiably, as he switched off his shuddering motor. “Where can I stow this car until we come back?”


      “Oh, one of the mechanics will shove it into a corner of a hangar,” replied Dave, his dark eyes sparkling as he helped Doris descend.


      “This way, folks. Here, give me those bags!” Thereupon the tall young aviator, topping everyone else in the party by at least a head, strode into a hangar, a grip in either hand and a suitcase under one arm.


      There was only one airplane in the huge shed, a two-place pleasure craft with open cockpits, and at the sight of it Mrs. Mallow’s knees slumped once more.


      “No, sir!” she said as firmly as her trembling chin permitted. “I won’t crowd into that little plane for such a long trip.”


      “That isn’t our ship, Mrs. Mallow,” laughed Dave. “Wait till you see her. She’s a beauty!” He continued through the hangar to the flying field on the other side, and even Mrs. Mallow gave a gasp of admiration at what they saw there.


      Poised on the ground like a giant silver dragonfly was a tri-motored all-metal monoplane, its aluminum paint flashing like silver in the morning sun. The three propellers were revolving idly.


      “Isn’t that the grandest sight human eyes ever rested upon?” Dave exclaimed. “Except you, Doris,” he added under his breath to the lovely girl beside him. If Doris heard she gave no sign.


      “It—it looks very competent,” Mrs. Mallow admitted.


      “Come over and look inside,” Dave urged. “Pete is just revving up the motors a bit.”


      A little group of admiring mechanics and hangers-on moved respectfully aside as the party approached the plane.


      Dave opened a door in its side, half way between wing and tail, and pulled out a folding stepladder. “Hi, Pete!” he called. “We’re all here!”


      A moment later a slight, pink-cheeked young-looking man, for all the streaks of gray in his blond hair, appeared in the doorway and climbed down to the ground.


      Dave made the introductions.


      “Pete Speary, one of the best pilots ever to leave the ground,” he concluded.


      “I’ll have to agree to that myself to make you all feel more comfortable when we are up,” Pete laughed, bowing.


      Then they all climbed in, Mrs. Mallow warning the pilots not to take off without giving her one more chance to put her feet on the earth.


      Everyone marveled at the luxurious interior of the plane. Walls and ceiling were covered with green mohair, as were the four swiveled bucket seats, two on either side and each opposite a window. A hinged lap-table was folded back under the windows.


      “It’s marvelous, but there are only four seats,” Doris said. “Where do we all sit?”


      “Oh, I ride in the engineer’s cab up forward,” Dave replied, pointing to a glass-walled compartment in the nose of the ship, about three steps higher than the passenger compartment.


      “See, she has dual controls,” he indicated, as Doris and Kitty peered inside.


      “What are all those dials and clocks and gadgets?” Kitty demanded.


      “In simplest terms, they tell how fast we are going, how level we are flying, if we are drifting sideways, the gas and oil pressures and other tips on the mechanical condition of the ship,” Dave told her.


      They all climbed out of the plane again, and Pete excused himself to attend to some final details in the administration building.


      “I don’t know, it all looks solid enough,” Mrs. Mallow sighed. “Too solid to fly up in the air with us all. But I don’t like your Pete.”


      “Pete? Why, he’s the salt of the earth,” Dave exclaimed. “Why don’t you like him?”


      “I can’t trust a man who smiles on only one side of his face,” Mrs. Mallow declared firmly.


      “Pete can’t help that,” Dave protested. “That side of his face he doesn’t smile with was all smashed up during the war and had to be rebuilt. The doctors made him as good looking as he ever was, but they couldn’t make the muscles work as well.”


      Immediately Mrs. Mallow was all concern and sympathy, ready to mother the hero.


      “I think he’s handsome,” Doris said. “And a real, live hero, too.”


      Dave scowled.


      “That doesn’t help him as a pilot,” he said. “It isn’t my fault I was only a child when the war ended, or that I was blessed with the complexion of an Indian.”


      “Indian!” Doris exclaimed. “Oh, Dave, please —” Then in a whisper, “Walk over this way with me as if you were talking about the airplane. Why, I think you are mighty good-looking, you big ninny, if that makes you feel any better. Now let’s be sensible, Dave. Are any other planes leaving from here for the West today?”


      “No planes scheduled to leave for anywhere,” Dave said. “Only private ships are left. Why?”


      Doris told him of the conversation she had overheard in the telephone booth.


      “The man exactly fits the description of one of the thieves who attacked Uncle Wardell,” she added.


      Dave whistled.


      “I’ll run over and telephone to your uncle and to police headquarters,” he said. “We can’t lose any time hanging around ourselves, that’s clear.”


      He dashed over to the office, passing Pete who was returning. That person, still wearing his lopsided smile, lifted the baggage into the plane and stowed it away in a padded compartment in the tail of the fuselage.


      “Now we’re all set, as soon as Dave arrives,” he said.


      “Don’t you wear any uniform or helmet?” Kitty asked, looking at the aviator’s neat gray business suit and battered fedora hat.


      “Not in this de luxe job,” he replied, waving toward the cabin. “It’s like flying in your own living room at home.”


      “You know,” Doris said, “I don’t yet understand our good luck. How does it happen you are flying to our destination in this beautiful thing?”


      “Why, it’s like this,” Pete replied. “Lolita Bedelle, the opera star, has a big ranch near Raven Rock. Lots of moneyed people have ranches all through that section—not dude ranches, either. They make ’em pay dividends. This Miss Bedelle has taken up flying so she can look over her 500,000 acres and visit her neighbors. She had this plane fitted up for her, and I got the assignment of delivering it.”


      “Lolita Bedelle!” Doris exclaimed. “I’ve always admired her. I heard her as Marguerite in Faust once and dozens of times on the radio. Maybe I’ll have a chance to meet her!”


      At this juncture Dave ran up.


      “All aboard!” he shouted. “No reserved seats. Pile in, everybody, and let’s go!”


      In the flurry that followed his words he whispered in Doris’s ear, “I couldn’t get your uncle but I gave the police the news. They’re getting busy.”


      “That’s good!” replied Doris. “Thanks, Dave!” When all were seated, with the exception of the excited Wags who insisted upon trying everyone’s lap, Dave shut the door and bolted it. As he climbed into the pilots’ compartment, he waved to the crowd outside. From it arose shouts of “Happy landings!” the aerial farewell.


      “This is better than a Pull—” Doris began, but her voice was drowned out as the huge motors roared into life. The body of the plane trembled, and Doris saw Mrs. Mallow, who had the seat in front of her, grip the arms of her chair as the color ebbed from her cheeks.


      Jerkily the huge aircraft began to move over the ground. Faster and faster flitted the scenery past the windows and then suddenly the plane seemed to stand still. The motors’ staccato roar evened to a resonant hum.


      The passengers looked outside. Already far below them, and oddly tilted, lay the airport.


      “How do you feel?” Doris shouted to Mrs. Mallow.


      “Not as bad as I did a minute ago,” that lady called back. “But not as happy as I was last week!”


      Except for an occasional tremor or the least perceptible dip to one side or another the airplane was as steady and even-keeled as a ferryboat at anchor.


      Doris looked forward to where Dave’s broad back could be glimpsed through the glass partition. She saw him point forward and a little to his left.


      She peered in the direction Dave was indicating to his partner.


      Those who have flown will remember the peculiarity that the horizon is always on a level with the eyes, no matter how high one rises above the earth.


      Doris saw that a portion of the horizon was blotted out by a towering mass of boiling clouds that seemed to rush upward from behind the earth’s curve. Of course it was the speed of the plane that gave that impression, as it rushed toward the storm.


      A thunderstorm! And a bad one!


      “If Mrs. Mallow sees it, she will jump out,” Doris thought. “She is scared enough of storms in her own house, and here we are diving into one a mile above the earth!”


      Her worry grew as she watthed the two pilots signaling to each other and looking behind them with knitted brows.


      Was disaster to overcome the trip at its start, as Kitty had foretold?


      CHAPTER VI


      The Stowaway


      Right into the vortex of the storm headed the airplane, and now Mrs. Mallow became aware of the danger ahead.


      Doris saw her grow tense again, saw her hands clutch the arms of her seat.


      “Don’t worry,” Doris called, leaning over the older woman’s shoulder. “The pilots know what they are about.”


      “They don’t know how frightened I am of the thunder, though,” Mrs. Mallow replied. “I don’t mind lightning. It’s the thunder I hate.”


      “Then you are safe,” said Doris. “I never heard of thunder hurting anyone yet. Besides,” she added, “Dave told me lightning can’t hurt an airplane because there is no place for the electricity to ground.”


      “The ground would look wonderful to me now, if I were only on it,” Mrs. Mallow answered.


      “Look, we’re turning!” Doris exclaimed. “We are going around the storm.”


      As if the storm were painted on a canvas that giant hands were rolling up, the serried clouds passed before the front windows of the giant craft.


      “Oh, how funny the ground looks,” shouted Kitty. “It’s all tilted up.”


      Mrs. Mallow looked down, and fascinated by the sight, stared at the tricks the solid earth appeared to be playing. The plane was banking on the left wing as it described a huge arc. The passengers felt as if the ship was still on even keel, and not tilting, giving them the optical illusion familiar to all who have journeyed in the air that it was the ground tilting beneath them.


      Now the airplane was flying at right angles to the storm’s progress, and in ten minutes left it far astern.


      “Now we are picking up our course again,” Doris explained to Mrs. Mallow. “See, we are turning toward the right, and there is the Delaware River under us.”


      “That little thing the Delaware?” Mrs. Mallow marveled. “Oh! What’s that? Doris!”


      The plane began to buck, like a boat breasting a heavy surf.


      Doris had all she could do to hold on.


      In a moment the pitching ceased and again the airplane darted ahead.


      “We are over the Alleghenies,” Doris told Mrs. Mallow, pointing down to the mountains below. “The air is always bumpy over the mountains.”


      It was beyond Mrs. Mallow’s comprehension, and she shook her head in resignation.


      From time to time the airplane seemed to drop five or six feet like an elevator starting down from a skyscraper. Again it was tossed aloft, as the eccentric air currents caught it.


      “Dave and Pete seem worried,” Doris said to herself, as she watched the two pilots exchange control of the ship and then compare notes.


      “Oh, dear, why don’t they land somewhere if they are not sure the ship is acting right?” the girl asked herself. A glance showed her that Kitty and Marshmallow were also aware that something was wrong.


      The pilots seemed to come to some decision, for Speary poked the nose of the ship upward and the plane began to climb.


      “To think I should ever see the top side of a cloud!” Mrs. Mallow exclaimed.


      The thunderstorm had long since passed out of sight, but thousands of fleecy clouds were scattered below, which looked like sheep grazing on a lawn, yet in reality were the ranges of the Alleghenies.


      Doris looked at her wrist watch.


      “At last, something to take our minds off our troubles,” she thought, reaching for the wicker lunch basket beside her seat.


      “Twelve o’clock! We eat!” she called out.


      Marshmallow looked vastly happier.


      Everyone followed his example of raising the drop-leaf table at each seat. Doris distributed paper cups and tissue napkins, waxed cardboard plates and spoons.


      Thermos bottles of hot cocoa and iced tea circulated, while Doris handed around dainty lettuce, chicken salad and olive sandwiches, as well as more substantial ones of tongue or ham.


      “It gives me the creeps to think there is about a mile of air under my feet,” Kitty said to her as she passed her chum.


      “But the walking is as easy as in my own bedroom,” replied Doris.


      She took sandwiches to the pilots, together with a vacuum bottle of tea.


      The roar of the great motors was infinitely louder in the pilots’ compartment. Dave grinned at Doris and his lips moved in speech, but the girl could hear no words.


      He pointed to a dial on the instrument board and Doris saw the figures indicated. She shrugged her shoulders to indicate that she did not understand.


      Dave pulled out a pad and pencil and wrote: “Four thousand four hundred feet up.”


      Bracing herself against the pilot’s seat, Doris took the pencil and paper and wrote a question: “Isn’t the plane working all right? You and Mr. Speary seemed worried.”


      Dave read the question while chewing on a sandwich, and took the pencil to reply.


      “Excuse me for talking with mouth full,” he wrote. “The ship seems a little heavy by the tail but no worry.”


      Nodding her thanks and demonstrating her full confidence in Dave by a smile that made the young airman choke on his rye bread, Doris turned back to her seat and her own lunch.


      She saw that Mrs. Mallow had only nibbled at one sandwich.


      “Are you sick?” she asked.


      “I’m surprised I’m not, I always get so seasick on a boat,” Mrs. Mallow replied. “But I certainly have no appetite. The ground has disappeared.”


      Doris glanced below and saw that the plane was traveling over a sea of milk-white clouds.


      “It’s raining down there,” she told Mrs. Mallow. “Aren’t we lucky to be up here in the sun?”


      Mrs. Mallow’s reply was a meaning look and an emphatic shake of the head.


      She was not yet an aviation enthusiast.


      Doris thought it best under the circumstances to keep silent about the pilots’ concern over the sluggish response the ship paid to the controls, and philosophically ate her food.


      “If we should have to land—good night!” she thought. “The ground is out of sight.”


      As if to add to her worries the airplane suddenly yawed to the left, bringing a howl from Marshmallow. He had just lifted a cupful of iced tea to his lips and the unexpected motion sent the icy fluid cascading over his chest.


      Mrs. Mallow and Kitty were so overcome with the ludicrous accident they did not see the pilots’ evident alarm.


      Doris saw Speary turn the controls over to Dave and rise from his seat.


      He was smiling his sideways grin as he entered the passenger compartment, holding to the backs of the seats to steady himself, because the ship was again swaying and dipping in the air.


      “Going to get something from the baggage box I forgot,” he called out cheerfully, but Doris saw that his troubled eyes belied thfe look on his face.


      “He’s not going to get anything from the baggage compartment at all,” she told herself. “He isn’t the kind to forget anything.”


      Both Pete and Doris were destined shortly to be very much surprised at the unconscious truth of his excuse.


      Pete pulled the small door of the luggage compartment open, and crouching, crawled into the opening which led into the cramped quarters of the airplane’s tail.


      A moment later Doris thought she heard voices coming from the tail.


      “My ears must be deceiving me. It’s the noise of the motors,” she thought.


      She listened more sharply, however, and ‘was convinced that Pete was shouting behind the closed little door.


      “He must be in trouble,” Doris said to herself, her heart skipping a beat. She arose and reached for the knob of the door.


      Before she could open it, the door was kicked ajar from within and Pete’s feet appeared in the opening. He crawled out backwards, slowly and with many halts, as if he were hurt.


      At last he emerged, all but one arm, and when he yanked that back Doris gasped in amazement. Pete’s hand gripped the tangled black locks of a sullen-faced youth who was kicking and struggling.


      “A stowaway!” Pete yelled. “Can you beat that? No wonder this ship handled as if it were waterlogged. Who are you?”


      He jerked the stowaway upright, and waved a clenched fist under the youth’s nose.


      “You don’t dare touch me!” the black-eyed young man shouted. “You don’t know who I am!”


      “Don’t dare? Say, do you know what we do with hitchhikers? We tie a parachute to ’em and toss ’em overboard!” Pete raged.


      The youth did not even look frightened, but jeered at his captor, knocking Pete’s hand aside and tossing the hair out of his eyes. “If I go overboard, you go with me!”


      Temper flared in Pete’s eyes like a flame, and he drew back his fist to strike the impudent stowaway. He was not able to do this, however, for just then the plane lurched and all its passengers had to catch their balance.


      At the unexpected lurching, Pete’s face betrayed a look of great anxiety.


      “Oh!” exclaimed Doris. “You’d better go back to your seat. Everything will be all right here.”


      “I’ll go take a look,” said Pete hastily, “if you’re sure you can manage all right.”


      “I’ll call you if he gets troublesome,” called Doris after him.


      Directly after Pete had departed the stowaway, his fists clenched, made a step toward Doris. Instantly Wags, who had taken a brave stand at his mistress’s side barked violently, dashed toward the fellow, plunged his teeth into one of his legs, and the intruder was forced back.


      “Good old Wags,” said Doris in relief, “you’re a better protection than a pistol ever would be!”


      CHAPTER VII


      An Unscheduled Landing


      There were now gaps in the clouds below. Pete, again piloting the airplane, pushed its nose down into one of the ragged holes in the vapory sea.


      Dave left the compartment and came to star’d beside Doris, silently contemplating the sullen captive.


      Turning to the stowaway, he saw his torn trouser leg. Doris explained how Wags had come to her assistance when she was on guard. Then, stooping to the dog, Dave patted him on the head and said:


      “Good old Wags, you did your part handsomely,” at which words the little dog wagged its tail so hard and fast it seemed as if it would fall off.


      Doris resumed her seat and watched from the window at the uprushing ground. Frequently great blobs of gray vapor swirled against the window as a fragment of cloud swept by.


      The airplane was cutting across rolling ranges of hills, between which broad valleys were checkered with farms. Pete swung his craft into one of the valleys and his passengers could now distinguish the ducks and chickens that fled before the shadow of this gigantic hawk-like plane.


      A great hay-field, with four or five large stacks standing for winter fodder in the middle, seemed Pete’s choice for a landing spot.


      The roar of the motors halted. The ground rushed up nearer and nearer. Pete nosed his craft up a little, and the great metal bird touched the ground, bumped along for a few hundred feet, and came to a halt.


      “I’m still deaf,” Doris exclaimed. “My ears are ringing.”


      Dave flashed her a smile, and as Pete strode up and grasped the stowaway by the collar the young copilot unfastened the door in’the side of the plane and leaped to the ground.


      Pete pushed his struggling captive into Dave’s muscular arms and jumped out himself.


      “Now, young fellow, give an account of yourself,” he ordered.


      Doris dropped from the plane to the drenched grass.


      “He may be one of the thieves,” she whispered to Dave.


      He nodded.


      “Let me talk to him, Pete,” he suggested.


      Turning the sullen youth to face him, Dave demanded his name.


      “I won’t tell you,” the boy said.


      “What did you mean by stowing away? You might have caused the death of all of us!”


      Suddenly the demeanor of the captive changed. “Please, Mister, I really didn’t mean any harm,” he whined. “I’ve been trying to get out West to see my mother, but I didn’t have any money. So I hid in the plane when nobody was looking.”


      “That’s a likely story,” Dave said. “Where is your mother?”


      “She lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico,” sniveled the youth, wiping his eyes on his sleeve.


      Doris was not moved in the least by the stowaway’s apparent humbleness. She concluded that he was at least as old as Marshmallow, and she could not possibly imagine that youth cowering and weeping to get out of a scrape.


      “My poor old mother,” continued the stowaway. “She is terribly sick, and I wanted to see her before she—she—”


      He gulped back a sob.


      “Blarney!” snarled Pete, making as if to kick the cowering wretch. “I’ve heard that kind of story before. Now tell the truth!”


      “Honest, Mister, I’m telling the truth,” howled the youth.


      “Did you know where this ship was bound for?” Dave asked.


      “Ra—Hollywood, I mean,” stammered the captive. “You are all movie actors, aren’t you? The girls sure look beautiful enough. I think I saw you in the movies lots of times,” he added, pointing to Doris.


      “He can’t tell the truth,” said the disgusted Pete. “Come on, let’s go. We’re losing time.”


      “Aw, please listen,” whined the stowaway. “My name is Lone Eagle De Belle. My mother is an Indian princess and my father was a famous opera singer.”


      “Ever hear of an opera singer named De Belle?” Dave asked Doris.


      Doris shook her head.


      “The name does seem familiar—but I’m thinking of Lolita Bedelle, of course!” she exclaimed.


      The sallow youth flinched.


      “Do you know Miss Bedelle?” Doris demanded.


      “What movie was she in?” was the rejoinder.


      “Come on,” Pete insisted. “All aboard!”


      The two men assisted Doris into the plane. Then Pete leaped in and Dave followed.


      “Hey!” wailed the stowaway. “You won’t leave me here?”


      “That’s just exactly where we are leaving you,” Dave retorted.


      “I’ll get even with you for this!” howled the youth, stamping his feet in fury.


      “Don’t try to jump on this plane, either,” warned Dave. “Keep off, do you understand?”


      “You’re going to be sorry!” raved the boy.


      The roar of the motors as Pete applied the starter drowned out further threats. Dave slammed the door, bolted it, and strode toward his seat, his jaw squared.


      Doris, looking out of the window, suddenly saw the stowaway reach down and pick up something from the ground. He drew back his arm and sent a rock flying toward the nearest whirling propeller.


      Fortunately, the plane lurched forward at just the right moment and the stone bounced harmlessly from the metal shield that protected the motor.


      Abruptly Pete cut the engines, applied the brakes and flung himself from his seat.


      “I’ll teach that cub a lesson!” he yelled as he leaped from the plane. But the culprit was already dashing away with a hundred yard lead, The fuming pilot resumed his seat and the great plane took the air.


      “I’m afraid that we haven’t seen the last of ‘Lone Eagle,’” Doris mused.


      CHAPTER VIII


      Raven Rock


      The sun seemed to be the bull’s eye at which the great plane was aimed. Doris wondered how the pilots could stand the glare.


      “I wonder where we are,” she said to herself. “No more hills down below, and it’s getting pretty late. I guess I’m like Huckleberry Finn who thought each state was actually a different color, like the maps in the geography books—”


      Doris looked up and saw that Dave was signaling to her.


      She went forward and took the slip of paper that he offered.


      “We are coming to Indianapolis,” she read. “We think it safest not to stop at the big airports in case the thieves are looking for us. We will go on a little way.”


      Doris nodded her approval and returned to her seat, to watch eagerly for Indianapolis. They had passed over many big cities, but to the passengers they had been nameless.


      To Doris’s mild disappointment Indianapolis was not crossed. The plane veered to the left of the city when it was but a smudge of smoke in the distance, and roared on high above the sun-parched Indiana prairie.


      Smaller towns flitted past beneath them. Looking back, Doris could see the shadow of the airplane pursuing them over the fields.


      Then, suddenly, the tune of the motors changed. Built up streets appeared beneath, and another good-sized city was spread out like a map to the air travelers’ view. Railroad tracks and roadways converged.


      The plane lost altitude. Doris saw a river snaking along, and recognized the wind-vane and bare earth of an airport. A small blue plane was taking off in a cloud of reddish dust.


      Pete circled the field, waggled his wings in signal, and brought his craft down to an almost jar-less halt. He taxied across to the biggest hangar, the motors snorted once, and were still.


      “Terre Haute! All out!” shouted Dave.


      A uniformed field official, with the words “Dresser Field” embroidered on his cap, awaited the travelers as they stepped from the plane.


      After formal greetings were exchanged Pete went off with the official to arrange for shelter for the plane, while the others rubbed their ears to drive away the singing echoes of the motors.


      “Taxi? Anywhere in the city for a dollar,” they were solicited by half a dozen men.


      Mrs. Mallow signaled to the best dressed of the taxi drivers, and Dave passed out the luggage to Marshmallow who in turn handed it over to the hackman.


      “How do you feel now, Mrs. Mallow?” Doris asked.


      “Thankful to have solid earth under my feet again,” that lady replied. “But I must admit that flying is not as terrible as I thought it would be. In fact, I might grow to like it.”


      The young folks received this admission with a cheer.


      After the plane had been wheeled into a hangar by attendants Pete rejoined the group.


      “We’ll need another cab,” he decided. “Take us to the best hotel in town,” he ordered the man, who leaped forward at his signal.


      “You folks from the East?” the taximan asked of Doris, as she and Kitty climbed into the cab of Mrs. Mallow’s choice. “Leave New York this morning? It sure is wonderful, this flying. How do you like our airport? It was named after Paul Dresser who wrote ‘On the Banks of the Wabash.’ You’ve heard it, haven’t you? This is South 7th street we’re on now—” and without waiting for answers to his numerous questions, he rattled on until the cab drew to a halt in front of a large brick hotel in the heart of the city.


      “My expenses are paid for in advance by the owner of the plane,” Pete explained. “So I’ll bunk by myself and you two boys can take a double room if you like.”


      “That sounds sensible,” Dave said. “All right with you, Marshmallow?”


      The clerk behind the marble desk stared at the stout youth who answered to so strange a name.


      “Sure thing,” Marshmallow agreed. “What time is dinner?”


      “From six to nine,” the clerk answered.


      “Half an hour to wait,” said Marshmallow mournfully.


      “That gives you time to bathe and change your clothes,” his mother said.


      “I could have had dinner sent up while I was bathing,” Marshmallow grinned. “I’m only fooling. Here, let me sign the register.”


      The party was escorted to its rooms on the fifth floor. Their quarters were all in a row on the corridor. Kitty and Doris shared a room that communicated with Mrs. Mallow’s through a joint bath.


      Refreshed by shower baths and slightly more formal attire than the traveling costumes they had worn in the plane, the girls joined their three companions in the lobby and amused themselves by watching the traffic and pedestrians until Mrs. Mallow came down. They all entered the dining room for dinner, and enjoyed the repast fully. “And now, what do you say to a movie?”


      Marshmallow suggested. “With ice cream sodas after?”


      Doris, Kitty and Dave, of course, voted for the suggestion. Pete and Mrs. Mallow preferred sleep.


      “I’m going to read a while and then turn in,” the aviator said. “An early start tomorrow?”


      “Any time you say,” chorused the four. “Breakfast at seven, then, and in the air before eight-thirty.”


      Mrs. Mallow had no objections, and so the party divided according to its choices. Doris and her companions spent a couple of hours watching the antics of a motion picture actor who played the part of a heroic air mail pilot, and obtained more enjoyment from Dave’s whispered criticism than from the picture.


      After the show, Marshmallow discovered something new to him, a shop specializing in hot tamales and Mexican tortillas, but the three others contented themselves with sodas.


      “You ought to try these,” Marshmallow coaxed, tears trickling down his cheeks from the effects of the hot chile peppers. “There are lots of Mexicans where we are going, and you ought to get the proper atmosphere.”


      “I can’t dream of eating anything that would make me feel as bad as that seems to make you feel,” Doris replied.


      Marshmallow dashed the tears from his eyes and took another bite of tortilla spread with chile con carne.


      “He reminds me of the Walrus in ‘Alice in Wonderland.” Dave laughed. “Don’t you remember? He cried because he had to eat the oysters, but relished them just the same.”


      The quartet sauntered back to the hotel and separated with cheery good-nights.


      At a few minutes before seven o’clock the next morning the entire party was assembled in the dining room, vacant at that early hour except for a few traveling salesmen.


      Breakfast finished and baggage assembled, with Wags brought up from the basement kennels, bills paid and bellboys tipped, the travelers were in taxicabs headed for the airport before eight o’clock had struck.


      Pete had telephoned ahead to the flying field, and the airplane was already standing in the runway with a full load of gasoline, while a pair of mechanics tested every part for loose bolts or other weaknesses.


      “All’s one hundred per cent, Captain,” the manager of the airport reported, as Pete led the group to the airplane.


      The pilot started the motors, which responded to perfection. The propellers blew a gale, almost knocking the substantial Marshmallow off his feet as he stood in the line of the backwash stowing the baggage aboard.


      Mrs. Mallow needed no urging to enter the ship this time. She took her seat like a veteran air tourist, and the others went to the chairs they had occupied the previous day.


      Louder roared the motors, and Pete taxied the plane across the broad field to head into the wind. Swaying and bumping over the ground the great ship rushed forward, and then soared into the morning air so smoothly that, as Marshmallow expressed it, you could eat soup from a knife without spilling a drop.


      “My, what flat country,” Mrs. Mallow observed, as they were winging their way over the famous corn belt on the great prairies.


      Doris had purchased an armload of magazines at the hotel stand, and Marshmallow, of course, had seen to it that substantial lunches had been packed into the hamper.


      Between reading and watching the checkerboard of farms passing beneath, the morning went by swiftly.


      Once Dave turned and gesticulated to the passengers, pointing downward.


      “The Mississippi!” Doris exclaimed, catching sight of the broad, silver-edged yellow stream, impressive even at an altitude of three thousand feet.


      Lunch was eaten somewhere over Missouri, and some time later attention was diverted from a majestic thunder storm marching across country far to the north, to view the purple mass of the famous Ozark Mountains in Arkansas, to the south.


      “And look! Oil wells!” shouted Doris. “We are getting near the end of our trip!”


      The skeleton steeples of the oil well “riggings” pointed up at the flyers in clusters all over the landscape.


      A great smoky city came into view.


      “That must be Tulsa,” Marshmallow called out, consulting his maps. “We’re over Oklahoma now!”


      An hour later Oklahoma City was reached, and at the municipal airport Pete brought the aircraft down.


      “Don’t stray away, folks,” he said. “I’m just refueling, and then we’ll go on.”


      “That will just give me time to get an ice cream cone,” Marshmallow said. “Will you all have one? Name your flavors.”


      The air tourists stretched their legs in a brief walk. It was very hot and the air was dry as the breath of a furnace.


      “It’s not quite five o’clock,” Pete said. “We have just about three hundred miles to go, so we’ll land in daylight. Let’s go!”


      “Here comes Marshmallow,” Kitty exclaimed. “With—bottles of pop! Goody! I’m thirsty.”


      “Marshmallow, you are a life saver,” they all hailed the perspiring youth as he panted up, a veritable human refreshment stand.


      “We’ll have our ‘tea’ in the air,” Mrs. Mallow said. “I hope the man doesn’t want the bottles back.”


      “I gave him two cents deposit on each one, so it’s all right,” Marshmallow said. “He’s out six bottles and I’m out twelve cents.”


      Knowing that they were near their destination the travelers abandoned magazines to scan the territory below. The bright red clay soil of Oklahoma made a startling background for the vivid green of the irrigated fields. Odd-shaped hills dotted the landscape, and there was great excitement when an Indian village of real tepees was crossed.


      “Although it’s probably a Wild West show from New York giving a performance,” Marshmallow said cynically.


      Dave was flying the ship now, while Pete pored over charts.


      The sun was a huge disc of crimson on the saw-edged horizon when the great airplane pointed its nose downward, its new home reached at last.


      A sprawling white house in a grove of cottonwoods, and an artificial lake with a host of white, red-roofed outbuildings was spread out below like a toy farm. A conspicuous new structure, with “G Clef Rancho” painted on the roof, was obviously the hangar.


      A herd of several hundred red, white-headed cattle stampeded as the airplane roared down owr their pasture, bu| the people hurrying from every building on the place let them go their way.


      “Oh, the foolish people!” Doris exclaimed. “Someone will be hurt! Why don’t they keep off the landing field!”


      Pete leveled off about twenty feet above the ground and roared over the assembled ranchers, but instead of scattering to the edges of the field the men and women and children stationed themselves all over the place, cheering with delight.


      Again and again Pete Speary had to repeat his maneuver until he was practically dragging his wheels over the sombreros the men wore, before someone had the good sense to order the people back.


      At last the wheels of the ship touched ground. The great metal bird coasted to a lialt opposite the private hangar, and with a final roar the motors were stilled.


      “And now our real adventure begins,” Doris cried. “All out for Raven Rock!”


      CHAPTER IX


      At Crazy Bear Ranch


      “Where is Madame Bedelle?” Pete inquired of the first person to reach the air tourists as they stepped out of the plane.


      “Ah, Senor! How sad Senora Bedelle not see you arrive!” exclaimed the swarthy majordomo, removing his amazingly huge sombrero with a flourish. “She not expect you before mana—tomorrow—she is far on upper range inspecting new bunk house. Tonight she arrive back.”


      With white teeth flashing against his dark skin the ranch foreman bowed again and stood very erect, awaiting orders.


      “We had better find a place for us to stay,” Mrs. Mallow said.


      “Is there any ranch around here that accommodates travelers?” Doris asked. “Or is there a hotel at the town, wherever that is?”


      “Ah, Senora, no good hotel for high born people at Raven Rock,” mourned the foreman, his face as expressive of sorrow as if he were reporting that Raven Rock had just been wiped out by a tornado. “But at Crazy Bear, ah! Nice place, good food! Big rancho!”


      “Good food?” Marshmallow pricked up his ears. “But did he say at the crazy house?”


      “No, no, Senorl Crazy Bear Rancho. Dat her name. Plenty people from East—Kansas City, Little Rock, Dallas—comes to stay in Spring when she is not such hot weazzer,” the sombreroed one explained.


      “We might look into it,” Mrs. Mallow said. “And where is this ranch?”


      “Oh, ver-ry close by, Senora! ’Bout fifteen mile west. Next door dey live.”


      “Whew! Fifteen miles to the next-door neighbor,” Kitty exclaimed. “Imagine running next door to borrow a cup of sugar!”


      “How in the world will we get there?” Mrs. Mallow asked.


      “Oh, easy!” laughed the foreman. “I ask Ben, he drive you.”


      “Is Ben the local taxi man?” Dave asked. “Tax-ee? No sabby tax-ee,” shrugged the ranchero. “Ben, he boss Senora Bedelle’s trac-tor-rs. He tiene—he got car. Very good car. He take you to Crazy Bear in fi’ minute.”


      “Say, that’s going some!” Marshmallow gasped. “Fifteen miles in five minutes in a car? Whew!”


      “I call Ben,” bowed the foreman, sweeping the ground with his sombrero.


      Pete, who had been inspecting his motors, rejoined the group.


      “I’ve secured quarters here,” he explained. “If Miss Bedelle were here I’m sure she’d put you up, too.”


      “We are under sufficient obligations to Miss Bedelle,” Mrs. Mallow smiled. “Thank you for being so considerate, but I think we shall find accommodations. When shall we see you again?”


      “Oh, I’m going to stick around a long time,” the aviator grinned. “I’ve a contract to teach Miss Bedelle to fly, and that will take a month and a couple of planes, if she is as temperamental as opera singers are supposed to be.”


      The tall, swarthy ranch-man appeared, shouldering his way through the crowd of open-mouthed natives, with a muscular, grease-stained, stocky figure in tow.


      “If you will give me ze privilege,” the foreman bowed, “I weesh introduce Ben Corlies, very nice gentleman, who drive all machinery here.”


      “Pleased to meet you,” growled Ben. “But if Miss Bedelle thinks I’m going to take care of that there cloud-scatterin’ contraption for her she is dead wrong.”


      “Of course—I—we don’t know anything about that at all,” Mrs. Mallow said, taken aback at the unexpected remark. “This gentleman here said you would drive us over to the next ranch where we might find accommodations.”


      “Why, you bet your boots!” exclaimed Ben.


      “Nothin’ would please me better, if only to show you that there ain’t no sense to flyin’ when you pan travel safe on the ground.”


      “We should be very grateful,” Mrs. Mallow said. “And whatever the usual charge is—”


      “Charge nothin’,” Ben snorted. “Us folks out here don’t go pin a price on every little lift we give strangers. Do you want to start right now? I’ll be with you in a minute.”


      He turned and loped around the corner.


      “See, Senora?” the swarthy ranchero smiled. “Ben he fix everyt’ing queekl Nice mans, Ben Corlies.”


      “Thank you for bringing him to our aid,” Doris said. “Here he comes back already—Marshmallow, there’s a car that ought to make you green with envy.”


      Ben Corlies was driving up in a touring car, if not as old as Marshmallow’s revered antique, then ten times as experienced. The paint had long since been destroyed by desert heat and alkaline sands. The tires were of solid rubber, the top was dismantled and the windshield cracked. Relic as it was, the car had once been of very expensive make, and the motor, although loud, seemed hitting on all twelve cylinders.


      “Pile in, folks. Room for everybody,” Ben sang out. “I’ve carried twelve folks in here two hundred miles in one afternoon.”


      Pete helped stow the baggage in, and with some squeezing the five ex-aeronauts found places in the car also, with Wags electing Doris’s lap.


      “You folks expect to be out here long?” Ben asked as he shot forward, scattering natives right and left as Pete had been unable to do with his plane.


      “Oh, for quite a while,” Doris answered.


      “Well, Raven Rock is sure looking up,” Ben commented. “Town ain’t got but fifty people in it if it is the county seat—’though the township countin’ all the ranches must have nigh five hundred countin’ Mexicans and Indians. Usually it’s too hot here exceptin’ for us natives, in the summer. But lately quite a few strangers is been scoutin’ round. You int’rested in oil?”


      “Crude, or cod liver?” Marshmallow responded. “Not that it makes any difference,” Doris added hastily. “We are out here for a vacation.”


      “I can think of lots better places to go,” Ben snorted. “Ain’t nothin’ to do here but kill rattlers an’ watch mirages.”


      “Is that your job on the ranch?” Doris asked. “Me? Ha!” Ben laughed. “No, I run all Miss Bedelle’s machinery. Her electric light plant, and her tractors, and her cars when she needs a shaw-fer. That big chap you was talkin’ to is the cow boss. He’s a Mexican—but that means three-quarter Indian. Nice feller when he ain’t mad.”


      “Miss Bedelle must have a big ranch,” Doris suggested.


      “Well, there’s some bigger but none better,” Ben boasted. “She makes it pay, too. Raises cotton, alfalfa, pure-bred Hereford cattle and good horseflesh, too. Danny Sumpter, he’s the boss horse-wrangler. You want to meet him. Old Indian fighter.”


      At this juncture conversation lagged, for the passengers had all they could do to hang on as the car roared over what might be a road but resembled more the dried bed of a stream.


      It was fantastic country. Hills with sides as sheer as castle walls, built in layers of red, black, white and yellow rock rose in the landscape. Wind and sandstorms had carved them into shapes suggestive of animals, giants and mythological figures.


      On the level grew flat-leaved prickly pear cactus and saw-leaved soap-weed or yucca, mesquite and unrecognized shrubs, and a coarse, rank grass. Herds of white-faced cattle dotted the landscape, and huge-eared jackrabbits sat up without fear to watch the car go by.


      “The real Wild West, all right,” Marshmallow said, risking a bitten tongue. “N-never saw anything so gay. Those mountains look like Neapolitan ice cream!”


      “I—I almost wish I was back in the airplane,”


      Mrs. Mallow confided to Kitty. “I never saw such a road, and such speed!”


      Ben, however, steered with one hand, using the other to point out features in the landscape.


      “We call that little mesa over there George Washington Hill,” he said. “If you look on the north side, there, you’ll see a sort of outline of his face. And that there is Dead Man Canyon, on account of the skeleton, a giant big one, they found—”


      And so on.


      At last, topping a rise, the travelers saw another grove of cottonwoods ahead, a sign of water and human habitation.


      A few minutes later a curl’of smoke could be distinguished mounting into the darkening sky, and then lights flashed in the shadows.


      “That’s Crazy Bear Ranch now,” Ben said, clearing his throat and raising his voice in a bloodcurdling yell that made everyone wince.


      “We signal to each other like that, so if anyone is busy he can stop workin’ and come down to the road to talk a bit,” he explained.


      Sure enough, when the ranch was reached half a dozen men were sitting on the fence.


      “Hi, Ben!” they chorused.


      “Hi, Bill! Hi, Pedro! An’ Lew an’ Ike and the rest of you,” Ben replied. “Bill, I brung you some boarders.”


      “Well, now, that was right thoughtful of you, Ben,” drawled one of the men, rising and approaching the car. “Git off an’ light, folks.”


      “Cowboy clothes!” Doris whispered. “Look!”


      Bill—and all the others, for that matter—wore floppy leather chaps, spurred boots, and neck-kerchiefs.


      “I am Mrs. Mallow,” that lady introduced herself. “These are my young friends, Miss Doris Force and Miss Norris.”


      “I’m shore proud to meet you, ladies,” grinned Bill. “My name is Bill Saylor.”


      “And this is my son Marshall, and our friend Mr. David Chamberlin.”


      “Boys, howdy!” Saylor smiled, reaching out a horny hand. “Now, just you come with me to the house an’ meet the missus. The boys here will tote in your luggage.”


      Adieus were said to Ben, who seemed insulted when payment for the drive was mentioned, and then all followed Bill Saylor to the house.


      It was too dark to distinguish much except a very long one-story building with more doors than windows. Framed in the light that streamed from one of the former was a woman.


      “Got company, Ma!” Bill called out.


      “You’re sure welcome,” said Mrs. Saylor, who proved to be a slender woman of rather less than middle age. “And I’ll bet you’re hungry.”


      Marshmallow emitted a faint moan.


      “I’ll take you right to your rooms. I expect you are staying over night? Then we can talk afterwards, but right now you’ll want to wash.”


      Mrs. Saylor led the way through a gleaming kitchen through a back door and into a grassy courtyard. Then the visitors realized the house was built in the form of a hollow square surrounding a grass plot about sixty feet square in which a pool reflected the first star of the evening overhead, and in which a tall poplar rustled in the breeze.


      “I’ll put you two girls in here,” Mrs. Saylor said, opening a door and switching on a shaded light which revealed a whitewashed bedroom. On its walls hung gay Indian blankets, half a dozen of which also covered the broad, low, Spanish-style twin beds of some yellow wood.


      “It is lovely,” said Doris, complimenting the agreeable hostess.


      “And Mrs. Mallow, you’ll sleep next door,” the ranch-woman continued with a pleasant smile, ushering her into a similarly furnished room.


      “You boys will bunk in here together,” Mrs. Saylor said, leading Dave and Marshmallow into a room the counterpart of the girls’, except that a buffalo hide Indian shield, with bow and fringed quiver of arrows, decorated one wall.


      “There’s no running water, but plenty in the buckets,” Mrs. Saylor said. “We make our own electricity, but we can’t have running water, as we have to get it from wells, and they’re fifteen hundred feet deep. Now I’ll make you some supper.


      “I didn’t expect anybody, so you’ll just have to take pot luck,” she added. “Come into the kitchen when you are ready, and I’ll see if I can’t scare up some fried chicken and tomato soup, with some squash and yams and corn-pudding. I think I had some left over, and pie and coffee.”


      After Mrs. Saylor had gone back to the kitchen, Doris and Kitty examined their room more closely.


      “Isn’t this attractive?” Kitty asked. “The whole country, too.”


      “Lovely,” replied Doris. “So lovely I wish I didn’t have to think about any unpleasant things while we’re here. But I’m afraid I’ll have to get right down to business.”


      “Well,” came the suggestion from the irrepressible Kitty, “there’s such a thing as combining business with pleasure.”


      CHAPTER X


      Nothing But Trouble


      “Say, this is the real thing all right,” Marshmallow exclaimed.


      “What do you mean?” Dave asked.


      “Oh, the primitive frontier life but with most modern conveniences,” Marshmallow answered. “Cowboys and Indians, rattlesnakes and cactus, electric lights and swell food! Do you think we could get ourselves some of those leather sailor pants?”


      It was the next day after the arrival of Doris and her friends. The two boys were in the courtyard of the Crazy Bear ranch-house, waiting for their three charming companions to appear for breakfast.


      Overhead the bluest sky in the world was arched. The whitewashed adobe walls of the house framed green grass, fragrant in the early morning air.


      “I’d feel funny dressed up in chaps,” Dave admitted. “What I’d rather locate is an auto.”


      “Say, that’s an idea!” Marshmallow exclaimed. “Let’s ask Bill Saylor if there is one we can hire around here.”


      “Let’s go find him, but don’t let on to the others,” Dave suggested.


      While the young men were plotting their little surprise, Doris and Kitty were discussing what attire they would don for the first day on the ranch.


      “I guess it will have to be our riding habits,” Doris said. “We will want to explore a lot, and I have to get into town to see about the deed.”


      “Horseback is the way to travel in this part of the world,” Kitty added. “That doesn’t make me mad at all.”


      A few minutes later the girls stepped out of their room into the patio, Doris trim in whipcord breeches and top boots, with a green polo shirt worn open at the throat. Kitty wore long trousers faced with chamois, and jodhpur half-boots nattily strapped across the ankle, with a yellow shirt which showed her brown hair and tanned complexion off to best advantage.


      “Wonder where Marshmallow and Dave are?” each said aloud. “They were talking here a minute ago. Oh—good morning, Mrs. Mallow.”


      “Good morning. Are the boys up yet?”


      Mrs. Mallow was dressed for comfort, not for action, in a summery cotton print frock.


      “I’m worried, girls,” she said. “I think unpleasant news is a bad appetizer for breakfast, but I have lost my handbag!”


      “Oh, was there money in it?” Doris cried.


      “Yes, there was,” Mrs. Mallow admitted. “Except for the bank letter of credit, which I kept in my suitcase, there was all the money I took along. Over a hundred dollars, and my rings and other personal things.”


      “Oh, you surely must have left it in the auto last night,” Kitty said soothingly. “We will call Ben Corlies—if there is such a thing as a telephone around.”


      “I hope so, but I just can’t remember having the bag at all,” Mrs. Mallow frowned. “The last time I recall having it was way back in Indiana.”


      Doris looked at her left hand, where the great ruby given to her by the Gates twins flashed fire. She was glad that precious jewel was not mislaid, for its romantic history made it valuable to her far above its not inconsiderable worth in money.


      “Hey, slow-pokes!”


      The hail came from a doorway opposite the worried little group.


      It was Marshmallow, announcing breakfast.


      “Go ahead, you two,” Doris said. “I’ll just search our room to make sure your bag did not get mixed up with our things last night, and then I’ll join you.”


      While the others began breakfast Doris searched through the effects of Kitty and herself, but no handbag was found.


      * * * *


      At the breakfast table, the lost bag was the main topic of conversation, with Mrs. Saylor listening sympathetically.


      “You can telephone to the G Clef Ranch, all right,” the pleasant woman said. “The ’phone is in the sitting room. I’ll show you where.”


      Breakfast over, Doris called up the opera singer’s ranch, but learned that no one in authority was at home. Miss Bedelle was already trying out her new airplane, and Ben himself was supervising some tractor work a mile from the house.


      “Please explain to Mr. Corlies that we think we left the bag in his car,” Doris repeated. “And have him call up Mrs. Mallow at the Crazy Bear Ranch whether he finds it or not.”


      With that the travelers had to be satisfied.


      “If you girls want horses just walk over to the corral and whichever one of the ranch-hands is out there, tell him what kind of mount you want,” Mrs. Saylor told Kitty and Doris.


      The boys had already started out.


      “It’s sort of selfish of them to run off without waiting for us,” Kitty pouted.


      The corral, built of skinned pinon poles, /housed a dozen wiry cow ponies varying from coal black to pure white and spotted “pintos,” or “paints,” as the girls learned the cowboys called them.


      “There is no one here,” Doris said, looking around. “I wonder where Dave and Marsh could have gone?”


      “Here come a couple of cowboys now,” Kitty pointed.


      Two chap-clad and sombrero-topped figures shambled around the corner of a long, low building, and a third hurried and joined them. The last comer seemed to be in some sort of pain, from the way in which he pressed his hands to his side and staggered as he walked.


      “Why—it’s— Doris, look! It’s Marshmallow and Dave!”


      Doris stared at Kitty’s command and burst out laughing.


      “What’s the matter?” Marshmallow demanded, removing the “ten-gallon” hat and running a finger around the belt of the too-snugly-fitting chaps.


      “Yes, why the mirth?” Dave asked.


      The genuine cowboy, whose agony proved to be that of mirth and not of pain, wiped his eyes.


      “They—they—put the chaps on backwards first,” he gasped. “Excuse me, ladies, for laughin’ at your friends, but it shore is queer to watch dudes puttin’ on trappin’s for the first time.”


      “What do you mean, dudes?” demanded Marshmallow, nettled. “Do you think this costume is fancy?”


      “’Scuse me, sir,” the cowboy grinned. “Dudes is what we call all tenderfeet. No, them clothes is the real article. Ike and Lew won’t miss ’em. Now, you-all want hosses?”


      He took down a lasso from a peg on a corral post, and climbed over the bars.


      “Better let me pick ’em for you,” he said.


      “I—I’m not sure I want to ride,” Kitty whispered as the horses, ears back, teeth bared and manes flying, dashed around the enclosure.


      “They do look vicious,” Doris agreed.


      The cowboy’s wrist jerked and his noose settled around the neck of one white-and-black pony, which instantly stood still. The others bunched in a corner and rolled their eyes.


      “Here’s a gentle bronch,” the cow-hand said, leading the animal to the bars and slipping a halter over its head.


      In that manner four horses were caught, and one by one saddled, bridled and led forth.


      Kitty chose a buckskin and Doris the “pinto.” Dave drew a rangy chestnut mare, and Marshall won a black one, which insisted on waltzing constantly.


      “You’ll soon tire her out,” grinned the horse wrangler, eyeing Marshmallow’s substantial form.


      “Where shall we go first?” Kitty asked.


      “Dave and I are riding off on a little secret mission toward town,” Marshmallow said. “So you two go off somewhere by yourselves.”


      “As if we wanted you tagging around anyhow,” sniffed Kitty.


      “Perhaps you will guide us around?” Doris smiled at the cowboy, ignoring the two city boys. “It would be best for us to have an experienced man with us at first.”


      The cowboy blushed, grinning broadly.


      “I’m shore proud to ride with you, ladies,” he declared.


      Dave stopped in his tracks.


      “Maybe—say, you go on ahead to Raven Rock, and I’ll go along with the girls and take care of them,” Dave announced to Marshmallow.


      “Hey, what’s the idea?” that young man snorted indignantly. “What will I do with the horse?, It’s a two-man job, this!”


      “Oh, all right,” grumbled Dave, shooting a sharp glance at the ecstatic cowboy. “Don’t go far, Doris.”


      “Don’t worry about us,” Doris replied sweetly. “We’ll be in safe company.”


      She wheeled her pony and cantered across the yard, followed by Kitty, while the cowboy hastily vaulted the corral to the back of a surprised broncho which began vigorously to object to its rider.


      “Say, there’s a real Wild West show! Bareback bucking!” Marshmallow exclaimed.


      “Come on, we must hurry,” Dave said curtly, and dug spurs into his mount. The animal took its bit between its teeth and streaked off in a cloud of dust.


      “Hi, wait up!” yelled Marshmallow, slapping his pony with the reins and starting in pursuit.


      “They’ll be killed!” Doris cried. “Oh, why didn’t they come with us?”


      The flying hoofs of the boys’ horses soon carried them out of sight, and the cowboy, who introduced himself as Ben Bostock, rode up on his subdued broncho.


      “There’s lots to see, ladies,” he said. “Let’s take it easy, though, and ride out to watch ’em branding some young stock up the line.”


      Two hours later, when the girls returned to the ranch yard a little stiff from the unaccustomed riding in high Western saddles, Dave and Marshmallow had not yet returned. Mrs. Mallow was chatting with Mrs. Saylor, exchanging professional secrets and recipes, in the shade of the cottonwoods.


      “How far off is the town?” Doris asked, as she sank to the ground beside Mrs. Mallow.


      “Only about eight miles,” Mrs. Saylor replied. “It isn’t much of a town. Just the court-house and a theater where we have movies every Saturday night, and a couple of stores and a dozen houses.”


      “I wonder what the secret mission is that the boys went on,” Kitty mused.


      As if in reply to her query there came a great honking from the road, while into the yard there rolled in triumph a light touring car of popular make with Marshmallow at the wheel.


      Behind came Dave, trotting along on his chestnut mare and leading Marshmallow’s skittish black. “Look what I have!” shouted Marshmallow. “Where did you find it?” Kitty sniffed.


      “What’s the matter with this car?” Marshmallow demanded. “This was the purpose of our secret mission. We rented this for ten days, and what a job it was to find it, too.”


      “How did you?” Mrs. Saylor asked. “I didn’t know there was a car for rent in the town.”


      “Oh, it belongs to a chap who is in jail,” Dave explained cheerily. “We went around to see him and he was glad enough to have it earning a little money. But he gets out in ten days, so he’ll want it back then.”


      “Oh, I forgive you everything,” Doris laughed. “And I’ll be in your debt in the bargain if you will take me for a ride this minute.”


      “Sure thing. Where to?” Marshmallow asked. “Oh, just around,” Doris said vaguely. “Come on, let’s all go.”


      The entire group, excepting Mrs. Saylor who could not leave her household duties, climbed into the car and Marshmallow took to the road.


      “Drive back to town, Marshmallow,” Doris said. “And right to the court-house. We have no time to lose doing the work we came here for.”


      “All right!” Marshmallow agreed, pushing the accelerator to the floorboard. “Here we go.”


      Raven Rock was reached in twenty minutes, and could have been thoroughly explored in half that time. The town had but one street, and many of the buildings had false fronts to make them appear twice their height of one story. The court-house was the most imposing structure of all, the only one that was two genuine stories in height, and was surmounted by a mission tower in which hung a bell.


      Every building in Raven Rock was of adobe, or sunbaked brick plastered over and whitewashed, or tinted pink, blue and green. The railroad station stood next door, a one-room salmon pink edifice.


      Doris left her friends, who were to explore the two shops, while she went about her business in the court-house.


      The registrar of deeds proved to be a tall, lanky person in shirt sleeves and blue denim trousers tucked into high-heeled boots. A flowing sandy moustache covered his mouth.


      “Yes, Ma’am, and what kin I do fer you?” the official asked, taking his feet from his desk and removing his sombrero in greeting.


      Doris looked around for a chair, at which the man jumped up and offered his.


      “I’ll sit on the desk,” he said.


      Doris explained that she wished to establish title to three tracts of land, the deeds of which had been stolen.


      “They were bought about thirty years ago—not less than twenty-nine, not more than thirty-one,” she said. “The owners’ names are Azalea and Iris Gates, unmarried, and a Mr. John Trent.”


      “I’m not expert at this job yet,” the official said. “I only been here since last November’s election. I’ll look up the books.”


      He opened an old-fashioned safe with a huge key, and removed some ledgers.


      “Lucky thing nobody buys much land here, ever,” he said. “These two books got the history of every parcel of land in the county. Now, let’s see.”


      He pored over the volumes, while a silence broken only by the buzz of a fly and the crackle of the turning pages settled down upon the room.


      At last he turned to Doris.


      Her heart sank as he shook his head slowly.


      “No, Ma’am,” the registrar said. “There ain’t no record of any property under them names at all.”


      CHAPTER XI


      Unpleasant Encounters—And Others


      “What does that mean?” Dave asked, seriously.


      “It means that whoever has the deeds in his possession can establish ownership,” Doris sighed, as she settled back into the car after leaving the registrar.


      “But surely you can warn the county official that whoever tries to register the deeds is acting fraudulently,” Mrs. Mallow said.


      “We should have to prove it,” Doris replied. “I talked all that over with the registrar. He seems to be a sort of political job-holder, not very ambitious or smart. But he did suggest that someone might have bought the deeds in good faith from whomever stole them, in order to complicate matters.”


      Gloomily the five sat in the parked car, its nose to the hitching rack in front of a store which dealt in saddles, drugs, ammunition and radios.


      “Not even an ice cream soda in this burg,” Marshmallow groaned. “Warm pop, that’s all.”


      Doris glanced listlessly along the hot, dusty street. Half a dozen ponies were hitched here and there, standing with drooping heads. One other car, yellow with alkaline dust, stood in front of the structure which advertised itself as the “Raven Rock Ritz—Meals at All Hours.”


      A man emerged from the restaurant and stood for a moment vigorously manipulating a toothpick.


      He climbed into the car and backed violently into the road, describing a wide arc.


      “Oh! Look out!” Doris cried.


      “Hey, you—you—” Marshmallow shouted in alarm.


      Crash!


      The rear of the automobile struck Marshmallow’s rented car.


      Dave leaped out, furious at the stranger’s carelessness.


      “No harm done,” he cried. “The bumpers met, thank goodness. Say, stranger, do you think you’re in the middle of the prairie?”


      “Whadda you want to park in the middle of the road for?” snarled the stranger, as he shifted gears noisily and tore off up the street.


      As Dave watched him go, he clenched his fists, and fumed.


      “I’d like to teach him a lesson in driving courtesy, and I will if I ever meet him again.”


      “Oh, come on, no harm done,” said the more easygoing Marshmallow. “You’ll never see him again.”


      Marshmallow was thoroughly mistaken, although none of the party realized it then. Doris’s intuition suddenly made her remark:


      “That man looked downright vicious. I hope he is not connected with any crooked land deals. He seems to be unscrupulous.”


      “Let’s go back to the ranch,” Mrs. Mallow said. “I think this village is depressing. And perhaps Mr. Corlies may have called up about the lost handbag.”


      Silently and glumly Marshmallow turned the car about and headed it toward the ranch.


      “Oh, Marshall, not so fast on this narrow road,” his mother cautioned him.


      “Look, there’s a road that goes off to the left,” Doris pointed. “It may be a short cut, and then again it may go some other interesting place. You see, we don’t know the country.”


      “Can’t be any worse than the highway,” Marshmallow replied, sending the car into the side road with a twist of the wheel.


      It was a rough drive, but fascinating. Twisting in and out between the weirdly shaped buttes and mesas, fording dry streams, skirting deep arroyos, the twisting route soon made everyone lose all sense of direction.


      “I think we are getting farther away from the ranch,” Mrs. Mallow said. “Perhaps you had better turn back, Marshall.”


      Kitty agreed, too.


      “No place to turn,” Marshall said. “I’d hate to get mixed up in that cactus and sand. I shouldn’t even want to meet another car.”


      The road twisted out of sight under the face of a gaudy orange cliff, and when the car negotiated the bend everyone sat up straight at the sight of a huge herd of cattle, not only on both sides of the road but on it as well.


      “Whew, there must be thousands,” Dave whistled.


      Marshmallow stopped the car and honked violently to clear the road.


      “The big stupids,” he cried in dismay. “They are doing just the opposite!”


      The cattle, smelling the wat£r in the radiator of the automobile, crowded around the car.


      “Ooh, Marshmallow!” Kitty cried. “They scare me! Chase them away.


      “Why, Doris,” she said, looking at her chum, “you aren’t a bit afraid.”


      Doris merely smiled calmly.


      “I’m no bull-fighter,” Marshmallow retorted.


      A huge white-faced steer laid its chin on the side of the tonneau and stared gloomily at the three feminine autoists in the back seat.


      “Shoo!” cried Mrs. Mallow, shaking her finger at the calm-eyed beast.


      The curious cattle had now entirely surrounded the car—back, front and sides.


      “Beefsteak, beefsteak everywhere but not a bite to eat,” chanted Marshmallow.


      “Put her in low gear and inch your way along,” Doris suggested.


      “Or else get out and milk some of the cows,” said Dave. “I’m awfully thirsty from the dust.” Marshmallow started the car and moved forward at the lowest speed it was capable of doing. The automobile literally plowed its way through the herd.


      “Look at their sides—the brands,” Doris shouted to make herself heard above the bellowing. “A clef—Miss Bedelle’s brand, I’ll bet.”


      With the inquisitive cattle at last behind them Mrs. Mallow became concerned again at the uncertain terminus of the road.


      “It probably goes to Miss Bedelle’s ranch,” Doris ventured. “From there we can find our way to the Saylor’s place without trouble.”


      Marshmallow drove doggedly ahead, and suddenly halted abruptly.


      “Something else coming,” he exclaimed. “I hear a noise around the turn.”


      Scarcely had he finished speaking when an automobile appeared around the bend. Marshmallow hastily backed, swinging his car half off the crude roadway.


      The approaching motor, an expensive new sports roadster, slackened speed and crept slowly past.


      Its sole occupant and driver looked at the party curiously, waved in courteous greeting, and sped off toward Raven Rock.


      “That looked like Miss Bedelle,” Doris exclaimed.


      “She reminds me of somebody I know,” Dave said.


      “Me, too,” Doris asserted. “I have it I The stowaway—she looks enough like him to be his sister.”


      “You’re right, Doris!” chorused the others.


      “I’ll bet the stowaway is her brother,” Doris said. “That would explain his anxiety to get to Raven Rock, don’t you see?”


      “But Miss Bedelle is wealthy,” Mrs. Mallow objected. “Certainly no relative of hers would have to steal rides.”


      “He may be the black sheep of the rancho,” Dave laughed.


      “Yes, he probably is,” Doris agreed. “Anyhow, we will soon find out.”


      Marshmallow pointed to a post set up where the road forked. Nailed to the upright was a board on which was crudely lettered “G Clef Ranch” on the half pointing to the left, and “Crazy Bear Ranch” on the right.


      Marshmallow steered right, and in half an hour the cottonwoods came into sight, while a few minutes later the car came to a halt in the ranch yard.


      “Maybe you don’t realize it,” announced the chauffeur, stretching his sturdy legs, “but it’s after two o’clock and we haven’t had lunch!”


      “We have company,” Doris said. “There Comes Ben Corlies, and I do hope he has the missing bag!”


      CHAPTER XII


      “Buried Treasure”


      “No, Ma’am, I didn’t find your bag,” Ben Corlies announced to Mrs. Mallow. “I feel right bad about it, too, because it puts me in a bad light.”


      “Not at all,” protested Mrs. Mallow. “You must not feel that way. Of course, I am distressed at losing the bag because I cannot afford to lose so much money, but I blame only my own carelessness.”


      “I guess anybody’d get rattled, ridin’ around in one of them flyin’ hen-coops,” Ben replied, shaking his head. “Miss Bedelle, she went off in one of her cars after lunch, but all mornin’ she spent up in the air with that Pete fellow. She’s learnin’ to run it, he tells me. Well, she can beg until she cries, but she won’t get Ben Corlies up in it.”


      “Bring Pete down with you soon,” Dave said, as the friends walked over to his car with Ben.


      “He’d of come down with me this trip, but he’s busy fiddlin’ around the cloud-hopper,” Ben replied. “Except for bein’ crazy that way he’s right nice.”


      “By the way, has Miss Bedelle a brother?” Doris asked suddenly.


      Ben started.


      “Yes, but nobody mentions him much,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “A young feller, but wild!”


      Doris looked at her companions with triumph.


      “Fact is, Miss Bedelle took up ranchin’ so’s her young brother would be away from the cities and bad companions,” Ben continued. “But he beat it away from here ’bout a year ago, an’ good riddance.”


      Then, as if realizing he had said more than he had intended, Ben abruptly started his car and sped away.


      “The plot thickens!” Doris exclaimed dramatically.


      “But our hero thins, if there is such a word,” Marshmallow declared. “I’m going to e-a-t, dine!”


      Mrs. Saylor was spreading a table in the cool, fragrant dining room.


      “I figured you went exploring,” she said with a smile, “so I prepared only a cold lunch. There’s some sliced meats, potato salad and canned pears, and iced tea,” she checked off.


      “After lunch,” Marshmallow announced, “I’m going to rest. I’m stiff from riding two different kinds of bronchos—four legged and four wheeled.”


      “I feel just like taking it easy in the shade, too,” Kitty added.


      “Lazy folks, you two,” Doris scoffed. “What do you say, Dave? Let’s go for a long ride.”


      “I’m ready,” Dave agreed. “A good stiff gallop over the hills!”


      Marshmallow and Kitty groaned, but Dave had caught Doris’s meaning wink.


      “I’d like to climb up to the top of one of those funny hills, too,” Doris said. “Let’s ride until we find a big one.”


      “Just the thing,” Dave cried with a great show of enthusiasm. “Marshmallow, you’ll just have to come along. It will do you a world of good!”


      “Not if we were leaving tonight and I’d never have another chance to see the country,” that youth said with conviction. “Me for the shade, a pitcher of something cool and a magazine.”


      “‘A book of verse, a jug of lemonade, and thou singing beside me in the shade,’” misquoted Doris.


      Luncheon over, Marshmallow straightway took himself off to the cottonwood grove, carrying an armful of cushions and numerous magazines.


      “I hope you realize I was joking, Dave,” Doris said, “because I am going to practice some singing.”


      “If you hadn’t winked, I’d have pretended a sunstroke,” Dave laughed. “If I can’t practice flying, I’m going to practice napping.”


      So the lazy afternoon was consumed, although Doris, after an hour of vocal practice, did a great deal of thinking as she swayed in one of the hammocks beneath the trees.


      After all, it was no vacation that she was spending at Raven Rock. Serious work had to be done.


      “Perhaps I had better wire Uncle Wardell,” she thought. “But the news may leak out in town what, we are here for, if I do.”


      The one interruption in the afternoon occurred when a picturesque figure rode into the yard.


      It was that of a man in conventional Western garb astride a sturdy mount, and leading a white mule bearing a loaded pack-saddle.


      The man, tall and sun-bronzed, was met by Mrs. Saylor in a manner that showed he was no stranger to the neighborhood. He dismounted, and Bostock, the horse-wrangler, took charge of the animals.


      “Looks as if we have another boarder,” Dave commented, surveying the arrival from beneath lowered lids.


      At the supper table, an hour later, Mrs. Saylor introduced the stranger as a “Mr. Alan Plum, the surveyor.”


      “You must know all the nooks and corners of this territory,” Doris commented to Plum.


      “I could find my way through the country blindfold,” Plum smiled. “It’s mighty interesting country, though, and I don’t tire of it.”


      “What’s to it but sand and cactus and cows and crooked hills?” Marshmallow asked, listening to the conversation.


      “That is all, if you look at it one way,” Plum answered. “On the other hand, it is beautiful and fascinating. I could show you the ruins of some cliff dwellings that were ancient before Columbus was born, or fossil footprints of a dinosaur that must have been fifty feet long.”


      “Near here?” Kitty asked.


      “An hour’s ride will take you to either,” the surveyor said. “Would you like to see them?”


      Even Marshmallow expressed great desire to see the relics of bygone ages.


      “Well, I’ll be busy tomorrow checking over the bench-marks on some land near here,” Plum said. “There are three sections of land between here and the village that some Easterners are interested in, if they can get title to them.”


      Doris almost choked on a slice of bread. “What—why should they be interested?” she managed to ask, trying to make her query appear casual.


      Plum shrugged his shoulders.


      “I’m only an amateur geologist,” he said, “but I suspect there may be oil in these parts.”


      A great light dawned on Doris.


      No wonder the deeds for the Raven Rock property were worth committing assault and battery and theft for!


      “May we ride with you?” she asked. “We’d love to explore the country with someone who knows about it. We won’t be in your way.”


      “Delighted to have company,” Plum responded heartily. “Are you early risers?”


      “Up with the larks,” Marshmallow said.


      “Then it’s a party,” Plum smiled. “But be prepared for a stiff ride. Each section is six hundred and forty acres, a square mile, and I have to locate the boundary lines on all three.”


      No one had any trouble going to sleep that night, and in expectation of the cross-country ride they had no trouble in rising early the next morning.


      Mrs. Mallow, whose suspicion of horses was even greater than that of airplanes, decided to remain at the ranch.


      Eight o’clock found the four young friends mounted and ready. Plum took the lead and they trotted off over the road which they had covered in the automobile the preceding afternoon, Wags loping along behind.


      “Title to this property isn’t very clear,” Plum explained as they jogged along. “It isn’t public land, because it was all bought up twenty-five or thirty years ago when the government put it on sale. But some folks never developed their property, and these three sections aren’t even recorded.”


      Doris thought hard.


      Everything that Plum said fitted in with her mission.


      “This property,” she told herself, “is certainly Uncle John’s and the Gates sisters’. And—the crooks have the deeds!”


      Plum chatted about geological formations, tossing off remarks about millions of years as if he had lived them all.


      The four young people liked the surveyor more every minute. He was cultured, with an easy humor and a rich baritone laugh, and physically truly handsome.


      He told them a little about himself.


      “I was a civil engineer once,” he said. “But two years in the Paraguay jungles affected my lungs and I came here for my health. That was fifteen years ago. The climate cured me in two, but I fell in love with the country and stayed.


      “It is romantic and—whoops! Hold tight!”


      Doris’s horse had suddenly risen on its hind legs, snorting and pawing the air. Then it wheeled and would have bolted had not the girl held it in check.


      Dave leaped from his horse, which had begun to lunge and kick, to hasten to Doris’s aid.


      “Get on that horse!” thundered Plum, a stem note of command in his voice.


      All of the horses were backing and filing, their nostrils quivering, and Wags was sprinting book toward the ranch.


      “Listen!” Plum said, lifting one hand.


      To all ears came a buzzing, menacing sound.


      “Wasps!” Marshmallow cried, looking all around him.


      “No, look there,” Plum directed, pointing at the ground.


      Doris’s skin pricked with loathing as she followed the surveyor’s outstretched finger and saw two ugly, brown-blotched coils on the trail, from which rose two swaying heads with gaping mouths.


      “Rattlesnakes!” Doris exclaimed.


      “And big ones,” Plum said, pulling out a revolver.


      His weapon cracked twice, and the venomous heads seemed to dissolve into thin air.


      The writhing coils twisted and stretched beneath the horrified gaze of the four “tenderfeet.”


      As the convulsive motions of the dying reptiles grew less, Plum leaped from his horse and picked up the bodies by the tails.


      “Six-footers,” he exclaimed. “Do you want the rattles for souvenirs?”


      He twisted the links from the tails of the snakes and gave one each to Dave and Marshmallow.


      “The first and foremost rule in this country is, ‘Watch your step!’” Plum advised. “That goes all ways, literally and figuratively.”


      Wags, suddenly reappearing, barked his approval.


      The first bench-mark was located, and Plum took a long sight and headed for the place where the next one should be.


      “I hate to see the oil wells come in here,” he said. “The ugly old derricks, the grease-fouled air and the get-rich-quick, fly-by-night sort of civilization that springs up.


      “But I hear in town that an Eastern syndicate is trying to buy up all the available land here. So far no one living in these parts has sold. They don’t trust the company’s representative at all.”


      Plum kept his eyes straight ahead as he talked, so as not to miss his direction.


      Doris, sweeping the country, as far as her eyes could reach, suddenly drew rein.


      “There’s a man on horseback up there!” she exclaimed, pointing to one of the flat-topped mesas.


      “Where?” Plum asked, halting his horse.


      “He—why, he’s gone!” Doris cried, shading her eyes.


      CHAPTER XIII


      A New Friend


      “Are you sure it was a man and not a stray steer?” Plum asked.


      “No, it was a man,” Doris said with conviction.


      “Probably a cowboy rounding up strays,” Plum commented. “But it’s funny he should duck out of sight as if he didn’t want to be seen.”


      The horses were spurred forward again.


      “Tell us some more about the Easterners,” Doris suggested, riding up beside Plum. “I should think the people around here would be glad to have oil struck on their land. They would all be rich.”


      “Most folks around here are far from poor,” Plum laughed. “The country may not look like much to you but it is some of the best stock-range in the West, and where it is irrigated it is very fertile.


      “No, the old-timers around here are content. It is the people who haven’t their roots in the ground, the idlers and the politicians, who are helping the syndicate to locate here for their own selfish ends.”


      Doris wondered if she should confide in Plum, but decided to be discreet.


      “We rode over some of this country yesterday in a car,” she said. “We saw a lot of cattle with Miss Bedelle’s brand on and thought the property was hers.”


      “It isn’t,” Plum said. “No one rightly knows who owns it, for there are no records to show at the court-house. By rights the property should have been sold for unpaid taxes long ago.”


      Doris wondered if, after all, she was on the right track, for she distinctly remembered that canceled tax bills had been among the papers stolen from her Uncle Wardell.


      Probably this was not the land belonging to Uncle John and the Misses Gates at all.


      “Is there much unclaimed land like this around?” she asked.


      “N-no,” frowned Plum. “There is one halfsection over at the other end of the county, and two or three scattered quarter sections.”


      Doris was more puzzled than ever.


      “We had an unpleasant meeting with a man in town,” she said, changing the subject. “Everyone has been so kind and considerate, but this chap ran into our car while we were parked in front of a store, and instead of apologizing he was very abusive.”


      She described the man who had figured in the unpleasant encounter.


      Plum whistled.


      “That’s the oil man,” he said. “And incidentally, my employer for the moment. Henry Moon is his name. He’s usually pretty smooth and slick.”


      So, all unknowing, they had already had a brush with the enemy, Doris thought to herself.


      “Well,” she mused, “we know who Henry Moon is but he doesn’t know who we are. That’s an advantage for our side.”


      At noon the job was half completed, and Plum pitched camp for the party on the shady side of a big butte. From the patient pack-mule he unloaded a bountiful lunch prepared by Mrs. Saylor, and while they ate the members of the party chatted.


      “These hills are all ‘miocene’ formation,” Plum explained. “They are full of fossils of camels and giant ground sloths, horses with toes and other weird creatures. I’ve guided geological expeditions many times.”


      “Camels! In America?” Kitty marveled.


      “Yes, and elephants, too,” Plum said. “In early formations, laid bare where the waters have cut deep in the gullies, one sometimes finds remains of dinosaurs, real dragons.”


      “I’m glad I’m in the present,” Marshmallow said, lovingly contemplating a chicken sandwich. “Suppose a scaly dinosaur poked his head over the top of the hill and took a bite out of this.”


      “He’d find you a more luscious morsel than the sandwich,” scoffed Doris. “Look, there goes Miss Bedelle’s airplane!”


      All looked aloft at the great metal bird which, flashing in the sun like molten silver, came roaring into view.


      “Geewhillikers,” mourned Dave. “My hands itch to grab a joy-stick again!”


      All waited for some signal from the plane, to signify that Pete had seen his erstwhile companions below, but none came.


      “Well, that’s—hey!”


      “Why Marshmallow, what’s the matter?” Kitty exclaimed.


      “Matter! Matter enough,” howled the youth. “Our lunch is gone!”


      Sure enough, the hamper had vanished from under their very noses.


      Plum got to his feet.


      “Such things don’t happen,” he said.


      “Well, cut yourself a piece of cake, then,” Marshmallow retorted. “Help yourself to a banana.”


      “Probably you conjured up the ghost of a dinosaur with your talk, and he ate the lunch,” Dave said solemnly.


      “This is no joke,” Doris said, looking about her wildly.


      “Yes, it is,” Dave laughed, reaching behind a big boulder and producing the missing hamper.


      “You were all so busy looking at the plane I couldn’t resist throwing a scare into Marshmallow. A meal without dessert to him would be like pie without a crust or filling.”


      “I’ll get even with you,” Marshmallow growled, looking into the hamper to see that nothing was unduly missing.


      He was not one to bear a grudge, however, and Marshmallow’s indignation was drowned in the contents of a vacuum bottle of cold lemonade.


      It was a tired but, at least for Doris, a wiser party that trooped into the ranch yard that evening. Dusty, saddle-sore and hungry, they taxed the water capacity of the Crazy Bear’s reservoir by demands for baths.


      “I’d be happy if only I could find my purse,” Mrs. Mallow said after supper. “There is no bank in Raven Rock and I will have a tiresome journey to get my letter of credit honored.”


      Plum was most solicitous over Mrs. Mallow’s loss. He questioned her closely about the missing purse, and was eloquent in trying to comfort her.


      “It will turn up all right,” he said. “The trouble is you have too much time to worry about your loss. Tomorrow you must ride out with me. I want to show you those Indian ruins.”


      He escorted Mrs. Mallow to the hammocks under the cottonwoods, discoursing spiritedly on the charms and wonders of the great Southwest.


      Doris watched the middle-aged couple move off in laughing conversation.


      “Plum seems to find Mrs. Mallow very interesting company,” she said, turning to Dave with a smile.


      “I don’t blame him,” Dave grinned. “If I were only twenty-five years older I’d jump at the chance of acquiring such a charming son as Marshmallow, here.”


      “Oh, go stick your head in the watering trough,” Marshmallow said.


      “Wouldn’t it be lovely if we found ourselves, in the middle of a romance,” Kitty laughed, joining in the fun. “I wonder if Mr. and Mrs. Plum would take up ranching. Would yoti invite us to your round-ups, Marshmallow?”


      “I’ll lasso that foolish surveyor and brand him,” Marshmallow threatened. “What does he mean, forcing himself on my mother like that?”


      Dave sensed that Marshmallow was not enjoying the conversation, and changed the subject.


      “There is going to be a grand moon,” he said. “Let us walk up to that little hill just over there, and Doris—will you sing for us?”


      “I’d love to,” Doris said, simply and sincerely. “I’ve been yearning to sing just as you have been yearning to fly, Dave.”


      The four chums sauntered slowly toward the round butte that rose a hundred yards or so from the house. Doris walked silently, her mind busy with the facts she had learned that day, facts which convinced her that unscrupulous, greedy men were her opponents in the contest for the property. She debated with herself the advisability of summoning aid from one or another of her uncles.


      Yet, a few minutes later, it was a sweet, untroubled voice that rose through the moon-silvered air in the lovely old tune of “Sweet Alice Ben Bolt.”


      CHAPTER XIV


      The Clouds Gather


      “I am going to drive over to the ruined cliff dwellings with Mr. Plum this morning,” Mrs. Mallow announced at the breakfast table next morning.


      “Won’t you all come along?” she added. “It will be very interesting.”


      Marshmallow looked distinctly annoyed.


      “Dave and I heard the men at the corral talking about a bull-dogging contest ‘near here today,” he said. “We thought we might all go over and see it.”


      “What is it, a sort of dog show?” Doris asked mischievously.


      “No,” Dave explained. “It hasn’t anything to do with dogs. Cowboys ride up to a free steer and wrestle it to the ground by the nose and horns. It is very exciting, and dangerous.”


      Kitty wrinkled her nose.


      “And cruel,” she added.


      “I want to ride into town,” Doris said. “I intend to poke through the—stores.”


      “Well, it looks as if we separate for the day,” Marshmallow commented. “Tell Plum he can use the car, Mother. Dave and I are going to ride over with the cowboys on horseback.”


      Kitty and Doris watched Plum and Mrs. Mallow drive off, and then swung into their saddles.


      “Don’t you try any bull-dogging,” Doris warned Dave. “I prefer you in one piece.”


      “I won’t go at all, if you like,” Dave offered. “I’d just as soon ride into town. I need a haircut.”


      “Ain’t no barber in Raven Rock, pard,” laughed one of the horse-wranglers. “We just uses the hoss-clips on ourselves, here.”


      Everybody laughed, and Doris and Kitty touched spurs to their ponies and trotted off toward town, Wags sitting on the horse with Doris.


      “Just compare this with sitting back in a cabin plane at a hundred miles an hour,” gasped Kitty through the bitter dust, as the girls jogged along. Eventually Raven Rock was reached.


      “What’s all the excitement?” Doris wondered. For Raven Rock something unusual was astir. Usually two persons seen at any one time in the street constituted normal traffic, but fully a dozen men and two or three women were headed toward the railroad station.


      From afar came the wailing whistle of a locomotive. The pedestrians doubled their pace.


      “Hear that?” a stranger called to the girls as they drew rein in the plaza. “That’s ol’ Number Ten, the Kansas City Limited, whistlin’ for a stop. Always uster go through here so fast we never could count the cyars!”


      “This must be history in the making for Raven Rock,” Doris laughed. “Let’s see the important people who are getting off the Limited.”


      The crack train thundered into the little adobe town, overshooting the station by fifty yards in its haste. Curious townsfolk surged forward toward the Pullmans.


      “Look, Kitty, even our friend who backed into us is down to see the train come in,” Doris exclaimed. “There is his car.”


      Just then an unusual movement beneath the last car caught Doris’s eye.


      It was the dining car, and from the space created by the steps and the folding section of floor that drops over them when the door of the car is closed, a pair of legs emerged.


      Unseen by anyone but the two girls, a slender male figure squirmed to the ground and ran hurriedly to the station, rubbing cinders from his eyes.


      “Kitty! Look at that man! It’s the stowaway!” gasped Doris.


      “As I live and breathe, it is! He got here anyhow,” her chum exclaimed. “Well, you must admire his pluck.”


      “Here come the important people who stopped the Limited,” Doris said.


      Trailed by the little crowd of townsfolk, whose attention was obviously divided between the great train now beginning to move and the passengers who had honored Raven Rock by disembarking, three men strode over the cinders.


      “Why—why, they are with Henry Moon, the man who backed into us,” Doris gasped. “Then they must be—oh, Kitty!”


      “Doris, what is the matter? You are as white as a sheet!” Kitty cried.


      “That dark-faced man. He—he—oh, I’m sure he is one of the men who robbed Uncle Wardell!”


      Kitty joined Doris in staring at the three men. “Have them arrested!” she said. “Quick!”


      “How can I?” Doris wailed. “I can’t prove that they are crooks! Oh, look at them! If only Uncle Wardell were here!”


      The two recent passengers on the Limited jumped into Moon’s car, while that worthy took his place behind the wheel and stepped on the starter. The mechanism whirred, but the car did not move.


      Doris and Kitty saw Moon’s lips curl. He reached into a pocket of the car and took out a crank, then climbed from the automobile.


      The stowaway slouched forward.


      He spoke to Moon, as if suggesting a bargain. Moon gave the youth the crank and resumed his place at the wheel.


      The stowaway began cranking the car with a vigor surprising in one so slightly built. Soon the engine coughed, backfired, and roared into life.


      Moon let in the clutch and as the car shot forward. The youth leaped to the running board and climbed into the back seat.


      “They’re going out beyond the town,” Kitty cried, but Doris had already seen Moon’s hands twist the wheel. She dug the spurs into her horse’s flanks, and the startled animal bolted down the road.


      Kitty, amazed and wondering, whipped after her.


      In less than a minute Doris heard Moon’s horn wailing behind her. Without’ slacking the rangy gallop of her mount, she reined to the right side of the road.


      As the car shot past, Doris had a good look at the four occupants, all of whom were staring at her with unconcealed admiration.


      “That stowaway is some relative of Miss Bedelle, I’m sure,” Doris thought, as the car passed. “He is the black-sheep brother, and that man beside him is the scar-nosed scoundrel who was talking over the telephone near Plainfield when I was calling the airport. Get along!”


      Doris plied whip and spur, and the cow-pony’s unshod hoofs drummed on the clay. The game little horse was no match for a powerful motor, however, and soon the automobile was so far ahead, Doris knew she had no chance of trailing it.


      She reined in her horse and reluctantly turned its head back toward Raven Rock.


      “Poor fellow,” Doris said, leaning over to pat the animal’s forehead. “It’s cruel making you run so hard on a hot day, but I wish you were a motorcycle for half an hour.”


      * * * *


      A mile back Doris saw Kitty advancing toward her at an easy lope, Wags panting far in the rear.


      “D-Doris!” gasped that young woman. “I— never—saw anybody ride—like you did! I couldn’t—begin to keep up with—you! Whew!”


      “I hoped to see where those scoundrels were going,” Doris replied soberly. “But I failed. Kitty, we are in for trouble. I had planned to ask Uncle Wardell to come out as quickly as he could, but we can’t wait. We just have to get back those stolen deeds!”


      CHAPTER XV


      Oil!


      “Let’s get off and rest,” Kitty begged. “Then we can plan, too.”


      Doris led the way to a grove of pinons, scrubby evergreens which bear an edible nut.


      “I’m glad to lie down,” she sighed, as she flung herself on the fragrant needles that covered the ground.


      Side by side in the shade on top of the knoll the girls silently watched the ponies grazing on the coarse grass.


      “Kitty,” said Doris at last, “you remember the time we had the blow-out on the way to the airport, the day we started for Raven Rock?”


      “Indeed I do,” Kitty replied. “I skinned a knuckle helping Marshmallow take off the spare.”


      “I went to a road-stand to telephone, you remember,” Doris went on. “Well, in an adjoining booth a man was telephoning in a mixture of Spanish and English. He was telling somebody over long distance that he was starting out with the deed at once.”


      “Why did you keep it a secret?” Kitty asked, a little hurt.


      “I told Dave, and he telephoned to the police,” Doris explained. “I thought it best to say no more because it would do no good and only worry the rest of you.”


      “Well, go on,” Kitty urged. “What about him?”


      “I saw the man when he left the booth, and he had a scar over his nose, just like the man who visited the Gates twins, and who attacked Uncle Wardell.”


      “Doris! Why, I should have screamed!”


      “No, you wouldn’t have,” Doris laughed. “Anyhow, that is the man who got off the train a moment ago. I recognized him then and made sure of it when he passed me in the automobile again!”


      “Oh, what will you do?” Kitty cried.


      “That’s just what I don’t know,” Doris admitted. “One thing is certain. He and his pal brought the stolen papers with them, and Moon is the master mind behind the whole crooked piece of business.”


      “Doris! Then they can prove ownership of the land between the Saylor’s ranch and Miss Bedelle’s!” Kitty exclaimed. “There must be some way to stop them.”


      “I don’t trust the man in the court-house,” Doris continued. “He doesn’t know his business at all, and I think if it came to a showdown between three men with lots of money—and the deeds—and a girl who hadn’t anything to prove her story, there is no doubt who would win.”


      “Let’s ride back to the ranch, find out where the boys are and consult them,” Kitty suggested.


      “I guess four heads are better than two in a mixup like this,” Doris agreed, rising.


      The ponies, trained not to stray when the reins were flung over their heads, were mounted. Doris, first in the saddle, instinctively let her eyes stray over the circumference of the horizon. The strange scenery would never grow wearisome to her, she thought. It was like being on the moon or some other distant world.


      Then, suddenly, a volcano seemed to leap into life just a few miles away.


      “Kitty!” cried Doris. “Look!”


      “D-Doris! What is it? An explosion?”


      A tall black plume that mushroomed at the top into a whirling smudge of ugly brown mounted into the sky.


      “I don’t know—it looks like a geyser,” Doris marveled. “But geysers aren’t black. Let’s go see.”


      “Look down there,” Kitty pointed back toward the town. “Others are coming to look, too.”


      A string of horsemen could be seen galloping up the road, lashing their mounts. A couple of automobiles, loaded beyond capacity, cut through the riders and hid them in dust.


      “Come on, Kitty!” Doris shouted, wheeling her pony. “We’ll beat them all!”


      They did not. The ponies, still winded from the first gallop, were passed by some of the riders on fresher horses. That was just as well, for the leaders soon left the road and cut across lots, and the girls followed.


      Both automobiles, forced to stick to the road, lost their first-won advantage.


      “Oil, oil, oil!” was shouted by everyone.


      It was a five-mile run that exhausted horses and riders, but weariness was forgotten when the girls caught sight of the wild scene.


      The spurt of crude oil shot into the air in a column as thick as a man’s body. Straight up it surged for a hundred feet or more before the wind caught it and whipped the high-pressure fluid into yellow spume.


      “I’m glad the wind is blowing the other way from us,” Kitty said.


      The bowl-like valley from whose center the oil spouted was littered with lumber, shattered remains of the drill rigging, and dotted with what seemed to be the entire population of the county.


      “There is Moon’s car,” Doris pointed.


      “How do they catch the oil?” Kitty wondered. “It will all be wasted, it seems to me,”


      Her curiosity was shortly satisfied. Under the bellowed orders of a straw-boss, scarcely heard above the roar of the spouting oil, a gang of men dragged gigantic mats toward the gusher. Others advanced with what seemed to be the world’s biggest wrenches. It was all very confusing to the two girls, and to most of the other spectators, too.


      All that they knew was that a fascinating battle was being fought between puny men and one of Nature’s greatest forces, unleashed.


      Time and again the men advanced, only to have their tools whirled high into the air.


      Then, as suddenly as it had started, the oil ceased to spout.


      A cheer arose from the workers and spectators alike.


      “They capped itl Hooray!?’


      Another gang was busy throwing up walls of earth to conserve the oil flooding the ground.


      “Well, that was thrilling,” Doris said. “Even if it just means another setback for us. Oil! That is really why they want the land.”


      “Why, Doris! Would you believe it,” Kitty exclaimed, “it is way after three o’clock. We’ve been here hours and hours.”


      “I guess we had better go back to the ranch,” Doris said.


      They were halted by a “hello” from the milling crowd around the capped well.


      “Hi, Doris! Kitty!”


      “It sounds like Dave and Marshmallow,” Doris exclaimed. “But I don’t see them. Oh, can that be they?”


      Two inky-faced figures on black ponies were spurring up the slope toward the girls.


      “What is this, an Uncle Tom’s Cabin show or a minstrel?” Doris laughed, as Dave and Marshmallow, bathed in oil, galloped up on oil-soaked ponies.


      “Boy, what a bath!” Dave shouted. “We were just over the hill there when the well went off with a roar that seemed to lift the ground from under our feet. Just as we got there the oil came down on top of us.”


      “Nothing will ever taste the same to me again,” Marshmallow mourned.


      “We’d better get back to the ranch,” Doris said when she had recovered her breath. Kitty was holding fast to the high pommel of her saddle, weak from laughter.


      “I’m sort of wary about turning in the horse and my borrowed clothes in this shape,” Dave admitted.


      “Anyhow, crude oil is good for your hair,” Doris said. “Let’s go!”


      It was a long jaunt back to the ranch, and as they jogged along the boys told of their experience.


      “That well is on some of the land they can’t find an owner for,” Dave said. “It’s the far corner of the three sections Plum took us over yesterday.”


      “I thought it looked familiar,” Doris said thoughtfully.


      “That man Moon was awfully mad,” Marshmallow chuckled. “We—Dave and I and all the cowboys except the one who was wrestling a steer and didn’t know what was going on—were the first ones on the scene. Moon was there with three other men, all of ’em oil-soaked, ordering the drillers around. When we got there he tried to chase us away.”


      “By the time he had us backing off,” Dave laughed, “everybody else was swarming in from the other side.”


      “Do you know who the three men with him were?” Doris asked.


      “Of course not,” Dave answered.


      “You have met one, more or less socially,” Doris said with a wry smile. “The other two are not unknown to my family.”


      “Oh, lay off the riddles,” Marshmallow said. “Are you just fooling, Doris?”


      “No,” came the answer. “One of them was the stowaway, and the others were the men who robbed Uncle Wardell!”


      “Honest!” exclaimed Marshmallow. “Let’s go back and tackle them!”


      CHAPTER XVI


      Plans


      Marshmallow’s rash proposal about fighting was voted down.


      It was a droll cavalcade that trotted into the yard of Crazy Bear Ranch later.


      Yellow dust had settled thick over the oil on the boys. The girls were only a little less covered. Altogether they were a queer-looking crowd.


      “What has happened?” Mrs. Mallow cried, as she ran out to meet them.


      “Is—are you—you?” she demanded. “Marshall! The only way I could recognize you was by your shape.”


      “We’re all right, Mother,” Marshmallow responded. “Just got a little crude oil on us. Doris said it was good for freckles or something.”


      “We’ll explain as soon as we have bathed,” Dave said.


      “We’ll have plenty to tell,” Doris cried over her shoulder, as she darted for her room.


      There, in tubs of cold water filled by hand, the girls scrubbed themselves clean and with real relief changed into airy, fluffy afternoon frocks that would have graced the veranda of any country dub, and were particularly charming in the rough-and-ready surroundings of the ranch.


      The boys were tardy in appearing, and when they made their entrance in linen knickers and white shirts open at the throat they still exhaled an aroma of oil.


      “Let’s sit under the trees,” Mrs. Mallow suggested. “Then you can tell me everything.”


      Marshmallow first interviewed Mrs. Saylor, and successfully, for he returned with a large pitcher of milk, glasses for all, and a plate of sliced cake.


      “Now we can talk comfortably,” he grinned.


      “But do talk,” Mrs. Mallow urged. “I’m still all at sixes and sevens. Tell me what happened.”


      The boys told their story first.


      Then Doris related her surprising share of the day’s adventures.


      “We shall have to act quickly, then,” Mrs. Mallow announced as Doris concluded. “I think you might consult Mr. Plum. I am sure he can help, and I know he is not on the side of the oil speculators.”


      “Oh, Plum’s an old fossil,” growled Marshmallow.


      “Why, Marshall!” his mother exclaimed. “Such disrespect. You should have come with us this morning. We explored the most fascinating ruins!”


      “I’d like to make a fascinating ruin out of—I mean, out of those robbers,” Marshmallow said.


      “Don’t let the cake take the edge off your appetites,” Mrs. Saylor called from the house. “Supper in half an hour—with hot cornbread!”


      The young folks waved to her in assent and greeting.


      “Come on, a council like us ought to be able to plan a campaign to outwit the crooks before supper,” Dave urged. “Who has any ideas?”


      “They are tough customers,” Marshmallow cautioned. “And remember that they have the less desirable element of the country backing them up. There’s no use trying any force.”


      “Do you suppose they suspect us?” Mrs. Mallow said.


      “I don’t know,” Doris replied. “If that sleepy-headed registrar of deeds ever wakes up enough to tell Moon I was trying to locate the old claims there will be some sort of trouble, I expect.”


      “Suppose we get Mr. Saylor to pick his strongest and most trusted men,” Marshmallow suggested, “and we will waylay the outfit along the road, tie ’em up and make them give up the deeds.”


      “I thought you just said there was no use trying force,” Doris remarked.


      “What about this for a plan?” Dave spoke up. “I’ll see if Pete can borrow Miss Bedelle’s plane and he and I can pretend to be barnstormers.


      We’ll take the thieves for a ride and threaten to pitch them overboard unless they give up the papers.”


      “I think you boys have been watching too many movie serials,” Doris laughed. “No, Dave. In the first place, they may not buy a ride, and in the second place they may not have the deeds with them and there you would be, flying around with the men afraid to land. And finally, Miss Bedelle might not lend her new airplane.”


      “Gosh, it is a tough nut to crack,” Marshmallow admitted.


      “I still think you ought to consult Mr. Plum,” Mrs. Mallow said. “He knows the country and the people.”


      “All right. Where is he?” decided Doris, jumping to her feet.


      “He has gone away for a few days on business,” Mrs. Mallow said. “He has to survey a new irrigation project.”


      “We can’t wait for him,” Doris determined. “We must act quickly. I think the best thing of all is to get Miss Bedelle to help us. I’m sure she is as much opposed to the oil scheme as anyone.”


      “I believe you are right,” Mrs. Mallow said. “Besides, we owe her a call, to thank her for the use of her plane.”


      Further discussion was discontinued at that juncture by the announcement that supper was ready for them.


      “We’ll drive over in the morning,” Doris said firmly, as the five trooped into the dining room.


      Marshmallow’s eyes suddenly sparkled, and he snapped his fingers.


      “Did you forget something?” Kitty asked. “Or remember something?”


      “Just—er, just remembered that I wanted to bring some candy back from the village,” Marshmallow stammered. “Want to ride over with me after supper, Dave? My sweet tooth is aching.”


      “Why, I guess so,” Dave replied, passing the fried ham to Doris.


      Marshmallow ate hastily.


      “Hurry up, Dave,” he kept urging his chum. “We want to get there before the stores close.”


      “I never saw anybody get such a sudden yearning for candy,” Kitty said. “I wonder if there isn’t some pretty Mexican girl in the shop. Perhaps I had better go with you.”


      “Oh, you’ll get your clean dress all dusty,” Marshmallow protested. “We’ll be back in a jiffy.”


      The boys excused themselves while the three others lingered over the tea cups.


      “I never saw Marshall refuse a second helping of dessert,” Mrs. Mallow said, her brows knit. “They are up to something, and it isn’t candy,”


      Doris observed sagely. “Watch out for practical jokes. I think Marshmallow is getting a little bored with this life.”


      “What, after being practically blown up by an oil well, and hobnobbing with cowboys?” Kitty exclaimed.


      “I just have a hunch,” Doris said. “We’ll fool them by going to bed early. I’m about dead for sleep.”


      “And I,” Kitty seconded.


      It was scarcely nine o’clock when Doris, Kitty and Mrs. Mallow retired to their respective rooms. The boys had not yet returned.


      Doris was awakened by an insistent rapping on the door from a dream in which she was galloping over the country pursuing an airplane on horseback.


      “Who’s there?” she called.


      “It is I, Mrs. Mallow,” came the reply. “Doris, I am so worried. Marshall and Dave have not yet returned and it is past eleven o’clock.”


      Doris jumped from the bed and slipped a kimono over her pajamas as she switched on the light. Kitty sleepily demanded what the matter was, but Doris first opened the door to admit Mrs. Mallow.


      She, too, was in dressing gown and slippers.


      “I am worried about the boys,” she confessed. “I usually don’t worry about Marshall at all. I know he can take care of himself—back home in Plainfield, but in this rough frontier country I am ill at ease.”


      “This is Saturday, isn’t it?” Doris asked. “There is nothing to worry about. They have gone to the weekly movie show. Even Mr. and Mrs. Saylor drove to town, and most of the ranch hands rode in.”


      “That must be it,” Mrs. Mallow sighed. “You are such a comfort, Doris! I’ll go back to bed now, but I know I shan’t sleep until they are back.” Kitty stretched her graceful arms and yawned unabashed.


      “If you can’t sleep, Mrs. Mallow, why not sit up with us a while?” she suggested. “I’ve had a beauty nap, and am all rested.”


      “Oh, no,” Mrs. Mallow protested. “You girls get all the sleep you can. Some day you will realize how a mother worries over little nothings.” She rose to go, and had just put her hand on the knob of the door when the sound of a motor was heard in the yard.


      “There they are now!” Doris exclaimed.


      “It may be the Saylors returning,” Mrs. Mallow said. “I’ll just wait and see.”


      The three waited in silence.


      Footsteps approached, hesitated, and then continued past the door.


      “Is that you, Dave?” Doris called.


      There was no reply.


      “Marshall!” Mrs. Mallow cried out, her voice sharp with anxiety.


      The sound of gruff whisperings could be heard. “I told you they were up to some joke,” Doris said under her breath. She tiptoed to the door and suddenly threw it wide.


      “Boo!” she shouted. “You can’t fool—oh!” The girl reeled back and slammed the door.


      “It—it’s that Moon man, and somebody else!” she gasped.


      “Oh dear, oh dear,” moaned Mrs. Mallow. “And we are here by ourselves.”


      “Say, inside there,” demanded someone from beyond the door. “Open up!”


      “You had better get away in a hurry,” Doris cried back bravely. “You are trespassing!”


      “No, I’m not,” came the reply. “I’m a deputy sheriff and I’m here with Mr. Moon who claims that two young fellers living here tried to burglarize his room at the hotel.”


      The occupants of the room looked at one another, speechless.


      Kitty dived under the covers, but Doris hurried to her clothes and began to dress as rapidly as possible.


      Presently she was clad, and opened the door again.


      “What you say is absurd,” she said.


      “I’m sorry, lady, but I’m only doing my duty,”


      said a man, flashing his badge. “You’ll have to let me look in the boys’ room.”


      Doris was thinking quickly. How could she hold off these men?


      “If they’re in their room—which they won’t be —we’ll wake ’em quick enough,” Moon laughed evilly. “Come on, Sheriff. Look in the next room.”


      CHAPTER XVII


      The Plot That Failed


      Doris, her heart in her mouth, followed the men to the door of the chamber occupied by the two boys.


      “Is this where they sleep?” the deputy sheriff demanded.


      Doris refused to answer.


      “Try it anyhow, Sheriff,” Moon commanded.


      The officer rattled the doorknob and then pushed violently against it. Under his weight the door flew open.


      “Here, show a light,” Moon laughed again. “I guess we’ll find the place empty.”


      Doris’s hair almost rose on end as she heard a voice, unmistakably Dave’s, murmur sleepily:


      “Wha-what’s the matter? Who’s there?”


      The sheriff struck a match, and by the dim flare revealed the two boys in their beds, covered to their chins. Dave was blinking sleepily, but Marshmallow, his mouth open, snored gently.


      “I guess you were wrong, Mr. Moon,” the officer said.


      “I—well, I could have sworn—” stammered th« discomfited Moon.


      “What’s the matter, Doris?” Dave demanded, now wide awake.


      “I don’t know, but it is outrageous,” stormed the girl. “Now, will you men please leave these grounds at once before I call for help!”


      “I’m sorry, lady, but I was just doin’ my duty,” the sheriff apologized, backing away.


      Henry Moon, speechless, was already in full retreat. A moment later the car was heard to move off into the warm, dark night.


      “Are they gone?” came from Marshmallow.


      “Yes,” Doris replied. “And will you two please—”


      “Explain?” Dave finished for her. “Certainly!”


      Throwing back the covers, he jumped from the bed, fully clad, as Doris switched on the light.


      Marshmallow followed suit, likewise revealing himself in the clothing he had worn at the table.


      “It’s a long story, mates,” Marshmallow grinned.


      “But first make sure that those men have really gone,” Dave cautioned.


      “I’ll tell Mrs. Mallow and Kitty that everything is all right,” Doris said.


      She paused at the door of her room and Kitty’s to tell the news, and then made sure that Moon and the deputy sheriff had gone.


      A few minutes later all five were assembled in the boys’ room, the two girls and Mrs. Mallow listening with horror to the boys’ story.


      “It was all my idea,” Marshmallow began, “and if you think I’m bragging, I’ll confess that nothing came of it.


      “It flashed over me just before dinner, this scheme, and I gave Dave the sign to come down to the village with me—alone. We knew that Saturday night meant big doings, especially with the movie show on, so our scheme shouldn’t have fallen through.”


      “What scheme?” Doris exclaimed. “Don’t be so mysterious!”


      “Patience, patience,” Marshmallow advised. “We went to the Raven Rock Ritz, that magnificent hostelry where Moon and his two friends are stopping, and Dave and I took’a room there, too.”


      “What in the world for?” demanded Mrs. Mallow. “Are you dissatis—”


      “Sh! All will be revealed,” her son grinned. “It cost only two dollars, and we didn’t pay that, having to leave sort of unceremoniously. In signing the register we looked over the page for Henry Moon’s name and got the number of his room. There are only eight or ten in the hotel, and we found that his was at the end of the one and only corridor on the first and only floor.


      “So Dave and I sauntered down. Somebody was saying in an excited sort of voice, ‘I tell you, she found it all out. She’s wise.’ Then and there we knew there wasn’t much time to waste.”


      “They were talking about you, of course,” Dave interrupted, indicating Doris.


      “We walked out front, then, where we could keep an eye on the hall door,” continued Dave, “and after a while Moon came out with the Bedelle boy—the stowaway, you know—and the two men. We watched them go up the street a little way, then we went back to Moon’s room, tried the key to our room in the lock—and it worked!”


      “Marshall!” Mrs. Mallow exclaimed in a shocked voice. “You could have been arrested! That is—”


      “We almost were arrested, as you know,” Marshmallow admitted. “But when one is on the trail of thieves one has to take risks.


      “Anyhow, we went into the room and I kept watch at the door while Dave started a search for the stolen papers.”


      “I hunted everywhere,” Dave said, picking up the thread of the story. “In the bureau, in the pockets of a suit hanging in the closet, and then I started to look for suitcases when I heard Marshmallow give a sort of gurgle!”


      “Maybe I did gurgle,” Marshmallow admitted. “I wanted to yell, but knew I mustn’t.”


      “Because,” said Dave, “when I glanced past Marsh down the hall where Moon and his two friends were coming, they saw us and began to run in our direction.”


      “Oh, dear! Oh, dear!” Mrs. Mallow moaned softly.


      “So we dived through the open window,” Marshmallow continued. “Moon poked his head out of the window right over us and yelled, ‘There they go!’”


      “The next thing he said was, ‘It was those two young cubs from the Crazy Bear Ranch! I should have known they weren’t in this forsaken hole for fun!’” Dave interjected.


      “Then the orders flew,” Marshmallow went on. “He told one man he called Wolf to stand guard, right in the room. Then he asked a fellow he called Sam to come with him, as he was going to get the sheriff and drive out toward the ranch and catch us on the way.”


      “We sneaked up to the front of the hotel,” Dave said, “and there was our car, of course, parked in the street. Moon recognized it, so he made this Sam fellow get in the back and crouch down, to grab us when we got in.”


      “That gave us our idea,” Marshmallow laughed.


      “But how did you get here, then?” Doris cried.


      “With Moon and the sheriff!” roared Marshmallow. “Right near us Moon’s car was parked well in the dark, so Dave and I jumped into the rear compartment and pulled a lot of oily slickers and dungarees over us. Soon Moon came along with the deputy, raving about how he had caught us stealing everything he owned and flashing a gun at him. They got in the car and drove to the ranch.


      “So, when Moon was turning in here, and we figured he and the sheriff were looking sharp at the house, Dave and I dropped out, and ran around the back way while they parked in front. We hopped into bed, and that’s all.”


      “You took desperate chances, boys, and rather illegal ones, I am afraid,” said Mrs. Mallow. “You have aroused the suspicions of Mr. Moon in the bargain.”


      Doris thanked the boys sweetly for all they had done in her behalf. Dave and Marshmallow were rather crestfallen as goodnights were exchanged and everyone repaired to bed and to sleep, if possible, after the exciting events.


      In the morning, as the five trooped across the patio to their breakfast, Miss Bedelle’s airplane roared overhead, and all wondered where she was going at such an early hour.


      The breakfast was just about over when a familiar-sounding automobile drove into the yard and Ben Corlies jumped out. Without the least ceremony he dashed into the house and hurled something on the table with a cowboy whoop that brought everyone to his feet.


      “Why—oh! My handbag!” cried Mrs. Mallow. “Mr. Corlies, how can I ever reward you?”


      “Don’t talk that way, Ma’am,” Ben grinned. “Jest open the bag and see if all your belongings is in it, for I didn’t lift the clasp on it.”


      “If you will excuse me, then?” Mrs. Mallow smiled, and the smile grew as she examined the contents of the handbag. “Everything is here. Where did you find it?”


      “Miss Bedelle found it,” Ben said. “She found it between the wall and a seat of that cast-iron katydid you all flew out here in.”


      “We will drive over some time today and thank her,” Mrs. Mallow declared. “We owe Miss Bedelle many more thanks besides.”


      “Well, I—I don’t know,” Ben said, shuffling his feet and twisting his sombrero. “I don’t think Miss Bedelle would like any company just now. Anyhow, she ain’t home. She flew off this mornin’ in a hurry with Pete Speary.”


      Then, as if overcome with indignation, Ben blurted out:


      “It’s that ornery brother of hers, an’ I hope he gets bucked off his hoss into a cholla cactus! He’s showed up again, and no one knows where from, but he got into a peck of trouble somewheres along the line. I ain’t no eavesdropper, but Miss Bedelle had to jly over to some place in a hurry this mornin’ to straighten out the mess, an’ I don’t know where the boy lit out to at all. He was missin’ again last night.”


      “I can tell you,” Marshmallow spoke up. “He was at the hotel last night with that Henry Moon who is bossing the oil crew.”


      Ben’s face darkened, and he shifted the holste? in which his long-barreled six-gun rested.


      “Those crooks, hey?” he snarled. “They got their orders to keep off our land, and I’m one person who will keep ’em off, too! And now the boy has got mixed up with ’em, has he?”


      Doris stared into her empty cocoa cup.


      “Ben,” she said, lifting her clear blue eyes to the rancher, “I’ll tell you a secret. Those men are our enemies, too. We are certain they stole some very valuable papers, deeds to the land they are drilling on, from my uncle.”


      Ben’s jaw dropped.


      “Is that the truth, now?” he exclaimed. “Well, Miss Bedelle will help you all she can. She’ll be glad to have you come up, I know. And Ben Corlies’ll stand by you, come rain or shootin’, or I’m a—”


      Words failed him. He strode up and solemnly shook hands all around.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Doris’s Disappearance


      “We won’t make another move, now, until Miss Bedelle gets back,” Doris decided.


      “That is the wisest plan,” Mrs. Mallow said. “It is Sunday and Mr. Moon probably won’t do anything today.”


      Ben, muttering to himself, announced that he, at any rate, had plenty to do.


      “I’ve got to round up Miss Bedelle’s brother,” he said.


      Refusing Mrs. Mallow’s repeated offer to reward him for returning the purse, Corlies very soon drove off.


      “Everything looks brighter and more cheerful,” Kitty observed. “We have a powerful new ally, Mrs. Mallow has her money and rings back, and Marshmallow and Dave are still out of jail.”


      The day was spdnt in scanning the skies for the airplane, but to no avail. Wherever Miss Bedelle’s errand had taken her, it was no one-day trip, even in an airplane.


      It was a somewhat disappointed group, therefore, that retired that night, but morning brought new excitement.


      Doris had just asked the boys to drive her into town, and had been reminded that the automobile had been abandoned at Raven Rock, when a man rode into the yard, tossed the reins over his cayuse’s neck, and asked for Miss Force.


      “I am Miss Force,” Doris said, stepping forward.


      “I got a telegram for you, Miss,” the stranger grinned amiably. “It came late last night, but I knew there wasn’t any hurry about it, because your uncle won’t get here until after sundown.”


      “My uncle!” repeated the amazed Doris. “What do you know about my uncle?”


      “Well, I declare, now,” said the strange messenger boy, fishing in the crown of his huge hat and extracting the envelope. “Here, read it yourself. I seen the operator typing it out.”


      Doris ripped open the envelope and read:


      “Your Uncle John took air express should arrive Monday.—Wardell Force.”


      The girl handed the telegram to her companions. “How do yotl know he won’t arrive until after sundown?” she demanded of the messenger.


      “The airline don’t go through Raven Rock,” he explained. “Prob’ly wouldn’t stop here if it did. It lands down at the junction, and your uncle can make the 5:07 from there that gits in here ’bout 7:30.”


      “Well, I am certainly thankful to you for all the extra information,” Doris laughed. “This is the first time I learned more from a telegram than the sender wrote.”


      “Oh, you’re welcome,” grinned the young man, blushing for no reason at all. He leaped into his saddle and rode off.


      “Better and better!” Dave cried. “Say, when the army of ‘General’ Force moves on the enemy, won’t they get a shock?”


      “Now that Uncle John can take charge of the affairs himself, perhaps we had better not interview Miss Bedelle until he arrives,” Doris suggested.


      “A fine idea,” praised Dave. “Now what shall we do?”


      “Let’s ride over the property again to make sure we remember the boundaries that Plum showed us,” Doris said. “Then we can point out to my uncle exactly what the lay of the land is, so far as we know it.”


      “Good!” cried Marshmallow. “Maybe Mrs. Saylor will pack us a lunch.”


      Mrs. Saylor would, and did. The young folks donned their riding clothes, and the middle of the forenoon saw the cavalcade mount the rise above the ranch house, wave goodbye to Mrs. Mallow, and then vanish over the slope. Poor Wags, his paws swollen from an encounter with a fish-hook cactus, had to remain behind.


      None realized into what thrilling adventures they were riding, as they spurred on their horses.


      After locating the first boundary post, or benchmark as Plum had called it, the quartet decided that such success deserved a treat, and so they had their lunch.


      “Let’s take a bee-line from here and cut across to the opposite marker, instead of looking for the next one on this side,” Doris proposed.


      “Good, that will test our plainscraft and take us over new country, too,” Dave seconded.


      Instead of following the four sides of the great square, the friends struck diagonally across the first “section.”


      It was rough going, and confusing. Cattle paths criss-crossed the earth, hills and deep gullies forced the group to detour. They crossed the road over which Marshmallow had driven them early the week before, the only familiar spot in the landscape.


      “Pss-st!” whispered Doris, who was for the time being in the lead.


      Following her outstretched finger, the others saw a solitary horseman clambering up the steep sides of a hill about a quarter of a mile away.


      “What’s a man want to climb up there for?” Marshmallow panted. “It’s hard enough riding along the level.”


      “Everybody duck!” Doris commanded. “I have a hunch! Into this gully, quick!”


      Four horses were wheeled on their hind legs and were forced over the stony brink of a small arroyo.


      “Golly, what’s the idea?” Marshmallow demanded.


      “I have an idea that man is going up the hill to be a lookout,” Doris said. “He’s the one who ducked out of sight when we went through here with Plum.”


      “A lookout for what?” Kitty asked, bewildered.


      “That’s what we’ll find out,” Doris said grimly. “Marshmallow, you creep up the bank of this gully and keep your eye on that horseman, and Dave, suppose you walk on and see where this leads to.”


      The boys obeyed as if they had recognized Doris as the leader of the expedition. The girls remained on the spot, holding the bronchos.


      Marshmallow inched his one hundred and seventy pounds up the shelving side of the arroyo, while Dave, hugging the bank, moved forward as rapidly as caution permitted to scout the lay of the land.


      “Your spy is perched on top of the hill,” Marshmallow called down softly. “Most of the time he looks toward the town, I think. Now he’s looking all around.”


      “Keep an eye on him until Dave comes back,” Doris replied.


      Kitty looked at her chum with new respect.


      “It’s too bad you are going to waste your time on opera singing,” she said. “You would make a success as manager of something—a store or a detective agency, or an army.”


      “I hope we can help Uncle John settle this mystery in a jiffy,” Doris said, “so I won’t have to miss my lessons. And also, I want to meet Miss Bedelle.”


      “Nothing new,” came from Marshmallow. “He’s still admiring the scenery.”


      * * * *


      It was nearly half an hour before Dave reappeared, but there was excitement written in his every move as he came toward them.


      “There’s a gang working down below here,” he called softly, when he came within earshot. “I think they are drilling.”


      “How far?” Doris demanded.


      “About a half mile from here the gully opens into a big bowl, like a crater,” Dave reported. “It is pretty deep, and they are down at the bottom.”


      “Did you hear that, Marshmallow?” Doris cried. “Come on down and we’ll investigate.”


      The four mounted their patient ponies and in single file, sticking close to the bank and out of sight of the lookout, they rode forward.


      “Let’s hitch the horses here,” Dave said at length. “We’ll be in sight of the men around the next turn.”


      Although the ponies were trained to stand without hitching when the reins were thrown over their necks it was concluded that the safest thing to do would be to tie them to the shrubby creosote bushes that studded the arroyo.


      Then, creeping in single file after Dave, they advanced upon the land thieves.


      The gully dipped downward and came to an abrupt end near the crest of the bowl-like depression Dave had described.


      “There they are,” he announced.


      Throwing themselves flat on the ground, the four young people crept forward and peered into the hollow.


      It was fifty or seventy-five feet deep and about half a mile across, and in the middle a significant steeple-like structure some twenty feet high had been erected out of new lumber.


      Three or four men were busily engaged in and near the strange structure, which the four recognized as the rigging for a drill. A light truck and two cars, one of them plainly Moon’s, were parked near it, and Moon himself was conspicuous in his shirt-sleeves, ordering his crew about.


      Doris clutched Kitty’s shoulder, and spoke so all the group could hear.


      “Look,” she exclaimed, “there is his coat on the slope just below, near that extra big clump of bushes.”


      “I see it, but what about it?” Kitty asked.


      “Just look at those envelopes spilling out of the pockets,” Doris said. “I’ll bet our missing deeds and papers are there.”


      “You’ve better eyes than I have,” Dave commented, “and I passed the eyesight test one hundred per cent before taking up aviation. They may be papers, or they may be handkerchiefs, for all I can see.”


      “Well, I’ll find out,” Doris decided.


      “How, for instance?” Marshmallow spoke over her shoulder. “Are you going back for a telescope?”


      “I’m going down to get theml” Doris announced.


      “Doris, you’re not!”


      “I shan’t let you!”


      “You’ll be shot!”


      Doris’s companions chorused their protests, but she paid scant heed to them.


      Instead, she crept backward, out of sight of the men in the hollow, and to the astonishment of the others tugged at a big bush until she had wrenched it from the loose soil.


      “Camouflage,” she explained. “Protective coloring, or whatever it’s called. Is anybody looking?”


      “Wait a minute,” Marshmallow warned, “—the man on top of the hill—all right, he has turned again.”


      “Oh, do be careful,” cautioned Kitty.


      Holding the sprawling-branched, dense shrub in front of her, Doris sat on the ground and began to move cautiously down the slope by hitching along with her spurred heels.


      “I can see, but I hope I’m not seen,” she said as the others watched her descend, apprehension and doubt in their eyes. “Anyhow, my shirt and breeches and boots are the color of the ground. But phew! This bush smells like a freshly-tarred road.”


      Breathlessly, the three watched Doris inch down the slope. It was a dramatic scene. The plucky girl was so plainly visible to them that it was incredible she could not be seen by those in front of her.


      “If the spy on the hill looks down he’ll be sure to spot her,” Marshmallow whispered.


      “That isn’t all that worries me,” Dave replied. “I really don’t think he will watch every bush closely. But look at that other automobile down there. Don’t you recognize it?”


      “No, of course not,” the two others replied.


      “Well, I do,” Dave said. “It is Ben Corlies’ car. I think he has turned traitor on us!”


      “Sure enough, it’s Ben’s,” Marshmallow gasped. “The big crook! Wait until I get my hands on him—”


      “Oh, the lookout!” Kitty sputtered.


      The horseman posted on top of the hill had dug spurs into his mount and sent it scrambling down toward the drillers.


      “He has seen Doris!” Kitty wailed.


      “No, he’s getting off,” Dave exclaimed. “Look, he is creeping up the hill on his hands and knees— he has seen someone coming from that side!”


      “Doris is just about in grabbing distance of the coat,” Kitty added.


      It was a hair-raising moment!


      Suddenly, from behind them came the frightened snort of a horse, then a shrill whinny followed by the clash of hoofs against the rocks.


      “Dodge!” yelled Marshmallow, throwing away all caution.


      The three rolled and scrambled close to the banks of the gully as Doris’s pinto dashed past them, fire in his eye, and charged down the slope —in a straight line for his missing rider!


      “There goes the old ball game,” yelled Dave, jumping to his feet. “You two ride as fast as you can to the ranch for help. Bring everybody. I’ll stay here and cover Doris’s retreat.”


      He pushed and tugged at Marshmallow and Kitty, saw them mount, and gallop toward the ranch.


      Then Dave rushed back to see what was happening in the hollow. There was the panic-stricken pony, evidently stampeded by a snake, galloping across the bottom, and the workmen spreading to head it off. There was Henry Moon running toward his car.


      But Doris. Where was she? Dave could not see her anywhere.


      He rubbed his eyes and stared again.


      Doris had vanished as completely as if the ground had swallowed her!


      CHAPTER XIX


      Two Missing


      Neck and neck Kitty and Marshmallow galloped up the rocky canyon.


      “Can’t you go faster?” Marshmallow panted. “N-no! Can’t you?” the girl called in reply.


      “I didn’t mean you, Kitty,” Marshmallow said. “Talking to this horse.”


      He drummed with his heels on the broncho’s lean sides.


      “Dave will send Doris on his horse, I guess,” Kitty gasped. “He’ll hide out until we bring help.”


      “Li-listen,” Marshmallow answered, the breath nearly jolted from his body. “Suppose I get offand go back to help D-Dave stand off those crooks? You lead my pony—whoops! Nearly went off that time!—and when yours tires, change to mine.”


      “You—you stick to me, Marshall Mallow!” Kitty replied. “I’m not sure of the way and I’m almost scared to death!”


      “All—all right!” Marshmallow puffed. “I’ll stick to you if I can stick to this grasshopper.” Saving their breath, the two galloped on in single file up the sloping arroyo. The sides grew shallower and closer together, the ground rockier and shrubbier.


      Suddenly Kitty saw Marshmallow’s horse’s nose pass hers, until he was a full neck in the lead.


      “Where—did—your horse get its—second wind —oh! oh! Marshmallow!”


      Kitty made a grab at the loose rein of her companion’s steed, which was darting ahead of her, riderless.


      The horses halted willingly enough, their sides heaving.


      Kitty turned, prepared for the worst. What she saw was superlative to the worst.


      Marshmallow had disappeared!


      Kitty’s chin trembled, and a tear streaked its way down her dusty cheek.


      Never before in her life had she fled anything more menacing than a spider, nor had she ridden horseback except on decorous jaunts.


      Now she was riding on a life-or-death mission, and—


      “Kitty! Help!”


      “Marshmallow! Oh, Marshmallow, where are you? Are you hurt?”


      Kitty scrambled down from her mount and ran back through the waist-high rabbit-brush and creosote bushes.


      “Here, give me a hand,” Marshmallow’s voice sounded. “I’m not hurt—much, but—ouch!”


      Kitty parted the tangled shrubbery, and saw her stout companion sprawled on his back, his round blue eyes staring up at her in misery.


      “I got jolted off,” he said. “Knocked the breath out of me. But I’m on some kind of cactus and when I move a thousand new stickers get into my back.”


      Kitty saw nothing amusing in her companion’s misery. She braced her toes against his, grasped Marshmallow’s wrists and tugged with all her might, but his weight was too much for her.


      “Wait, I have it!” she exclaimed.


      “Did you mean w-e-i-g-h-t or w-a-i-t?” Marshmallow called after her. There was no situation in the world serious enough to prevent Marshmallow from finding some humor in it sooner or later.


      Kitty returned, leading the ponies. She uncoiled from Marshmallow’s mount the lasso which, as a matter of routine equipment, was tied to every saddle.


      “Here, you hold onto the end, and I’ll pull the pony ahead,” Kitty directed. “That will jerk you up in one move.”


      “Make it a gentle jerk,” Marshmallow warned.


      “Come on, Kitty,” the stout youth urged, as soon as he was up. “We’re losing time. We must get help to Dave and Doris!”


      Remounting, the pair sped on.


      They reached the end of the gully and found themselves within a few rods of the back road whose forks led to the Crazy Bear and G Clef ranches.


      “Now, which way is shortest?” Kitty asked.


      “Right ahead, the way we are going,” Marshmallow answered. “Come along, Kitty! Step on it!”


      The road, rough as it was in an automobile, presented easier going than did the open ground. Side by side now, the girl and the youth swept forward in a cloud of yellow dust.


      “Hi—yip-yippee!”


      The yell came from behind them.


      “Stop! Stop!”


      Bewildered and not a little frightened, the couple drew rein. To their ears came the thunder of hoofs.


      “Doris and Dave?” Kitty exclaimed hopefully.


      “That wasn’t Dave’s voice,” Marshmallow said. “Now it’s up to you, Kitty. Drive to the ranch! Kill your horse if you have to, and I’ll stand here and stall off whoever is after us.”


      Before Kitty could make up her mind or complete her sentence the pursuit was upon them. It was but a single rider who galloped down.


      “Why, if it ain’t the young folks from Saylor’s!”


      The cowboy pulled the bandana dust-kerchief from his nose and mouth and stood revealed as Ben Corlies. And Ben Corlies’ car was in the hollow, next to Moon’s!


      “What do you want?” Marshmallow asked curtly.


      “Well, now, I didn’t mean to interrupt a twosome,” Ben grinned apologetically. “You-all raised such a dust I thought it was an auto.”


      “Then you weren’t looking for us?” Marshmallow queried, doing his best to be haughty. “If not, we’ll just continue on our way.”


      “Hey, now!” Ben was serious. “This ain’t no way for old friends to act. I ain’t spyin’ on you young folks. Land sakes, don’t freeze me like this. I didn’t know it was you.”


      “Well, what did you stop us for?” Kitty asked wrathfully. “Come along, Marshall!”


      “I was lookin’ for that good-for-wolf-bait Charlie Bedelle,” Ben said morosely. “I found him downtown last night, all right, and I drug him home and cooped him up. But he stole my car! Stole it and got away again, and Miss Bedelle gettin’ me to promise I’d keep an eye on him. How them two can be related beats me. A angel and a coyote, sister and brother!


      “But you just excuse me and I’m beggin’ your pardon. I’ll keep on trailin’ the boy.”


      “Wait a minute, Ben!” Marshmallow shouted.


      “Ben, listen! We thought you had doublecrossed us. We saw your car. It’s parked next to Moon’s down in a hollow over there where there is some drilling going on. We thought of course you were with him. We didn’t know the car had been stolen. But listen, Doris is—”


      “Back with those crooks, is he?” Ben hissed. “I’ll rope and tie that little—”


      “Ben, listen. Doris and Dave are back there. We’re riding for help from the ranch!”


      “I can clean up the whole bunch on foot and blindfolded!” Ben stormed. “Where are they?”


      “Let me tell you,” Kitty begged. “Just wait a moment, Ben. There is a gully a couple of miles up the road that gets wider and deeper—”


      “There’s a million like that,” Ben interrupted. “Sh—sh!” Kitty insisted. “The gully goes on for a long way and then ends in a sort of big bowl, and down in there the men are drilling. Doris’s horse bolted while she was creeping up toward the men. Dave said we must ride for help while he stood by Doris.”


      “Better not go home. You’ll give Mrs. Mallow a nervous shock,” Ben said. “The Bedelle ranch is closer, and the fork to it is just a couple of hundred yards ahead. You go there and rouse the boys. I’ll go back—but how’ll I find the gully?” A new sound was noticed by all three at once, and drew their attention skyward.


      Winging its way overhead, scarcely two hundred feet above the road, was Miss Bedelle’s airplane.


      Ben waved his hat violently, and a flutter of white from the pilot’s cockpit showed that he had been seen by his employer. By violent gestures Ben tried to indicate he was in trouble.


      “Neither of you looks a bit like her brother, so she’ll know it isn’t Charlie with me,” Ben said. “So when Miss Bedelle gets to the ranch and finds he is gone, she’ll jump in her car and come out here, see? So I tell you what. You, young lady, wait here or down at the fork, and when Miss Bedelle shows up—no, she may not come after all. You ride to the ranch and Mallow, here, can guide me to the gully.”


      Before the plan could be put into execution the drumming of hoofs on the road sounded again, coming closer and closer.


      “Here they come, now!” Kitty sighed in relief.


      It was only a lone rider that galloped into sight, however, and that was Dave.


      He reined his horse to its haunches.


      “Ben’s all right, Dave,” Marshmallow cried out. “His car was stolen by the stowaway. Where’s Doris?”


      “I don’t know!” Dave snapped. “I’m worried. She disappeared!”


      “Did those men grab her?” Kitty cried.


      “No, they weren’t near her at all,” Dave replied. “She just vanished—dropped out of sight. Her horse got away from the men and scrambled up the slope. Then all the drillers and Moon got into their cars, so I went back to my pony and rode him up the nearest hill. From there I could see you here, and when I made out three of you, I got the wild idea somehow that Doris had caught her pony and joined you.”


      Kitty’s face went white beneath the dust.


      “It’s—it’s awful, Dave,” she gulped.


      “Worse than that,” Dave muttered. “If anything happened to her—gosh, we shouldn’t have let Doris try that brave stunt of sneaking up behind a bush to get those deeds.”


      “Listen here,” Ben declared. “For safety’s sake it’s best we ride in pairs. You two go on to Miss Bedelle’s ranch like I said, and Dave and I will hurry back to where you saw Miss Force disappear.”


      “Right!” Marshmallow said briefly. “Come along, Kitty. And if anyone tries to stop us I’ll put up a fight and you streak for the ranch.”


      The party split, galloping off in opposite directions, but each to the rescue of the plucky Doris.


      CHAPTER XX


      On the Trail


      “Why didn’t you stick around and look for the lady?” Ben asked of Dave as they galloped along.


      “I told you,” Dave responded glumly. “From a distance I saw three riders on the road and I thought she had found her horse and was waiting for me with the others.”


      “Trouble is,” Ben mused, “I’m a mechanic, and not no cowboy. I know all the places in three states that a car will carry you to, but once off the roads, I’m lost.”


      Ben went on to explain to Dave why he was astride a horse.


      “I don’t think that Charlie Bedelle is in his right mind, that I don’t,” he added. “His sister is the salt of the earth. A squarer, better human don’t tread shoeleather. Then to have an ornery little crook for a brother, ain’t natural.”


      “It doesn’t seem that way,” Dave agreed. “But it doesn’t help us out of this fix right now.”


      “Shucks, young man,” Ben snorted. “You’ve only got one person to hunt for. I got two. It’s most important to get the young lady, but then I got to track down this bad boy.”


      The horses, winded by the prolonged gallop, dropped into a trot. Neither lash nor spur could coax them to more than a canter for a few yards, before they resumed the easier pace.


      “If only they had carburetors to tinker with I could get speed out of these nags,” Ben mourned.


      Dave smiled in spite of himself, but he was in a fit of depression. The young man blamed no one but himself for permitting Doris to enter upon her desperate try for the stolen deeds.


      “If anything happens to her I’ll never go back East,” he told himself. “I’ll become a hermit. I’ll find a cave in the mountains here some place and live on prickly pears and jackrabbits, and I won’t talk to a human being for the rest of my life.” Then, speaking out loud, he asked:


      “Are there any caves around here, Ben?”


      “Caves? Golly, the hills are honeycombed with ’em,” Ben answered. “Every once in a while some passel of perfessors or another comes out and explores the caves and picks out a lot of bones an’ things, an’ tell how the wild and fee-roc-i-ous cavemen once dwelt in these parts.”


      Dave grew more glum. He could not even be a hermit in a cave without having professors routing him out to search for the relics of extinct races.


      “The gully is right near here,” he announced. “I—what’s that?”


      Ben reined in.


      “A horse—and not half travelin’!” he exclaimed. Once more hope surged in the hearts of Doris’s would-be rescuers.


      “It’s Doris!” Dave shouted.


      “No, that pinto ain’t got no rider,” Ben said, loosening his lasso as the panic-stricken pony dashed into view.


      “It’s Doris’s horse, though,” Dave yelled.


      Ben twirled the loop of the lariat, and as the animal galloped past flung his rope. The horse leaped into the air as the noose settled around its neck, and came down stiff-legged, plowing up the dirt. It stood quietly, trembling and foaming.


      “See, the saddle slipped around underneath,” Ben said, as he coiled the lasso, shortening the distance between the horse and himself. “That’s what set the pore beast crazy.”


      As Ben soothed the frightened steed and worked the saddle into place, Dave shook his head quizzically. Could Doris have fallen off?


      “Just a moment ago you said you were a mechanic and not a cowboy,” Dave observed presently. “But you roped that horse on the dead run as neatly as could be done.”


      Ben blushed beneath his tan.


      “I hate to admit it,” he said, “but it’s the first thing I ever lassoed except a fence-post. It was just dumb luck.”


      “Then I hope your luck holds and we find Doris unhurt,” Dave exclaimed. “It will have to work fast, that luck of yours. The sun is ducking behind the hills already.”


      “Let’s get started, then,” Ben said, taking the now soothed riderless pony into tow, and spurring his own mount forward.


      They reached the gully which had led to the fateful adventure.


      “This is it, for sure,” Dave said. “See the hoof marks coming out of it?”


      Kitty and Marshmallow had left a distinct trail, which Dave and Ben now retraced.


      “No use trying to hide ourselves,” Dave said. “I saw the workmen drive off, and anyhow, our riding around must have been plain to anybody watching.”


      “This is all part of that unclaimed land that Miss Force said her uncle and some lady friends owned,” Ben observed. “Those crooks must be pretty sure of themselves to begin working on it.”


      “Not entirely sure,” Dave said. “Else they wouldn’t be so secretive about it.”


      It was slippery going on the down-grade. The lowering sun had passed behind the hills, and the riders found themselves in deepening shadows.


      “We must find her before it gets dark,” Dave repeated again and again.


      Once he raised himself in his stirrups and shouted Doris’s name.


      “Doris—Doris—Do-do-ris-s-s!” the hills answered.


      Dave sank back in his saddle, bluer than ever.


      “I’m beginning to hate this country,” he said bitterly. “I was in love with it up to this afternoon. But even the hills make fun of us.”


      Ben knew how the youth felt, and wisely said nothing.


      “The road is right above us here,” Dave spoke again. “Look, that’s where we scrambled down when we first saw the lookout going up the hill yonder.”


      “Yes,” Ben said, looking up. “But the road bends sharp left a little ways on, and goes downgrade until it picks up the main stem just out of Raven Rock. I guess you’ve been over—hello!”


      At the edge of the arroyo, high above their heads, a bow-legged, wizened little figure was suddenly silhouetted. One hand was raised in command.


      Dave’s jaw dropped. It seemed to him as if some ancient gnome had burst out of his mountain lair to take sides in the hunt.


      “Hold on, there!” came a shout, in a high, cracked voice. “Hold on!”


      CHAPTER XXI


      Swallowed Up


      Doris had started on her daring raid with full confidence that she would succeed, and came within arm’s length of doing so.


      A broad, flat juniper bush was between her and the goal of her adventure.


      “That gives just so much more concealment,” she told herself.


      Doris paused a moment to make sure that no one was looking in her direction. A juniper bush suddenly sprouting an arm and rifling a coat would be too much of a surprise, even in this surprising country.


      Pulling herself to her knees Doris reached forward through the sharp needles of the evergreen shrub. Just then she heard the clatter of hoofs and the crash of dislodged stones rolling down the slope behind her.


      Her fingers closed upon Moon’s coat, and in her haste to drag the garment toward her Doris lost her balance and fell forward.


      To her amazement the bush did not check her fall and the earth seemed to dissolve into nothingness below her! Forward and downward she plunged into darkness, to land with a thump that momentarily stunned her.


      “I feel the way Alice in Wonderland did when she fell down the rabbit’s hole,” was the droll thought that popped into her mind as soon as she recovered her wits.


      Sounds of pursuit, however, and shouts and yells from men immediately chased all whimsy from her mind. Doris looked around her, wonderingly.


      “Why, that bush must have concealed the entrance to this cave,” she said to herself. “And I’m not the first one to have been in here, either.” What little of the afternoon sunlight penetrated the opening over her head showed the dim outlines of many kegs and boxes.


      “Was I seen?” Doris wondered. “How shall I get out of here if no one noticed me?”


      She rose to her feet. The hole through which she had fallen was not more than two feet over her head. An empty box, evidently used for the same purpose by the makers of the underground chamber, served as a stepping stone. Cautiously Doris peered over the edge.


      The first thing she saw was a large boulder that was obviously used to seal as well as conceal the opening to the cave by the simple expedient of rolling it across the hole. The edges of this, Doris noted, were concreted to bear the weight of the rock. By standing on tiptoe and twisting her neck a little, Doris could see past the rock and into the bowl-like valley.


      She saw the front wheels of an automobile and a corner of the lumber pile near the well rigging, but no sign of human life. Then suddenly a man dashed across her line of vision, but whether he was in pursuit of something or being pursued she could not tell.


      “Now to get out,” she told herself.


      By gripping the edges of the opening and using her elbows as braces Doris managed to get head and shoulders above ground.


      “No use, we can’t catch him!”


      That sentence, spoken in a gruff voice, sent Doris swiftly back into the shelter of the hole.


      “Let’s sit here and see what Moon wants us to do,” another voice said.


      “The stowaway—Miss Bedelle’s brother!” Doris whispered to herself. “I know that voice!”


      “If Moon’s half the wizard he thinks he is, we ought to strike oil in a couple of hundred feet,” the first speaker said.


      “That ought to make us all rich,” came from the stowaway.


      “Shucks, Charlie, the money for the oil isn’t a tenth of the fortune,” the other said. “Selling stock to widows—there’s the real profits!”


      “Well, he won’t sell much without my help,” young Bedelle boasted.


      “Don’t you say that where he can hear you,” the boy’s companion warned. “He has a way of putting those who double-cross him where they won’t bother him no more.”


      “Getting rid of me wouldn’t help him any,” the braggart continued. “My sister just about runs public opinion around here. If I coax her into giving me half the ranch with the promise I’ll stay here and farm it, and then turn it over to you birds, why, everybody’ll think she sold out to Moon and he can do what he wants in Raven Rock. Otherwise he has to sneak around like he’s doing now.”


      “Don’t forget we’ve the deeds to this land—and nobody can prove ownership,” the bass-voiced one went on. “When the county can be coaxed to put it up for forced sale this is all the ground Moon will need—and you may need less.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean that one little plot of ground is all a dead man needs,” the crook’s accomplice said meaningly.


      Doris, crouched in the darkness below, felt her blood run cold at the sinister tone in the man’s voice.


      “No wonder they wanted to get the deeds,” she thought. “Why, the oil is just under the surface, and they can get at it without any trouble at all. Then they intend to sell stock for ten times what the oil wells are worth!”


      The conversation outside went on steadily. Young Bedelle was boasting more and more recklessly.


      “Say, I’m a pretty tough customer myself,” he bragged. “I beat my way out here from Boston after putting over a big deal, but the fellows who were working with me doublecrossed me and took all the money. And say, I rode out part way in my sister’s own airplane, and she doesn’t know it yet.”


      Doris smiled to herself.


      “You may be mistaken about that, Charlie,” she thought. “Just as your vicious companion is mistaken about Moon having the deeds.”


      Her hand stole to the hip pockets of her riding breeches, where the papers she had taken from Moon’s pockets crackled assuringly.


      “There’s just one more thing to worry me,” Doris said to herself. “When Henry Moon doesn’t find his coat he is going to hunt for it, and when he locates it down here, where will Doris Force be?”


      That thought made her decide to forego further eavesdropping and to look around the cave for a hiding place or possible second exit.


      Her eyes, accustomed to the darkness now, showed her that the underground room was partly natural, partly man-made. The ceiling sloped gradually downward, forming a rough right-angled triangle. The parallel walls were about seven feet at their highest, hewn out of the soft shale rock. The entire chamber was about fifteen feet wide and twenty feet long.


      Barrels and boxes, kegs and ropes, a tarpaulin-swathed machine of some kind and many polished lengths of round steel bars were heaped on the floor.


      There was certainly only one way to enter or leave the cave. As she came back to the opening, she noticed the two men still chatting.


      “I wonder whom they were trying to catch,” Doris mused. “Maybe it was Dave. Anyhow, they said there was no use trying to get him, whoever it was, so there is nothing to worry about, except how to get out of here.”


      She crept nearer the opening to listen further.


      “—can’t make a fool out of me,” she heard the stowaway saying. “I guess I’ve proved I can take care of myself. Say, listen! What’s that?”


      “Sounds like an airplane,” the other man said. “It is! There she comes! It’s my sister. Say, I’ll have to ride back to her ranch,” the youthful Bedelle cried.


      “Scared of her, are you?” jeered the man.


      “No!” snarled the youth. “That shows how much smarter I am than you. If I’m to coax her into giving me half the ranch naturally her Charlie boy must pretend to be reformed. Zowie! I hope she doesn’t see me.”


      Doris heard sounds which indicated that the youth was leaving in a hurry. His late companion chuckled to himself several times.


      “The conceited little pup,” she heard the man say. “Won’t we trim his sails for him!”


      Doris heard the airplane roar overhead, and then for a long time silence settled over the trapped girl. Only an occasional sigh or a grunt, or the scrape of a boot against gravel, warned her that the coast was not clear.


      Suddenly Moon’s voice broke the silence.


      “All right, Tracey,” Doris heard. “We might as well run along, too.”


      “All right, Chief!” the bass voice replied.


      Doris crouched back into the shadows as a pebble rattled down from above.


      “I’ll just see that no lights are burning down here,” the late companion of Charlie Bedelle said, and suddenly a huge pair of boots greeted Doris’s eyes.


      The girl threw herself behind a row of kegs, out of sight, but also out of a vision of the man.


      “Hey, Chief, here’s your coat down here,” boomed the man’s voice, uncannily loud in the cave’s narrow quarters. “Everything is all right.” Doris heard him scramble out, and then suddenly the rock was rolled over the hole and the girl was plunged into the most profound darkness she had ever experienced.


      “I wonder if I can ever find the opening in this blackness, and push the rock back,” she wondered.


      She crept over the barrels and groped around.


      “Funny how one can get lost in such a tiny place,” Doris mused, as her fingers touched damp rock or splintery boards.


      “If Dave didn’t see me fall into the hole I’ll have to stay here until morning!” Doris recalled with a start. “And Uncle John is arriving this evening! He must be almost due! What a reception for him—and Mrs. Mallow will worry herself sick.”


      Suddenly Doris stumbled upon the box which served as a poor substitute for stairs to the cave.


      Mounted upon it, she tugged and pushed until her fingertips were sore, but she could not stir the boulder that sealed her in the cave.


      “Suppose the air gives out before morning?” she thought, and for a time her heart thumped wildly with terror. “I mustn’t let myself think of such things.


      “I must do something to keep busy, or else I will lose my mind. I know—I’ll hide these papers under one of the kegs so they will not be found on me if I am discovered in the morning.”


      She took the documents from her pockets, and as she arranged them into a flat, compact parcel her fingers felt a familiar shape.


      It was a paper of matches.


      Just a cheap paper folder, containing waxed paper matches, the kind that tobacconists give away by the millions, but Doris felt the same thrill of delight she would have experienced had she suddenly found Aladdin’s lamp.


      “I’ll make a torch from one of these stiff envelopes so I can see to hide the papers,” she said excitedly.


      The flare of the match almost blinded her, and the little flame was close to her trembling fingers before she could see to ignite the paper torch.


      By the flickering, choking fire Doris pushed and pulled at one of the kegs until she had tilted it far enough to kick the documents beneath it.


      As the heavy barrel thudded back into place Doris saw black lettering stenciled on its top:


      BLASTING POWDER DANGER KEEP AWAY FROM OPEN FLAME


      CHAPTER XXII


      Old Danny’s Grudge


      “It’s getting darker by the minute!”


      Kitty, slouching in her saddle from weariness, looked for the first time without pleasure on the purpling hills, some with their peaks golden in the captured rays of an already vanished sun.


      “I can see that I can’t see as well,” Marshmallow responded paradoxically. “Listen, Kitty. No matter what Ben said, I think you ought to go back to the ranch and tell my mother that one of the horses ran away, or something, just so she won’t worry.”


      “Marshmallow, I—I just couldn’t,” Kitty cried. “She would see right away I was not telling everything. I want to be right here, doing my share to help find Doris.”


      “A fine active share we were given!” Marshmallow snorted.


      “Listen! I hear a car!” Kitty exclaimed. “It is coming from the right direction. It must be Miss Bedelle, or someone from her ranch!”


      “Listen to that motor!” Marshmallow whistled. “Some speed they’re traveling!”


      The approaching car, swaying and bouncing over the rocky road, roared into view. Its headlights were already burning, and Marshmallow recklessly spurred his horse into the middle of the road where the glare shone fully upon him.


      “Stop! Miss Bedelle!” he shouted, raising his hand against the approaching motor. “Miss Bedelle!”


      The automobile skidded to a halt.


      “Who are you?” came a woman’s voice, of a rich sweetness despite the sharp note of anxiety in it.


      “I have a message from Ben Corlies!” Marshmallow called. “We are in trouble.”


      Instead of Miss Bedelle, a man climbed out of the machine.


      “I’ve got ye covered, my lad,” he cried. “Just put up your other hand—and you too, on the other cayuse. Now then, what’s your game?”


      “Who—who are you yourself?” Marshmallow stammered. “Isn’t that Miss Bedelle there?”


      “Yes, it is, and what of it?” the man replied. “Ben Corlies is up the road—I mean, down the canyon—looking for a girl who has been caught by the oil gang,” Marshmallow explained. “He told us to wait here for you, for Miss Bedelle, I mean, to tell her where he had gone. He said that Ch-Charlie had got away with his car.”


      Miss Bedelle herself came forward at this juncture.


      “I can’t make head nor tail out of what you are trying to say,” she said. “You may put down your hands. I think you are honest. Now, explain to me again.”


      Marshmallow smiled in relief as he lowered his arms.


      “My name is Marshall Mallow,” he said. “That is Miss Norris, over there. She and I and Doris Force and Dave Chamberlin, and my mother, came here in your airplane last week to stop some crooks who had stolen the deeds to all this land. This afternoon we spotted them drilling in a hollow a few miles from where we are now. Doris was creeping down close to them when her horse broke loose and we rode to get help, and now Dave and Ben are trying to rescue Doris.”


      “Where did you say they was drillin’?” demanded Miss Bedelle’s companion, still keeping his revolver pointed at Marshmallow.


      “If you go along this road a little way, you come to a gully that gets deeper and deeper, and then ends up on the side of a big, round hollow,” Kitty explained.


      “I know where that is,” the man said.


      “Danny, we started out to get Charles, but this looks like more important work,” Miss Bedelle said to the man. “Can’t you help rescue the girl?”


      “If that oil feller is mixed up in it, I’ll pitch in just to get even with him,” Danny said, lowering his revolver. “He stampeded that herd of fillies it took us two weeks to round up and separate with his old blasting, he did. And when I told him what I thought of him, he threw a handful of dust in my hoss’s eyes, he did. I aim to get even with that hombre!”


      “Please, Mister,” Marshmallow begged. “Don’t tell us about it. Help us find Doris.”


      “We must hurry,” urged Kitty, “for Doris may have been captured.”


      “A man my age ain’t got no right ridin’ around lookin’ for foolish young girls who ought to stay where they belong and not get mixed up with crooks who ruin good horse-flesh,” Danny retorted. “I aim to get even with that Moon feller, that’s all.”


      “This will be a good way to get square with him,” Kitty suggested.


      “Well, I’m the man who knows how to pay off a score if I do say it myself,” Danny bragged.


      With that, he turned on his high-heeled boots and strode back to the car.


      “Don’t you want to hobble your ponies and ride with us?” Miss Bedelle asked.


      “Isn’t your car just a two-seater?” Marshmallow inquired.


      “Oh, but it will squeeze in more than two,” the opera singer replied.


      Investigation proved, however, that although Kitty could easily be accommodated, there was no chance for Marshmallow to win a seat.


      “You go, Kitty, and I’ll ride along with your pony,” he suggested.


      Kitty was loyal to Marshmallow, however, and said she would ride with him, although every muscle in her body ached because of the unusual exertion.


      “I’ll see you later,” Miss Bedelle called, as she put the powerful car into gear and spurted away.


      The two riders felt a new lonesomeness as the machine vanished around the next curve.


      “For the first time in my life,” Marshmallow moaned, “I regret being a heavyweight. We could all be riding in that car if I were only half my size.


      “Half your size, Marshall Mallow!” Kitty cried. “I wouldn’t look at anyone so little.”


      “Well, that more than makes up for having to stick to horseback,” Marshmallow laughed. “Gee, Kitty, this would be perfect if it wasn’t for the mess we are in. It’s a grand evening, and you and I could ride all by ourselves.”


      “That’s what we are doing as far as I can see,” Kitty retorted, but whether practically or mischievously Marshmallow could not determine.


      To herself Kitty said: “I’m so sore and stiff I’ll never be able to sit down or walk or lie flat for the rest of my life. I’m going to be bowlegged forever from riding this horse!”


      The two jogged along in silence for a while. “Look, there’s a red light,” Kitty cried suddenly. “It looks as if Miss Bedelle’s car has stopped.” The two applied spurs to their ponies and galloped forward.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      Doris’s Visitor


      “Blasting powder!”


      Doris cried the words aloud, and ground the flame of her little torch beneath her boots.


      Again in utter darkness, the girl sank to the ground struggling to steady her trembling limbs. Hours seemed to drag by. Actually, scarcely five minutes passed, but to Doris, cut off from the world and unable to see her hand before her face, it seemed as if half the night had gone.


      “It must be like this to be blind,” she thought. “Oh, how glad I am I have my eyesight. I never realized before what it meant to have all one’s faculties.”


      To comfort herself, Doris began to sing.


      Never before, perhaps, had the strains of “Annie Laurie” fallen upon such surroundings—a pitch-black cavern that was also a veritable arsenal of possible destruction, strange setting for the beautiful notes that poured from Doris’s young throat.


      From the old Scottish song she turned to “Home, Sweet Home,” and then choked, surprised to find her cheeks wet with tears. “Big booby!” she reproached herself. “Why choose sad songs?”


      She plunged into the quick-step of an up-to-date dance tune, but she had sung only a few bars, when a reverberating noise cut her off short.


      Suddenly a gleam of light cut through the darkness, and Doris saw that the stone was being moved. She jumped to her feet and retreated as far into the cave as she could.


      Was it Dave? Or one of the crooks?


      The light—was it morning already? To Doris’s eyes, the twilight struggling into the cave was as bright to her unaccustomed eyes as the noon sun.


      Fascinated, the girl watched the opening. A dangling, booted foot appeared all of a sudden, and then a man leaped lightly to the cave floor.


      It was Henry Moon!


      “Hello there, girlie!” he laughed. “I know you are in here. You needn’t hide.”


      A searchlight whipped through the cave like a gleaming sword, and came to rest upon Doris.


      “Oho, so there you are. Very kind of you to wait for me,” the man chortled.


      Doris made no reply.


      “I am an informal sort of fellow,” Moon continued mockingly. “I sure appreciate it when beautiful red-headed ladies come catlling informally.”


      Doris pressed her clenched hands against her pounding heart.


      “I’m sorry my quarters are so crude,” Moon said. “However,—”


      He stooped, and from some recess Doris had not discovered, picked up an electric lantern which he set upon a keg.


      “I heard you singing,” Moon went on. “Won’t you oblige me with a selection? Say that old war-song, for instance, ‘Where do we go from here?’”


      “I think ‘The Prisoner’s Song’ would be more appropriate,” Doris returned. “For me, now— and for you later, Mr. Moon!”


      “So!” Moon hissed, casting aside his mockery. “So that’s what you think will be the sequel, eh?


      “Listen here, you little snip, give me back those papers you took from my coat!”


      “You mean the papers you had your accomplices steal from my uncle!” Doris retorted in icy, level tones.


      “I mean the papers you stole from my coat, and not anything else,” Henry Moon snarled. “Don’t be a fool. I can take them by force if I must.”


      “I don’t know what you mean,” Doris replied, desperately fencing for time. “I saw you and your workmen drilling down here and I came down to investigate. This property belongs to my relatives, so you have no business to be drilling or even walking on it. Then I fell into this hole, and someone rolled a rock over the top.”


      Moon threw back his head and roared with laughter.


      “I spied you behind the bush,” he said. “I don’t know how you got there, but I noticed you when your horse bolted down the hill. I saw you fall, and I know just how long you have been here. Ha! Ha! Ha!”


      Doris knew she was in a hopeless predicament. Moon saw her lip tremble, and gloated at the girl’s mental torture.


      “Well, you are safe here,” he said. “If I made you give me the papers and let you loose you would make a lot of trouble for me. I think I’ll just let you spend the night here, and tomorrow I’ll have my pals help me decide what we can do with you.” Doris regained her self-control instantly.


      “I would rather be alone,” she retorted.


      “We may kill you,” Moon mus’ed. “Then again we may not, and in that case you may wish we had been merciful with a bullet or two.”


      He picked up the lantern and hooked it to his belt.


      “If you will pardon me, then, I will rejoin my comrades who are waiting for me at the well,” he said mockingly. “I gave them an excuse for returning here but it grows late and I fear me they wish to wash up before supper. Good-night—and pleasant dreams.”


      He leaped to the box and drew himself out of the hole. The rock thudded back into place and again Doris was alone in total darkness.


      Henry Moon had no intention of leaving the scene, however. He was a man so depraved in character, so cruel and heartless, that it gave him delight to torture his captive.


      His two closest cronies, the scar-nosed half-breed who answered to the name of Wolf, and Tracey, the strongest of the trio, would wait patiently in their parked machine until he returned. Moon was sure of that. The men were his unquestioned tools to whom he had taught strict obedience.


      Now he sat on the rock that sealed the cave and brushed off his clothing.


      “What shall I do with that red-head?” he asked himself. “If she disappears it will be mighty bad for me, and if I let her go it will be worse.


      “I wonder if any of her friends were with her and saw her fall into the cave. If they did they turned and ran like yellow curs. But they seem to be a foolhardy crowd. Those boys were in my room at the hotel, sure enough, but how they got back home before me and the sheriff, I don’t know.”


      Furiously the crook denounced the four young folks for bobbing up on the scene of his criminal operations and spoiling his plans. As he schemed to outwit them, it was growing dark among the hills.


      “Maybe I had better lure the rest of them down here and settle for them all at once,” he pondered.


      A muffled cry that echoed and re-echoed “Doris!” brought him to his feet. It was the cry that Dave had seht up in desperation as he rode with Ben.


      While Moon plotted his schemes over her head and Dave called frantically, Doris was engaged in trying to reason some way out of her predicament. As she sat in pitch blackness, a sudden thought struck her. What if she fell asleep, and was surprised by the wicked Moon? She must keep awake!


      Groping around in the darkness, she came upon the pile of steel drill rods. She lifted one. It was so heavy it was all she could do to hold it, and she could not swing it very well.


      “I couldn’t do much damage with one of these,” she told herself.


      More to keep busy than with any thought of using the steel rod, she practised swinging the iron bar, as time passed on.


      Suddenly she heard the rock that sealed the opening being moved. Guided by her ears alone, for the inky darkness made her eyes useless, Doris, still holding the heavy rod, took up what she guessed was the most advantageous position to ward off an attack.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      Moon’s Problem Solved


      “Supposing it is Dave who has come to rescue me!” flashed through Doris’s mind as she braced herself to meet an unseen enemy. Over her head the stone had moved far enough to admit light.


      “Dave!” Doris called. “Is that you?”


      The rock, half rolled away from the entrance to the cave, was stayed by invisible hands.


      “Dave!” Doris cried, raising her voice. “Dave! Help—help!”


      With a sinister crunch the rock rolled back into place, plunging the captive once more into inky darkness.


      Who could have moved it?


      The mysterious movement of the rock unnerved Doris, and she sank to the floor, the steel bar clanging from her hands.


      “I must not cry,” she told herself, clenching her fists. “Buck up, Doris Force! Don’t you dare give up!”


      She bit her trembling lips, and by sheer willpower conquered the purely physical fear that had overcome her.


      It was desperately hard to be imprisoned in total darkness, underground, surrounded by explosives, and realizing that her friends must be searching for her or else were in dire trouble from an attempt to rescue her.


      Just then the rock overhead grated in its concrete setting again, and before Doris could rise to her feet or grasp her improvised weapon, a man had dropped into the cave.


      In the dim light Doris recognized Henry Moon!


      To her amazement the first move he made was to pull the rock seal back over the opening. The two were instantly invisible to each other in the inky darkness.


      Then the dazzling beam of, an electric torch flared into Doris’s face.


      “So kind of you to wait for me,” Moon mocked. “Now we shall have a pleasant evening, I am sure.”


      He set the electric lantern on a keg, and as his back was momentarily turned, Doris snatched up the steel bar and concealed it behind her, rising to her feet at the same time.


      “Has the cat got your tongue, little girl?” Moon asked with a leer.


      Doris did not deign to reply, but stared at the evil countenance of the crook with level, unwavering gaze. Moon was far from feeling the self-confidence he exhibited.


      He had heard Dave’s call to Doris, and, sure that a searching party was approaching, had rolled the rock aside to leap into the cave when Doris, in her doubt, had cried out Dave’s name.


      Torn by uncertainty, the crook had rolled the stone back into place, and then, convinced that there was more safety in concealment, had carried out his original plans of settling with Doris.


      “Don’t be afraid to speak,” he jeered. “No one can overhear us. You could scream until Christmas, and no one could hear you if he were sitting on the rock over my head.”


      Still Doris gave no reply. Her silence nettled Moon.


      To hide his uncertainty the evil-doer lit a cigarette, and Doris saw that the hand that held the match trembled so he could scarcely make flame and tobacco meet.


      “So Mr. Moon is nervous, too,” she thought, new courage surging through her.


      Her hands gripped more firmly the steel bar behind her.


      Moon perched himself on a barrel, crossed his legs jauntily, and spoke again:


      “Did anybody ever tell you you were a remarkably beautiful young woman?”


      Doris did not show by the quiver of an eyejid that she had heard him.


      “Beautiful or not,” Moon went on, a mirthless smile twisting his lips, “you are not a help to me in my business.


      “You take up too much space down here, so I will have to move you to other quarters. I am going to give you your chance to be reasonable. Will you give me a promise?”


      Doris stared stonily.


      “As a matter of necessity I will have to blindfold and gag you,” Moon went on. “You can take your choice of submitting gracefully or submitting by force, in which case some of that beauty may be marred.”


      The man left his seat, and without turning his back upon the girl, retreated in the cave to a packing box, in which he groped.


      His hand emerged with a coil of fibrous rope, of the sort woven by the natives of the Southwest from the leaf-fiber of yucca palm. Pliable yet tremendously strong, this kind of rope has the texture of hemp dipped in glue and ground glass and will cut through horse-hide.


      “I have a handkerchief which will serve as a blindfold,” Moon said, “thus enabling me to use your own for the gag. I am sorry I cannot trust you to come with me minus these precautions.”


      Doris still appeared as if stricken deaf and dumb. Her immobility seemed to enrage the crook.


      “I’ll fix you so you’ll want to open that mouth of yours but won’t be able to,” he snarled, as rage crimsoned his face and made the veins stand out on his forehead.


      Knotting a noose in one end of the rope, Moon, desperately angry, advanced slowly upon Doris who still stood, erect and calm now, her hands behind her.


      The girl, however, was measuring the decreasing distance between the desperado and herself.


      “Now, then, you lit—”


      Moon did not finish his sentence, uttered as he made a leap for Doris. In that instant Doris quickly brought the sharp steel bar from behind her, and unsuspectingly the ugly man dashed into it with full force.


      With a choking cry, half gasp, half gurgle, he toppled to the floor and rolled over on his back, the breath knocked from his body.


      Doris, now empty-handed, leaped for the mouth of the cave. With the strength born of desperation she shoved against the boulder that barred her way. It was immovable. Undoubtedly some secret had to be known to swing the stone on its balance.


      Frantically Doris pushed, first at one corner, then at another. Over her shoulder she saw Moon roll over, drag himself to hands and knees and then, clutching at the wall for support, draw himself shakily to his feet.


      At that self-same instant Doris felt the rock move above her hands. She threw her last ounce of strength into one desperate lunge, and lost her balance as the stone miraculously seemed to rise of its own accord.


      “Hoorah!”


      Doris, dazed, could not believe that she had actually heard the cheer from above.


      Then, one after the other, three stalwart figures dropped into the cave.


      “Doris! Where are you?”


      “Dave! Here I am!”


      Impulsively the youth turned and threw a protecting arm around Doris, who slumped for an instant against the friendly security of his shoulder. Yet their eyes were upon Henry Moon, who had staggered back into the darkest recess of the cave.


      “Up with your hands!”


      The sharp command came from Ben Corlies, whose gun was leveled at the unscrupulous thief.


      The third figure was a stranger to Doris. A wizened face set above broad but bowed shoulders.


      “Ye will throw dust in my hoss’s face, eh?” the new ally taunted the cornered Moon.


      “I guess the game is up,” Moon spoke from the shadows. “I’ll come along peaceably, but let me light a cigarette first.”


      “I guess there’s no harm in that,” Ben admitted, advancing toward Moon with leveled gun.


      Doris saw the desperation of a cornered rat in Moon’s eyes, and instinct made her cry out:


      “Don’t let him do it, Ben! It may be a trick!”


      Snarling, Moon jerked out a box of matches and broke the container in his eagerness to strike a light.


      “Hey, where’s your smoke?” Ben demanded.


      Doris leaped forward, brushing the dumbfounded Ben aside, and dashed matches and box from Moon’s grasp.


      With a cry of mad fury the man flew at her throat, but Dave’s fist shot over Doris’s shoulder and sent Moon’s head backward with a blow on the chin.


      “Good, here’s some rope,” Dave panted, as he snatched up the coil with which Moon had planned to bind Doris and looped coil after coil around the crook’s wrists.


      “Hey, let me at ’im,” piped the old man. “I got a score to settle with that horn-toad.”


      “You’ve settled yours, Danny,” Ben said. “Keep him covered while I help Dave.”


      A minute later a dazed Moon was lifted to his feet, hands and arms bound.


      “Well, that’s that,” Dave said, wiping his brow. “Now to get Doris to the ranch and nab the other crooks.”


      “How did you ever find this place, Dave?” Doris asked, as Ben climbed out of the cave.


      “Why, Doris, meet Danny Sumpter! If it had not been for him we wouldn’t have found you,” Dave exclaimed.


      As gravely as if the introduction were being made under the most formal conditions Danny, still holding the rope that bound Moon, lifted his sombrero.


      “Pleased to meet you, Madam,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”


      Doris laughed at the absurdity of introductions and polite phrases under the circumstances.


      “Thank you a million times, Danny Sumpter,” she responded. “I’ll never forget your kindness.”


      “No trouble, I’m sure,” gravely replied the old man. “I was jest waitin’ my chance to get even with Henry Moon here, an’ if it be so it helped you out at the same time, why, no extra charge.”


      “Hey!” bellowed Ben frorh above. “Do you like it so well down there you ain’t a-comin’ up?” Dave assisted Doris through the opening. “Why, it isn’t so dark up here,” she exclaimed. “Is it still today or is it tomorrow?”


      “Still Monday,” Ben observed, hauling on the rope which presently fetched the dazed and unresisting Moon to the surface. “Stand up, you snake!”


      Doris gulped in great lungsful of the bracing air, and flung her arms wide.


      “Oh, I’m so happy I could sing for joy!” she cried, her face lifted to the crimson afterglow on the eastern peaks.


      “Speaking of singing,” Dave said, “Miss Bedelle is up on the road, and I guess Kitty and Marshmallow are there by now, too.”


      The four and their captive climbed up the face of the slope down which Doris had crept so cautiously hours before, and as they went Dave told Doris how her rescue had been effected.


      “I didn’t know what had become of you at all,” he said. “I even thought you must have slipped into some gully invisible from where we were watching, and had escaped by following it on hands and knees.


      “Ben and I were coming down the arroyo, with no idea how to start looking for you, when Danny suddenly dropped down on us from the road. He was with Miss Bedelle, who was looking for her brother, and had met Kitty and Marshmallow. So they followed us and Danny said he bet he knew where you were—in the cave.”


      “You see,” Danny wheezed, “I been a-spyin’ on this human cactus, bidin’ my good time to git even with him fer stampedin’ my horses an’ blindin’ my pet cayuse. I watched him dodgin’ in and out of this holler, a-buildin’ of his cave, and once I went down in it after he left to see what mischief was a-doin’. That was before he stocked it with them barrels an’ boxes, an’ started drillin’.”


      “What is in the barrels?” Dave asked Moon, who shuffled mutely along at the end of the rope. “Blasting powder,” Doris replied for him.


      “Powder and dynamite and stuff like that. That’s why I knocked the matches out of his hand. I thought he might be so crazed with rage that he would have willingly blown himself to pieces if he knew we were being killed at the same time.”


      Dave contemplated the captive crook with Horror.


      Moon, lifting his bowed head, flashed a look of hatred at Doris that proved him capable of the mad scheme of which she had suspected him.


      “Here are the ponies,” Dave sighed with relief. “It won’t be long before our troubles are over.”


      CHAPTER XXV


      Farewell to Raven Rock


      “An’ this is Miss Doris Force.”


      Miss Bedelle thrust out a muscular little hand and grasped Doris’s extended one.


      Ben, having completed his introductions, busied himself with lashing Moon more securely on the back of the pony.


      “Miss Force, you must think this a barbarous corner of the world,” the famous opera singer said. “Until this man and his villainous accomplices came here it was ideal. But thanks to you we shall soon be rid of him and his schemes.”


      “Thanks to me!” Doris repeated. “Thanks to you and your able men, Miss Bedelle. If it had not been for Mr. Sumpter and Mr. Corlies—”


      Ben interrupted with a hoot of derision.


      “At any rate, this is not an ideal spot for a visit,” Lolita Bedelle laughed, putting an arm around Doris’s waist. “You must be exhausted and unstrung, you poor thing. I shall drive you to the Saylor’s ranch at once. They must be worried.


      “Danny, you ride with Ben and take that man to the ranch. Have a guard set over him and in the morning we’ll have him jailed properly,” the singer continued. “I’ll take Miss Force and Mr. Chamberlin to the Saylor’s.”


      “But Marshmallow and Kitty—” Doris began anxiously, as she seated herself in the roadster.


      As if in answer to a summons, the two riders came slowly into the light of the automobile lamps, for it was quite dark by now.


      “Ahoy!” Marshmallow called. “Doris there?”


      “Here I am, Marshmallow!” Doris cried, jumping out of the car again, and running toward her friends.


      “I’d get off, but I could never climb back on this horse again,” Marshmallow grinned apologetically.


      Kitty, however, was on the ground and had her arms around her chum.


      “Dud-dud-d-d—” was all she could say, and burst into tears. “Oh, Dud-dud-Doris!”


      Doris embraced her.


      “I’m all right, Kitty! Don’t cry! I’m the happiest girl in America, for we have Henry Moon a prisoner with enough evidence against him to keep him that way for ages,” she laughed.


      Dave, at great self-sacrifice, insisted upon letting Doris and Kitty ride together in Miss Bedelle’s car, and swung into the saddle of Kitty’s horse to clinch the argument.


      “Then let us get started,” Miss Bedelle suggested.


      “Tell Mrs. Saylor to kill a couple of fatted calves,” Marshmallow called out as the car moved past. “Both for me, with lots of gravy.”


      “You’ve earned them,” Kitty waved back. Skillfully, Miss Bedelle avoided rocks and holes in the rough trail as she drove swiftly toward the Crazy Bear ranch-house.


      “Mr. Speary told me all about you and your quest, Miss Force,” she said. “I think I shall call you Doris. May I? I had hoped to ask you to visit my ranch, or to drop in and see you, but I have been very busy, and worried, too.”


      “I had been hoping to meet you,” Doris said shyly.


      “You have a charming voice,” Miss Bedelle remarked. “Pardon me for being so personal, but I am a singer and I notice such things.”


      “I hope some day to be a singer,” Doris replied. “Hope!” Kitty exclaimed loyally. “She is a wonderful singer already, Miss Bedelle. She has sung in concerts, and takes lessons all the time.”


      “Then you must sing for me,” Miss Bedelle insisted. “And I shall sing with you. How will that be for a pleasant evening, to make up for the awful one you had tonight?”


      “It will make up for everything,” Doris breathed. “And for lots more that didn’t happen.”


      “Then suppose we agree that you come to G Clef ranch tomorrow for dinner, all of you,” the singer suggested. “We shall sing and talk over many things. You are such brave and understanding people I wish to discuss something with you that lies very close to my heart. My brother, my poor brother,” she added in a low voice. “But here we are! I can’t stop for a minute. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”


      As soon as the girls had dismounted in front of the ranch door she whirled her car about and drove off over the road by which she had come.


      The door burst open, and Mrs. Mallow ran out.


      “Doris? Kitty?” she cried. “Where are the others?”


      “The boys are coming along behind,” Doris said. “We drove in with Miss Bedelle—and oh, Mrs. Mallow, I have so much to tell you!”


      “I have something to tell you, too,” Mrs. Mallow said, as she ushered the girls through the door. “There is your uncle, Mr. Trent.”


      “Uncle John!” Doris cried, as the elderly man, his appearance in no way suggesting the hermit of Cloudy Cove, rose to greet her.


      Mrs. Saylor entered the room to announce dinner, but remained to listen breathlessly as Doris and Kitty told the story of the afternoon’s adventures.


      Dave and Marshmallow arrived before the conclusion of the recital, and added their contributions to it.


      Mrs. Mallow and Uncle John were speechless.


      They could only look at each other and shake their heads as the story unfolded.


      “So now Moon is roped and tied,” Marshmallow concluded gleefully.


      “Moon said his two accomplices were waiting for him at the well, I remember,” Doris said. “Were they there when you came to the cave, Dave?”


      “If they were they must have sneaked off when we arrived,” Dave said. “I think the town authorities ought to be warned at once.”


      “I’ve done so little in this round-up I’ll drive down right now and spread the alarm,” Marshmallow announced.


      “But the car is still in the village,” Dave reminded him.


      “Take ours,” Mrs. Saylor suggested.


      “I’ll go along,” Uncle John said.


      The three men darted out of the room, but the girls were content to let them close the drama unassisted.


      A soothing bath and change into more feminine garb than the dusty riding habits made as wonderful a difference in Kitty’s and Doris’s feelings as in their looks.


      An hour later the car returned with Dave, Marshmallow, Uncle John and Mr. Saylor, who had accompanied them, to direct them to the right authorities in the little town.


      “Success!” shouted Uncle John, as he jumped from the car with a nimbleness belying his years.


      “Dave and Marshmallow stood guard at the hotel and Mr. Saylor and I routed out the sheriff and his men,” John Trent told the three listeners. “The man they call ‘Wolf,’ who has the scarred nose, and Tracey, the other one, were in the hotel room, but now they are in a less comfortable room in the town jail. I swore out a warrant charging trespass, assault and battery and everything else I could think of,” he chuckled.


      “Tomorrow we’ll appear against Moon,” Dave added.


      “If I have finished with supper by then,” Marshmallow laughed.


      The next morning, after a telephone conversation with G Clef Ranch, Doris and her friends appeared at the court-house and testified against Moon and his two accomplices. The drillers they had employed, catching some rumors of their chief’s disgrace, had swiftly left town, but as there was no charge to be brought against them it made no difference.


      “If you want to press all those complaints against these men you’ll have to stay in Raven Rock until the grand jury meets,” the judge told Doris and her uncle. “Suppose instead that I just sentence them each to a year in prison at hard labor, and when you get back to your own state you can press the charges of assault and robbery against them there.


      “Then,” he concluded, “the governor of your state can have them extradited, which means brought there to stand trial, and I have no doubt that in the meantime their fingerprints will prove that many another state is looking for the three of them.”


      It was with considerable satisfaction that Doris and her companions saw the three crooks, handcuffed.


      “I’ll get even yet,” Moon hissed at her out of the corner of his mouth as he was led away.


      “Now, then,” Doris said, “we’ll have to pay one more visit to the cave in the hollow.”


      “Didn’t you see enough of that place?” Dave demanded.


      Doris shook her head.


      “The precious papers, the deeds and tax receipts for the property, are under a box in the cave where I hid them,” she said. “I’m ashamed to say I was so happy at being rescued I forgot to bring them away with me.”


      It was a crowded day. The documents were found and Uncle John busied himself at the courthouse, having his deeds and those of the Misses Gates recorded. The officials admitted that the tax receipts were genuine, revealing that the tax collector who had held the position of trust for a generation had fled to Mexico a few months before with a fortune he had accumulated by diverting taxes to his own pocket.


      Busy as the day had been, nobody was too weary not to look forward to the evening at Miss Bedelle’s ranch.


      They found the singer’s home to be a magnificent reproduction of an old Spanish-American hacienda, its rooms furnished with priceless antiques and old Indian rugs. It was a museum, in which the exhibits were in daily and intimate use.


      Dinner was in Spanish style. Enchilada and tacos, tortillas and chile con carne, dishes familiar and unfamiliar, desert fruits and cactus candy loaded the table spread in the grassy patio where a fountain made silvery music. As a drink there was served delicious iced cocoa in carved calabash gourds with silver mountings, cocoa as the ancient Aztec kings loved it, beaten to a sparkling froth by a “swizzle stick” whirled between the palms of the Mexican servants. Pete Speary, the aviator, was of course among those present.


      “Now we will chat a while before we have some music,” Miss Bedelle said, leading the way into her spacious, low-ceilinged living room.


      “As my new neighbor, Mr. Trent, what do you propose to do with your property?”


      Uncle John shook his head.


      “I do not know,” he said. “I have with me a power of attorney from the Misses Gates, which Wardell Force sent me, to do with their land as I deem best. I am too old to begin a career as a rancher.”


      “Don’t you intend to complete the drillings and sell your oil?” the singer asked.


      “Are you going to drill for oil on your land?” Uncle John asked in turn. “It must be there, as well as on mine.”


      “No, I certainly do not,” Miss Bedelle replied with vigor. “It will not run away. It has been there a million years already.”


      “Then I shan’t,” John Trent said. “Oil wells would destroy all the loveliness you have created here.”


      “Then sell me the property,” Miss Bedelle proposed. “Have it appraised, if you wish, with all the extra value the oil gives it, and I will buy at that price.”


      “You may have it at any price you may set as being fair,” John Trent declared. “The Misses Gates and I are in no need of money.”


      “Then we shall discuss the details later,” the singer said. “Doris, won’t you sing now? I will accompany you on the piano.”


      Doris was frightened at the thought of displaying her immature voice before a grand opera star who had received the plaudits of three continents. What should she sing?


      “May I start with something simple?” she asked, looking through the sheaves of music on the piano and selecting “Swanee River.”


      “One of my favorites,” cried Miss Bedelle, as she struck the opening chords.


      Doris threw aside her nervousness and began the sweet old song without faltering. At its conclusion Miss Bedelle flashed the girl a smile and played the opening bars of “Old Black Joe,” which Doris sang as an encore.


      “Splendid!” she cried, rising and leading the applause. “You are gifted with a real voice, Doris! In a year or two you must come to the Metropolitan and I shall arrange an audition for you!”


      “Do-do you really think I can hope to sing in opera?” Doris quavered.


      “You shall, indeed you shall,” Miss Bedelle said with genuine enthusiasm. “I shall be proud to have you as my protegee. Now let us try something operatic.”


      Doris sang in German and in French, and then Miss Bedelle asked her to play accompaniments for her while the singer rendered some of the more famous of her roles from grand opera.


      “What a magnificent ruby ring,” she said suddenly to Doris, while the guests were applauding.


      “Sh-sh!” Doris cautioned. “I will tell you about it some other time.”


      Later in the evening, while the others were chatting together, Miss Bedelle led Doris out of doors, and there the girl told her the story of the ring with which readers of the previous volumes in this series are familiar.


      The romantic account finished, Miss Bedelle said that she, too, had a confidence to share with Doris.


      “I know of the strange coincidence of my brother being a stowaway on the airplane,” she began. “I know you have caught him at other escapades. I must explain for him.


      “Charles was a talented and promising boy until his fourteenth year,” Miss Bedelle continued. “That was three years ago. Then, in a football game at the prep school to which I sent him—we are orphans like yourself, Doris—his head struck a goal post. For days he was unconscious, and for nearly two years he was an invalid. Then he seemed to recover completely.


      “However, the blow did something to warp his poor brain and he has been in one scrape after another ever since. Some of them required every influence I could summon, as well as great sums for damages, to prevent his being sent to prison or the reformatory. Even on his way out here he committed some malicious mischief at Los Lobos which caused me expense and worry. I have just returned from there.


      “Now that he is safely in my custody I am going to send him to a sanitarium where the best doctors and surgeons of the country will help restore him to normal young manhood. I just thought I would explain to you. It is really not his fault that he is wild and unruly.”


      Lolita Bedelle pressed a filmy handkerchief to her eyes. However, when the two singers, the one with many triumphs, the other with her successes still to come, returned to the living room Lolita Bedelle was once more her gay and natural self.


      “I must go East to prepare for the coming season,” she announced. “In two or three days I shall leave G Clef for the winter. So why should we not make a party of the return East? We’ll all fly home together!”


      Doris and Kitty and the boys looked at one another with delight, and then turned expectantly toward Mrs. Mallow and John Trent.


      “Thank you very much, Miss Bedelle,” John Trent said, rising and bowing with old-time courtesy. “I am going directly through to spend some time in Southern California.”


      “As for me,” Mrs. Mallow said, “I am very happy to have had the opportunity to fly out here. But I should be very, very much happier returning by train.”


      The young folks’ faces fell.


      “However,” added Mrs. Mallow, “if the others wish to accept your invitation, I have no hesitancy in giving my permission.”


      “Hoorah!” shouted Marshall.


      “Good!” Dave exploded.


      “And then for school,” Doris cried, turning to Kitty. “Won’t we have a story to tell the girls at Barry Manor? It will seem dull there, after this summer, Kitty.”


      “I don’t know,” her chum laughed. “I think to be with ‘Doris Force at Barry Manor’ will prove to be anything but dull.”

    

  


  
    
      FINDING THE LOST TREASURE, by Helen M. Persons [Part 1]


      CHAPTER I


      A MYSTERIOUS PAPER


      “W-1755-15x12-6754,” read Desiré slowly. “What does it mean?”


      “What does what mean, Dissy?” asked her younger sister, who was rolling a ball across the floor to little René.


      “Just some figures on an old paper I found, dear. I must tell Jack about them. Do you know where he is?”


      “Out there somewhere, I guess,” replied the child, with a vague gesture indicating the front yard.


      Desiré flung back her short dark curls and crossed the room to a window where sturdy geraniums raised their scarlet clusters to the very top of the panes. It was the custom in that part of Nova Scotia to make a regular screen of blossoming plants in all front windows, sometimes even in those of the cellar. Peering between two thick stems, she could see her older brother sitting on the doorstep, gazing out across St. Mary’s Bay which lay like a blue, blue flag along the shore.


      Crossing the narrow hall and opening the outside door, Desiré dropped down beside the boy and thrust a time-yellowed slip of paper into his hands.


      “Did you ever see this?”


      “Yes,” he replied slowly. “A few days before he died, nôtre père went over the contents of his tin box with me to make sure that I understood all about the bills, and the mortgage on the farm and—”


      “Mortgage!” exclaimed Desiré in shocked tones. “I never knew we had one.”


      “I, either, until that day. You see nôtre mère was sick so long that all our little savings were used up, and ready money was an absolute necessity.”


      “And what did he tell you about this?” continued the girl, after a thoughtful pause, running her finger along the line of tantalizing characters.


      “Nothing very definite. He said it was a memorandum of some kind that had been handed down in our family for generations. The name of its writer, and its meaning, have been lost in the past; but each father passed it on to his eldest son, with a warning to preserve it most carefully, for it was valuable.”


      “And now it belongs to you,” concluded Desiré, half sadly, half proudly.


      Jack nodded, and for several moments neither spoke.


      John Wistmore, aged 18, Desiré, 14, Priscilla, 9, and René, 5, were direct descendants of John Alden and Priscilla Mullins, whose story the poet Longfellow tells in The Courtship of Miles Standish.


      The little town of Sissiboo, an Indian corruption of Six Hiboux1where they lived, is one of those settled by the Acadians upon their return to the land of their birth some years after the expulsion. So closely, so ramblingly are the villages strung along the shores of St. Mary’s Bay on the northwest coast of Nova Scotia that it is hard to tell where one ends and the next begins. Their inhabitants live exactly as did their ancestors, speaking French and preserving with care all the old habits and customs.


      The lives of the children had been simple, happy ones, until the recent death of their father and mother, hardly three months apart. John Wistmore, in whose veins flowed the blood of men of culture and ambition, had been anxious to give his children greater educational advantages than Sissiboo afforded. Jack, therefore, had been sent to Wolfville to school, and was now ready for college; while Desiré was looking forward to high school in the autumn. Now all was changed. Without relatives, without money, and without prospects, they faced the problem of supporting the two younger children and themselves.


      “Where did you find this?” asked Jack, rousing himself.


      “On the floor in front of the cupboard.”


      “It must have slipped from the box when I took out the mortgage. I went over it with Nicolas Bouchard this morning.”


      “Oh, does he hold it?”


      “Yes—and—”


      “He wants his money?”


      Jack nodded.


      “But what can we do? We can’t possibly pay him.”


      “Nothing, I guess, dear, except let him foreclose.”


      “Would we get any money at all, then?”


      “Very little. Not enough to live on, certainly.”


      “I wish I knew what these mean,” she sighed wistfully, touching the paper still between her brother’s fingers. “If we could only find out, maybe we’d get enough money to pay Nicolas.”


      Jack laughed in spite of his anxiety. “I’m afraid we’d all starve before they could be interpreted. Too bad, as things have gone, that I didn’t farm as soon as I was old enough—”


      “Don’t say that! We’ll hope and plan for your college course—”


      “Desiré, dear,” protested her brother, gently but firmly, “it is absolutely out of the question, even to think of such a thing.”


      “But, Jack, every one should have some special goal in life, as an incentive if nothing else; and I’m not going to give up planning for our education. One never knows when good fortune is waiting just around the next corner to complete one’s own efforts.”


      “I guess our goal will be to provide food and clothing for the children. I’m afraid it will be a hard pull for you and me to keep the family together—”


      “Oh, but we must stay together, Jack,” she cried, grasping his arm.


      “As far as I can see,” he continued slowly, “the only thing to be done is to move to Halifax or Yarmouth, where I could get work of some kind. Should you mind very much?”


      “Whatever you decide, I’ll be willing to do,” replied the girl bravely.


      “If it will make you any happier,” continued Jack, giving her one of his grave, sweet smiles, “we’ll place higher education among our day dreams.”


      “If you folks ain’t hungry, we are!” announced Priscilla, opening the door behind them so suddenly that both jumped.


      “You see?” laughed Jack, as he pulled Desiré up from the low step.


      “I’ve just had a wonderful inspiration though,” she whispered as they entered the hall.


      CHAPTER II


      DESIRÉ’S INSPIRATIONS


      It was a quaint old room in which they settled down after supper had been eaten and the children put to bed. The woodwork was painted a deep blue, known as Acadian blue, and the floor was bare except for a couple of oval braided rugs in which the same color predominated. In the center of the room stood a hutch table, one that can be changed to a chest by reversing its hinged top. Around it were half a dozen high-backed chairs, their seats made of strips of deerskin woven in and out like the paper mats made in kindergartens. A spinning wheel stood beside the fireplace, before which sat Jack and Desiré, with no other light except that of the dancing flames.


      “Now Dissy,” said the boy, laying his hand affectionately over hers, “let’s have the inspiration.”


      “It’s this: that we stay on here as tenants. Nicolas can’t live in this house and his own too!”


      “But one trouble with that plan is that Nicolas wants to sell the property and get his money out.”


      “Who’d buy it? Nobody ever moves into or out of this town.”


      “He has a customer now. André Comeau’s prospective father-in-law wants to move here after the wedding. He can’t bear to have Marie live so far away from him. Sorry to spoil your inspiration, dear.”


      Desiré made no reply; for she was very close to tears, and she hated to act like a baby instead of the good pal her brother had always called her.


      “We’re going to work on André’s house again tomorrow,” observed Jack presently. “The roof’s on, the floors laid, and by Saturday we should be able to start the barn.”


      In New Acadia all the relatives, friends, and neighbors of a man who is about to be married join in building a new house for him. They clear a piece of land, haul materials, and labor for weeks on the construction of house, barn, and sheds. When these are finished, the garden is prepared, the fields ploughed and planted, and the buildings furnished. The bride-to-be contributes linens, and her people stock the farm with animals. Some morning the whole countryside walks to church to see the couple wedded, returning to the home of the bride’s mother, where the day is spent in feasting and merry-making. If the groom can afford it, he then takes his bride to Yarmouth to spend a few days at the Grand Hotel. That is the greatest ambition of every rustic pair.


      Jack talked on quietly about the house raising until he saw that his sister had recovered her composure. She was smiling bravely as he kissed her goodnight, but her sleep was broken by feverish dreams of the worn slip of paper, and a long journey.


      When Jack returned at dusk the following evening, after a long day’s work on André’s house, he found Desiré waiting for him with sparkling eyes, flushed face, and such an air of repressed excitement that he wondered what had happened while he had been away.


      It was necessary to wait until the children had gone to bed before he could question her. They had decided it was best to leave the younger ones out of discussions of ways and means. “Let them be carefree as long as they can,” Desiré had urged, and Jack had agreed.


      “Who do you suppose was here today?” she asked, perching on the arm of his chair as soon as they were alone.


      “Never could guess,” he replied, slipping his arm around her.


      “Old Simon.”


      “Starting his spring trip early, isn’t he?”


      “Rather. I made him stay to dinner, and we talked and talked.”


      Simon drove one of the big covered wagons which are common in Nova Scotia. They have double doors at the back, and are filled with all kinds of groceries and notions, a regular general store on wheels. Many parts of the country are so thinly settled that it would be impossible for people to obtain certain supplies without the existence of these interesting wagons. Some of them specialize in certain things, like ready-to-wear clothing, but most of them carry a little of everything.


      “Did he have anything interesting to tell?”


      The proprietors of these odd stores act as relayers of bits of news, as well as merchandise, and often bear messages from one part of the peninsula to the other.


      “Why—why—I don’t—really know,” faltered Desiré.


      “Don’t know?” repeated her brother, turning to look at her in surprise; for although she dearly loved her home, she was always eager for contacts with the outside world.


      “Well, you see, we talked business all the time.”


      “Business?” he queried, more and more puzzled.


      “Yes. Oh, Jack, let us get a wagon!”


      “Desiré, you must be crazy!” he exclaimed, startled out of his usual calm of manner and speech.


      “No, I’m not really. Just listen a minute,” telling off the points on her fingers. “We’d be all together. We’d be earning an honest living, and having a lot of fun, and seeing places; and it’s healthful to be out-of-doors, a lot; and—” she paused for breath.


      “But, Dissy,” protested her brother gently, “we couldn’t live in the wagon.”


      “Oh, yes, we could.”


      “All of us? Day and night?” asked the boy, troubled at this odd notion that had evidently so strongly taken possession of his hitherto sensible sister.


      “We could have a little tent for you and René at night. Prissy and I could easily sleep in the wagon. It would be no different from camping, Jack; and lots of people do that.”


      “What about winter?”


      “Well, of course we couldn’t live that way after it gets real cold, but winter’s a long way off. Maybe we’d make enough by then to rent a couple of rooms in some central place and take just day trips. Or perhaps we’ll find out what that paper means, and have—who knows what?”


      Jack shook his head.


      “Seriously, Desiré, I don’t see how we can make a living from a traveling store. Simon does, of course; but there is only one of him, and four of us.”


      “But,” resumed the girl, after a short pause, “we have no place to go if Nicolas forecloses; we don’t know how else to support ourselves; so wouldn’t traveling around the country all summer give us a chance to see all kinds of places and people? Mightn’t we get in touch with possibilities for the future? Our living expenses would be small; for we could gather wild things to eat—”


      “A few bears, or owls, I suppose,” laughed her brother.


      “No, silly! Berries, and—and grapes, and things.”


      “Heavy diet.”


      “And fish,” concluded Desiré triumphantly.


      “Another thing,” continued Jack, resuming his gravity, “you wouldn’t want to spoil old Simon’s route by taking some of his customers.”


      “Of course not, but there certainly must be sections where there is no traveling store. We could take one of those.”


      Just then a heavy knock on the front door startled them both.


      CHAPTER III


      TWO CALLERS


      When Jack opened the door, Nicolas Bouchard stood frowning before him.


      “Oh, come in, Nicolas,” he urged hospitably.


      “Can’t; it’s too late; but saw you were still up, and wanted to tell you that I just had a message from Yves and he wants to take possession of this place at once. Think you could be out by this day week?”


      “How do you know we aren’t going to pay off the mortgage?” flashed Desiré, annoyed at the man for taking things so for granted.


      Nicolas gave a grunt. “What with? Don’t get mad. We all know you haven’t got any money. Glad to have you pay if you could, for you’ve always been good neighbors; but a man’s got to take care of his pennies. They’re not so plentiful now as they were when I took that mortgage.”


      “Certainly, Nicolas,” said Jack, quietly laying a restraining hand on Desiré’s arm. “You may have the house a week from today.”


      The man lingered rather awkwardly.


      “Felice said she’d be willing to keep the two little ones, so as you and this girl could go to Boston, and find work—”


      Desiré started to speak, but Jack’s hold on her arm tightened.


      “They pay good wages there, I’m told,” the man went on. “Or, if you could find some place for the rest, Yves said he’d be glad to have you stay on here and help him farm.”


      “We are indeed grateful for the kindness of our friends,” replied Jack; “but we have decided that we must all stick together, some way.”


      Nicolas turned without another word, and strode down the shell-bordered path to the road, and Jack closed the door. In silent dismay the brother and sister faced each other; then the girl’s courage reasserted itself.


      “Never mind, dear,” she cried, putting both arms around him. “We’ll surely find something. As nôtre mère used to say so often, ‘let’s sleep on it.’ Things always look lots brighter in the morning.”


      “You’re such a good little pal, Dissy. We’ll say an extra prayer tonight for help, and tomorrow we’ll try to decide upon something definite.”


      Late the following afternoon Desiré stood on the doorstep, watching Priscilla hopping down the dusty road to see a little friend. Early that morning Jack had gone to Meteghan to settle up affairs with Nicolas and Yves, and, to please Desiré, to price an outfit for a traveling store. The sisters, greatly hindered by René, had spent the day going over keepsakes and household belongings of all kinds, trying to decide what they would keep and what they must dispose of.


      “Are you going to sell all our things, Dissy? Even Mother’s chair?”


      “I’m afraid so, dear. You see we can’t carry furniture around with us when we don’t know where or how we are going to live. You have her little silver locket for a keepsake, and I have her prayerbook. We really don’t need anything to remember her by.”


      “No; and Jack has nôtre père’s watch. But, oh, I—I wish we weren’t going. I’m sort of afraid!”


      “Afraid!” chided Desiré, although her own heart was filled with the nameless dread which often accompanies a contemplated change. “With dear old Jack to take care of us? I’m ashamed of you! We’re going to have just lots of good times together. Try not to let Jack know that you mind. Remember, Prissy, it’s far harder on him to be obliged to give up all his own plans and hopes to take care of us, than it is for you and me to make some little sacrifices and pretend we like them.”


      “Ye-es,” agreed Priscilla slowly, trying to measure up to what was expected of her.


      “What’s the matter with Prissy?” demanded René, deserting his play and coming to stand in front of them. “Has she got a pain?”


      “A kind of one,” replied Desiré gently, “but it’s getting better now; so go on with what you were doing, darling.”


      The child returned to the corner of the room where he had been making a wagon from spools and a pasteboard box, while Priscilla murmured, “I’ll try not to fuss about things.”


      “That’s a brave girl,” commended her sister. “Now, you’ve been in all day; so suppose you run down to see Felice for a little while. Maybe you’ll meet Jack on the way home, but don’t wait for him later than half past five.”


      The little girl was almost out of sight when Desiré’s attention was diverted to the opposite direction by the sound of an automobile, apparently coming from Digby. Motor cars were still sufficiently new in Nova Scotia to excuse her waiting to see it pass. Only the well-to-do people owned them, and she had never even had a ride in one. There were rumors that possibly that very summer a bus line would be run to the various interesting parts of the country for the convenience of tourists from the States. Then she might be able to ride a little way, if it didn’t cost too much, just to see how it felt.


      A ramshackle Ford jerked to a sudden halt right in front of the house, and a tall, thin man backed carefully out from the driver’s seat and ambled up the path toward her.


      “Mademoiselle Wistmore?” he inquired, bashfully removing his blue woolen cap and thrusting it under his arm.


      “Oui, Monsieur.”


      “My name’s Pierre Boisdeau,” he drawled, taking the cap out from under his arm and rolling it nervously between his two big hands.


      “Yes?” replied Desiré encouragingly.


      “I have a message for you,” pushing the long-suffering cap into his pocket as he spoke.


      The girl seated herself upon the broad stone step, and with a gesture invited the stranger to do the same; but he merely placed one foot upon the scraper beside the step, and began in halting embarrassed fashion to deliver his message.


      After he had gone, Desiré fairly raced through preparations for supper; then went to look up the road again. If Jack would only come! René trudged around from the back of the house where he had been playing, and announced that he was hungry; so she took him in, gave him his supper, and put him to bed. Before she had finished, Priscilla returned.


      “Jack must have been delayed somewhere. We might as well eat, and I’ll get his supper when he comes,” decided the older girl.


      While they ate, Priscilla chattered on and on about her playmates, while Desiré said “Yes” and “No” rather absent-mindedly. Where could Jack be?


      “I’m going to bed,” yawned Priscilla, about seven o’clock. “We ran so much, I’m tired.”


      “All right, dear.”


      “Where are you going?” inquired the child, stopping on the stairs as she caught sight of her sister throwing a shawl around her shoulders.


      “Only out to the road to watch for Jack.”


      “You won’t go any farther, and leave us?”


      “Of course not. Have I ever left you alone at night?”


      “No-o-o.”


      “Run along to bed then,” reaching up to pat the brown hand which grasped the stair railing.


      What was keeping Jack?


      For half an hour Desiré shifted her weight from one foot to the other, watching the darkening road. As soon as she spied his tall form, she ran to meet him and fell into step at his side.


      “You must be nearly starved, dear,” she began.


      “Not a bit. I happened to be at Henry Simard’s at about supper time, and nothing would do but I must stay and eat with them. I hope you weren’t worried,” looking down at Desiré anxiously.


      “I tried not to be; for I thought perhaps you had gone farther than you intended.”


      “Nicolas was ready when I got to his house, and Yves met us in Meteghan; so we fixed everything up successfully. The money which came to us I put into the bank for emergencies; for—I’m awfully sorry to have to tell you—there isn’t enough to buy and stock up a wagon, even if we decided to adopt that way of living. So I looked around a bit for some kind of a job.”


      “Did you find anything?” asked Desiré, a bit breathlessly.


      “Not yet; but I shall. We could—”


      “Now that I’ve heard your news,” interrupted the girl eagerly, “just listen to mine. A man named Pierre Boisdeau came in an auto from Digby this afternoon with a message for us. Oh, Jack, the most wonderful thing! When he took some salmon down to Yarmouth the other day, they told him at the docks that old Simon had sent word to be sure to have anyone from up this way go to see him. So he went, and found the poor old man all crippled up with rheumatism. He will have to stay at his daughter’s house all summer. So he won’t be able to peddle. And Jack! He wants us to take his wagon! Isn’t that just glorious? He said that if we won’t take it and keep the route for him until he is well again, he’ll likely have to sell out. He doesn’t want to do that. Isn’t it just providential? This will give us a chance to try the experiment without much expense, and will provide for us for several months.”


      “We are indeed very fortunate,” replied Jack gravely. “We could hardly take such an offer from anyone else, but Simon is such an old friend that he would feel hurt if we refused. As you say, it will give us a chance to find a place to settle in permanently. In the meantime, we shall be holding the route for him.”


      They entered the house and dropped down beside the table, still covered with dishes, to finish their talk.


      “Simon wants an answer as soon as possible; for he hates to think of all his customers being deserted for so long. You’d better write to him tonight.”


      “I wonder,” said Jack slowly, after a few minutes’ consideration during which his sister scanned his serious, thoughtful face rather anxiously. “I wonder if it would be better for me to go down alone to get the wagon and pick you up on the way back; or, for all of us to ride to Yarmouth on the train, and start the route from there. Which should you like better?”


      “To go to Yarmouth, of course; but won’t it cost a lot more?”


      “Some, but—”


      “I can prepare enough food for us to carry two meals, and there must be some place where we could camp just outside of the city.”


      “Anxious to get started?”


      “Yes. I hate goodbyes. I’d like to steal out right away, without anybody knowing it.”


      “I’m afraid you can’t leave our good neighbors like that. They have known us all our lives; and think how hurt they would feel.”


      “I suppose so; but they all want us to do something different, and criticize nôtre père for trying to educate us.”


      “They don’t understand, but they mean well and have been very kind to us.”


      “I know, and I do appreciate it; but—couldn’t we start soon?”


      “Day after tomorrow, I should think. I’m afraid one trunk and the box in the store room will be all we can take on our travels. Shall you be able to manage that way?”


      “I’ll try to; but what shall I do with the furniture?”


      “Give it away, or leave it for Yves. We’ll just have to stifle all sentimental affection for our household gods.”


      “We’ll have a house of our own again some day, and get new household gods.”


      * * * *


      Intense excitement prevailed in the Clare District on Wednesday afternoon. Little groups of women and children were hurrying along the dusty road. On every doorstep a man or woman too old, or a child too young, to join the procession was sitting waiting to wave farewell to the travelers when they passed. These good people were much disturbed at the departure of the little Wistmore family. It was almost unheard of for any of the Acadian families voluntarily to leave that peaceful section and wander among strangers in unfamiliar parts of the country. Occasionally, within their knowledge, an individual or two had decided to seek his fortune elsewhere; but never before a whole family, and the Wistmores at that! The neighbors had done their best, one and all, to dissuade the children from following such a course; but since their words of advice and warning had proved of no avail, they were now on their way, bearing little gifts of good will, to bid the adventurers Godspeed.


      When Jack drove up with André Comeau who was going to take them to the station, three miles away, the yard was filled with little groups of neighbors; and inside the house still others were saying their reluctant farewells. Shaking the hands held out to him on every side, Jack gently pushed through the crowd; and, with André’s help, loaded their one trunk and box onto the wagon. Then he detached Desiré and the children from the weeping women, and helped them up to the seats which had been made of rough planks laid across the wagon box. The crowd drew back, and amid a chorus of “Bon jour!” “Au revoir!” the travelers started on their journey.


      Desiré and Priscilla, with tears rolling down their faces, waved as long as they could see their old friends, and answered salutations from many a doorstep; but Jack, with set face, did not look back at all. Even René was unusually quiet, hardly knowing what to make of it all. The train pulled into the tiny station just as they reached the platform, and there was no time to be lost. Before the children, to whom a railroad was a novelty, had time hardly to glance at the long train, its freight cars placed ahead of the coaches, as is common in Nova Scotia, they were hustled on board, the bell rang, and they were off.


      CHAPTER IV


      OUT TO SEA


      The little party was very quiet during the ride, which took two hours. The older members were occupied with their own thoughts, very serious ones, and the young pair engrossed in looking out of the window.


      Rolling rocky land; woods where sombre and stately pines and firs made a fitting background for the graceful slender white trunks of the birch trees; miles of ferns close to the tracks; tiny stations; glimpses, between the trees, of rustic dwellings and a few more pretentious summer homes; flashes of wild flowers; rivers, down whose red mud banks still trickled threads of water, although the tide was out; grey farm buildings; all flowed rapidly past. Then—Yarmouth!


      “Stay right here,” directed Jack, after they had alighted from the train, leading the way to a pile of crates on the platform, “until I check our baggage. I thought we’d keep only the night bag, and pick up the rest after we get the wagon.”


      Before the children had tired of watching the passers-by, he was back again, and they walked slowly toward the centre of the city, not pausing until they reached the tiny park facing the wharf.


      “You and the children had better sit here while I go to find out the location of the street where Simon’s daughter lives.”


      “Is that the Grand Hotel, where André brought Marie after the wedding?” asked Priscilla, looking up in admiration at the big building across the street.


      “Yes,” replied Jack.


      “Just think!” cried the child ecstatically, giving a little skip, “I’m really looking at the place I’ve heard of so many times.”


      “Well, your education has begun,” said Jack. “See that you make the most of all your opportunities.”


      “What a very funny place,” observed Priscilla, looking around her.


      “It is a park—” began Desiré.


      “But look at those,” interrupted the younger girl, pointing to several graves.


      “It must have been used as a cemetery first,” replied her sister, walking over to read the inscription on a nearby stone, and closely followed by Priscilla. That moment or two gave René the chance for which he had longed, and he was off down the road and onto the wharf. Desiré turned to look for him just in time to see a little blue-clad figure dart across the gang plank of the Boston steamer.


      “René!” she called in desperation, racing toward the dock.


      The tug which helped the steamer pull away from her slip was already out in the harbor; bells were ringing, the whistle was blowing, dock hands were running about. Across the gang plank ran Desiré and Priscilla just before it was withdrawn, and the ropes were cast off. As they looked helplessly among the crowds of people and piles of luggage for the truant, the tug was steadily pulling on the long tow line, and heading the steamer out to sea.


      “My—little—brother,” gasped Desiré to an officer.


      “What about him?” demanded the busy man curtly.


      His brisk manner was just enough, in her distressed state of mind, to reduce the girl immediately to tears.


      “He got away from us and is on this boat. That’s what’s about him,” said Priscilla, coming at once to her sister’s aid. “Don’t mind, Dissy; we’ll find him.”


      An interested spectator of the scene, a tall, energetic type of woman, now joined the group.


      “Let me help you look for him, my dear,” she said briskly, putting a hand on Desiré’s shoulder. “No need to worry; he’s certainly safe.”


      “But,” choked the girl, now fully conscious that the boat was moving, “we can’t go on. My big brother is waiting for us in Yarmouth! What—what will he think? What will he do?” She wrung her hands distractedly.


      “You could go back on the tug, if the boy’s found before she leaves us,” suggested the officer, coming to the rescue as soon as he fully understood the situation.


      “There he is!” shrieked Priscilla, darting to the side of the boat where René was climbing up on a suitcase to look over the railing at the water. Grasping him firmly by the tail of his jacket, she dragged him backward across the salon, and brought him to a violent sitting posture at Desiré’s feet.


      Meanwhile the officer had ordered the tug to be signalled, and she now came alongside. No time for anything but hurried thanks to their benefactors as the girls and René were helped over the side and onto the tug. Noisily, fussily, she steamed away from the big boat, over whose rails hung the interested passengers, and headed to Yarmouth.


      “What ever made you do such a naughty thing, René?” asked Desiré, who had recovered her outward composure.


      “Wanted to see big boat,” replied the child, not at all impressed by the gravity of his offense. Useless to say more now.


      “The young feller needs a good whaling,” growled the pilot of the tug, as he brought his boat alongside the wharf.


      “There’s Jack!” cried Desiré, in great relief, catching sight of him striding rapidly along the street above the docks. “Jump out, quickly, Prissy! Run up and tell him we’re all right.”


      The child sprang to the dock and ran up the incline at top speed, while Desiré lingered to thank the pilot.


      “Glad to do it, ma’moiselle. Better keep hold of him hereafter, though.”


      “I shall,” she promised, with a reproachful look at René.


      The reunited family met in the little park, and sat down on one of the benches to readjust themselves.


      “I’m so sorry, dear,” said Desiré, putting her hand in Jack’s. “You must have been frantic.”


      “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I came back and found that you had all disappeared. An old dock hand who saw me looking around said he’d seen a boy, followed by two girls, go aboard the ‘Yarmouth.’ So, knowing René, I came to a close solution of the mystery. I was just going up to the steamship office to see what could be done when Prissy grabbed me from behind.


      “René,” he went on, placing the child directly in front of him so he could look into his eyes, “you have been a very bad boy; and only the fact that we are out here in a public place prevents me from putting you right across my knee, and giving you something to make you remember your naughtiness. There is to be no more running away. Do you understand me?”


      The little boy, wiggling slightly as if he already felt the punishment, nodded gravely, impressed by his brother’s stern face and voice.


      “What did you find out, Jack?” asked Desiré, when he had released René.


      “They told me,” he began, turning toward her, “that Simon lives on a street not so very far from here. I thought if you’re ready, we might walk down there; and perhaps he’d be able to tell us where we could spend the night.”


      “Aren’t we going to the hotel?” inquired Priscilla, her face clouding.


      “No; we haven’t enough money to stay there,” answered Jack, starting ahead with René.


      The little girl pouted, and shed a few quiet tears to which Desiré wisely paid no attention. Slowly they strolled along the main street, pausing to look in the window of a stationer’s where the books and English magazines attracted Desiré’s eye; stopping to gaze admiringly at the jewelry, china, pictures, and souvenirs attractively displayed in another shop.


      “Just see the lovely purple stones!” cried Priscilla, who had recovered her good humor.


      “Those are amethysts,” explained Jack. “They come from Cape Blomidon,” adding to Desiré, “I heard that another vein split open this year.”


      “Isn’t it strange that the intense cold nearly every winter brings more of the beautiful jewels to light?” commented the girl.


      “A kind of rough treatment which results in profit and beauty,” mused Jack.


      “Yes; and, Jack, maybe it will be like that with us. Things are hard now, but perhaps soon we’ll find—”


      “Some am’thysts?” asked René excitedly.


      “Perhaps,” replied Jack, giving Desiré one of his rare sweet smiles.


      The stores had been left behind now, and on every hand were green tree-shaded lawns enclosed by carefully trimmed hedges of English hawthorne in full bloom. Desiré exclaimed with rapture over their beauty, and the size and style of the houses beyond them. On a little side street they paused before a small cottage, half hidden in vines.


      “This must be the place,” decided Jack, opening the white gate which squeaked loudly as if protesting against the entrance of strangers. The sound brought a woman to the door.


      “I’m looking for Simon Denard,” began Jack.


      “You’ve come to the right place to find him,” she replied, smiling, as she came toward them and put out one hand to pat René’s head. “Simon Denard is my father. I’m Mrs. Chaisson. Come right in.”


      In the small living room to which she led them sat old Simon, propped up with pillows in a big chair.


      “So here ye are,” was his greeting, as the children dashed across the floor to his side.


      “Be careful,” warned Desiré quickly. “You might hurt Simon.”


      “Let ’em be! Let ’em be!” protested the old man, beaming upon his visitors. “What’s an extra stab of pain, or two?”


      “Father has told me about you people so often that I feel as if I knew you,” Mrs. Chaisson was saying to Jack, after he introduced Desiré and the children; “so I want you to stay here as long as you’re in town; that is, if you haven’t made other plans.”


      The expression on her kindly face indicated clearly that she hoped they hadn’t.


      “But there are so many of us,” objected the boy.


      “It’s perfectly all right, if you don’t mind kind of camping out a bit.”


      “That’s what we expect to do all summer,” said Desiré; “and we’ll surely be glad of any arrangements you make for us, as long as we don’t put you about too much. You are very kind indeed.”


      “Then it’s all settled,” said their hostess briskly; “I’ll get supper right away; for you must be hungry.”


      The cottage boasted of a living room, dining room, kitchen, and two small bedrooms; so stowing away four extra people was something of an achievement. Immediately after they had finished the simple but delicious meal that Mrs. Chaisson prepared, Desiré shyly offered to help her hostess in preparation for the night.


      “Thank you, my dear; if you will clear up the supper table and do the dishes while I hunt up some bedding, it will be very nice.”


      “Please don’t trouble yourself about me,” said Jack, detaining Mrs. Chaisson on one of her many trips through the room; “I can sleep on the porch, or anywhere.”


      “I’ll fix some place for you,” she replied, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Just go on with your business arrangements.” He and Simon had been discussing the route, customers, stock, and other details.


      Like so many childless women, Mrs. Chaisson had a passion for children; and the thoughts of this little family starting out so bravely in search of a living moved her strongly.


      “How I wish I could adopt them all,” she thought as she hurried on. “If only we had a little more money; but then, there’s Father, too, now; it couldn’t be done, even with the help of that fine big boy. I don’t wonder that his sister almost worships him.”


      Nine o’clock saw them all settled for a good sleep. Old Simon in his own room, Mrs. Chaisson sharing hers with Priscilla, Desiré on the couch in the living room, and Jack and René in hammocks on the screened porch. It had been decided before they slept that as soon as breakfast was over, they would start out upon the great adventure.


      “There is no use in hanging around here,” Jack had said to Desiré in their goodnight talk on the front steps.


      “Wouldn’t it seem rather odd, or ungrateful, to hurry away so soon?” suggested the girl. “Mrs. Chaisson has been so very good to us.”


      “I know that,” replied Jack quickly; “and for that very reason, we can’t take advantage of her. Then too, the longer we stay, the harder it will be for both sides when we do go.”


      The boy had immediately sensed the good woman’s distress over their undertaking, and felt that the kindest act would be their immediate departure.


      “Of course I realize,” he went on, “that it’s nice for you to have a little rest, and a woman’s companionship; but—”


      “Don’t worry over me, Jack dear,” replied his sister, slipping her hand into his. “Whatever you decide is all right. So we’ll all be ready early in the morning.”


      “You’re a good little soul,” answered Jack, with an affectionate goodnight kiss. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


      Completely happy at his words of commendation, Desiré entered the house; and soon everyone was fast asleep. Shortly after midnight, she was suddenly awakened by the sound of a screen door closing, and steps crossing the porch.


      CHAPTER V


      A MIDNIGHT WALK


      The thought that perhaps Jack was ill immediately flashed across Desiré’s mind. Throwing on a kimono, she hurried to the door. Down the walk which led to the street, through the gate which had been left part way open, and along the road walked—Priscilla!


      No mistaking, even in the shadows, that plump childish form. Where was she going? Without stopping to do more than catch up the child’s coat, and her own which hung beside the door, Desiré followed her. Not wanting to call lest she should waken the neighborhood, she had to run to catch up to her sister; for Priscilla had quickened her pace as she approached the end of the road and turned onto the main street. Coming abreast with her at last, Desiré took the child’s arm; and, stooping to look at her face, was startled to see that her eyes, though open, were unseeing. Shaking with fright, Desiré asked softly—


      “Where are you going, Prissy?”


      “To the Grand Hotel,” was the prompt and surprising reply.


      “But, darling,” protested the older girl, “it’s night, and everybody is in bed and asleep.”


      “I’m going to sleep there. I’ve always wanted to.”


      Then Desiré realized in a flash that Priscilla must be walking in her sleep. She remembered now that Mother had once spoken of her doing it when she was a very little girl and had become greatly excited over something. The splendors of the hotel must have been on her mind as she went to sleep.


      How to get the child back without arousing her was a problem; she had heard that sleepwalkers must not be wakened suddenly.


      “Well, dear,” she said quietly, “it’s getting cool. Let’s put on our coats before we go any farther.”


      Priscilla stopped obediently, and, after both girls had put on their coats, Desiré took the little girl’s arm and turned her gently around, beginning a low monologue as she did so.


      “You’re going in the wrong direction; we must go this way. Soon we’ll be there. Just down this street. We must be very quiet so no one will hear us. Step softly. Quiet!”


      Leading, coaxing, hushing, Desiré finally got her sister into the house without waking any one, and settled her upon the living-room couch; for she dared not trust her out of her sight again that night.


      “Now you’re all right,” she whispered, removing the child’s coat. “Isn’t that a lovely bed?”


      “Yes,” breathed Priscilla, curling up under the blanket.


      Noiselessly Desiré drew a big rocking chair close to her sister’s side, propped her feet up on the edge of the couch, and with the two coats spread over her, prepared to spend the rest of the night. No one must know of this escapade. Mrs. Chaisson would be distressed at not having awakened; Jack would be disturbed at having slept so soundly, and perhaps disapprove of her not calling him; and old Simon would be troubled by the idea of what might have happened. Also, Priscilla would probably be made nervous. Too excited to sleep, she dozed, dreamed, started, and wakened again until the first far-away call of a robin pierced the faint grey dawn. Immediately one in a tree beside the cottage answered; then a cock crowed; a song sparrow began its short sweet strains; and the day of the great adventure had really begun.


      “Prissy,” she whispered, a little later, bending over the child.


      The blue eyes opened lazily.


      “Let’s get dressed, Prissy, and surprise Mrs. Chaisson by having the table set and things started before she wakens.”


      “All right,” agreed the little girl, sitting up; “but—but—how did I get here?”


      “You were rather restless; so I brought you out here with me—” began Desiré.


      “And you slept in the chair! Oh, you must be so tired, Dissy. Why did you do it?”


      “I’m all right, dear. Never mind about it. Don’t say anything of it to any one!”


      “Why?” asked Priscilla, wondering at her sister’s earnestness.


      “Because Jack might be afraid I was too tired to start out today, and—”


      “Oh, are we really going this morning?” demanded Priscilla, her mind immediately occupied with the exciting prospect.


      “Yes; and it’s going to be a glorious day.”


      The sound of their voices roused the others; and while breakfast was being prepared, and the house set in order—for Desiré would not leave their hostess any extra work—Jack got the team and wagon ready for departure. At nine o’clock, after reluctant and affectionate farewells had been exchanged, Jack gathered up the reins. Beside him sat Desiré, and directly back of them on little stools were Priscilla and René.


      “Now, remember,” repeated Mrs. Chaisson, handing a lunch basket to Desiré, “that this is your home whenever you are in Yarmouth, or any other time you need one. And whenever you can, let me hear how you’re getting on. We’ll be thinking of you all the time.”


      “Thank you,” said Desiré, kissing Mrs. Chaisson affectionately, and adding for the tenth time—“You’ve been so very good to us.”


      “We shall never forget it,” said Jack, tightening the reins; and Dolly and Dapple, moving away from the gate, put an end to the farewells.


      No one saw, hidden away among the maple saplings, scrub pine, and underbrush which covered the field beside the house, the bulky figure of a man. Neither did they hear softly muttered words of anger and revenge.


      After they had left Yarmouth behind and were jogging along the road back over the same route they had covered on the train the day before, Desiré turned sidewise in the seat to inspect once more the interior of their “store.” At the back was their trunk, and next to it their box; and on either side, reaching to the very top of the wagon, shelves tightly packed with jars, cans, rolls of material. The small tent which they had bought on their way out of town was laid along the floor at one side.


      “I must get acquainted with all the stock,” she observed; “so I’ll be able quickly to find what people want.”


      “The first time we stop, you can look things over,” replied Jack. “You’d lose your balance and be rolling out if you tried to do it while we’re moving.”


      The younger ones laughed hilariously. They were in high spirits now, and even Jack felt a thrill of excitement under his sober, staid manner.


      Up and down the long hills they drove, past numberless lakes and ponds, in and out of woods sweet with the odor of sun-warmed pine, and across rivers whose red mud flats made a vivid splash of color on the landscape.


      “So many, many little bodies of water,” murmured Desiré.


      “The ground is so uneven,” explained Jack, “that the water settles and forms lakes.”


      “Why are the river banks so wide, and so very muddy?” asked Priscilla, leaning on the back of the seat.


      “Out there,” answered Jack, waving his arm toward the West, “is the Bay of Fundy, a big, windy, rough body of water, an arm of the Atlantic Ocean. This bay has huge tides, rising in some places to a height of fifty or seventy feet. When the tide is high, the water rushes into all the rivers on this side of the country and fills them to overflowing; then all these banks are covered up. The tide comes twice a day; so you see the flats have no time to dry out.”


      Through Brazil, Lake Annes, and Hectanooga they had passed without stopping, and then the children began to get hungry. Jack drew up to the side of the road in the open country, and stopped in the shade of a huge oak tree. There they ate the lunch which Mrs. Chaisson had put up for them, and rested a while, breathing in deep breaths of clover-scented air.


      “See the chipmunk, René,” said Jack, pointing to a little animal who was regarding them doubtfully from the trunk of a nearby tree. “See the stripes along his back? Well, once upon a time, many years ago, a wonderful being called Glooscap lived up on Cape Blomidon. He was half god and half man, and tried to make Nova Scotia a very happy, safe place to live in. But there were wicked witches who lived here also, and they wanted to do all kinds of harm. The strongest of them was called Gamona, and any animal who was caught by her was killed or shut up in some cave or hole. One day little Charlie Chipmunk disobeyed his mother and went too far away from home. Suddenly, while he was nibbling at a most delicious nut, he felt himself picked up in terrible sharp claws. What was it his mother had told him to do if he ever got into danger? Alas! He couldn’t remember, and the creature, at whose face he dared not look, was carrying him away so, so fast! Some name he should call. Whose name? Like the lightning which sometimes made their hollow-tree home bright as day, it flashed into his mind.


      “‘Glooscap!’ he squeaked.


      “Such a tiny, trembling cry reached nowhere at all in that great big forest, yet Glooscap heard it and came to help the little fellow.


      “‘Let my child go!’ he ordered, in a voice which, though not very loud, seemed to fill the whole land with its power.


      “Gamona ground her teeth with anger. She knew she must obey, yet how she hated to let such a nice plump chipmunk go. Slowly she opened her hand just a little bit, then a little bit more; but the space was not quite wide enough for fat little Charlie. Her long sharp claws scraped his back as he wiggled out, and made long dark scratches. Ever since that day the chipmunk has worn those stripes down the middle of his back.”


      “I c’n see ’em jes’ as plain,” observed René.


      “Come on,” proposed Priscilla, “see if he’ll eat these crusts.”


      “Shouldn’t we have stopped at some of the places we passed?” ventured Desiré, hesitatingly. She did not want to seem critical of Jack.


      “Simon had no names on his list before Saulnierville; and I thought he probably knew the ropes better than we.”


      “Shan’t we take on any new customers, then?” Desiré asked anxiously. She was so eager to make a huge success of this strange business.


      “Surely, if we can; but the places we passed are so close to Yarmouth that I felt the city would get all their trade,” replied Jack, taking the huge red clover top that René had presented him, and sticking it in Desiré’s black curls. “I hope to get to Church Point in the morning.”


      “Then we’d better get started now,” decided Desiré, getting up and shaking off the grass and leaves which the children had thrown upon her in their play.


      None of them were accustomed to constant riding, and the afternoon seemed very long. The novelty of the situation and the scenery had worn off, and they were acutely conscious of cramped muscles.


      “Can’t I get out and walk for a while?” asked Priscilla, as they approached Meteghan.


      “I’d thought we’d stop up here on the main street for a while to see if anyone wants to buy anything,” said Jack, in reply to Desiré’s questioning look; “so if you will follow us carefully, you may get out here. But be sure to keep us in close sight, and don’t go wandering off.”


      He stopped the horses, and Priscilla scrambled out amid clamors of René to go with her.


      “No, Renny,” said Desiré, “you come and ride in front between Jack and me. Won’t that be fun?” pulling him across the back of the seat. But he continued to fret and cry until Jack said sternly:


      “René, we’ve had enough of that. Stop it at once or go into the back of the wagon by yourself. You’re too big a boy to act like a baby.”


      The child looked at his brother, and quickly recognizing the determination and force in the serious gaze bent upon him, set about controlling himself. Jack evidently meant business when he spoke in that tone. In their anxiety to compose René before they entered the town proper, they temporarily forgot about Priscilla. Like a flash, Desiré turned to look back.


      “Jack!” she gasped, “I don’t see Prissy!”


      The boy stopped the horses at once, and for a moment scanned the empty road in consternation.


      CHAPTER VI


      THE PIE SOCIAL


      Turning the team, they started back. Dapple and Dolly lagged along, heads down; they were tired, and it was close to supper time.


      Jack and Desiré peered into the bushes and trees on either side of the road for a glimpse of a red coat. Around a bend, among the trees far back from the road, they finally saw what they sought. Stopping the wagon, they watched for a moment to see what she was doing. Intently, apparently without thought of anything else, she was stealthily following a small black and white animal. Before they could shout a warning, she suddenly darted forward and seized the little creature. Out of her hands it twisted, filling the air with a strong, unpleasant odor; then it disappeared into the dense woods.


      “Oh!” groaned Jack.


      “Priscilla!” called Desiré sharply.


      The child looked up, and began coming toward them.


      “Stand right where you are,” directed Jack, when she reached the edge of the clearing. “Don’t come any nearer. What on earth possessed you to meddle with a wood pussy?”


      “I—I thought it was a kitten,” faltered the little girl, thoroughly frightened.


      “If you’d followed us closely, as Jack told you, you wouldn’t have gotten into trouble,” said Desiré severely. “What can we do with her, Jack?”


      “I’ll get a pail of water from that pond, while you find fresh clothing; then I’ll carry the things over to the woods. She’ll have to go behind that clump of scrub pine and take off her clothing, make up the garments into a bundle, throw it as far into the woods as she can, then bathe and put on fresh things,” replied Jack, taking a pail and starting down the road toward a small, but deep, pool of water.


      “I’ll go and help her,” said Desiré, when he returned.


      “Stay right where you are,” he directed quietly but firmly. “She can manage perfectly well by herself.”


      He crossed the road; and Desiré, though she could not quite distinguish the words, listened to the brief, curt orders he issued to the unfortunate little girl. Then he returned and stood leaning against the side of the wagon. René had dozed off, and Desiré laid him on the seat.


      “This is one phase of our adventure that we did not consider,” began Jack, after a pause. His face looked more serious, even, than usual.


      “What? Prissy getting mixed up with a wood pussy?” laughed Desiré.


      “No. The problem of discipline. The free and lazy life is going to let the youngsters get a bit out of hand, I’m afraid.”


      “René’s only a baby,” said Desiré reassuringly. “We should have no trouble managing him. Of course Priscilla is rather difficult at times; she goes from one extreme to another so quickly. You never know exactly what she will do next. At home, I sometimes sent her to bed; but that would be rather difficult in a wagon. But she’s a good little thing, and we’ll do the best we can. You mustn’t worry about it, Jack,” concluded Desiré, bending over to touch his thick brown curls.


      He caught her hand in his and held it until Priscilla appeared from among the trees, freshly clothed, and swinging the empty pail in her hand.


      Without a word Jack helped her into the wagon and they headed once more for the town. The sun had sunk below the horizon; the woods were getting dim; and the sky was a soft rose and gold when they entered Meteghan. Surely the whole population must be abroad, so filled were the streets with people all headed toward the church.


      “What do you suppose is going on?” asked Desiré, viewing the scene rather wistfully.


      “I don’t know,” replied Jack, pulling the wagon into a free space between two other vehicles. Almost immediately a tall, awkward youth sauntered over to them.


      “Where’s old Simon?”


      Jack explained, adding, “What’s doing here?”


      “Pie social,” was the laconic reply. “Better go.”


      “Where is it held?” asked Desiré, leaning out and smiling down into his keen grey eyes.


      “Church basement; it’s for the benefit of the church. Costs you a pie to get in.”


      At this point, a companion called to the boy, and he strolled away.


      “Like to go?” asked Jack, who had not been unobservant of Desiré’s eager interest.


      “How could we? We haven’t any pies.”


      “There must be some place to buy them. Surely some enterprising person would foresee the market. Let’s look around a bit.”


      He tied the horses to a post and locked the doors. René was wide awake by this time, and eager for new adventures; so the four, Priscilla still silent, walked along the streets of the little town until they found a place bearing a sign—“Pies for sale.” Here they purchased four pies, and turned their steps toward the church. At the door a pretty girl took their donations, and they were allowed to enter. Along the sides of the little basement were rough board counters loaded with pies of every size and variety. One could buy whatever one desired, from a whole pie to a small slice.


      “We’re like the Chinese,” smiled Jack, as they stood eating pieces of custard pie; “dessert first, then more substantial food.”


      The pretty girl who had been at the door now approached them, and smiling at Jack, said—“We’re going to dance here tonight after all the pies are sold. Hope you will all stay.”


      “I’m sorry, but we shall not be able to,” he replied courteously. “I have old Simon’s wagon out there, and can’t leave it so long.”


      “Oh, we heard about the young man who was going to take Simon’s route. My folks know him real well. He often puts the wagon in our barn and stays all night at our house. Why—wait a minute.”


      She darted off, and returned almost immediately with a short, thick-set man, who looked like a farmer.


      “This is my father, Jean Riboux,” she said. “I’m Prudence.”


      “My name is Wistmore,” replied Jack, shaking hands; “and these are my sisters, Desiré and Priscilla; and my little brother René.”


      “Pleased to know you, both for yourselves and for old Simon,” responded the man, with unmistakable cordiality. “You must make free at our place, same as he did. Drive over, put up the team, and stay all night.”


      Though Jack protested, the man would hear of no refusal, and ten minutes later they turned into a nearby farmyard. Jean took the horses away from Jack, and sent the Wistmores into the house to his wife who had come to the door to meet them.


      “Your husband and daughter insisted upon our coming here for the night,” said Jack, after introductions had been made; “but I think it is entirely too much. There are so many of us—”


      “There’s always a welcome here for any friends of old Simon’s,” was Mrs. Riboux’s quiet reply; “and we have plenty of room. We were sorry to hear of his bad luck; but then, it turned out well for you,” looking at the little family curiously.


      “Yes, the opportunity to take the route came just as we were looking for something for the summer,” said Desiré, smiling shyly at their hostess.


      “Oh, then you’re not goin’ to keep it regular?”


      “That can not be decided,” contributed Jack, “until we see how things go.”


      As they gathered around the table for supper, the boy who had told them about the Pie Social slid into one of the chairs and grinned at Desiré.


      “Didn’t think you’d see me again so soon, did you?”


      “That’s Ormand, Orrie for short,” explained Prudence, who sat beside Jack right across the table from them.


      “I guessed who you people were as soon as I laid eyes on Dapple and Dolly; and I knew you’d turn up here finally.”


      The conversation of the elders turned to crops, and continued throughout the meal, while the younger people talked of the coming dance.


      “Now,” said Mrs. Riboux to Desiré, as they left the table, “why don’t you put the little fellow to bed and go to the dance with my boy and girl? I’ll watch out for him,” as Desiré hesitated and looked at Jack. “All ages go to these socials, so your sister could go along too,” she added, as the Wistmores started up the long flight of stairs to their rooms.


      “I’ll put René to bed while you dress up a bit,” offered Jack, taking the little boy by the hand, and preparing to leave Desiré.


      She detained him, however, and asked in a low tone, “What about—?” motioning toward the door of her room, which Priscilla had entered ahead of her.


      “Trot on into that room across the hall, Renny,” directed Jack, starting him in the right direction; “and see how nearly ready for bed you can get before I come.”


      “Although she is far too young for dances,” he continued, “since it is the custom here for girls of her age to attend them, I should have allowed her to go; but in the light of this afternoon’s escapade, I think she should be deprived of the pleasure. Don’t you?”


      “Y—e—s; I suppose so; but I’m afraid she’ll make a fuss, for she expects to go. And I do hate to disappoint her.”


      Without replying, Jack stepped into the room where his younger sister was standing before an old-fashioned mirror combing her hair.


      “Priscilla,” he began quietly, “you weren’t counting on going to the dance; were you?”


      “Yes, I am,” she retorted quickly, turning to face him. “You heard Mrs. Riboux say that girls of my age go.”


      “That is not the point at all. What about this afternoon’s disobedience?”


      “It wasn’t my fault that I met that awful animal,” she muttered, half under her breath.


      “You are being purposely stupid, Priscilla. You know very well that you were deliberately disobedient in not following the wagon as I told you to. If you can’t obey, we shall all have a miserable summer. To impress that fact on your mind, you must stay right here in your room until we come back; that is, unless René wants something.”


      Jack crossed the hall to his own room, and Desiré looked pityingly on her sister, who had thrown herself into a chair beside the window and was giving way to tears. There was no use trying to reason with Priscilla when the child was in one of these moods; so she went about her own preparations for the evening, in silence; but considerable of her own pleasure was taken out of the prospect.


      Before leaving, she stooped over the big chair in which the little girl crouched, put her arms around her, and kissed her affectionately without speaking. Priscilla also said nothing, but she returned the kiss; and Desiré, recognizing the act as the beginning of a return to normal conditions, felt happier about leaving her.


      Ormand and Prudence Riboux were evidently very popular among the young folks of the country; and they introduced their guests to so many boys and girls that the Wistmores were never at a loss for partners.


      “Wasn’t it fun!” cried Desiré joyously, as she said goodnight to Jack in the dim upper hall, lighted only by their two candles. “Didn’t you have a good time?”


      “Yes, I did.”


      “And just think, we’ve made some new friends already. I like the Riboux family.”


      “So do I; they’re fine people,” agreed Jack absentmindedly. He was thinking about tomorrow’s trip into the Clare District. That was going to be the hardest part of the route, going through their old home and its neighboring towns.


      “Jack!” cried Desiré, as she entered her room. “Prissy’s gone!”


      CHAPTER VII


      A FRIGHT


      “Gone!” echoed Jack, staring blankly around the room. “Where could she possibly go?”


      “I don’t know; but you see she isn’t here.”


      There were few places to look. Jack peered under the big bed, while Desiré looked in the clothes press and a deep chest.


      “What shall we do?” she whispered, twisting her hands together and trying to force back the tears. “Is René in your room?” as a sudden thought occurred to her.


      With two steps, Jack crossed the hall and stuck his head into the room opposite.


      “Yes; he’s in bed.”


      Mrs. Riboux, sensing that something was wrong, came out of her room, followed by her husband. Their exclamations brought Prudence and Ormand to join the group. A few minutes of excited consultation resulted in Mr. Riboux going out to notify the authorities that a child was missing.


      While the women searched the house from top to bottom, Jack and Ormand, aided by the feeble rays of a lantern, looked about the barns and yard. A group of men and boys from the town were soon scouring the nearby woods, and Desiré, who had returned to her room after the fruitless trip through the various rooms, could see the moving lights and hear occasional shouts.


      The forced inaction maddened her. If there were only something she could do besides wait. What danger might not Priscilla be in while she stood helpless here?


      After a long time Mr. Riboux, followed by Jack and Ormand, crossed the yard, and she ran downstairs hoping for news. Her brother merely shook his head gravely when they met in the kitchen where Mrs. Riboux was making coffee and setting out a lunch for the men who were still in the woods. One by one they straggled in, reporting no luck at all.


      Desiré’s own acute distress was increased every time she looked at Jack’s stern, set face. Well she knew by the deep lines between his eyes that he was blaming himself for Priscilla’s disappearance.


      Although it had been a great relief to have René sleep through the first excitement, now it was a distinct pleasure to hear his voice from upstairs and be able to run up and see what he wanted. At least it provided something to do.


      “I’m coming,” called Desiré, stopping in her room to get a lamp.


      “Don’t want you,” replied René rudely, as she entered. “Want Prissy. She was going to catch the mouse,” he added.


      “The mouse,” repeated his sister in bewilderment, feeling his head to see if he were feverish.


      “Yes,” said the little boy, jerking fretfully away from her and pointing to the corner behind the bed.


      There lay Priscilla, curled up on the floor, fast asleep, with Polly, the big grey house cat, clasped tightly in her arms. The animal blinked at the light and uttered a loud “Me-o-w!”


      Desiré, together with Jack who had by that time followed her, stood speechless, looking down at the sleeping child.


      “I want to know if she caught that mouse,” demanded René in positive tones.


      At that moment Priscilla, aroused by the sound of voices, opened her eyes, a bit bewildered by the sudden awakening. She looked blankly from one to another, her gaze finally centering on Jack’s face.


      “I didn’t disobey you,” she said. “René called me because he was frightened of a mouse. You said I might leave the room if he wanted anything.”


      “But what are you doing down here on the floor, darling?” asked Desiré softly; for Jack could not speak.


      “I got Polly and sat down here by the mouse’s hole so’s she could catch him when he came out again; and we all kept so quiet I guess we went to sleep.”


      Jack picked the little girl up, carried her to the room across the hall, and held her close for a moment before laying her on the bed.


      “Both of you get to sleep as soon as you can,” he directed. “I’ll go down and tell the family she’s found.”


      “Is Jack angry at me?” inquired Priscilla, sleepily.


      “Not a bit, dear. We thought you were lost. Everybody has been looking all over for you, out in the barn, in the woods, and—”


      “And here I was all the time,” giggled the child, wholly unconscious of having been the cause of great anxiety and effort.


      Along the shore, the next morning, as the Wistmores started out after parting reluctantly with the Riboux family, were hundreds of gulls looking for food, and the air was filled with their harsh croaking cries. Out on the blue waters floated others, at rest on the ripples. In the meadows herds of black and white cows wandered about, cropping the grass heavy with dew, their bells tinkling constantly as they sought for choicer tidbits.


      “Before we get to Saulnierville we make our first stop,” said Desiré, consulting the list she had taken from Jack’s pocket.


      “We’ll be there shortly.”


      “Oh, I hope we sell just lots of stuff!” cried Priscilla, who was quite herself again.


      “Yes, lots of stuff,” echoed René, grabbing Jack around the neck.


      “Don’t choke brother,” laughed Desiré, loosening the embracing arms.


      Before many minutes passed, they came in sight of a small grey house. An immense grey barn stood behind it, its double doors freshly painted a brilliant red. The farm was enclosed by a grey fence with double gates of pure white.


      “Why don’t the gates and the doors match, I wonder,” remarked Priscilla, who had an eye for color combinations.


      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” replied Jack, bringing the wagon to a stop before a path bordered with clam shells. The path led up to the front door, and another row of clam shells surrounded the house, which was built, like so many others in Nova Scotia, with overlapped shingles on one side and clapboards on the other three.


      “Let the youngsters run about a bit while I go in,” directed Jack, preparing to climb over the wheel.


      At this moment the sound of galloping horses on the road over which they had just come made everyone turn; and they saw another wagon, the counterpart of their own, swaying crazily from side to side as the driver urged on his excited animals.


      “Runaway!” squealed René delightedly.


      “They’ll hit us!” shrieked Priscilla.


      Jack deftly pushed off the road into a field, and jumped from the wagon ready to be of assistance. His keen eye saw at once, however, that the approaching team was not out of control. As soon as it came abreast of the Wistmore “store” the driver pulled up with a suddenness which threw the animals on their haunches; and, leaping from his seat, he faced Jack belligerently.


      CHAPTER VIII


      A FIGHT


      “My territory!” growled the man, motioning toward the house. “What are you doing here?”


      “You’re mistaken,” responded Jack quickly. “I have old Simon’s entire route, and this is the first stop on the list he gave me.”


      “It may have been his, but it ain’t goin’ to be yours!”


      “And who is going to prevent me?” inquired Jack, in even, quiet tones which Desiré knew meant that he was working hard to keep his temper under control.


      “I am. I made up my mind soon as I heard the old man was sick, that I would take this route; and nobody’s goin’ to stop me. Least of all, you,” he added, looking Jack’s slender form up and down contemptuously.


      “You great—big—” began Priscilla excitedly.


      “Be quiet, Prissy,” said her brother. “You and the others stand over there beside the wagon.”


      As he spoke, he started in the direction of the farmhouse. Like a flash the thick-set figure was in his pathway.


      “No, you don’t!” he sneered.


      The two measured each other silently for a moment, standing as motionless as dogs in that last tense moment just before they spring.


      Jack put out his foot to advance, and his opponent was upon him. They fell heavily to the ground, the stranger on top.


      “He’ll kill him!” sobbed Priscilla, while René added his wails to hers.


      “Don’t kill Jack!” he cried.


      “Hush!” pleaded Desiré, her eyes wide with fright. “Say a prayer that Jack will come out all right.”


      The terrified little group watched the two adversaries roll over and over, pounding, grappling, struggling. Then Jack, with a quick twist, loosened the grasp of the other and sprang to his feet. With surprising swiftness, for a man so heavy, the enemy also righted himself and again leaped upon Jack. Back and forth they swayed, locked in a close embrace, each trying desperately to keep his own footing and trip the other. At times they stood stock still waiting to get breath and strength for a renewal of the contest. Then it began all over again.


      Finally Jack succeeded in twisting one of his long legs quickly around one of his adversary’s, thereby throwing him heavily to the ground. With a leap, Jack was astride of him, pinning his arms to the earth. The man tried to roll sufficiently to throw him off, but Jack was too well placed to allow him very much motion. Weight, anger, and unskilled methods had worked against him; now Jack had complete advantage.


      “Shall I give you what you deserve?” demanded Jack, after a moment’s pause.


      “Nough!” muttered the man sullenly.


      “Get off this route, then, and stay off of it; or next time—” threatened Jack, getting up. “Turn that team right around, and go back to Yarmouth, or wherever you come from!”


      Slowly, keeping one eye on Jack the while, he obeyed. As soon as he was on the way, Desiré and the children ran toward their brother.


      “Oh, Jack, aren’t you hurt somewhere?” demanded Desiré anxiously.


      “Only a few bruises and scratches, thank God!” was the grateful response. “I kept wondering what you would do, poor child, if I were smashed up.”


      After a good brushing, and “first-aid” treatment of his scratches, Jack pronounced himself as good as new.


      “Children,” said Desiré, “we begged so hard for Jack’s safety. We mustn’t fail to say ‘Thank You’ for what we received. Let’s each say a little prayer of thanksgiving right now.”


      After a moment of silence they again turned their attention to the business in hand. Desiré and the children stayed with the wagon, while Jack started once more toward the house.


      At his knock, the inner door opened, a woman’s head showed behind the glass of the storm door, and then the outer door was pushed back. Almost every dwelling, no matter how small and unpretentious, has its storm door, and usually these are left on all summer.


      “I’m taking old Simon’s route this summer,” began Jack, using the words he was to repeat so many times that season; “and I called to see if you need anything.”


      “Yes, I do,” answered the plump little woman in the doorway, her black eyes busily inspecting Jack, and traveling rapidly to the wagon, the girl, and the children on the road. “I’m all out of thread, crackers, kerosene, and—what else was it? Oh, yes, shoe laces. Where’s old Simon? I’ve been watching out for him for three weeks.”


      “Sick, in Yarmouth,” replied Jack, turning to go to the wagon to fill her order. The woman followed him.


      “This your wife?” she asked, curiously staring at Desiré.


      Jack flushed.


      “No, my sister; and that is another sister, and my kid brother,” he replied, talking more rapidly than usual to hold the woman’s attention; for Desiré, overcome by laughter, had walked a few steps down the road to recover her composure.


      “Where are your folks!”


      “Dead,” was the brief reply.


      “Now that’s too bad! You so young, and with three youngsters to keep. Dear! Dear!”


      Desiré returned just in time to hear the last remarks, and her face twitched so in her efforts to control it that Jack himself had to bury his head in the depths of the wagon while he looked for the cracker boxes.


      “Come up to the house with me when this young man carries my things in,” she said to Desiré, taking her by the arm. As if she were indeed a child, she led her along the path to the doorstep.


      “Set here,” she directed; and disappeared into the house.


      “Ready?” asked Jack, when he came out.


      “I don’t know. I was told to ‘set here’; and here I ‘set,’” whispered Desiré.


      At that moment the woman returned with a pasteboard box which she thrust into Desiré’s hands.


      “Here’s a few cookies for your dinner. They always taste good to children, I guess.”


      “Oh, thank you so much. I’m sure we’ll enjoy them,” responded the girl.


      “Stop every time you come around,” called the odd little woman, as they closed the gate behind them.


      CHAPTER IX


      IN CAMP


      “Well, our first sale wasn’t so bad,” observed Desiré, as they drove away. “But wasn’t she funny?”


      “I thought you were going to disgrace us,” said Jack, smiling. “If you can’t behave any better than that, I’ll have to leave you beside the road somewhere and pick you up later.”


      “Oh—o—o!” shrieked René.


      “What’s the matter?” demanded Jack, turning to look at the small boy behind him.


      “Don’t want Dissy left anywhere! Want her with us!”


      “Jack’s only fooling, darling; don’t cry,” consoled Desiré, reaching back over the seat to pet the little boy.


      Peace and quiet having been restored, they jogged along the sunshiny road, and soon were abreast of St. Mary’s Bay, where flecks of white were dancing over the blue surface.


      “White caps,” observed Desiré. “Fundy must be rough today.”


      “Those are gulls,” corrected Jack, “at least so the Indians used to believe. The Spirit of the Sea was so fond of the birds that he caught a lot one day and, with a long string, tied their legs together. He keeps them down in his house under the water, and at times he lets the gulls come up to swim on the top of the water for air and exercise.”


      “Why don’t they fly away then? I would!” asserted René, big-eyed with interest.


      “Because the Spirit holds fast to the string, and when he thinks they’ve been out long enough, he pulls them all down under the water again.”


      Between Saulnierville and Little Brook they made several stops and substantial sales. The picnic dinner which good Mrs. Riboux had insisted upon packing for them, they ate beside a shady stream in which many little fish darted about among the weeds. René insisted upon trying to catch some with his hands, but succeeded only in getting his clothing so splashed that Desiré had to stand him out in the sun to dry before they could continue on their way.


      “There’s Church Point,” cried Desiré, later in the afternoon, pointing to the skyline ahead, where a tall spire topped with a cross rose proudly against the blue.


      “How happy the sailors must be when they first catch sight of that point,” mused Jack.


      “Why?” asked Priscilla.


      “Because the spire can be seen for many miles out at sea, and the sailors use it as a guide.”


      The shadows were getting long, and the air was much cooler by the time they drove into the little town. On St. Mary’s Bay several fishing boats had already been anchored near the sands, and farther out on the gilded water others were heading for the shore. Over the slight rise near the church they drove, and in and out among the ox teams and lines of slow-moving cows.


      “Everybody’s goin’ home but us,” remarked René rather plaintively, making the tears spring to Desiré’s eyes, while the lines of Jack’s mouth became even more stern.


      “Silly!” observed Priscilla. “We are home. Home’s where Jack and Desiré are.”


      Desiré smiled up at Jack, and leaned back to squeeze her little sister’s arm.


      “Shall we try to make our sales before supper, and then camp outside of town?” asked Jack; “or shall we eat, and then sell afterwards.”


      “Sell first. Work before pleasure,” Desiré decided promptly.


      At a house far beyond the church they came to a halt, and Desiré leaned from the wagon to call to a small boy in blue overalls, who sat on the gate watching them—“Tell your mother that old Simon’s wagon is here, please, and ask her if she wants anything.”


      Without a word the little fellow slid down and ran into the house. Almost immediately a tall, loose-jointed man, whose resemblance to the child was marked, came out and crossed the yard.


      “The missus is sick,” he explained, “but I know what she wants. She’s been talkin’ of nothin’ else for days. Buttons, five yards of calico, a pencil for the boy, and a few pounds of sugar. Got old Simon’s route for good?”


      “I’m not sure. He’s sick in Yarmouth now.”


      “So? That’s too bad. Are you going on up the Bay?”


      “Expect to,” replied Jack, giving the man his purchases and counting out change.


      “When you get to Digby would you tell the lady in the knickknack store that I’ll sell her the pitcher?”


      “Glad to, if you’ll tell me how to find her.”


      “Her store is the first one of its kind that you’ll pass. She catches all the tourists by a window full of trash, and a sign ‘Souvenir Shoppe’ or something like that. She was out here a few weeks ago looking for stuff, and wanted that pitcher, but the wife didn’t want to sell it then. Since she’s been sick, though, she’s more concerned about money than about old pitchers.”


      After several more stops, most of which resulted in sales, Jack pulled off of the main road into a balsam grove, just before dusk.


      “You children scamper around and find some dried wood for a fire,” he directed, swinging René down, and going to unharness the horses.


      “Do you intend to build a fire in here, Jack?” asked Desiré doubtfully.


      “No, on the sand across the road. Take some bacon and whatever else you need from the stock while I feed Dapple and Dolly.”


      By the time he had made several trips with great armfuls of grass which he had pulled for the animals, Desiré had gathered together her supplies, and with the children’s help made a fire on the beach and set out their supper. When Jack appeared, he took charge of the frying of the bacon himself.


      “Isn’t this fun?” demanded Priscilla every few minutes. “Just like a picnic; and lots nicer than eating in a house.”


      “Lots nicer,” echoed René, adding, “Now tell me a story.”


      “Oliver Owl’s mother had told him again and again that he must not go anywhere near the big cave where the wicked witch Gamona lived,” began Jack slowly; “but Oliver was getting so big and strong that he thought he knew how to take care of himself. He had never seen the old woman, of whom all the forest folks spoke in whispers. So, early one evening, his curiosity got the better of him; and while his mother was making the beds—”


      “Jack!” interrupted Priscilla, patronizingly, “people don’t make beds at night!”


      “The owls do,” he replied gravely, “because they sleep in them all day and go out only at night. Around the big home tree he fluttered carelessly a while; then, suddenly, off like a shot toward a big pile of rocks whose top he could just see. Not a soul did he meet when he reached them, not a sound did he hear except the murmuring of a little breeze in the very top of the pines. So fast had he hurried that he was a very tired bird, and besides the aching of his wings he felt just a little bit doubtful about what would happen to him when he got home. So he alighted on the very highest rock of the big pile to rest, and decided how he would explain his absence to his mother. Hardly had he settled himself comfortably when a huge claw-like hand shot up from below him and grabbed his feet—”


      “Oh!” squealed René.


      “With a loud squawk he flapped his wings, and, bending and twisting as well as he could, managed to run his sharp beak into the fingers which grasped him. In the instant which was necessary for Gamona to get a fresh grip, Oliver struggled free; and you may believe that he lost no time in flying away from that dangerous spot. Instead of going right home, however, he went to see Glooscap, and tell him what had happened.


      “‘My eyes are so small, I can’t see very well,’ he complained, after he had told the whole story.


      “‘I’ll fix that,’ replied Glooscap, stroking the bird’s eyes until they became larger and larger and rounder and rounder. ‘Now you’ll be able to see her wherever you are. Keep faithful watch of her, and notify all the other creatures at night when she is near.’ So that is why the owl has such big eyes, and sits up in the trees crying ‘Who-o-o!’ all night long.


      “And now you must go to bed.”


      Leaving Priscilla to clear up and keep an eye on René, Jack and Desiré crossed to the grove to get things in order for the night. The tent was small, and after several unsuccessful attempts they succeeded in getting it up. Jack cut some balsam boughs for a mattress, and over them Desiré spread blankets, placing a couple of cushions for pillows. The floor of the nearby wagon was fixed in like manner for the two girls. René and Priscilla went to bed as soon as their quarters were ready for them, but Jack and Desiré, seated on a fallen log at the edge of the grove, lingered to watch the moon rising over the Bay and turning its smooth surface to silver. Fireflies flashed in the long grass at the edge of the grove, and deeper in the woods were mysterious little rustles and murmurs.


      “The old settlers,” said Jack softly, “thought the fireflies were evil spirits, and used to set out pails of milk to appease them, and thus keep themselves and their property from all harm.”


      “If they were as thick then as they are tonight,” laughed Desiré, “think how many pails they must have had. You know so many things, Jack”; adding, a moment later, something which had been on her mind all day.


      “Do you suppose that man will ever come back?”


      “You mean the one who disputed our rights?”


      Desiré nodded, burying her face on her brother’s shoulder, much as Priscilla might have done.


      “I hardly think so, dear,” replied Jack, stroking her curls. “He was pretty well subdued.”


      “But he might try to get even with you some way,” shuddered the girl.


      “We’ll keep a sharp lookout for him, but otherwise go on our way and try not to worry about mere possibilities, little sister,” decreed the boy firmly.


      “If we could only find out what the paper means,” she observed a little later, her eyes on the shining waters of the Bay.


      “What paper?” asked Jack suddenly, roused from serious thoughts of his own.


      “Why, the one nôtre père gave you; the mysterious one.”


      “We might stop in the center of each town, read it aloud, and ask the inhabitants to interpret it for us,” Jack suggested. “Or you and I could take turns standing on top of the wagon and shouting it as we go along.”


      Desiré laughed at his absurdities, as he intended she should.


      “I don’t care. I’m going to pretend that we’re going to find out what it means before the summer is over.”


      “Pretend as much as you like, as long as you won’t let yourself be overcome with disappointment if your day dream should turn out to be only a nightmare.”


      A crash behind them made them spring to their feet in sudden fright, and a child’s shrieks rang through the woods.


      CHAPTER X


      A NIGHT PROWLER


      “René!” gasped Desiré, darting back toward the tent.


      Jack outstripped her, and when she reached the scene, he was just pulling his small brother out from under a pile of canvas.


      “Not hurt,” he breathed with relief; “only badly frightened.”


      He put René in Desiré’s lap, and went to examine the wreckage.


      “One stake pulled right out,” he reported. “Wonder how that happened. I know I had it in tight, and there is practically no wind.”


      “Could he have done it in any way?” asked Desiré, motioning to the little boy.


      “René,” said Jack, stooping before the child, who was now quiet again, “did you do anything to the rope of the tent to make it fall?”


      René glanced up into his brother’s face upon which shone the rays of the full moon, and, turning, burrowed deep into Desiré’s arms.


      “Guilty, I guess. Tell me exactly what you did,” directed Jack.


      “Woke up. Played I was a gull; rope was my string. Hung on it; old thing came down. Bang!”


      “René,” said Jack, taking the child’s face between his hands, and forcing him to meet his eyes, “you must never, never pull on the ropes of a tent, or meddle with any part of it. If you do, you can’t sleep in it with me, but will have to stay in the wagon with the girls.”


      He picked him up and set him on a nearby stump.


      “Now sit right here and think about what I have just said, while Desiré and I put the tent up again. Don’t move from the place, and watch how much extra work you have made for us when we are all so tired.”


      After the tent was once more in place, Jack returned to René.


      “Well, are you going to sleep in the tent or in the wagon?”


      “In the tent. I won’t touch no ropes, nor nothin’ again, Jack,” promised the child, holding up his arms. “An’ I’m sorry ’bout making you and Dissy work when you’re all tired, ’n’ everything—”


      “That’s a good boy,” replied his brother, carrying him off to bed for a second time.


      “Goodnight, Desiré,” he said, returning to kiss her after René was disposed of. “If you’re timid, call me.”


      “Yes, but, Jack dear, please don’t lie awake to take care of us. We’ll be safe.”


      Soon the grove was quiet. The moon rose higher and higher, and throughout the night kept benevolent watch over the four children sleeping heavily among the protective trunks of the old balsam trees. Little creatures of the night moved noiselessly over the dried needles on the forest floor so as not to waken the strangers within their midst; and a gentle breeze stole quietly in from the Bay to waft its pungent coolness over the tired travelers.


      A couple of hours passed, the moon had left the woods partly in shadow. A dark figure was stealing carefully among the tree trunks, stopping every few minutes to listen.


      Beyond a band of moonlight stood the little tent from which could be heard Jack’s loud breathing. Nearby was the wagon where all was silent, and from a dark spot beyond it the horses stamped restlessly. Skirting the habitations of the human beings, the figure made its way silently toward the animals. Then Dapple’s loud whinny sounded through the quiet wood, answered immediately by that of his mate.


      “Get away from our horses!” shrilled Priscilla’s voice from the back of the wagon.


      “What’s the matter?” shouted Jack, roused at once by the child’s cry.


      “Prissy!” cried Desiré; “you—”


      “Somebody’s bothering Dolly and Dapple, Jack!” called Priscilla.


      By that time Jack had lighted a couple of lanterns, and he and Desiré were out in the open.


      “Stay here and hold one of these,” he directed, “while I see what is wrong.”


      The horses were straining at their tethers when he reached them, but quieted at once under familiar hands. Following an impulse, Jack presently led them out of the woods and into the little clearing where the wagon and tent were placed.


      “Will they disturb you if I fasten them to this tree?” he asked Desiré.


      “Not a bit—I—”


      “Did you find anyone?” demanded Priscilla.


      “Not a single person. I looked all around before I brought the horses out.”


      “You had a bad dream, dear,” began Desiré, “and—”


      “But I didn’t. I heard Dapple and Dolly holler just as plain, and they never do that unless somebody goes near ’em.”


      Desiré looked questioningly at her brother, but he was busy tying the animals.


      “Now,” he said firmly, when he had finished his task, “we’ll all go back to bed and right to sleep.”


      He turned briskly into the tent where René still slept peacefully, and quietness once more descended upon the forest. Jack, however, looped up the flap of the tent and lay watching over his little family until the soft grey light of the early morning began to filter through the trees.


      CHAPTER XI


      THE BLUE-COVERED BOOK


      Several days later, one beautiful sunny morning, Dapple and Dolly were trotting briskly along the Shore Road toward Digby. For more than two miles this road winds along the shore of Digby Basin, formed by the Bay of Fundy waters flowing through a mile wide break in the North Mountain Range.


      “That,” said Jack, pointing to the opening between the mountains, “is Digby Gap, or, as the natives call it, ‘Digby Gut.’ In olden days all the fishing boats used to stop there on their way home long enough for the fishermen to clean their fish, and throw all the ‘guts’ or insides into the water.”


      “What a horrid name!” was Priscilla’s comment.


      “It’s lovely here, though,” observed Desiré, gazing across the sparkling water to the hazy blue sides of the two big mountains opposite, and back again to the forested slopes beside the wagon.


      “We must look out for the little shop the man told us about,” remarked Priscilla, to whom the scenery meant very little.


      “Well, you watch for it, Prissy,” directed Jack. Then, turning to Desiré, “Didn’t we get a royal welcome in Sissiboo?”


      “Yes; in spite of their disapproval, our old friends were wonderful to us; between the sales we made, and their generous donations, we certainly fared well.”


      “Oh, Jack, there’s a bus!” cried Desiré delightedly a few minutes later. A big blue monster bore down upon them, and they had a glimpse of well-dressed people through its windows; then it was gone in a cloud of dust.


      “Must be coming from the hotel,” commented her brother. “I understand there’s a big one up here somewhere above the town.”


      “I’d love to ride in one of those,” said Priscilla, gazing longingly down the road after the now distant bus. “Wouldn’t you, Desiré?”


      “Yes, I should. Perhaps some time we’ll be able to, but not now.”


      They drove into the little town, and soon spied the shop of which they were in search.


      “You go in and give the lady the message, Desiré,” said Jack, pulling up the team.


      Desiré was inclined to be rather too retiring with strangers, and her brother thought she should begin to overcome her diffidence.


      “Oh, Jack,” she cried, running out again a couple of minutes later, after delivering her message. “Who do you suppose keeps the shop? The lady who helped me find René on the steamer! It’s the most interesting place. Do come in and see it. She says we can look around as much as we wish.”


      “I was going on for some more stock—we’re all out of crackers and a few other things—but you stay, if you wish; I’ll come back for you.”


      “Don’t you need me?” she asked doubtfully.


      “No; so look at as many things as you can before I get back.”


      Desiré, with a happy “Thanks a lot,” ran back into the quaint little shop, while Jack drove on, thinking how sweet she was and how little time she had for herself or her own interests.


      The morning was not a busy one at the shop; so the proprietress, a well-groomed New England woman, was free to devote her time to Desiré, to whom she had taken a fancy. Pleased to see that the girl was more interested in the pictures and books than in the foolish toys made to attract tourist trade, she took pains to call her attention to the best that the little store possessed.


      “This is an interesting little account of the early history of this country and some of its settlers,” said Miss Robin, who was a teacher of history in one of the Boston schools, and whose mind naturally centered on her subject.


      Desiré took the small blue-bound book in her hands and carefully turned its pages, reading bits here and there.


      “Oh!” she suddenly exclaimed aloud.


      “What is it?” inquired Miss Robin, looking up from a pile of picture postcards she was putting in order.


      “The story of our own ancestors is told here.”


      Miss Robin came to look over her shoulder and read:


      “In the year 1744 when the question of Acadian loyalty to England resulted in the Expulsion, Jean Godet with Marie, his wife, and Desiré, his little daughter, were driven as exiles from Wolfville to the States. They settled near Boston, and some years later Desiré married one John Wistmore, a descendant of John Alden and Priscilla Mullins. When the Revolutionary War broke out, being loyal Royalists, they returned to Nova Scotia and took up farming in Wilmot, later removing to Sissiboo.”


      “I have heard my father tell that same story so many, many times,” said Desiré, looking up at Miss Robin.


      “They were really your ancestors, then?” asked that lady. “How very interesting.”


      “But this last part he never told us,” continued the girl, indicating the closing words of the article.


      “The ruins of the old Godet house near Wolfville may still be seen; for the site was never occupied for any length of time after the family was deported.”


      “You must look it up if you ever go to Wolfville,” said Miss Robin.


      “Oh, yes, indeed. We expect to get up there some time before winter comes, and I’ll surely hunt for the place.”


      “Keep the little book,” urged Miss Robin, when Desiré, catching sight of Jack, laid the volume on the counter; “and if you come back before I go home, stop and tell me what success you had.”


      “Maybe,” began Desiré, then stopped abruptly—she’d keep that to herself; so she merely thanked Miss Robin warmly, and ran out to the wagon.


      “I thought we’d have dinner at one of the little restaurants here,” said Jack, after she had displayed her treasure, “and then push on.”


      From the counter of the lunchroom which they selected, they could see the long government pier with the lighthouse at the end; and beside it was moored one of the steamers which cross the Bay of Fundy to St. John, New Brunswick. René was greatly disappointed because they were not going aboard.


      “The child’s passion for boats is rivaled only by his passion for Indians,” observed Desiré, as they left the lunchroom.


      “He’ll see plenty of the latter at Bear River.”


      Desiré looked questioningly at her brother.


      “That is,” he replied, “if we get there in time for the Cherry Festival, day after tomorrow.”


      “Oh, Jack, can we?”


      “Going to try hard to make it.”


      Clouds had been slowly gathering since noon, and about five o’clock great drops of rain hit the dusty road with little “plops.”


      “Big drops; won’t last long,” prophesied Desiré; but Jack let down the curtains at the side of the seat, and drew out a rubber blanket to spread over their laps. Before they had covered two miles, the rain was coming down in earnest, and Jack turned off the road into the pine woods.


      “Wonder if we can keep dry here,” he said, half to himself. “Can’t possibly get to the next town tonight.”


      “We’ll have supper right away before the rain begins to come through the trees,” decided Desiré, jumping out.


      The pine-covered ground was still dry, and it was very cosy under the thick boughs of the tall trees. The persistent patter of the rain and the murmuring of a brisk little breeze in the tree tops added to their sense of comfort and security.


      “If it doesn’t rain any harder than this, we should be able to manage pretty well,” said Desiré encouragingly, as Jack peered anxiously skyward every little while.


      Conversation turned upon the book Miss Robin had given Desiré, and then drifted to Nova Scotian history.


      “I’m awfully stupid; but it seems to me such a hopeless jumble,” sighed Desiré.


      “Maybe I can straighten it out for you by taking bare facts, and not going into detail at all,” said Jack. “Just think of it this way,” he went on. “About the year 1000 a man called Leif the Lucky came here from Iceland, found the country in the possession of the Micmac Indians, and left it to them.


      “John Cabot touched here in 1497, and claimed the land for England. In 1606 Samuel de Champlain and some other Frenchman settled at Annapolis Royal, which they called Port Royal. A few years later the English destroyed it, and some of the inhabitants fled to the shores of the Basin of Minas and built the village of Grand Pré.”


      “Oh, where Evangeline lived!” interrupted Priscilla.


      “Yes, and where they all lived until 1747, that is, the French who were driven out of Port Royal.”


      “And what made the English drive those people away from their homes?” inquired Priscilla. “I don’t mean from Port Royal, but from Grand Pré, like Longfellow tells about in Evangeline?”


      “They thought the French people were not loyal to the British government; for the country then belonged to England. To go back to our story, in 1629 the King of Scotland gave the entire country to a friend of his, and the name was changed from Acadia to Nova Scotia, which means New Scotland. From that time until 1710 the land was claimed by both France and England, and was in possession of first one and then the other. Finally Great Britain secured it for good. Is it any clearer now?”


      “Oh, yes, lots; you make everything so plain, I wish I knew as much as you do,” sighed Desiré admiringly.


      “I hope some day you will know lots more,” smiled Jack, adding, “I’m afraid we’re in for a wetting. I have felt several splashes of rain. The trees are getting so heavy with water that it will shower down upon us before long.”


      “Then you simply can’t sleep in the tent,” said Desiré decidedly.


      “Nothing else for it; there’s no room in the wagon.”


      “Let me think a minute,” said Desiré. “I have it! We’ll push the trunk and box side by side and put René on them, at our feet; and you can sleep on the wagon seat. You’ll have to double up, but it will be better than getting so damp in the tent.”


      “We didn’t count on a pour like this while we were on the road,” said Jack. “Too bad we were not near enough to a town to get lodgings.”


      “But we could hardly afford that; and besides, this is going to be lots of fun. Priscilla, you and René run up and down in that dry path over there while we fix things,” directed Desiré.


      “The boughs will be too wet to use for beds,” said Jack, moving the trunk close to the box at the very back of the wagon.


      “We’ll just spread the blankets on the floor, then,” declared Desiré, briskly.


      “But you’ll be wretchedly uncomfortable,” objected her brother.


      “Won’t hurt us a bit once in a while. I’ll hang this rubber blanket in front of the seat, and a sheet back of it; and with the side curtains down, and a blanket to spread over you, you’ll be fairly well off, won’t you?” she asked, working rapidly as she talked.


      “I’ll be fine. Don’t bother about me.”


      When everything was ready, they called the two children and settled down for the night.


      “Don’t be frightened if you hear a noise once in a while,” said Jack, as they settled down; “for I shall have to turn around occasionally to stretch my legs.”


      “Yes, poor boy; they are far too long for your bed tonight. I hope Renny won’t roll off the trunk; but if he does, he’ll fall on top of us and won’t be hurt.”


      “Oh, let’s go—to—sleep—” yawned Priscilla.


      “An excellent idea,” agreed Jack; and the little family lay quietly listening to the drip of the rain until they fell asleep.


      All night long Desiré dreamed of papering the old Godet house, inside and out, with mysterious figures and letters, which fell off as fast as she pasted them onto it.


      The sun was shining brightly as they drove down the hillside at Bear River the second morning after, and into the ravine where dyked lands border the river. Hundreds of cherry trees loaded with brilliant fruit were on every side, and on the water was clustered the craft of those who were to take part in the sports later in the day.


      “What funny river banks,” commented Priscilla.


      “The ground is below the level of the river,” explained Jack; “and the banks have to be built up of interlaced tree trunks filled in with clay to keep the water from running over the land. They are called dykes.”


      “Indians!” cried René, full of excitement, pointing to a group nearby.


      Already great numbers of them had come from a neighboring reservation for the games. Under the heavily loaded trees, people from far and wide wandered about, tasting first one variety of fruit and then another. Groups of tourists watched from the roadside, or took part in the feasting.


      Jack found a safe place for the wagon, and, after locking it, took his little family to obtain their share of the cherries which are free to all on that particular day in mid-July each year. Shortly before noon, they carried their lunch to a shady slope from which they had a good view of the place where the sports were to be held. By two o’clock, the fun was in full swing. All kinds of races, on both land and water; throwing contests; log rolling tests; and games of skill or endurance. Anyone could take part, and Desiré urged Jack to enter some of them; but he preferred to remain a spectator. He loved all kinds of sports, and was perfectly fearless; but the chance of possible injury now, when he was the head of the family, kept him from taking part. The Indians were the most clever participants, and frequently won, much to René’s delight.


      “The youngster sure likes the Indians,” observed a man who sat next to Jack. “Used to be scared of ’em when I was a kid. You ought to take him to the St. Anne’s celebration some time.”


      “What’s that?” inquired Jack.


      “Every year the Indians make a pilgrimage to the Island of the Holy Family, round the 21st of July, and live up there in birch bark tepees until after the feast, on the 26th.”


      “What do they do?” asked Desiré, leaning forward to look at the narrator.


      “Well, every morning they go to Mass and attend to all their religious duties, and very often there are weddings and First Communions. If there’s been any quarreling or disputing during the year, the differences are patched up. Then in the evenings they dance and play games.”


      “What kind of games?” asked René, who was eagerly listening to every word.


      “Oh, whinny, hatchet throwing, deer foot, wheel and stick, hunt the button—”


      “Oh, I can play that,” interrupted René, with just satisfaction.


      “It’s a sight worth going a distance to see,” concluded the man.


      “I imagine so,” replied Jack; “but I’m afraid we won’t get there this year. I have old Simon’s traveling store this summer, and—”


      “You have? Then you want to open it up when these games are over; for a crowd like this is almost always in need of some kind of supplies. Anyway, they’re sure to buy something, whether they need it or not.”


      Jack acted on the suggestion, and made so many sales that when the people finally drifted homeward it was too late to go on that night. They put up in a woods just outside of the town, and after supper Desiré made a discovery that did not altogether please her.


      “Did you know that some Indians are camped a little farther down the road?” she asked Jack.


      “Yes. They may be on their way to the festival of St. Anne’s that the man spoke of this afternoon. I’m sure they’re quite harmless.”


      “Oh, I want to see them!” exclaimed René, starting up.


      With a quick move, Jack caught the end of the child’s blouse and prevented his departure.


      “You’ve seen plenty of Indians today to last you for one while, young man. Besides, it’s your bedtime.”


      “No! No!” wailed René, twisting in his brother’s grasp.


      “He’s tired,” murmured Desiré sympathetically.


      “Can’t act like this, even if he is,” said Jack firmly. “René, behave yourself or you’ll have to be punished.”


      The tantrum showed no signs of abating; so Jack promptly picked him up and started for a nearby stream, much to his sister’s distress; though she never dreamed of interfering when Jack decided that disciplinary measures were necessary.


      Upon reaching the brook, Jack held the boy securely and ducked him a couple of times. Since the purpose of the procedure was punishment, it was rather disconcerting to have the child’s tantrum cries change suddenly into squeals of delight.


      “Oh, Jack,” he sputtered, “do it again. I love the water.”


      Even the serious Jack, in spite of his stern resolves, was quite overcome by the humor of the situation; so he decided to say no more about punishment. However, when he got back to the wagon, he rubbed the little fellow down and put him to bed, refusing Desiré’s assistance. He and Desiré enjoyed a good laugh over the incident when the younger children were safe in bed.


      “Well, this time tomorrow night, I hope we’ll be in Annapolis Royal,” he said, shortly after; “and being a longish drive, I guess we’d better go to bed now.”


      That interesting old town was not to see them on the morrow, however.


      Jack was the first to waken on the following morning, much later than usual, and was surprised to find his tent mate gone. Peering out toward the wagon, he saw Desiré getting out of the back of it.


      “Dissy,” he called, using René’s name for her.


      “Yes? I was just going to waken you. I’m awfully sorry, but we overslept this morning—”


      “Have you seen René?” he interrupted.


      “No! Isn’t he with you?”


      Desiré stood still, letting the pan which she had in her hand fall to the ground.


      CHAPTER XII


      A SEARCH FOR RENÉ


      “He was gone when I woke up,” called Jack, who had been dressing rapidly. He came out of the tent and began looking about the wagon, tent, and surrounding woods in the persistent fashion of people, who, under like circumstances, feel that although search is useless, action of some kind is an immediate necessity.


      “What ever shall we do?” whispered Desiré, tears streaming down her cheeks, when Jack returned from a fruitless search of the nearby places.


      “Don’t get excited, dear,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “He could have come to no harm, and I’ll find him all right.”


      “But you must have help. Oh, I wish we were near the Riboux family!”


      “We’ll drive back into the town to make inquiry, and then see what can be done. I know he’s not around here; for I’ve searched everywhere.”


      “The—the brook?” faltered Desiré.


      “Yes, I rather thought I might find him playing there. He enjoyed it so much last night,” he added, with a feeble effort at a smile, “but there’s no sign of him. Anyway, the water’s not deep enough to drown a dog, much less a hearty youngster.”


      “Jack—the Indians—”


      “Now, Desiré, don’t let your imagination run away with you. They’re perfectly harmless.”


      “What I mean is, could Renny be with them?”


      “The camp’s gone. They must have pulled out at daybreak—”


      “Well, but he may have followed them,” persisted Desiré. “You know how wild he was to go over there last night.”


      “It’s a possibility,” replied Jack, thoughtfully. “Probably you’re right. If so, he is perfectly safe; and I’ll find out in town how to reach them. We’d better eat, and then drive back.”


      They roused Priscilla, who began to cry as soon as she heard of her brother’s disappearance, and continued until Jack said gravely—


      “Don’t make matters worse, Prissy; you can help by being cheerful. Never cry until you’re sure there is something to cry about. It’s a waste of good energy.”


      “Now for town,” he continued, as they at last climbed into the wagon which seemed strangely empty without the little boy. Jack was assuming a forced cheeriness, which he was far from feeling; for in spite of his advice to Desiré, he was consumed with anxiety. He felt relieved, now, at the outcome of the “punishment” last night; if René had minded, they might think he had run away. But perhaps he had been wrong in adopting this kind of a life, with the children. If anything happened to them!


      He was interrupted by hearing Desiré say—


      “Prissy, you sit in the back of the wagon and keep watch on the road to see if you can discover any traces of René.”


      “Jack, dear,” she went on softly, as they drove into Bear River again, “please don’t blame yourself for what has happened. It surely wasn’t your fault, or anybody’s for that matter. He might have wandered off, even if we’d been at home; and I feel sure he is safe with the Indians.”


      “You’re a comfort, Dissy,” replied her brother, managing a half smile.


      In front of the post office stood the very man who had given them the information concerning the Indians’ pilgrimage, on the preceding day; and, pulling up, Jack told him in a few words what had happened.


      “Now that’s too bad,” replied the man with genuine concern, resting one foot on the wheel hub; “if I was you—”


      “Is it far to the Island of the Holy Family?” interrupted Desiré.


      “Oh, yes; and come to think on’t, I don’t suppose that band was goin’ there anyhow; they’d not get there in time. They’re probably on their way back to the reservation.”


      “Then where could we look for them?” questioned Jack, his heart sinking at the destruction of their hopes.


      “If I was you, I’d keep right along this road toward Annapolis Royal, and perhaps you’ll catch up with them. They don’t travel fast, and you could ask in every town if they’d been through. There’s no real cause for you to worry, friends, for the little chap will be well treated. The Indians like little folks.”


      Jack looked at Desiré.


      “It’s good advice, don’t you think?” she asked.


      “Perhaps,” he replied doubtfully, turning the team around, and thanking the man for his help.


      “Good luck to you,” he called, as they started off; and Priscilla, leaning out of the back of the wagon, waved a goodbye.


      All day long they drove, almost in silence, stopping only for a hurried lunch. Toward evening, when the hills had turned to red purple, they drove across a quaint covered bridge—that is, one which has a roof and solid sides of wood, like a house—over a stream whose sparkling, merry water was as yellow as gold from the reflection of the setting sun.


      “I’m awfully hungry,” sighed Priscilla.


      “I was just going to propose that we stop under these oaks for supper,” said Desiré. “We can’t live without eating.”


      CHAPTER XIII


      INDIANS AND STRAWBERRIES


      “Should you mind driving all night?” asked Jack, as they prepared to start on after the meal and a short rest.


      “Not a bit, if you will take turns driving,” replied Desiré promptly. “Priscilla can stretch out on the blankets, and you and I alternate at the reins.”


      “The Indians have such a start on us,” went on Jack. “You see in the first place they left earlier; and then we lost all the time of our search, and going to Bear River and back; and it’s important to catch up as soon as possible, lest they should leave the road somewhere and take a crosscut to the reservation.”


      “Of course,” assented Desiré.


      Darkness fell; the stars came out; and the full moon gave them light enough to follow the winding road. Several times during the night Desiré persuaded Jack to let her guide Dolly and Dapple while he rested and dozed in the corner of the seat.


      On past dark farmhouses whose occupants were sound asleep; past somber, solemn woods, so beautiful in the daylight, but so dense, mysterious, almost terrifying at night; across murmuring black streams; up long hills which made the tired horses breathe heavily, and down the other side where one had to hold a tight rein to keep the faithful animals from stumbling. Occasionally a bat swooped low enough to make Desiré duck her head with fright, and once, while Jack was napping, she caught sight of a huge dark bulk near the edge of a woods; but it disappeared before the snorting horses could be urged onward.


      At last the moonlight darkness faded to grey; then to a lighter grey; the sky was slashed with faint rose, growing rapidly deeper and mingling with gold streaks, until the sun climbed up to survey the land; and another day had come.


      “Look, Jack!” cried Desiré, elbowing her sleeping brother.


      “Where?” he asked, yawning.


      “In that hollow!”


      They were on the crest of a hill, from which they could look down into a nearby valley.


      “Tents!” exclaimed the boy, now fully aroused.


      “Indians!” shouted Priscilla, who, wakened by their voices, had crept up to look over their shoulders.


      “Prissy! How you scared me!” cried her sister, jumping violently.


      Jack took the reins, and, as fast as the team could travel, headed for the encampment. They reached their objective just as the Indians were beginning to break camp. Everything was in confusion; braves striding here and there; squaws shouldering the big bundles; children crying; dogs barking. Running back and forth from one group to another, they spied René.


      Throwing the reins to Desiré, Jack jumped down and approached an Indian who seemed to be directing affairs. With some difficulty, he made the red man understand his story. Partly by signs, partly by broken English, the chief replied that “two suns ago they had found strange white child among them. Where belong, they not know. Going on to reservation. Then send back young brave who know English to find boy’s people.”


      At that moment, René caught sight of his brother, ran across the grass, and threw himself into Jack’s arms, crying:


      “I found Indians, Jack! I found Indians! Ain’t they fine?”


      “Yes, I see you did, and they are fine,” replied the boy gravely, handing him over to Desiré, who had left the team and hurried toward them. “Put him in the wagon, and bring me all the candy we have.”


      In a moment the girl was back again with several jars of candy. Jack distributed the gaily colored sticks to all the little Indian children, and tried to make the chief understand his gratitude for the care taken of René.


      The tribe then struck out through the woods, away from the main road.


      “How lucky that we caught up to them right here,” said Desiré, watching them, while René waved his hand and shouted goodbyes.


      “You’re a bad, bad boy,” declared Priscilla, “to run away like that and frighten us all!”


      René gave her a look which was a compound of disgust and astonishment.


      “They were nice to me, and I had a good time. I bet you wish you’d been along. When you ran away, you didn’t go with nice Indians, but a smelly old cat who—”


      “Never mind, children,” interrupted Jack, as he started the horses and they drove up a slight elevation to a juniper grove.


      “We’ll stay here for a while to let the team rest, and incidentally get some ourselves,” he decreed, turning in the shade.


      While he made Dolly and Dapple comfortable, Desiré had been trying to make René understand how much trouble he had caused. “You were very naughty,” she was saying, as Jack joined them.


      “Yes,” agreed the older boy, “and he’ll have to be punished to make him remember it.”


      Jack’s tone made Desiré give him an entreating look; but he pretended not to see.


      “Come with me, René,” he said quietly, breaking a small switch from a nearby tree, and leading the child farther into the grove.


      A short silence, then a little boy’s cries could be heard; another silence, during which Desiré worked madly at anything she could think of to keep her mind off of what was going on within the woods. Although she recognized the need of drastic punishment in this instance, yet she hated to have the baby hurt. After what seemed like hours, really not more than five or ten minutes, the brothers emerged from among the trees, hand in hand.


      “I’m never, never going to run away again, Dissy,” promised the little boy, grasping her around the neck as she stooped to put her arms around him.


      “Angry?” asked Jack softly, as the child released himself and ran off to join Priscilla who was playing quietly with a turtle she had discovered.


      “Of course not,” replied Desiré quickly. “How could you think such a thing?”


      “I hated to do it, especially since I knew it hurt you so much; but he really needed a lesson. We couldn’t risk that sort of thing happening again; it might not turn out so pleasantly another time.”


      “I know you do your best for all of us, dear,” she said, laying her head against his arm for a moment; “and don’t worry so much about what we may or may not think about what you do.”


      On blankets laid on the ground, Jack and Desiré slept much of the afternoon, while the children played all kinds of games with the turtle.


      All the morning the young Wistmores had been driving along roads bordered on either side by hundreds of apple trees. In the valley between the North Mountain on the Bay of Fundy side, and the South Mountain, there are seventy-five miles of orchards where are grown some of the choicest varieties of apples, many barrels of which are shipped to the United States every year.


      “This is the most celebrated apple district in the world,” commented Jack.


      “How gorgeous the trees must look when they are covered with blossoms,” Desiré remarked. “I think apple trees in bloom are among the most beautiful things in the world.”


      “The whole section is famous,” continued Jack. “The first ships built on the American continent were launched down here on the Annapolis River; and on Allen’s Creek, which flows along one side of the fort, the first mill was put up. That was in the days of Champlain.”


      They reached Annapolis Royal by this time, and Jack drove up the hills to see the remains of the fort, and point out the items of interest to the members of his family.


      “Champlain sailed up the Bay of Fundy,” he said, motioning toward that body of water, “and when he saw the little inlet down there, entered by means of it, into that broad calm body of water called Annapolis Basin. The tree-covered sides of the hills which you see sloping gently to the water’s edge were dotted with lively waterfalls, and he thought it a fine place for a settlement.


      “In those days,” he continued, turning toward René, “Great Beaver, who was an enemy of Glooscap, lived in Annapolis Basin with his best friend, a wolf. Now the wolf liked to sail, and Great Beaver made a big raft for him so he could go back and forth across the water. One day Mr. Wolf was lying on the top of North Mountain, resting after his sail, and he saw the Bay of Fundy. Right down to the Great Beaver he rushed, and asked him to dig a canal between the two bodies of water in order that he might have more room for his raft. Great Beaver didn’t like salt water; so he refused to spoil his own home by letting in the tide from Fundy. Clever Mr. Wolf, who knew that Glooscap and the Beaver were not good friends, went secretly to Glooscap and asked him to join the two pieces of water. Glooscap sent the lightning to split open the North Mountain, and through the narrow opening Mr. Wolf sailed gaily back and forth between the Bay of Fundy and Annapolis Basin.”


      “And what became of the poor Beaver?” asked Priscilla.


      “Oh, he had to go and build a new home in the Basin of Minas.”


      “Poor Beaver,” commented René, adding, “Jack, where is Glooscap now?”


      “He became angry at the number of white men coming to take possession of the land; so he called a big whale to carry him away to some far-off shore. The Indians think, though, that some day he will come back.”


      “Oh, I wish he would,” cried the little boy; “I wish he would right now, so’s I could see him.”


      Going down the hill, they reached the shores of the Basin in time to see the tide come in. Great masses of blue, green and silver water rushed in the Gap to fill to overflowing the Basin and all its tributary streams.


      “What a wonderful sight!” exclaimed Desiré.


      “I should think the Wolf would have been drowned,” observed René, watching the flood of water, his eyes open very wide.


      “Why, he’d go up on the mountain and watch it, not stay in it,” said Priscilla in such a scornful tone that Jack and Desiré smiled.


      Several days later, they had passed through many little towns and stopped in front of many an isolated house where they disposed of many or few of their wares. The dooryards were gay with flowers, now; for no one was too poor or too lazy to have a garden. Sometimes these gardens were elaborate in shape, and of fair size, with colors and varieties blended beautifully; sometimes only a clump of cheerful red or golden nasturtiums, clustering around a stump or unsightly rock.


      “Just look at that field!” exclaimed Desiré, suddenly.


      “What’s the matter with it?” inquired Jack.


      “It’s just red with strawberries!”


      “Oh, let’s get out and pick some,” proposed Priscilla.


      “Don’t you think we might be able to sell them in the next town if we gathered enough?” Desiré asked Jack.


      “Perhaps. There is a hotel, and lots of boarding houses in Kentville; so I’m told.”


      They left the horses to graze in the shade of some trees, and the whole family, armed with various sized dishes, scattered over the field. After a couple of hours’ steady work, they transferred the berries to a basket, covered them with leaves, and continued on their way.


      “Who’s going to sell them?” questioned Jack, when they were nearly to Kentville.


      “Never thought of that,” confessed Desiré.


      “I will,” offered Priscilla. “Let me!”


      “Me too,” chimed René. “I can sell berries fine.”


      “You’re a bit young, Renny,” said Jack with a smile; then, turning to Priscilla, he said, “All right, if you want to.”


      Desiré looked a bit surprised at his willingness; but Jack just drew the team up in front of one of the smaller boarding houses and suggested, “Try here.”


      The little girl took the basket which he handed down to her, walked boldly up the path to the front door, and knocked. Through the screen door they heard an annoyed voice say—“Now, I’ve told you—Oh, what is it, child?”


      A low conversation ensued, and Priscilla flew out to the wagon again, displaying proudly a couple of silver coins.


      “She’ll take some any time, she says; and she knows other places where they would.”


      “How would it be,” inquired Desiré thoughtfully as they went on, “if we took time for berry picking so long as they last; even if we don’t cover so much ground, it will be clear profit.”


      “We could,” said Jack slowly; “and it would be better for us all to be out of the wagon for a while.”


      “In that case,” asked Desiré, “hadn’t we better camp nearby, since we know we can find quantities of berries here, and Kentville is a pretty good market.”


      Jack agreed.


      A most delightful spot beside a noisy brook, just outside the town, was selected as a camp site; and for two whole weeks they scoured the surrounding country for berries, taking their harvest in to Kentville once a day.


      “I guess these are the last,” commented Desiré rather regretfully, as they climbed up a slope toward a bridge on their way home one afternoon.


      “Oh, I see a few down there,” cried Priscilla, starting toward the edge of the river bank.


      “Be careful,” called Jack, as she put one foot part way down the bank to reach some clusters beyond her, rather than walk a little farther.


      His warning came too late. Even as he spoke, her foot slipped on the mud; and before she could save herself, she slid all the way down the soft slope and rolled into the river.


      CHAPTER XIV


      TWO MISHAPS


      Fortunately the tide was out; so the water was not very deep, and while Desiré stood on the bridge and watched helplessly, and Jack was looking for a place where he could go to her assistance, Priscilla managed to get out of the water.


      “Don’t come down,” she called, “you’ll fall too. I’ll be up soon.”


      But the mud was very slippery; and again and again she slid back, while René shouted with laughter, and clapped his hands. Even Desiré had to smile; for Priscilla did look funny, plastered with red mud, and dripping with water. Jack again started toward her, but Desiré held him back.


      “There is no use in two of you getting in that state. She’s in no danger, and since she is lighter in weight than you, she stands a much better chance of climbing up that bank. Prissy,” she called, “crawl on your hands and knees.”


      The little girl obeyed, and finally reached the top, where Jack stretched out a strong hand to pull her over the edge.


      “What shall I do?” she wailed, holding her sticky arms out straight from her body, and half blinded by the wet, muddy hair hanging over her face.


      “I wish I knew,” said Desiré. “Can you walk home, do you think?”


      “I guess so. I’ll try; but—but—I lost all my berries!”


      “You look like a big berry yourself, you’re so red,” gurgled René.


      At least one of the party was enjoying the incident to the utmost.


      It took a long time to scrape and wash the mud off poor Priscilla, and when the task was accomplished they were exhausted.


      While the others were occupied, René had been playing about by himself. Just as Priscilla looked once more like herself, the little boy ran toward the group crying at the top of his voice.


      “What’s happened?” demanded Jack, advancing to meet the child and picking him up.


      “Bite!” he wailed, holding out his finger.


      “What bit you?”


      “Long, wiggly thing,” sobbed the little fellow. “Ran away so fast.”


      “Snake!” said Desiré. “Oh, Jack! What shall we do?”


      “Don’t be frightened,” said the boy, calmly sitting down with the little fellow on his lap, and examining the finger carefully. He found the bite, and putting it to his lips, began to suck the blood from it while Desiré helped hold René still.


      “Jack, do be careful,” she begged anxiously; “be sure not to swallow any of it,” as he paused to dispose of what he had drawn from the wound. “Be quiet, Renny; brother is trying to make you well; so you mustn’t mind if he hurts you a little.”


      Priscilla, with terrified eyes, stood looking on helplessly until Desiré sent her for a box of emergency supplies which she had prepared before leaving Sissiboo.


      “I hardly think it was a poisonous snake,” said Jack, when he had done all he could; “but I suppose it is best to be on the safe side. I had better take him in to Kentville to a doctor.”


      “Oh, yes,” breathed Desiré, in great relief; “and let him see if you’re all right too.”


      They hitched up the horses and drove into the town, and while Jack and Desiré took René to the physician’s office, Priscilla took the berries they had gathered that day to her first customer, Mrs. Auberge. They had become good friends, and the little girl naturally told her of the recent accidents.


      “There are no dangerous snakes right around here,” she said soothingly; “but it does no harm to have a doctor look the boy over. So you’re going on tomorrow? I’ll miss you. How would you like to stay with me for the rest of the summer and help me with the tourists? I’ll pay you.”


      “I’d have to ask Jack,” replied the child slowly, after a minute’s thought. “I’ll come back and let you know.”


      She met the others just coming out of the doctor’s house.


      “Renny and Jack are both all right,” Desiré cried joyfully to her little sister. “Where have you been?”


      “I sold the berries to Mrs. Auberge; and—and—Jack—”


      “Yes?”


      “She wants me to stay here and help her for the rest of the summer, and she’ll pay me.”


      Desiré glanced quickly at Jack, who stood regarding Priscilla very gravely.


      “Do you want to stay?” he inquired, finally.


      “It would bring in some money—I’d be glad—that is—”


      “That isn’t what I asked you, Prissy. I said do you want to stay.”


      “Answer Jack, dear,” urged Desiré, as the child stood silent, hanging her head. “Don’t be afraid to say just what you feel.”


      “She isn’t afraid,” said Jack gently. “Do you want to stay with Mrs. Auberge, dear?”


      Priscilla shook her head.


      “All right,” replied her brother; “that settles it.”


      “I told her I’d let her know—” began the little girl.


      “Very well. Run back and thank her nicely for her offer, but say that this summer we are all going to stay together. We’ll walk on slowly, and you can catch up with us.”


      Before they had gone far, they heard running steps behind them; and Priscilla came abreast, catching Jack by the hand.


      “See what she gave me,” holding up a box as she spoke; “a game we can all play; and any time I want to, I can stay and help her.”


      “That’s very nice of her,” said Desiré. “How wonderful people are to us everywhere.”


      “It’s a good thing,” remarked Jack that night, “that tomorrow we shall return to our regular occupation and way of living. I feel as if I had had enough excitement today to last for the rest of the summer.”


      “Oh, of that kind, perhaps,” agreed Desiré; “but there are other kinds; and those I hope we’ll meet. Did the doctor charge much?”


      “About half what we made on the berries,” smiled Jack.


      “But we’re still a little better off than when we came.”


      “Yes, some; but not much.”


      “Well, never mind; huckleberries are coming, and we’ll make it up on them,” decided Desiré hopefully. “Wasn’t it dear of Prissy to be willing to go to work?”


      “Yes, she spoke of it again when I bade her goodnight; but I said we could support her until she is older. While it can be managed otherwise, I hate to have her cooped up in a strange house doing all kinds of odd jobs.”


      “We haven’t done so badly thus far, have we?”


      “No; but we haven’t made anywhere near enough to settle down somewhere and go to school.”


      “But the summer isn’t over yet; and who knows what will happen before winter comes?”


      “You’re a hopeful little pal, Dissy,” he said, kissing her fondly.


      “Now we must begin to look for the Godet house,” said Desiré, pulling out her little blue history the next morning, when they were on the way to Wolfville.


      “I was sorry we could get no information, when we passed through Wilmot, about the first Wistmore house in this country,” said Jack.


      “They lived on a sheep farm when they came here from the States, and probably the place looks like all others of its kind,” replied Desiré, poring over the book.


      “I think the Godet house must be the other side of Grand Pré,” observed Jack, looking over her shoulder. “We’ll go there first.”


      So they turned off the main road and drove down the hill, through the straggling village, its long street bordered by spreading trees and scattered white houses far back from the road. The great marsh meadow, which was the Grand Pré of Longfellow’s poem Evangeline, has been set apart as a park, and is surrounded by a fence. By going through a gate-house, one enters the enclosure known as Acadian National Park.


      As the Wistmores descended the low broad step on the park side of the gate-house, René, his eyes on the distant well of which he had heard his sisters talking, put one foot right into a very small flower-bordered pool at the left of the step. Everyone turned at the sound of the splash.


      “Renny!” exclaimed Priscilla severely, “I never saw such a child for water.”


      “You rolled right into the river,” retorted the little boy, “and got all red mud too!”


      Jack and Desiré exchanged smiles.


      For an hour the children wandered over the interesting and beautiful meadowland, dotted with large beds of gorgeous flowers.


      “What a sense of spaciousness, and of peace, the place gives one,” observed Desiré, as they stood before the little chapel, gazing about them. “Look, René, at the swallows’ nests.”


      On the walls, close to the buttress which supports the sharply slanting roof, several nests were plastered.


      “And is this the very same church mentioned in Evangeline?” inquired Priscilla, nearly breaking her neck to look up at the belfry, surmounted by a tall four-sided spire.


      “No; but it is built on the site of that one, and the row of willows you see down there to the right grew on the main street of Grand Pré. The first settlers brought the shoots from Normandy. The well we passed on our way up is the same one from which the inhabitants of the olden village obtained their water supply. Just north of here is the Basin of Minas, where the people embarked on the ship which carried them away at the time of the Expulsion. This meadowland all around us was protected from the high tides by dykes like you saw a few weeks ago in Bear River. At one side of the Basin lies Cape Blomidon, where the amethysts are found; and—”


      “Where Glooscap lived,” interrupted René, always glad to contribute to the narratives.


      “Yes,” assented Jack, “where Glooscap lived. After the hay was cut from the meadows,” he continued, “cattle were turned in to graze until winter came.”


      “How queer it makes one feel to be here,” observed Desiré dreamily.


      They missed Priscilla at that moment, and looking around, saw her standing in front of the large bronze statue of Evangeline, which is in the centre of the park.


      “She doesn’t look at all like I thought she would,” commented the little girl in disappointed tones, as the others joined her. They all gazed in silence for a moment at the sorrowful figure, looking backward at the land she was so reluctant to leave.


      “You probably like to think of her, as I do, in a happier mood,” said Desiré; “but she must have been pretty sad when she went away.”


      “We had better go on now,” decided Jack. So they followed the little stream which twists its way across the meadow; a mere thread in some places, in others wide enough to be bridged with single planks. Once it spread out into a fair-sized pond, covered with water lilies and guarded by a family of ducks who regarded the visitors scornfully.


      “Now for our house,” cried Desiré as they drove onto the main road again. “Please go very slowly, Jack, so that we won’t miss it.”


      They all peered eagerly out of the wagon; and when they saw, up a little lane, a dilapidated-looking building, they all exclaimed together—“That must be it!”


      Jack drove as close as the underbrush would allow, and they proceeded on foot until they were standing before a small log cabin, windowless, doorless, a huge flat stone for a doorstep, and a chimney built of irregular stones.
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      FINDING THE LOST TREASURE, by Helen M. Persons [Part 2]


      CHAPTER XV


      THE OLD GODET HOUSE


      “No floors,” observed Priscilla, peeking in.


      “It’s a mere shell,” said Jack; “everything rotted away but the walls and the chimney.”


      “But how stout they are!” exclaimed Desiré, triumphantly.


      “We’ll look at it again when we come back this way, if you like,” promised Jack presently; “but now I want to get on to Windsor.”


      “There’s the remains of a garden back of the cabin,” commented Priscilla, as they drove away. “I can see three or four flowers.”


      “The first seeds of which were doubtless planted by our—how many times great-grandmother, Jack?” asked Desiré.


      “Don’t know. The ‘greats’ always did puzzle me.”


      “Oh!” cried René, “I always thought you knowed everything.”


      “Sorry to disappoint you, my boy,” laughed Jack; “but I don’t.”


      “And now,” said Priscilla, “I want to see the place where you went to school, Jack. Wasn’t it here?”


      “Yes. I’ll show it to you when we come back.”


      “How strange,” commented Desiré to Jack, “that you never heard of or saw the place when you were here.”


      The boy smiled. “I was far too busy going to classes, preparing assignments, and coaching some of the other fellows, to hunt up old ruins.”


      Desiré was very quiet for the rest of the day, but the next day, when they were camped near the river Avon just beyond the town of Wolfville, she said rather timidly to Jack:


      “Do you suppose we could find out anywhere who owns the Godet house now?”


      “Possibly; but why?”


      “I’d just like to know.”


      Her brother looked at her keenly before he said—“We can walk into town and see what information we can get, if you like.”


      “Do you suppose the children would be safe if we left them?” looking up at him doubtfully.


      “I think so. Priscilla must begin to take a little responsibility now. We’ll have plenty of time to get back before dinner time.”


      While Desiré got ready, Jack issued instructions to the two children, closing with—“René, you’re to mind Priscilla; and Prissy, don’t go away from the wagon, or let René out of your sight.”


      They had gone only a short distance when Desiré, who had looked back several times, said—“Jack, would you mind very much if I let you go on alone, and I went back?”


      “No, of course not; don’t you feel well?” he inquired anxiously.


      “Perfectly; but—Prissy is pretty young to be left with the wagon and the baby; and it isn’t as if you really needed me along.”


      “I think they’re perfectly safe, but if you’d feel better about it, go back by all means,” said her brother kindly.


      So Desiré returned to the children, and waited in a fever of suspense for Jack to come back. With one eye on the long road, and the other on her household, or rather wagonhold, duties, she was ready to drop everything and go to meet him as soon as his tall form appeared in the distance.


      At full speed she dashed along the highway, raising quite a cloud of fine white dust, and fell into Jack’s arms outspread to stop her.


      “Good work, Dissy! All our riding hasn’t made you forget how to run. Remember the races you and I used to have when we were little, on that smooth path running along the edge of the woods?”


      “And the day you fell over a stone and had such a terrible nosebleed? How frightened I was!”


      “We had lots of good times together when we were kids, didn’t we?” asked Jack, laying his arm affectionately across her shoulders.


      “We surely did; but why say ‘when we were kids?’ We do now, too, only they are a different kind of times.”


      “And a different kind of race,” added Jack, thoughtfully.


      “Well, what did you do in town?” asked the girl, unable to restrain her curiosity any longer.


      “I rambled about a bit first, asking a question here and there, and finally ended up at the house of Judge Herbine. He’s a fine old man, Desiré; you’d like him. As he is quite a story-teller, and very much interested in our affairs, it took some time to get the information I was after; but at last I succeeded in finding out that the house apparently belongs to no one. Some years ago a man from the States wanted to buy the site for a summer home, but when he investigated and found that there wasn’t a clear title to the property, he decided not to take it. I don’t really understand it, but it’s something about some papers that are missing, have been for years and years back. Nobody else wanted it, so—”


      “We can take it ourselves,” concluded Desiré.


      The boy stood stock still in the road, and looked at his sister in frank dismay.


      “What on earth do you mean!” he asked.


      “Just what I said. If it belongs to nobody, we, being the Godets’ descendants, can surely take it. Who’d have a better right?”


      Jack looked more and more puzzled, as he said—“What would you do with it?”


      “Do with it? Why, live in it, of course.”


      The boy regarded her with such a worried look that she laughed outright.


      “I’m perfectly sane, Jack. My plan is this. We’ll have to live somewhere during the winter; and if we board, we’ll use up all the money we make this summer. With this as our headquarters, during unpleasant weather we could make day trips as we planned, and send Prissy to school every day in Wolfville. Or possibly you could get some kind of a job in Windsor for the winter, and I could take charge of the wagon.”


      “But nobody could possibly live in that cabin,” objected Jack, brushing away a persistently hovering bee. “It’s hopeless.”


      “Indeed it isn’t hopeless. I agree with you that no one could live in it the way it is now, but with new floors and a couple of partitions, it would be fine. You admitted that the walls were stout, and the chimney perfect.”


      “With help, I could put down floors—” began Jack half to himself, after a moment’s consideration. “We’ll have to think this out more carefully, though, and talk it over again.” And he added hurriedly as they got near the wagon, and Priscilla dashed out to meet them, “Don’t say anything yet before the children.”


      The same afternoon Jack went again to town, and did not return until supper time. Priscilla was curious to know what he did there, but he gave such absurd answers to her questions that she finally gave up.


      “I’m not ever going to ask you another question,” she announced.


      “Not until next time,” teased Jack, ruffling up her hair.


      “I suppose you are as curious as Prissy,” he said later on to Desiré, after the children were asleep.


      August had come in with a cool wind from over Fundy, and after darkness fell, the chill was more noticeable; so Jack had built a small camp fire, and he and Desiré were sitting beside it on a pile of cedar boughs.


      “Well, yes,” admitted Desiré. “I must confess that I am.”


      “I went to see a young carpenter that the judge recommended to me—”


      “About floors?” asked Desiré eagerly, twisting around so quickly to look directly into his face that the pile of boughs swayed threateningly.


      “Look out, Dissy!” warned her brother. “You’ll have us both in the fire if you don’t sit still. Yes, about floors, and partitions.”


      “What did he say?”


      “He’s busy on one of the farms now, but when the crops are in he’ll do the work for us at a price that we can afford to pay. That is, I think we can if we do well for the rest of the summer.”


      “Then we’ll just have to,” decreed Desiré, tossing a couple of pine cones into the fire.


      “The judge is a good old scout. Seemed so interested in us that I told him what we were doing, or rather trying to do, and he was awfully keen about seeing the rest of you. So he’s coming out tomorrow to lunch—”


      “Tomorrow!” exclaimed Desiré. “Why, I thought you were anxious to get on to Windsor; and we’ve already lost a day.”


      “Yes, I know; I don’t know just why I hung around here, but it just seemed as if we were meant to.”


      “And to lunch, Jack,” she added, in dire dismay. “What made you ask him to a meal?”


      “I don’t know. The invitation was out before I thought. But you would have asked him, too. He seems so kind of lonely, and he says he dotes on picnics. You can manage something simple; can’t you?” the boy asked anxiously.


      “I’ll try hard, of course. Do you suppose you could catch a few fish in the morning?”


      “Probably, and I saw some ripe huckleberries as I came along this afternoon. The youngsters can gather some of those, and we’ll get along all right.”


      The children were delighted at the prospect of “company,” and immediately after breakfast, Jack escorted them, armed with a tin pail and a couple of cups, across a field to the berry bushes loaded with blue fruit.


      “When the pail is filled, go right back the way we came, and take the berries to Desiré,” he instructed, as he set out in a different direction for the river, with his fish pole. The banks of the sparkling stream were pink with masses of wild roses, freshly opened and wet with dew.


      “Desiré would be crazy over these,” he thought. “Guess I’ll take some to her when I go back.”


      An hour’s fishing resulted in enough fish for a meal; and after cutting an armful of roses, Jack returned to camp. The children had reached there ahead of him, and were busy making things ready for the eagerly awaited guest.


      Desiré had laid on the ground, in a shady spot, a red-bordered tablecloth, anchored it at each corner with a stone concealed by a pile of pine cones. She greeted Jack’s offering with enthusiasm—“Just what we need for the centre of the table. Prissy, get an empty fruit can to put them in, and lay some big ferns around it. I must attend to my biscuits.”


      It was wonderful what good things Desiré could cook on the little camp stove, which they really had not felt able to afford when they saw it in Yarmouth. “It will pay for itself very soon,” she had argued; “for we can’t live on cold food all the time; and eating in restaurants is awfully expensive.” Jack had approved; so the stove and even a little oven to set on top of it, when needed, had been added to old Simon’s outfit.


      About twelve o’clock a Ford coupé was seen in the distance, and soon came to a stop beside the Wistmores who, one and all, stood in a row in front of the camp. A thin little man with heavy white hair got nimbly out of the car.


      “This is my family, Judge Herbine,” said Jack; “Desiré, Priscilla, and René.”


      “Very glad, indeed, to know you all,” replied the judge, bowing low with old-fashioned courtesy, but gazing searchingly at each one over the tops of the glasses which he wore so far out on his nose that it was a miracle that they stayed on at all. Priscilla was so fascinated by them that she could hardly keep her eyes off them.


      “We’ll have lunch right away,” announced Desiré; “so please take your places at the table. This is yours, Judge,” indicating the side facing the road, where a cushion had been placed. The others sat on the ground.


      The fish which Jack had fried over a camp fire, while Desiré finished her biscuits, were done to a turn; and the judge did full justice to them.


      “These biscuits are mighty fine,” he commented, “and you say you made them on that little gadget of a stove? Marvelous! Marvelous!”


      After the huckleberries and some wafers which Desiré had taken from their stock were disposed of, the guest insisted upon helping clear up. He was a lively little man, and skipped hither and thither, carrying dishes, picking up papers, and making himself generally useful.


      “Now for a visit,” he said, settling himself beside a tall pine, leaning back against its trunk, and stretching his legs, clad in cream-colored crash, straight out in front of him.


      CHAPTER XVI


      A NEW FRIEND


      “So you’re going to try to live in the old Godet house this winter—”


      “Oh, are we?” cried Priscilla, throwing herself on Desiré.


      “Oh! Oh!” shrieked René joyfully, not very clear as to what the rejoicing was about, but determined to have his full share in it anyway.


      “Have I let the cat out of the bag?” inquired the judge, startled at the effect of his question.


      “We had not yet told the children,” replied Jack; “but it’s quite all right, for they would have known soon, anyway.”


      “Sorry—sorry. You two youngsters just forget what I said.”


      The man talked in a rapid, jerky fashion which reminded Desiré of the way a robin runs along, a few steps very fast, stops up short, and then repeats the process.


      “Now, I was going to say, where do you expect to house your team this winter?”


      Jack and Desiré looked at each other in dismay.


      “I never thought of that,” said the boy slowly.


      “Well, I did. Got an empty barn at my place—no good to me—Ford is lost in it—plenty of room for your horses and wagon—”


      “If you’ll let—”


      “Now I know just what you’re—going to say—and I won’t. But if you’d—feel better about it—let this good sister of yours—make me some biscuits once in a while. Don’t get this kind very often.”


      “I’d just love to,” replied Desiré warmly, while Jack tried to express his thanks, to which the old man refused to listen.


      “Where are you going from here?” continued the judge.


      “Right on to Halifax, then back again,” replied Jack.


      “Now I was thinking—while we were eating—know how to make things out of birch bark—and out of pine cones?” turning to Desiré. “No? Then I’ll show you.”


      Scrambling lightly to his feet, and followed by the young Wistmores, he darted across the road to a large birch tree; and drawing a knife from his pocket, showed them how to obtain strips of bark without injuring the tree. Returning to the camp, he ordered the two children to gather up a lot of cones. The rest of the afternoon was spent in learning to make boxes, baskets, and picture frames.


      “There’re lots of tourists in Halifax—always looking for souvenirs—at railroad station, cab stands, and such. Wharf, too, is a good place to offer this stuff. No reason why you two girls shouldn’t do that—perfectly safe.”


      “Now I’m going home,” he announced suddenly at about five o’clock. “Had a good time. See you often this winter. I’ll keep an eye on that boy who is going to fix up your cabin—ready when you come back this way—if you don’t come too soon.”


      “Isn’t he funny?” commented Priscilla, as the Ford drove out of sight.


      “But charming,” added Desiré.


      “Oh, yes, I like him a lot.”


      “Me, too, like him,” echoed René.


      “Tomorrow,” said Desiré, “I want to gather lots of bark and cones, and while we’re on the road I can make up baskets and boxes. Then when we get near enough to Halifax, we’ll pick huckleberries to fill some of them, and wild flowers for the rest—”


      “And we’ll sell ’em and make heaps of money,” finished the practical Priscilla.


      “We’ll get bunches of cat tails, too,” continued Desiré.


      “And later in the season, pretty berries,” said Priscilla.


      “And wintergreen—”


      “And nuts—”


      “And soon you won’t need my poor efforts at all,” concluded Jack, with a half smile.


      “Oh, don’t, please, Jack, even in fun,” begged Desiré.


      “We’d need you even if you never earned a cent!” cried Priscilla, throwing her arms around Jack’s neck.


      René, attempting to imitate her, due to the wagon’s passing over a rut, succeeded only in falling violently on his brother’s shoulder. The combined assault nearly forced Jack forward out of the seat.


      “I’ll take your word for it, hereafter,” he gasped, when order was once more restored. “Don’t illustrate again, I beg of you!”


      A week later the Wistmore family drove into Halifax.


      “I shall have to spend most of the day buying supplies,” said Jack, as they passed the citadel. “I’ll put the wagon up somewhere, and you and the children can look about while I’m busy.”


      “But—” protested Desiré, “the boxes of berries, and flowers—”


      She had carried out the plan formulated at Wolfville, and had a number of really artistic boxes of choice fruit, partly covered with tiny ferns, and several odd baskets in which dainty wild flowers were set in moss.


      “I hate to have you hanging around offering things for sale,” objected Jack.


      “But we can’t afford to be proud that way, dear. It is a perfectly respectable thing to do, and I do so want to be a help—”


      “As if you weren’t always,” ejaculated the boy.


      “I should think the station might be the best place to start; so drive us over there like a good boy,” urged Desiré.


      So Jack kept René with him, and, with many misgivings, left the girls standing near the steps which lead down from the station to the cab platform. The taxi drivers were too busy trying to outdo one another in securing fares to pay much attention to the girls; for a train had just come in. The first few travelers who hurried through the station to secure a taxi did not even see the little saleswomen. When another group appeared, Desiré stepped forward just as they were getting into a cab.


      “Wouldn’t you like—” she began timidly.


      A haughty-looking elderly woman, who seemed to be the leader of the party, brushed her aside with a curt “No!”


      Scarlet with embarrassment, Desiré shrank back.


      “Don’t mind her, Dissy,” said Priscilla, hugging her sister’s arm. “She’s ugly mean.”


      “Hush!” was the only word Desiré could utter just then. It took all the courage she was able to muster to approach the next travelers, a fat man and two women.


      “Would you care to buy a souvenir?” asked Desiré, her heart beating very fast.


      “Bless my soul, no!” replied the man, not unkindly but very definitely. “Too much luggage now.”


      Only the thoughts of helping Jack urged the girl to persevere. Trembling, dripping with perspiration, she stopped a couple of women who shook their heads before she could get a word out. Seeing the look of disappointment on her face, the younger of the two held out a coin, saying—“I don’t want your wares, but take this.”


      Stung to the quick, but realizing that no injury was intended, Desiré refused and walked away, ready to cry.


      “I’d have taken it if I’d been you,” commented Priscilla.


      “Of course you wouldn’t, Prissy. We do not beg. But I guess nobody wants our souvenirs—and I thought them so pretty. We’d better try to find the Public Gardens, where Jack told us to meet him.”


      “I think the station is a bad place, anyway,” said Priscilla. “The people are in too much of a hurry, and they did all have a lot of baggage. Maybe we can find somewhere else.”


      By asking directions a number of times, they arrived at the Public Gardens—the big iron gates opening into acres of gay flower beds, rare and valuable trees, winding streams, artistic bridges. They were about to enter, when a man who, at a safe distance, had been watching them in the station, and who had followed them to the Gardens, now hurried forward.


      CHAPTER XVII


      AN OLD ENEMY


      Pushing rudely between the two girls, the stranger succeeded, by means of a skillful bit of elbow play, in knocking the souvenirs out of their hands. As if to avoid stepping on the scattered berries and flowers, he took a couple of quick side steps, planting his huge feet directly upon them, and thereby ruining them completely. It was all done so quickly that the girls hardly realized what had happened until they stood looking down at the remains of many days of labor.


      Desiré was quite speechless, and seemed momentarily paralyzed. Not so Priscilla, whose quick eyes followed the stranger, striding away over one of the bridges in the Garden.


      “Dissy,” she whispered, “it’s that same man.”


      “What same man?”


      “The one who fought Jack.”


      “It does look a lot like him, but—”


      “It’s him all right! The mean old pig!”


      “Why, Prissy! It was an accident.”


      “Wasn’t either, and now we can’t make any money to take to Jack.” Excitedly she burst into tears.


      “Don’t, dear,” begged Desiré. “We mustn’t act like babies every time something goes wrong. We’ll just start over again. These didn’t cost anything, and it will be easy to make new ones.”


      “What’s the trouble?” asked Jack, who had come up behind them.


      Both girls explained at once.


      “Where’s the fellow now?” demanded the boy, his jaw set, his eyes flashing.


      “He went over that bridge,” pointed Priscilla.


      “Don’t bother about him,” urged Desiré. “You might get arrested. Let’s go back to the wagon.”


      Struggling between the wish to avenge the wrong to his little sisters, and the conviction that it was perhaps wiser to avoid conflict in a strange city, he turned abruptly away from the big iron gates.


      “Where are we going next?” asked Desiré, as they walked along the street toward the place where the wagon had been left.


      “I bought all the stock we need, and I thought, since Simon always did, we’d go on down the South Shore a ways and then come back here to start for—”


      “Home!” concluded Desiré, “and what fun we’ll have settling down in it.”


      “More fun in a wag’n,” declared René.


      “You’d holler all right, when the snow blew in on you,” said Priscilla.


      Jack hardly heard what they were saying, so puzzled and disturbed was he over the reappearance of his enemy. Was the man following them, or was the meeting purely accidental? Had he been tampering with the horses the night Priscilla roused them? If the fellow were bent on revenge, they were likely to suffer from the effects of his anger and jealousy almost any time.


      The next morning they were following the very irregular South Shore line along the Atlantic; past ragged points, around deep bays, through tangles of woodland, then back beside the yellow sands again. Numerous offshore islands looked so inviting that Priscilla was always wishing they could drive out to them. As they rounded St. Margaret’s Bay, the sunshine was brilliant; but almost without warning, a mile farther on, they were completely enveloped in fog which cut off all view of the ocean.


      “Do be very careful, Jack,” pleaded Desiré nervously, as they almost felt their way around an especially blind curve. “Someone might run into us.”


      They reached Chester in safety, and spent some time looking about that busy little town. The souvenir shop up the hill above the Lovett House especially attracted Priscilla, and it was with great reluctance that she left it.


      “I’d like to have money enough to buy everything I wanted there,” she said, looking longingly back at it.


      In a few minutes they missed René, who had been lagging along behind them.


      “That boy is hopeless,” groaned Jack, as they retraced their steps to look for him.


      Not very far back they discovered him, leaning over the edge of a cobblestone well, trying to lower the heavy bucket.


      “I was thirsty,” he explained, as Jack detached him.


      “But you might have fallen in!” said Desiré severely.


      “I’ll tell you what we can do,” proposed Priscilla; “tie a rope to him, like you do to a little dog, and I’ll lead him. I saw a lady at Halifax with a little boy fastened that way,—”


      The proposal called forth a howl from René.


      “Won’t be tied like a dog! Won’t have Prissy lead me!”


      “Well, let’s go on now before we get into any more difficulties,” said Jack, starting for the shed where he had left the wagon.


      “That is Mahone Bay,” he told them, as they gazed out over the large arm of the ocean upon which Chester is located; “and all this section was once a great retreat for pirates. There are so many islands where they hid their booty, and so many little bays and inlets where they could take refuge if pursued.”


      “Want to go out there and see pirates,” announced René, as Jack tightened the reins, and Dolly and Dapple began to move.


      “There are no pirates there now,” said Priscilla in a disgusted tone.


      “Go and see. I’m going to be a pirate when I grow up. I think they’re fine.”


      “It’s a good thing you didn’t give us that piece of information before, Jack,” laughed Desiré, “or we should have been swimming out to find Renny.”


      Not very far beyond Chester, they ran into fog again. The road was winding, and very much up and down hill; and as they were about to round a curve near Lunenburg, a heavy automobile loomed up suddenly at their left, out of the grey blanket which enfolded the landscape.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      A COLLISION


      Jack turned aside as quickly and as far as he dared, but the machine struck the side of the wagon, ripped off a wheel, and disappeared into the gloom. The children were thrown violently to the floor of the wagon, and Desiré against the side; but Jack managed to keep his seat. The horses stopped instantly, and stood quiet like the intelligent, well-mannered animals that they were. To the accompaniment of René’s cries, Jack got his little family out of the tilting wagon and took stock of their injuries. Priscilla had a bad nosebleed, and Desiré a bruised arm. René was only badly frightened, and Jack himself entirely uninjured.


      “We certainly can be very thankful,” breathed Desiré with relief, after first aid had been given.


      “We certainly can,” agreed Jack fervently, going to examine the condition of the wagon; “we were very lucky.”


      “What can we do with it?” inquired Desiré.


      “Fortunately we’re not very far from Lunenburg,” he replied, “and I suppose I can get it fixed there; but it will mean quite a delay, I imagine. If the fog would only lift so that we could see something.”


      “Why not stay right here until it does?” proposed Desiré.


      “Should you be afraid to stay here with the children while I walked to town?” began Jack. “It would save time if I could get the work started today—”


      “Not afraid for us, Jack; but for you. Something might hit you. Suppose another automobile should come along!” She shuddered.


      “Well, then we’ll try to get the wagon just off the road, and make ourselves as comfortable as we can until the fog is gone.”


      With much difficulty, and many pauses for rest, they succeeded in getting the wagon off the road.


      It was a tiresome afternoon, and seemed many hours longer than it really was. Just about six o’clock the grey blanket was whisked away as suddenly as if someone had picked it up, and the land was flooded with late afternoon sunshine. On one side of them were fields with groups of trees here and there; on the other, a wide beach.


      “Why not camp in this field?” asked Desiré, as the children darted across to play in the sand. “If we’re going to be held up for a day or two, this is probably as good a place as any.”


      Jack agreed. So after charging the children not to go into the water, they set about making a permanent camp. It was too late to go to town that night, but early the next morning Jack took the broken wheel and started out.


      “I can have it the day after tomorrow,” he announced upon his return, which Desiré assured him was “not so bad.”


      The two days passed very pleasantly. Twice a day, much to René’s delight, they all went in bathing. Playing in the sand became almost as much of a joy to the older ones as to the children, and they laid out wonderful towns across the beach. In the middle of the day, when it was too hot near the water, they spent their time in the grove, and made friends with the squirrels who were busy laying in their stores for the winter. The little creatures got so tame that they would venture into the very laps of the invaders of their domain.


      “Now for the road again!” cried Jack, on the evening of the second day, as he put the new wheel on the wagon. “We’ll go to bed early, and get started as soon as it is light.”


      Just after daybreak, he came to the wagon where Desiré was collecting supplies for their breakfast.


      “Dissy,” he said, “Dolly is very sick!”


      “Sick! Oh, Jack, what shall we do!” cried Desiré in dismay. Difficulties did seem to be coming too thick and fast.


      “I’ve made her as comfortable as I can, but I don’t know what to do next. I’ll have to go to town for help. Give me a sandwich to eat on the way—I can’t wait for breakfast. You and the children keep away from her until I get back.”


      In a few minutes Jack disappeared down the road leading to Lunenburg, puzzling over the finding of a pan half filled with bran mash which he had discovered near Dolly. Since he could not arrive at a satisfactory explanation, he wisely decided to keep the discovery to himself.


      Desiré gave the children their breakfast, and sent them out on the sand, she herself remaining where she could watch them and keep an eye on the wagon. It seemed hours after Jack had gone when up the road she could see the broad bulk of a team of oxen plodding slowly toward her. As they came closer, she saw that they were pulling one of the flat wooden wagons used for hauling stone. On the boards sat Jack and another man; the driver was walking at the animals’ heads. Jack got off and came hurriedly toward her, after directing the driver to the end of the field where the sick horse lay.


      “The doctor thinks he’ll have to take Dolly to his place; so they brought an ox team along,” he explained. Then before Desiré had time to reply, he dashed off to join the other two men.


      Half an hour later poor Dolly, reclining on the ox cart, was ready for her ride to Lunenburg.


      “I think she will get well; but not right off. She must have ate something very bad,” said Dr. Myers, a stout German, mopping his brow with a big blue handkerchief. “You come see me—say—next day after tomorrow; then I maybe can tell you how long.” He ran clumsily down the road to join his patient.


      Jack sat down beside Desiré, and for a long moment they looked at each other without speaking. The children, who had left their play to become spectators of the moving, had returned to the beach at Desiré’s direction, and were now so busy constructing a sea wall that they were oblivious to all else.


      “What next, Jack?” asked Desiré at last, laying her hand over his.


      CHAPTER XIX


      POOR DOLLY!


      “I wish I knew,” was the boy’s sad reply to his sister’s question.


      Fired by the sight of his deep depression, Desiré put her wits to work to find a way out of this latest catastrophe.


      “Perhaps I could get some work in the shipyards in town,” began her brother before she had arrived at any solution of the problem.


      “But if Dolly gets well in a few days, would that pay?”


      “I don’t think she will—at least not so as to be ready for the road. You see, Dissy, it’s going to take an awful lot of what we’ve made so far to pay the doctor; and while we’re held up here, nothing is coming in, and living expenses go on.”


      “That’s so.”


      “If I could get a job in the yards for two or three weeks, it would mean a lot to us.”


      “We would stay here, and you’d go back and forth every day?”


      “Yes, that is if you wouldn’t be afraid—”


      “Of course I shouldn’t!”


      “It’s only half an hour’s walk, and we can camp down here cheaper than living in town. In October we should settle down in Wolfville; for it will be altogether too cold to camp after that time. If I could get work for two or three weeks, then we’ll start back for Halifax, and get to—”


      “Our house just about in time,” concluded Desiré gaily.


      “How proudly you say that,” smiled Jack.


      “I am proud of it. Well, we’ll follow out your plan then; and while I get dinner you might tell the children what we’ve decided.”


      “Better wait until we see whether I get the job or not,” advised her brother. “It will be hard on you, poor kid, having to manage everything here while I’m gone all day long.”


      “Not half so hard, dear, as your having to go to work at something you don’t know anything about. I’m used to my work.”


      The following afternoon, Jack returned from town, and immediately sought out Desiré who was sitting under a clump of birches mending one of Priscilla’s dresses.


      “Good news, Dissy!” he cried, dropping down at her feet. “I’ve got a job.”


      “Oh, Jack, that’s great! Tell me all about it.”


      “When I first went into town, I stopped at Dr. Myers’ and saw Dolly. She’s lots better, but Doc said she ought to stay there another week. It’s expensive, but it would be more so if we lost her; so I don’t want to take any chances.”


      “Of course not.”


      “When she’s ready to come back, he’ll bring her out here; and he said to let her roam about the field for another week, and then drive her half a day at a time for a while. After that, he says she’ll be all right again.”


      “Well, that’s better than we feared at first.”


      “Yes indeed. I thought for a while that poor old Dolly was a goner. And how hard it would have been to tell good old Simon!”


      “And what about your job?” For Jack’s eyes were on the expanse of blue ocean, where the sparkling ripples from a distance looked like silver confetti tossed up into the air and then allowed to fall back upon the restless surface of the water.


      “Oh, yes. I asked directions from the doctor, and went over to the shipyard. My, but it’s an interesting and busy place, Dissy! Ships just begun, others with their ribs all showing and looking like the carcass of a chicken used to when the kids got through with it; some being painted, some out in the harbor waiting for masts, and others all ready for the deep sea. I found the man who hires the help, and he didn’t seem at all interested in me—said he wasn’t going to take anyone on at present. I’ll admit I was awfully disappointed—”


      “Poor old Jack!” murmured his sister sympathetically, laying down her work to put her arms around him, much as she would have done to René.


      “Just as I was leaving, who should come lumbering into the office but Dr. Myers. ‘Did you get it?’ he asked. When I said I did not, he grabbed my arm, turned me around, and marched me back to the desk where Mr. Libermann was sitting. ‘I send you this boy to get a job,’ he cried angrily. ‘For why you not gif him one? I know you haf extra work for these few weeks.’ Mr. Libermann seemed a bit taken back, and stammered—‘I did not know he was friend of yours. I’ll see what I can do if—’ ‘You’d better!’ shouted the doctor, shaking his fist under Herr Libermann’s nose. He got up from the desk and disappeared into some quarters at the back of the building, glad to escape, I think, for even a few minutes.


      “‘He owe me too many kindnesses,’ grumbled the doctor, ‘for him to refuse what I ask.’ Presently Mr. Libermann returned with the welcome news that I was taken on as an extra hand for three weeks, and could start tomorrow. So once more we are—”


      “On the road to prosperity!” finished Desiré, giving him a hug and taking up her sewing again.


      “Not exactly prosperity, I’m afraid; but at least the means of existence,” laughed Jack.


      “The funny part of the performance,” he went on, “is that Dr. Myers did not tell me to say to Mr. Libermann that he had sent me; and that gentleman didn’t have courage to remind him of the fact when he got so excited over my being turned down.”


      The children were delighted when they heard that another three weeks were to be spent in that pleasant spot, but deplored the absence of their playfellow, Jack. Unaccustomed to work of the heavy kind that was required of him in the shipyard, he was naturally very tired when he returned at night; and Desiré tried to prevent the younger ones from making any demands at all upon him. She was careful, too, to keep unpleasant topics and worries from him.


      The days were lonely for her; their simple housekeeping was soon done, and she could not play with the children all the time. So in desperation, one day, she took the cover off the box of articles saved from their old home, and hunted through until she found Jack’s first year high school books.


      “If I can’t go to school,” she decided, “I can at least study a little by myself. I won’t bother Jack now, but later he will help me over the things I can’t understand.”


      After that, the days did not drag so slowly.


      The doctor kept an eye on Jack, and at unexpected times dropped into the yards to see him. In spite of the difference in their ages, the two became good friends; and both were genuinely sorry when the end of their companionship arrived.


      “The doctor wants me to be on the lookout for a certain kind of ox on the way back to Halifax,” said Jack, the night before they broke camp.


      “Halifax?” said Priscilla. “I thought we were going to Bridgeriver.”


      “Bridgewater,” corrected Desiré, laughing.


      “Well, a river is water,” persisted Priscilla, who was always reluctant to admit that she had made a mistake; and disliked very much to be laughed at.


      “Sometimes it is red mud,” suggested Jack mischievously. “Eh, Prissy?” drawing a feathery grass blade across the back of her neck as she sat in front of him sorting shells and stones.


      The children had gathered a bushel or more of beach treasures that they “simply must take with them,” but Jack had decreed that only one small box could be incorporated in their luggage.


      “I thought it best to get back to Wolfville as soon as possible,” explained her brother seriously when she did not respond to his good-natured teasing. “It’s not so very warm now nights.”


      “What about the ox?” asked Desiré.


      “A friend of the doctor’s, in fact the man who came out here after Dolly, has lost one of his—”


      “Lost!” exclaimed Priscilla disdainfully. “How on earth could one lose an ox?”


      “The way we nearly lost Dolly,” replied Jack briefly, before continuing his explanation to Desiré. “And naturally he wants to buy a perfect match for the remaining one. He has been around the nearby country, but for some reason—I believe his wife is ill, or something like that—he can’t go far to hunt one up. So the doctor is helping him, and he thought I might just happen to see one on the way to Halifax.”


      “How would you know if you did?” demanded Priscilla, with some scorn, still annoyed at having to abandon so many of her marine souvenirs.


      “Dr. Myers took me to examine the surviving animal, and I looked him over closely and wrote down a description besides.”


      “Read it to us, Jack,” suggested Desiré; “and then we can all be on the watch.”


      So Jack read his notes, and when they went to bed they were all hopeful of finding the required animal on their trip back to Halifax.


      A couple of days later they were driving along the edge of St. Margaret’s Bay, when Desiré clutched Jack’s arm.


      “Look!” she cried.


      “Where, and at what?”


      “Away over there, in the far corner of that field. Aren’t those oxen? And so many of them.”


      Jack stopped the horses and stood up, shading his eyes with his hand.


      “Yes, I think they are.”


      “Hadn’t you better go and look at them—that is, if they are for sale?”


      “Suppose I had, but I wonder how one gets there.”


      “There must be a road.”


      “I’ll go and see,” offered Priscilla.


      “Me too,” chirped René.


      “No,” said Jack, “we’ll drive on a bit first.”


      A little farther on, a narrow road led far back in the direction of the field in which the oxen were located, and from that side, farm buildings could be seen.


      “I don’t believe I’ll try to take the wagon in there,” decided Jack, surveying the road doubtfully.


      “You might make a sale,” suggested Priscilla, always with an eye for business.


      “And break an axle in one of those holes. No, I’ll walk.”


      The children clamored to go too, but Jack refused all company; so they watched him pick his way carefully along until he reached the end of the road which evidently terminated in a barnyard. It was tiresome waiting; so Desiré let the children get out to gather some cat tails which were growing along the edge of a tiny roadside stream.


      They were so busy that Jack was right upon them before they were aware of his approach.


      “Guess I’ve found what we’re looking for,” he announced jubilantly when he came within earshot.


      “Really, Jack!” cried Desiré, almost falling off the seat of the wagon in her excitement, while the children threw themselves on him, flinging the cat tails far and wide.


      “As far as I can see, he’s a perfect match. The man raises them for sale. I gave him the doctor’s address, and he promised to get in touch with him at once. However, I’ll write a letter too, and mail it in the first town we come to.”


      “Isn’t it nice,” said Desiré, when they were once more on their way, “that you were able to do something for the doctor in return for his kindness to you?”


      “Yes; and do you know, Dissy, people have been most awfully kind to us all summer.”


      “They surely have. I never dreamed we’d make so many friends.”


      “Huh!” said Priscilla bluntly; “some of them weren’t very nice. Those folks in Halifax were just horrid!”


      “Hush!” ordered Desiré severely; for she had never repeated to Jack her unpleasant experiences in that city.


      Jack looked searchingly at her flushed face, but said nothing more about it until they were alone that evening; then he insisted on hearing the whole story.


      “Never again!” he decreed, “shall you or Prissy try to sell things on the street.”


      “But we’re all peddlers, Jack dear; you can’t get away from that fact.”


      “Dissy,” said her brother, smiling, “you’ll get to be as much of an arguer as Prissy if you’re not careful.”


      Halifax was wrapped in a chilly grey fog when the Wistmores drove in a couple of days later. The monotonous tones of the bell buoy in the harbor sounded continuously through the city, and buildings and pavements dripped with moisture.


      “Guess we’d better push right on,” decided Jack, “and try to find before night a spot where it is dry enough to camp.”


      “This certainly isn’t a very pleasant place today,” shivered Desiré, peering over his shoulder at the gloomy streets.


      After they got beyond the limits of the city, the fog lifted somewhat so they could see the road quite clearly, and even some distance on either side. About ten miles outside of Halifax they caught sight of something dark under a tree ahead.


      CHAPTER XX


      GOOD SAMARITANS


      “Maybe it’s a bear!” exclaimed René hopefully.


      “Somebody’s old ragbag,” suggested Priscilla.


      “No,” concluded Desiré, “it’s a man.”


      “Must be sick, or dead tired to sit there on such a day,” observed Jack.


      Just as he spoke the words, the interested watchers saw the man attempt to get up, and fall heavily back upon the ground. Urging the horses to greater speed, Jack soon brought the wagon abreast of the unfortunate creature. Face down, he lay perfectly motionless.


      “Must be unconscious,” said Jack, as they all got out and stumbled up the bank upon which the man was stretched.


      Desiré held her breath as her brother was rolling the figure carefully over. There was something strangely familiar about that heavy form. No mistake, it was their old enemy.


      Brother and sister faced each other across the quiet body.


      “Oh, it’s him!” said Priscilla, in disgust.


      “He’s the man Jack fought with!” squealed René.


      “Must be badly hurt,” said Jack; “wonder what we can do for him.”


      “Do! Do!” exclaimed Priscilla; “why, leave him here and go on as fast as we can.”


      “Prissy!” reproved Jack and Desiré with one accord.


      “I’m afraid I can’t carry him to the wagon,” said Jack slowly. “He’s so heavy.”


      “Don’t want him in our nice wag’n,” declared René vehemently.


      “I can help you,” offered Desiré, striving to conquer her aversion to the man.


      At that moment, the object of their concern groaned and opened his eyes. Unseeing, at first, they soon showed recognition of the faces above his.


      “What’s the trouble with you?” asked Jack.


      “Cracked up somewhere,” was the sullen response.


      “How did it happen?”


      “Fell over those stones in the fog.”


      Desiré turned to glance at the big pile of sharp rocks nearby, and felt that a fall on those could do almost any damage in an unexpected encounter.


      “Where can we take you, or what can we do for you?” asked Jack briskly.


      “Nothin’.”


      “That’s ridiculous! You can’t stay here. Could you walk as far as the wagon if we helped you?”


      “Can try.”


      With the aid of Jack and Desiré, one on either side, he managed to get up. One or two promptly stifled groans broke from him, and he swayed precariously as he tried to stand.


      “One foot’s no good,” he muttered, holding it up and throwing all his weight on the other.


      “You two children go back and get into your places in the wagon,” ordered Jack. “Push your stools as close to the front seat as you can.”


      Reluctantly they obeyed, hanging over the seat to watch the little procession. Slowly, painfully, stopping often to rest, the injured man was finally helped as far as the wagon.


      “Lean on the wheel a minute,” directed Jack, “so my sister can get things fixed for you.”


      Desiré opened the back doors, pushed the tent as far to the side as it would go, and arranged a couple of blankets on the floor.


      “This is going to be the hardest bit,” observed Jack, when all was ready, “but we’ve got to make it some way.”


      “Prissy and I can help him from the wagon, if you can manage out here,” suggested Desiré.


      “All right, get in.”


      The two girls, Priscilla under protest, grasped the man’s shoulders and pulled, while Jack eased his body and legs up from the ground to the floor of the wagon. Half fainting with pain and exertion, the patient was finally settled on the blankets.


      “Where are you going to take him?” asked Desiré softly, as Jack took his place and picked up the reins.


      “Back to Halifax, where he can get a doctor. I think his ribs as well as his foot are injured; and Heaven only knows what else.”


      They were all very quiet as they re-covered the ten miles to the city. Priscilla was sullen; René somewhat awed; Desiré compassionate, and Jack thoughtful.


      As they entered Halifax, Jack turned toward their passenger and asked—


      “Any special place here you want to be taken?”


      “Wharf. Pal there who’ll look after me.”


      Over the cobblestones, down the steep hill to the docks they rattled.


      “There he is. Tall fellow beside that pile of crates,” said the man who had been peering out the crack between the doors, which had been propped partly open to give him more air.


      “Bill!” he shouted.


      The fisherman turned at the sound of his name, and Jack beckoned. With three or four strides he was beside the wagon.


      “What’s wanted?”


      Before the boy could reply, the injured man called out—“I’m in here, Bill. Had a smash.”


      The newcomer, without a word, stepped to the back of the wagon and stuck his head in. After a short conversation, during which the Wistmores stood beside the horses’ heads, he slid the invalid part way out, put his powerful arms under him, and picked him up like a child.


      “Much obliged to you for bringing him back,” he said awkwardly to Jack; then strode away down the wharf; but before they were out of earshot, the injured man called back over the other one’s shoulder—“You’ve won!”


      “Well, of all strange experiences,” exclaimed Desiré.


      “Whatever did he mean?” asked Priscilla.


      “Perhaps that he wouldn’t bother us any more,” replied Jack slowly.


      “An’ he didn’t give you any money, nor nothin’,” grumbled René, as they started out of Halifax for the second time that day. “I thought if anybody helped anyone else they always gave ’em a—a—re—reward.”


      “We did get a reward,” said Desiré softly, “but not the kind you mean.”


      “Where’s his wagon?” demanded Priscilla.


      “Probably he left it in Halifax,” replied Jack carelessly, as he wondered just what harm to themselves the pile of stones might have thwarted.


      Progress on the way back toward Wolfville was necessarily slow; for housewives all along the route were preparing for the coming winter when indoor occupations must replace the activities of the warm months. Thread, wool, and notions of all kinds were in great demand; for the women folk must keep busy with more feminine tasks, the hands that during the summer had helped in gardens and farmyards, as well as in picking blueberries to be shipped to the States. Daily great trucks stop at the scattered houses along certain sections rich in that fruit to gather up supplies and take their loads to the seaports where ships are waiting for them. The average tourists en route from Nova Scotia to the States little know, when they are pacing the decks of the comfortable steamers, that far below are crates and crates of berries which will later be consumed by themselves at home or in hotels.


      Several times Jack had to replenish his stock as best he could from some town through which they passed; and Desiré daily rejoiced at the steadily increasing number of coins in their little iron bank.


      “We’ll be rich yet!” she exulted, shaking it merrily as they drove away from Mount Uniacke.


      “Sorry to destroy your hopes,” said Jack, half under his breath, so as not to be overheard by the two children on the floor behind them, playing a hotly contested game on the board which Mrs. Auberge had given them. “Had you thought that we’ll have to get some kind of furniture for the Godet house?”


      Desiré looked at him wide-eyed with surprise and dismay.


      “Why, Jack, how stupid I am! I never once thought of it.”


      “Nor I, until today. I don’t know what was the matter with our brains.”


      As if stunned by the discovery, they drove for some time in utter silence. In the protection afforded by an upturned coat collar, and a hat pulled far down over her curls, the girl let fall a few tears. Jack, gazing fixedly ahead, half buried in a coat at least two sizes too large for him, was apparently oblivious of her distress.


      The day was grey and cold, with a brisk wind whirling the golden leaves of the birches in all directions, scattering the piles of brushwood collected and left beside the road by some native for firewood; rolling the pine cones merrily along in the dust, and making the great firs and balsams toss their branches ceaselessly. Its chill warned of the near approach of snow and ice.


      “Jack,” began Desiré at last.


      “Yes?” untangling himself from his problems with a start, and turning toward her.


      “I’ve been thinking about expenses for the winter. Of course food will cost more, because while we were on the road we had fish and berries to help out; but in regard to the furniture, we could get only what is absolutely necessary for now, and add other pieces as we were able to. We could doubtless pick up used articles at low prices. Think how little we got for our own things when we sold them.”


      “But you and the children have got to be comfortable, and warm,” said Jack decidedly. “Camp life in the summer is all right; but too much makeshift doesn’t work in the winter time.”


      “You must be comfortable, too,” added Desiré affectionately; “but we can do with a couple of mattresses on the floor, and a table and four chairs for the present. Maybe we could buy those from someone in Wolfville who had more than they needed, and get them cheaper that way.”


      “We must have a stove, dishes, and bedding,” added Jack.


      “The fireplace will do for heating; and I can cook on the camp stove. We’ve had enough dishes and bedding for the summer; so a couple of extra blankets will be all that we’ll have to buy in that line.”


      “But I don’t want you to live like that,” interrupted her brother; “we should have been more comfortable if we’d stayed in Sissiboo—”


      “Oh, Jack! With you killing yourself trying to pay off a big debt, and no prospects for years and years! As it is, at least we’re not in debt; we’ve had a lovely summer, in spite of a few unpleasant spots; we’re all healthy and together; and we’re going to live in the Godet house this winter.”


      “You’re a cheerful little partner, Dissy,” said Jack, looking at her so admiringly that she flushed with shame as she recalled the tears so recently shed.


      “Of course we have money enough to get actual necessities for the winter,” he continued, shamed by his sister’s courage into taking a more hopeful view of their situation. “And I’m hoping that I’ll be able to pick up something steady in Wolfville, or even Windsor, for the winter.”


      “Perhaps the judge will be able to help you.”


      “He might.”


      “So don’t get all blue and discouraged again, Jack dear; we’ll come out all right.”


      Late in the afternoon of another dull day, they stopped in front of Judge Herbine’s house.


      “Guess we got here just in time,” observed Jack, as he got out, pointing to a few stray flakes of snow idling aimlessly through the air as if they didn’t care whether they stayed up or floated down.


      The judge himself opened the door.


      “So here you are at last!” was his pleasant greeting. “Come in—have a cup of tea—before you go—to look at your own place. Work’s all done.”


      They were all cold and tired, and very glad to accept his invitation. His housekeeper, Madam Lovemore—for the judge had never married—bustled around preparing a substantial supper instead of “tea.” She was a sociable, motherly creature, who loved to have company at any time; but the thoughts of these poor young things driving so many miles in the cold, and going to live in that old house, so touched her heart that no effort was too great, and no food too fine to be placed before them.


      “Favored—” remarked the judge, as he seated his guests at the dining room table. “Best plum preserves—my housekeeper must like your looks.”


      Madam Lovemore, who was just taking her accustomed place at the foot of the table, smiled indulgently at him, as one might smile at an outspoken child.


      The meal lasted a long time; for the judge wanted to hear all about their summer. Once he excused himself and disappeared into the kitchen where he held a lengthy conversation with some unseen person.


      “Right away!” they heard him say, as he was about to re-enter the dining room.


      “We’ll go over—with you,” he said, when Jack proposed their departure, saying that they counted on staying in the house that night, living camp fashion until they had a chance to get the necessities. For an hour, René had been asleep on the horse-hair sofa, and Priscilla’s head kept nodding.


      “They’re tired, poor dears,” said Madam Lovemore compassionately, as she helped Desiré put their wraps on.


      When they went outside, they discovered that the world had completely changed its appearance. A thin layer of snow made the roads look like strips of white cloth; each dried weed, seed pod, and knot of grass had a spotless cap; and the outstretched arms of the firs held their light burden so tenderly that not a flake was shaken off.


      The judge was to drive over in the Ford, Madam Lovemore holding the still sleeping René in her lap.


      “He’ll be awful mad tomorrow,” volunteered Priscilla, who was now fully awake, “when he hears that he’s been riding in an automobile and didn’t know anything about it.”


      The judge laughed, a sudden explosion, over almost before it began.


      “In that case—you’d better come in here too; so you can tell him—what it felt like.”


      The little girl’s wistful look and tone had not been unnoticed by the judge; and though they were somewhat crowded, both he and his housekeeper gladly put up with the slight discomfort of an additional passenger.


      “Prissy is thrilled to death,” said Desiré to Jack, as they followed the Ford with as much speed as the tired horses were able to make.


      “Yes, but I wish you could have had a ride, too. You’ve always wanted one.”


      “Oh, some day I shall.”


      The headlights of the judge’s car, which had just turned off the main road into the lane leading to the Godet house, revealed the fact that all underbrush had been cleared away, and the road filled in. So occupied were they with the unexpected improvement, that not until they had stopped in front of the cabin did they notice that it was lighted.


      CHAPTER XXI


      A SURPRISE


      The judge, with René in his arms, ushered them inside.


      “Welcome—to Wolfville!” he cried, “and to the old Godet house.”


      Jack and Desiré stood quite speechless, and even the generally talkative Priscilla could find no words. They could only look while the judge and his housekeeper watched them smilingly, though very close to tears themselves.


      René broke the spell.


      “Oh—o—o!” he wailed, digging his fists into his eyes, still half asleep.


      “What’s the matter—young fellow?” demanded the judge, who still held him.


      “I didn’t finish my piece of cake!” wailed the child. He had dozed off at the table, before finishing his supper.


      They all laughed, while Madam Lovemore consoled René by promising him another piece the next day. Then the young Wistmores inspected their home.


      Partitions separated the cabin into three rooms: a large one, across one end, which was to do duty as a general living room, with a place for cooking at one end; and two small ones as sleeping quarters. The partitions and floors were painted a soft blue, which was relieved by the dark logs of the side walls and the beamed roof. Rag rugs lay upon the floor, a table occupied the centre of the living room, and around it were four ladder-back chairs. Beside the stone fireplace was a low wooden rocker and a high-backed upholstered one. Each bedroom had a fully furnished double wooden bed, and a wash stand. There was a bright fire in the fireplace; simple muslin curtains were hung at the windows; and a few pots of geraniums on a small stand added to the homelikeness of the place.


      “But—the furniture—” began Desiré, when she was able to put her thoughts into words. Jack was still too dazed to speak.


      “Gifts from the people of Wolfville to the children of the ancient Acadians,” replied the judge pompously.


      “We can never repay them,” faltered Jack.


      “Don’t want you to. They were glad—to do it. Liked idea—descendants to occupy old house—deserted for so long.”


      “Such a welcome I never dreamed of,” murmured Desiré. “I don’t see why people are so kind to us.”


      The judge and his good housekeeper exchanged smiles at her naive remark.


      “Why, don’t you want them to be?” demanded Priscilla in astonishment.


      “Of course,” answered her sister, attempting unsuccessfully to draw the child to her side; but Priscilla was too bent on inspecting article by article in her new home to have any time for cuddling just then.


      “Now you folks—had better—get to bed,” said the judge, preparing for departure. “You’ve had a hard day—lots of excitement. I’ll lead the team back with me. Will they follow—the Ford—do you think?”


      “I imagine so,” replied Jack. “They’re very gentle.”


      He followed the judge outside to help him with the horses, while Madam Lovemore bade an affectionate goodnight to her new friends.


      “Just run over any time anything bothers you, my dear,” she said to Desiré.


      “’N’ not no other time?” asked René, fearful of such an agreement working to his disadvantage.


      “Whenever you like—” began the housekeeper.


      “Don’t tell him that,” advised Desiré, “or you may see him oftener than you wish.”


      Meanwhile Jack was saying to the judge, “Of course I know that you are really the one to be thanked for all that,” waving his arm at the cozy, lighted cabin.


      “Not at all,” asserted the man stoutly. “The neighbors all helped. Liked it. Lots of fun.”


      “Yet they never would have known about us, or our needs, if you had not told them, and made suggestions. I just can’t express my very deep gratitude, especially on account of my little sisters. René can rough it, but I hate to have the girls deprived of ordinary comforts. Sometimes I wonder if I have done the right thing—”


      “One always wonders that—no matter what one does. Go in, boy,—and send my housekeeper out. Want to get home.”


      Housekeeping in the new home was a delight and a novelty, after the many weeks of camp life; and the Wistmores were very happy. Jack took Priscilla into Wolfville the second day after they arrived, and made arrangements for her to attend school, much to her chagrin, for she had hoped for a longer holiday.


      “No sense in her running about for days, and missing something which will cause trouble for her later,” Jack had said, when discussing the matter with Desiré. “While it is still pleasant, she can walk back and forth morning and afternoon, and carry her lunch. In winter, we’ll try to make some different arrangements.”


      After settling Priscilla, Jack consulted the judge about getting work for himself.


      “See what I can do,” he promised; and while he was waiting, Jack helped Desiré with the lessons she was trying to do by herself.


      The snow which had greeted them on their arrival disappeared almost immediately, and the beautiful days of Indian summer hovered over the valley of the Gaspereau. Jack and Desiré, sometimes accompanied by René, but oftener leaving him with his staunch admirer, Madam Lovemore, spent many hours rambling around the country after their work was done. It was a treat to both; for though they had much in common, they seldom had opportunities for private companionship, due to the constant demands of the younger members of the family.


      After a week of idling, Jack made some trips through the nearby country with the wagon, but the day schedules were soon exhausted; and he began to be anxious about a different job. Some of the nearer neighbors began to drop in occasionally; so Desiré could not be his constant companion, and he grew restless.


      “The people within a day’s drive are too near Wolfville for this to be a very good place for a store like ours,” he told Desiré when he returned one afternoon after a rather profitless day. “One does not sell enough to pay for expenses. So I guess we’ll decide to put up the wagon and team for the winter. In the spring, as soon as the roads permit, I’ll have to take it back to old Simon at Yarmouth.”


      “Don’t you mean we’ll take it back, dear?” asked Desiré.


      “Perhaps; we’ll see when the time comes. I hope the judge will be able to find a job for me pretty soon; my own efforts are fruitless.”


      “Don’t worry; if we have to use up all of our little nest egg, we’ll do it; that’s all.”


      Desiré spoke bravely, but she felt sad to see Jack’s prospects of continuing his education retreat so far into the background as almost to disappear. The succeeding days were anxious ones. Jack roamed about, restless and worried, not having enough with which to occupy himself; for the weather had changed, and outdoor rambles were over for that year.


      One afternoon a heavy rain began to fall, and it looked as if it meant to continue indefinitely.


      “Poor Prissy will get soaked,” said Desiré, gazing out of the window for the fifth time.


      “I’ll go after her,” offered Jack.


      “But what good would it do for you to get soaked, too?”


      “None, I suppose. The poor kid ought to have a raincoat and an umbrella,” he muttered, half to himself.


      “I’ve been thinking about clothes, Jack, and it seems to me that we’ll have to draw some of what we got for the farm—”


      “But that’s in the bank at Yarmouth,” objected Jack quickly, “and you know we said it shouldn’t be touched except for sickness or other emergencies.”


      “I know, but this is an emergency; isn’t it? If we don’t buy a few necessary articles of clothing, we’ll run the risk of sickness, and that would be far more expensive.”


      “You’re right, of course. Make out a list of what we need, and then we’ll count the probable cost.”


      “We’ll do it together,” said Desiré, getting pencil and paper, and sitting down at the table beside her brother.


      They were so engrossed in their problem that they both jumped violently when there was a quick knock, and the judge stepped into the room, closely followed by Priscilla. René, who had been amusing himself in the corner with some toys which had been part of the “furnishings” of the cabin, darted across the room to fling himself upon the caller.


      “This is a—terrible day!” exclaimed the judge. “Thought the girl might—be drowned if—she tried to—walk home. So I hitched up the old Ford—and went after her.”


      Desiré began to express her gratitude, but he brushed aside her attempts.


      “Nothing to it—wanted to see this boy—anyhow,” taking the chair Jack offered him, and glancing up at the tall, broad-shouldered fellow with a smile which, as Priscilla said, made his face “all crinkled.”


      “Guess I’ve got—a job for you,” he continued. “Know old man Beaumont?”


      Jack shook his head gravely, though his heart rejoiced at the prospect of finding employment at last.


      “He’s been postman around here—for—I don’t know how many years. Too old now—but won’t give up; been trying to fix things—so he’d have a helper. Orders came couple of weeks ago—good job for you—if you want it.”


      “Want it!” repeated Jack. “You can’t possibly imagine how much I want it.”


      “Government furnishes a little wagon—you’ll use one of your own horses—that is until snow gets too deep. Then you’ll have to go on—on snowshoes. Have to go to town—to get your orders—better go now in my Ford.”


      So, in an excited bustle, Jack got ready and departed with the judge.


      “Don’t worry—about his getting wet,” the judge leaned far out of the car to call to Desiré, who was standing in the doorway, “I’ll bring him—back again.”


      It was supper time before they returned, and the rain had subsided for a time; but the judge refused to come in although Desiré ran out to the car and urged him to stay.


      “I can’t thank you enough,” she added, leaning over the door after he had started the engine, “for getting Jack the job. He was so restless and worried, and almost unhappy; and when Jack’s upset, well—it just about kills me.”


      The judge’s keen eyes softened, and he patted her hand kindly, saying, “Run in, child—you’ll catch cold. Hear all Jack has to tell you.”


      He drove rapidly down the lane, and Desiré returned to her family. They spent a happy evening around the fire, making plans for the future. Now there would be no need of drawing on the previous funds for clothing!


      The next day the sun came out, and as soon as breakfast was over the whole family started out for Wolfville, picking their way carefully around the big puddles. They left Priscilla at school, and then went on to Judge Herbine’s to clear out the wagon preparatory to putting it up for the winter.


      “Where are you going to put all that?” asked Madam Lovemore, coming out in the midst of their labors, to look at all the stock spread on papers on the barn floor.


      “Some of it we’ll use ourselves, and the rest store until spring,” answered Desiré, who was busy sorting goods that would keep from those which would not, while Jack, with pencil and paper, was taking inventory.


      “There’s lots of room in the attic. Just take what you want to save up there. No use carting it down to your house, where you need all the space you have.”


      The judge had ambled in while she was talking, and strolled around, peering at first one pile and then another.


      “You’ve a day’s job here,” he observed. “When you hear the bell—come in to dinner.”


      By night the task was finished, and the wagon empty. The judge presented Jack with a shovel and an axe, saying, “Can’t travel without these in these parts in the winter time. You’ll want them—in the mail wagon. They’re going to send it down—in the morning.”


      Desiré looked at him in surprise.


      “Why will he need a shovel and an axe?” she asked.


      “Caught in storms sometimes—have to dig your way out—trees fall in high winds—only way is to chop your way through.”


      Throughout supper, to which the judge insisted upon their staying also, Desiré was very quiet; and on the way home she took little part in the children’s chatter.


      “What’s the matter, Dissy?” inquired Jack, after the younger ones were in bed.


      “Oh, Jack! I was so very glad when you got the appointment; and now I’m so afraid for you,” she whispered, dropping her head on his broad shoulder.


      “But why?” he asked in surprise, slipping his arm around her.


      “Because of the storms—the falling trees,” she choked. “I never thought of that part of it.”


      “But I’m strong and well, dear; and the work won’t hurt me. And I promise you that I’ll be very careful, and take no foolish chances. I don’t like to think of you sitting at home, nervous and unhappy, all the time I’m away. That would make the work much harder. So you’ll try to be brave, and not worry?”


      Desiré made a desperate effort to put aside her fears, and promised to do as Jack wished.


      CHAPTER XXII


      CAUGHT BY STORM


      Jack had seen the storm approaching as he was driving along a lonely road above a valley in the late afternoon, but it would have been about as far to turn back to the nearest shelter as it would to go on as fast as he could to the next. Urging the horses to do their best (for during the severe weather he was using the team), he drew up the robe, turned down the sides of his cap, and fastened up his coat collar. The snow came down faster and faster.


      “Good thing there’s no wind,” he muttered; but even as he spoke a spiteful gust snatched up an armful of snow, and whirled it into his face. The horses did their best, but the road seemed endless; nothing could be seen except limitless stretches of white country, and trees whose branches sagged under their heavy loads.


      There was a sudden crash, and right across his way dropped a huge limb of a birch tree, stretching from one side of the road to the other. The horses stopped, snorting with fright, and when Jack had quieted them, he reached into the back of the wagon for the axe, and got out to clear a pathway. He dared not try to drive around it; for he could not tell, on account of the snow, just where the ground began to slope sharply away toward the valley; and he wasn’t really anxious for a roll down those hills.


      Chopping the way through was a hard task for one, and Jack had to stop very often to rest; by the time he finished, it was dark.


      “Well, now we’re going on,” he said cheerily, giving a pat to either horse as he passed their heads after dragging out the cut section of the tree. The patient animals had stood quietly, heads dropped, bodies relaxed, while he worked. He had thrown blankets across them, and the rest had given them a chance to get their wind again. So they threw themselves gallantly forward to their task, and soon pulled the wagon down into the valley.


      Here the road was not so good; for the snow had blown down the sides of the hills and settled in drifts, some small and fairly passable, others most difficult to plough through. Several times Jack had to get out and shovel before the horses were able to get the wagon any farther on its way. The lanterns on the wagon gave a fair light, with the help of the whiteness all about them, but the road became increasingly difficult to follow; and at last Jack had to admit to himself that he was lost. He had no idea which way to turn; but it was impossible to stand still for the night—they would be buried before morning if the snow kept on, and the horses would perish. Recalling various stories of the intelligence, or instinct, of animals under like circumstances, he decided to give the horses a loose rein and trust to Providence. The faithful beasts plodded on and on, while Jack strained his eyes through the whirling snowflakes, searching for signs of habitation.


      Some time during the night he saw a dim outline in front of him, and the horses stopped. With an unspoken prayer of gratitude, he dropped down from the seat, stiffly walked a few steps to the house, and knocked.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      SHELTER


      After an interval, a light appeared; the door opened a crack, and a gruff voice demanded what was wanted. Jack, in a few words, explained his presence and the man immediately threw wide the door, bidding him enter and make himself at home.


      “But my team—” began Jack.


      The man cut him short. “I’ll look after it. Go in and go to bed. The missus will show you where.”


      A big dim room, with one flickering lamp; a woman wrapped in a shawl, standing in a doorway opening into another room; several figures, each rolled in a blanket and lying near the fireplace—such a sight greeted Jack as he entered.


      “Here’s a blanket,” said the woman. “You can lie wherever you like in this room.”


      She disappeared at once, and the boy spread the blanket on the floor a little beyond the other dark, motionless figures. He rolled himself in the blanket, and, using the mail bag for a pillow, tried to sleep. Being exhausted, in spite of the hard bed he dropped off almost as soon as the man came in from caring for the team.


      In the morning he felt stiff and sore, and his head ached, due to sleeping on the floor, he supposed. His host and hostess greeted him as casually as if he had been dropping in there every night, and offered him breakfast.


      “My name’s De Vigne,” said the man, as they sat down to the table.


      The three dark figures of last night still lay rolled up beside the hearth, and Jack kept looking at them as he gave his host a brief account of his adventures. Finally, curiosity getting the better of him, he ventured, “Those fellows sick?”


      “Yes,” answered De Vigne, glancing carelessly at them. “Flu, I guess. One of them is our hired man. The other fellows dropped in here last night a few hours ahead of you.”


      Jack was a brave boy, with no foolish dread of illness; but the flu! The disease which had deprived them of their father, of that he was afraid; not so much on his own account, but because of Desiré. Poor girl, she must be half frantic by now. If he’d only had some way of getting word to her. He must lose no time in starting out again.


      Mr. De Vigne gave him the necessary directions for getting back on his route again, and an hour later he was delivering the letters which had taken him to that lonely section. Then he headed for home.


      The sun came out and the snowy fields became dazzling. If only his head wouldn’t ache so hard, and his stomach feel so queer. Probably when he got some of Desiré’s good cooking, he’d be all right. Yesterday he hadn’t eaten much, and he had been able to swallow very little of the breakfast provided this morning by the De Vignes. Encouraging himself in every way he could, he managed to drive all the way back; and in the middle of the afternoon, put the team in its place. As he was leaving the barn, he met the judge who had hurried out as soon as he caught sight of the open door.


      “By Jove, boy!” he began; then stopped. “You’re sick! Come right in and go to bed. We’ll take care of you.”


      “Desiré,” faltered Jack, swaying a little in the judge’s grasp.


      “I’ll get her—Jonas! Come here and help me!”


      With the aid of the hired man, the judge soon had Jack in bed in the room next to his own, and had sent for the doctor. Madam Lovemore was rushing around, heating bottles, and preparing broth. The trusty Ford never made such good time as it did going down to the cabin and back. The snow flew in all directions as the judge forced the machine through it. Desiré, worn and terrified by her night of fruitless watching, almost fainted when the judge appeared and told her his story. Jack’s needs, however, forced her to make a desperate effort to be calm. In a very short time the judge deposited her and the two children on his own doorstep.


      “We’ve plenty of room,” he decreed, “and you must all stay here until the boy’s well.”


      “He’s asleep now, my dear,” was Madam Lovemore’s greeting as she kissed Desiré in the hall. “The doctor’s been here; and while he’s not positive, yet he thinks it’s just a heavy cold.”


      All the hours of waiting, the anxiety, the shock, resulted in one wild burst of tears when Desiré peered in at Jack, sleeping heavily, his face red, his lips drawn in tense lines. Madam Lovemore led her hastily into a room on the opposite side of the hall, and closed the door. Sitting down in a big rocker, she drew the girl into her lap as if she had been René, and let her cry.


      “I’m—sorry—” gasped Desiré presently.


      “It’s only natural, you poor little girl. Have your cry out, and you’ll feel lots better. Then we’ll make some plans.”


      Jack slept most of the day, waking once to smile feebly at Desiré who was bending over him. She could not trust herself to speak, and only kissed him tenderly.


      Under the care of good Dr. Caronne, and with the help of the delicious, nourishing foods prepared by Madam Lovemore, and the combined nursing of the entire household, Jack escaped the flu. After a couple of days he was able to get up, and a week later the Wistmores returned to their own home; and Jack went back to work.


      “We can never, never hope to repay what they have done for us,” said Jack gravely, when they were talking of the kindness of their host and hostess that night. “You children must remember that, and do everything you can for them, every little thing.”


      “I will,” announced René solemnly. “I’m goin’ to marry Mad’m Lovemore when I grow up.”


      “I’m sure,” said Jack, “that would be a wonderful way to repay her.”


      During the rest of the winter Jack used snowshoes for delivering the mail, and Desiré was so fascinated by them that she learned to use her brother’s when he did not need them. One day when he came from Windsor he brought her a pair, and suggested that whenever he went on short trips, she accompany him. She was delighted, and quite often after that she left René at the judge’s, and went skimming over the snow with her beloved brother, dearer now than ever after the fear of losing him.


      “It’s so mild out that I shouldn’t be surprised if we had rain,” announced Jack, when he came in from his day’s work one night late in the winter.


      “Rain!” exclaimed Priscilla. “Why, it’s still winter.”


      However, Jack proved to be a good weather prophet; for when they woke up the following morning, rain was falling steadily, and the snow looked soft and dirty. That was the beginning of the break-up of winter. Each day the sun rose higher and its rays became warmer; and each day more of the snow melted, softening the ground and filling streams, large and small, to the very brim.


      The winds were softer and warmer; the birds returned and began looking for home sites; and the air was alive with their calls. From the new green of the marshes came the continuous croaking of frogs. Then the first wild flowers slipped quietly into bloom; the fruit trees pushed out bud after bud until they were covered with fragrant blossoms. Nova Scotia had come to active life again after the hard winter.


      The day Priscilla brought in a cluster of arbutus, there was a general rejoicing. The delicate pink blossom is greatly prized by the people of Nova Scotia, and has been made the national flower.


      “The darlings!” cried Desiré, holding the tiny flowers close to her nose in order to inhale their dainty fragrance.


      “Up in the woods of Prince Edward Island the Indians will be very busy now that the Mayflower—for that is the other name for arbutus—has come,” observed Jack.


      “Why?” asked Priscilla, putting her bouquet carefully in water.


      “As soon as the flowers appear, the young Indian braves search carefully for the finest specimens they can find to throw at the woman they want to marry. It is one of their regular customs; so you can imagine how excited the maidens are at this time of the year.”


      “What a pretty custom,” said Desiré; but the practical, unromantic Priscilla thought it very funny, and so expressed herself as she placed the vase in the center of the table.


      “And where are the Indians?” demanded René.


      “Nowhere near here; so don’t go looking for them,” ordered his brother.


      René looked very serious for a moment, and said that he wouldn’t. Apparently he had some none too pleasant recollections of one escapade in following Indians.


      The apple orchards around Wolfville had begun to drop their sweet pink and white petals, and the countryside was streaked here and everywhere with the deep blue of the iris, the fleur-de-lys of France, when Jack commented to Desiré one night that they’d better take old Simon’s wagon back to him.


      She laughed. “You did say we this time. When do you want to start?”


      “Could you manage it by Monday?”


      “This is Friday. Why, yes, I could. What will you do about your job while you’re gone?”


      “It goes back to its regular owner,” replied Jack, trying to speak lightly; adding, as Desiré looked puzzled, “The old man can manage well enough in pleasant weather. I was only a helper for the winter months, you know. When we come back for the summer, if we decide to stay here, I’ll have to look for something else. I can probably get something either here or at Windsor. We’ll talk it over on the road.”


      “Shall we take the children, or leave them with Madam Lovemore? When I mentioned one day our having to go to Yarmouth, she offered to keep them if we wished.”


      “It would seem too much like imposing,” objected Jack; “she has been so very kind to us.”


      “Yes,” admitted Desiré; “and yet I know she’s very willing.”


      “One thing,” said Jack thoughtfully, “I hate to have Priscilla miss so many days of school, and she would have to if we took her. How would it do if we left her and took René? Do you think that would be a good idea?”


      “Yes; I think that would be fine, and it would even things up better. Prissy can be quite a help to Madam Lovemore, while René always bears watching. I suppose Prissy won’t like being left behind, though.”


      “Probably not; and it will seem queer to leave her. It will be the first time we’ve been separated since—”


      “Yes,” said Desiré hurriedly, as Jack’s voice faltered; “but we know that she will be well cared for; and after we’re once gone, she’ll soon get used to the new conditions.”


      So it was settled, and although at first Priscilla was inclined to feel injured, by the time Monday came she was quite resigned.


      “I’ll have lots of automobile rides, I suppose,” they overheard her saying importantly to René.


      “And I’ll see old Simon again!” boasted the small boy; “and go on a big boat—and—and—everything,” determined not to be outdone.


      The older ones smiled as they went about closing up the cabin. They walked as far as the judge’s; and although there was no one to see her, Priscilla felt very important carrying the suitcase which held her wardrobe. There was no chance for prolonged farewells; for when they reached their destination it was so nearly time for school that Priscilla could give them only a hasty hug and kiss apiece, before dashing down a side road toward the schoolhouse.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      BACK TO YARMOUTH


      “I meant to give her a few directions,” said Jack, picking up the suitcase she had dropped at his feet, and gazing after the child.


      “We had a long talk last night after I went to bed,” replied Desiré; “and I think she will do just as we should like to have her. Prissy is growing up a bit, Jack; she really tried to be brave and generous about being left behind on this trip.”


      When they were ready to start, the judge and his housekeeper stood on the steps to bid them goodbye and good luck.


      “Don’t feel that you’ve got to hurry back,” called Judge Herbine as the horses started. “We’ll take good care of the little girl, and keep an eye on the cabin. Won’t hurt you to have a bit of a vacation.”


      “I’ve gotten awfully fond of him; haven’t you, Jack?” asked Desiré, looking back to wave her hand at the judge.


      “Yes; he’s a fine old fellow.”


      After they had been riding an hour or two, René demanded suddenly—“When are we goin’ to sell somethin’?”


      “Not going to,” replied Jack briefly.


      “You see,” explained Desiré, “if we stopped every little while it would take too long to get to Yarmouth; and Jack is in a hurry.”


      “I really should have started before, I suppose,” remarked her brother; “but I was afraid the roads might be in poor condition. Besides, it would have been too cool and damp for camping, and I didn’t want to give up the job until I had to.”


      “You’n me goin’ to sleep in the tent again?” inquired René, poking the roll of canvas.


      “Yes.”


      “I’m glad. I like tents better’n houses.”


      “You wouldn’t in the winter,” laughed Desiré. “I’ll miss Prissy. The wagon will seem big for me after last year.”


      “Are we goin’ to give Simon the horses and wagon?” inquired René in alarm, a new thought suddenly occurring to him.


      “We’re going to give them back to him,” said Jack. “They belong to him, you know. He only lent them to us.”


      “Oh! Oh! But I never can walk all the way back again,” he wailed.


      “Stop crying,” ordered Jack; “and you won’t have to walk all the way back. You cry altogether too much. You’re getting to be too big a boy to act like a baby; you must learn to act like a man.”


      “We’re going back on the train, darling,” said Desiré softly. Somehow she liked to think of René as a baby rather than as a “man.”


      “On a train!” squealed René. “I’m awful glad I came.”


      The weather stayed pleasant, and no accidents of any kind befell the Wistmores on their journey to Yarmouth; it seemed strangely uneventful by contrast with the trip up the preceding summer. They had decided that it was best to forego the pleasure of calling on old friends, even those in Sissiboo, and get on to Yarmouth just as quickly as possible. It was after dark when they passed their old home. René was asleep, and Jack and Desiré gazed at the familiar outlines in silence. The windows showed squares of yellow light, and a few sparks floated out of the chimney. Those were the only signs of life about the place; in fact the whole town was deserted. All the people seemed to have withdrawn to their homes for the night.


      Shortly before noon one warm day they stopped in front of Mrs. Chaisson’s house in Yarmouth. Before they had a chance to get out, old Simon himself came hurrying out from the back yard.


      “I knew it!” he exclaimed triumphantly, throwing open the gate. “As soon as ever I heard hoofs on the street, I says to myself, ‘There’s Dolly and Dapple.’ How are ye all?”


      He stopped to speak affectionately to the horses, who responded in their own fashion to his advances; and then he called his daughter.


      “Matty!” he shouted. “Here’s the Wistmores.”


      Mrs. Chaisson hurried out and greeted them warmly, inquiring for Priscilla whom she missed at once.


      After embraces and explanations, Mrs. Chaisson invited them all to “come right in to dinner,” adding that she must have felt they were on the way, for she cooked more than usual.


      After several days of camp fare, the meal tasted delicious to the hungry travelers, and they spent a long time at the table.


      “You’ll stay here, of course, while you’re in town,” said Mrs. Chaisson decidedly.


      “It’s most awfully kind of you,” began Jack, “but it really seems too much—”


      “Nonsense! There were four of you last time, and we had lots of fun. Didn’t we, René? And now we’ve got a dog for you to play with. Run out in the back yard and make friends with Rex.”


      The child departed joyfully; old Simon and Jack withdrew to the porch to talk over the year’s sales, and Desiré helped with the dinner work.


      That evening after René had been put to bed—Mrs. Chaisson had decreed the season too early for sleeping on the porch, and had placed a cot in one corner of old Simon’s room for the little boy—the rest of them gathered around the air tight stove in the sitting room. The evenings were likely to be cool, and even Rex crept in to lie at their feet and enjoy the welcome heat of a wood fire.


      “Matty,” began her father, “I was tellin’ the young feller,” laying his hand on Jack’s knee as he spoke, “he’d better stay on here until after the lobsters are in.”


      “A good idea, if he doesn’t need to hurry back,” agreed Mrs. Chaisson, picking up her sewing.


      “You see,” went on the old man, turning to Desiré, “there’s quite a bit of profit in lobsters, and the boy says he has nothin’ in sight for the present; so why not pick up a few dollars?”


      She did not know how to reply on the spur of the moment, and looked at Jack for inspiration.


      “I don’t know a thing about the business,” said the boy slowly.


      “Huh! I can teach ye all ye need to know in half a day,” declared the old man.


      “Yes, indeed. Father’s a good hand at it, or was before he got the rheumatism,” said his daughter, biting off her thread.


      “Now I’ll tell ye just what I thought,” said Simon. “I’ve an old hut down on the shore toward Lower Woods Harbor way, and pots and markers enough for you. Many of them need mending, but I’ll show you how to do that; and I thought mebbe you’d take the outfit, if this girl don’t mind roughing it a bit—”


      “But—” began Jack.


      “Let her stay here,” suggested Mrs. Chaisson. “I’m lonesome after you go on the road.”


      “Oh, you are very kind,” said Desiré quickly, “but I really couldn’t leave Jack.”


      “But,” began Jack again, “I couldn’t deprive you of the lobster catching, Simon. It was bad enough taking your store for a year, without—”


      “Takin’ nothing!” interrupted the old man vehemently. “Didn’t you keep my horses from eating their heads off all year, and keep my trade from goin’ to some one else fer good? Besides, I can’t catch lobsters any more. Doc says that messin’ in the water’s bad for my rheumatiz. Goin’ to give up the hut after this year anyway; so if you want to stay and take it, you’re more’n welcome.”


      They discussed the matter all the evening, until Simon got up to go to bed, and his daughter withdrew to her room which Desiré was to share. To Jack fell the big sofa in the living room. He and Desiré sat on beside the fire for a few minutes after they were left alone.


      “What do you think of it, Dissy? Shall I take it or not?”


      “I hardly know what to say; but there’s no reason I can think of why you shouldn’t, if it looks good to you.”


      “Of course I have no other immediate prospects; but it would be rough and lonesome for you, I’m afraid—”


      “Lonesome, with you around? As for being rough, it will be fun to try a different way of living for a few weeks.”


      Secretly Desiré rather longed for the coziness of the Godet house, but she thought Jack felt he should make the most of every opportunity for earning money, and she wanted to make things as easy for him as possible.


      The next morning, with a big basket of lunch in the back of the wagon, they all drove down to the hut, René wild with excitement. An hour’s drive brought them to the bleak, deserted coast. Nothing but sand, jagged rocks, coarse grass, and scattered huts met their eyes. They left the team just off the road beside a clump of juniper, and crossed the sand to the hut. When Simon unlocked the door, the interior seemed to be a jumble of lumber.


      “Get all these pots out in a jiffy,” he said, picking up a couple of crate-like objects and depositing them outside.


      They all helped, and soon the pots were piled up beside the hut.


      The rooms were tiny, only two in number, a bedroom and a general room; and the furniture was scanty.


      “You can’t possibly live here, Dissy,” whispered Jack.


      “Go on and learn how to catch the beasts, and I’ll attend to the house,” she replied with forced cheeriness.


      So Mrs. Chaisson and Desiré cleaned and set in perfect order the tiny wooden building, while Simon taught Jack how to make and repair lobster pots. They look like oblong crates, and are made of narrow strips of wood bent into a semi-circle and nailed onto a board. A couple of holes are left for the lobsters to crawl in, and the whole is lined with coarse net, and weighted with heavy stones.


      At noon they spread the lunch on a huge flat boulder on the beach.


      “Lots nicer than an old table,” René pronounced it.


      “You’ll have no trouble in roughing it as far as he’s concerned,” laughed Mrs. Chaisson.


      “No; he’s usually satisfied with what he has,” replied Desiré.


      “No, I ain’t,” contradicted the child.


      “Why, Renny,” said Jack in surprise.


      “Well, Dissy said I was satisfied, and I ain’t. I want a dog.”


      “Maybe when we go home you can have one,” said Jack, adding to Desiré, “It wouldn’t be a bad plan at all, if we stay in Wolfville.”


      René, as happy as if the desired pet were to be forthcoming on the morrow, returned to his play in the sand.


      “Now,” said Simon, when all traces of lunch had been cleared up, “we’ll all paint markers.”


      The long stakes with big wooden knobs on the top were weather beaten, and their bands of orange and green were dim. Each fisherman has a different kind of marker, and sets one up beside each pot after it is sunk beneath the water. They serve two purposes: mark the place where the pot is located, and notify other fishermen of their ownership. It is a serious matter for anyone to touch lobsters guarded by the markers of another person. It is interesting to note the numberless varieties of color combinations, styles of banding, and shapes of knobs.


      It was a tired crowd of workers that returned to Yarmouth that evening; for although everything was ready in the hut for the new occupants, Mrs. Chaisson insisted upon their going back for “one more really comfortable sleep” as she expressed it.


      “How do we get back and forth from the huts?” inquired Desiré, the following morning.


      “I’ll take ye out,” answered Simon, “and when you want to come in, you’ll have to walk until you meet somebody who’s goin’ your way and who will give you a lift.”


      Jack wrote to the judge, telling him of their plans and probable delay; both he and Desiré wrote short notes to Priscilla; and before noon they were settled in their temporary home, Desiré helping Jack get the lobster pots ready to sink, while René lay at full length in the sand poking at a jellyfish. None of them saw a figure walk along the road, stop, watch for a while, then move silently across the grass and along the sand until it stood directly back of the workers.


      CHAPTER XXV


      LOBSTER POTS


      “What are you doing with those?” demanded a rough voice so suddenly that Desiré dropped the marker she held, and gave a little scream, while René rolled over and lay with his head on the unfortunate jellyfish. Jack, the only cool person of the group, replied quietly, “Getting them ready to sink.”


      “You get yourself ready to go along with me. These belong to Simon Denard, and you’ve no right to touch ’em. So come along.”


      The man laid a heavy hand on Jack’s arm, and attempted to jerk him off somewhere.


      “I know they belong to Simon,” replied Jack. “We’re friends of his, and he has lent us the place for a few weeks. We’re going to live here, my sister and I.” Jack gazed calmly into the dark, determined face and keen black eyes confronting him.


      Desiré was too frightened to utter a word, and stood at her brother’s other side, holding fast to his coat. René suddenly recovered his voice and began to cry.


      “Hush your noise!” ordered the man, without turning his head; and so great was the child’s astonishment that he really did stop.


      “There’s no need of getting excited about this,” said Jack. “You can easily prove that I’m telling the truth if you’ll ask Mrs. Chaisson, Simon’s daughter, and—”


      “I’ve no time to be running to Yarmouth; and it’s a likely story anyway,” answered the man shortly.


      None of them saw René get up and run toward the road, where he saw a man passing by; so when he now hurried across the sand as fast as his short legs could move, dragging his captive by the arm, they all looked up in astonishment.


      “Hullo!” cried the newcomer, “what’s the matter here, Marvine?”


      “The young fellow claims old Simon lent him the outfit. Did you ever hear—”


      “Maybe he did,” interrupted the other man indifferently, his blue eyes roaming from one face to another. “Saw all these folks here yesterday with the old man and his daughter.”


      “Did, eh? Well, maybe it’s as he says then,” letting go of Jack’s arm as he spoke. “How’d you happen to be stopping here?”


      “The kid dragged me off the road saying someone was going to carry away his brother.”


      “Well,” said the man called Marvine, turning to Jack and Desiré, “sorry to have bothered you. No harm meant. Was only looking out for Simon’s things.”


      “Quite all right,” replied Jack. “I suppose you do have to be careful.”


      The two strangers strode out to the road again without further farewell, and were soon lost to sight. Desiré sank down on the sand as if she could not stand another minute.


      “I’m most awfully sorry you were so frightened, dear,” said Jack, sitting down beside her and taking her hand in his, while René piled on top of his brother, crying exultantly, “I saved you, Jack; didn’t I?”


      Desiré soon recovered her composure and got up to continue her work; but although he did not comment on the fact, Jack saw that her hands were still a bit shaky. Presently he suggested—“Hadn’t you better go in and start supper, Dissy? René can help me finish here.”


      “Sure,” agreed the small boy importantly. “I can help Jack.”


      Desiré went in, and the two boys sank the pots and set the markers, Jack of course doing most of the work, but René fully convinced that his brother could never have managed without his aid.


      “There are some other pots right next to where Simon told me to put ours,” observed Jack, as they were finishing supper.


      René was so sleepy that he had left the table and curled himself up in an old rocker to take a nap.


      “Oh, I do hope that they don’t belong to either of those awful men who were here this afternoon,” said Desiré with a shudder.


      “They’re rough, of course, but they weren’t really so bad, Desiré. They have to protect their interests, and of course were looking after Simon’s. I hardly think, though, that either of them is our next-door neighbor. The hut beyond here looks deserted, but the pots and markers are there all right.”


      Desiré took the tiny bedroom, and the boys had a couple of cots in the other room. Everybody was tired out with the unaccustomed work and excitement, and slept heavily until far later than usual. Jack, who was the first to waken, looked across at the other cot to see if René was still asleep, and was astonished to see that the cot was empty.


      “Now where is that rascal?” he thought, crossing the room to the outside door, which was ajar.


      He glanced out and saw his brother calmly playing in the sand a short distance from the hut.


      “Don’t go any farther away, Renny,” he called softly, hoping not to disturb Desiré.


      “No,” replied the child, vigorously slapping the sand into shape.


      “What’s the matter?” called Desiré, who had wakened instantly at the sound of his voice.


      “Nothing at all. Renny got up ahead of us and went out to play in the sand. He’s quite all right.”


      “But what time is it?”


      “You’d never guess. It’s eight o’clock.”


      “Why, Jack, how dreadful!”


      “Not at all; it’s quite all right. There’s nothing to hurry us here. Take your time. I’ll set the coffee on.”


      “We’re certainly fashionable folk this morning,” laughed Desiré when, half an hour later, the three sat down to breakfast. “Renny, your feet are all wet,” as the child’s foot touched her under the table. “Let me see.”


      “No!”


      “René,” ordered Jack, “turn and stick your feet out.”


      Slowly, most reluctantly, the boy obeyed; and Desiré exclaimed with dismay. He was wet to the waist. Their backs had been turned when he came in, and he had slid into his place at the table with all possible haste.


      “How did you get like that?” asked Jack, but René only hung his head.


      “Answer me, Renny.”


      “Went in the water.”


      “But haven’t I told you never to go into the water alone?”


      The child nodded.


      “You’ll have to go back to bed,” decreed his brother sternly, getting up from the table. “Sit still,” he directed Desiré. “I’ll attend to him.”


      “Hadn’t you better put him in my room?” she asked.


      “If you don’t mind,” replied Jack, leading the reluctant youngster from the room.


      After a short interval he returned to resume his interrupted breakfast, saying as he sat down, “After we finish I’ll take him something. It will do him no harm to wait a while. He’s certainly always getting into difficulties.”


      “But it’s quite a while now since he has done anything really bad,” objected Desiré; “and he loves the water so, it must be quite a temptation.”


      “I know, but his going in like this by himself might result in serious consequences; and I intend to keep him in bed most of the day. But you don’t need to stay in the house all the time. He’s perfectly safe here alone, and I’m sure he won’t get up without permission. I laid heavy penalties on such a procedure.”


      At this point there was a sharp knock at the door, and when Jack opened it, a short, grey-bearded man stood before them. Not liking the look in the stranger’s eyes, Desiré crossed the room and stood beside her brother. Were all the people they were to meet on this venture undesirable? How she wished they had never heard of the lobster business!


      CHAPTER XXVI


      HANDS OFF!


      “Good morning,” said Jack pleasantly, but looking questioningly at their caller.


      “I’ve a serious charge to make,” answered the newcomer, without returning the greeting. “You’ve been trying to steal my lobsters. You know the penalty for that trick!”


      “I most certainly have not done any such thing,” said Jack decidedly, while Desiré twisted her hands in dismay.


      “No use denying it; I can prove it. Mine are right next to yours, and some of my markers have been pulled up and yours put in. Come out and see for yourself.”


      Jack and Desiré followed the man quickly across the sand to the water.


      “See? Here are five of my markers hidden under this old crate on your property, and five of your markers replacing those near-shore pots of mine. Facts don’t lie if folks do.”


      “My brother never lies!” cried Desiré angrily. Jack had never heard her speak like that.


      “Easy, Dissy,” he said softly.


      “I certainly admit that it looks bad,” he said to the man; “but since I know the rules governing these things, I should hardly have been fool enough to do such a thing even if I had been so lacking in principle; and—”


      “Jack!” interrupted Desiré. “René! Could a small boy have done this?” she asked, facing their neighbor eagerly.


      “Might; early in the morning, before the tide came in so far.”


      “Jack, go and get him and we’ll see if he knows anything about it.”


      While Jack was gone, Desiré explained to the man their presence in old Simon’s hut, and her reasons for suspecting that her younger brother had been responsible for the morning’s difficulties. Soon Jack returned, and led René directly to the man, who regarded him gravely.


      “Tell this man, René,” directed his brother, “just exactly what you did when you were out here alone on the beach early this morning.”


      “Pulled up dirty old markers and hid ’em, and pushed down nice ones we painted.”


      René was obviously rather proud of his achievement, and quite puzzled as to the serious manner of his elders.


      “Why did you do that?” asked the man, the suggestion of a twinkle appearing in his blue eyes.


      “Wanted Jack’s lobster bed to look nice.”


      “But those weren’t his; they were mine.”


      “Everything’s Jack’s!”


      Their neighbor smiled, and held out his hand to Jack.


      “My mistake,” he said. “I didn’t know what a grasping partner you had.”


      “He means well, but makes trouble sometimes. Take him back to bed; will you, Dissy?”


      While Desiré put the little boy in bed again, and tried to impress upon him the seriousness of his mistake, Jack and his neighbor worked amiably side by side.


      The days passed quickly, one very much like all the others which had preceded it; and at last they found themselves on the train, bound for home, with a fair sum of money in return for several weeks of hard work.


      CHAPTER XXVII


      JACK’S JOBS


      The summer days which followed were delightful ones. Priscilla reminded Jack of his promise to help her make a garden; so he worked hard, clearing the ground back of the cabin, and spading up beds under her directions. She planted very carefully the seeds given her by Madam Lovemore, and waited impatiently for the first bits of green to appear.


      “Guess while I’m at it, I’ll make a vegetable garden too,” announced Jack, after he had finished the flower beds. “A bit late, perhaps, but we’ll get something out of it.”


      “A good idea,” approved Desiré. “I’ll help you.”


      She caught up the rake and followed him to the end of the property.


      “I love to work out-of-doors,” she said, “and after you get a job I can attend to the vegetables while Prissy takes care of her flowers.”


      “An’ I ain’t got nuthin’ to take care of,” sighed René, feeling that he had been left out of all these new plans.


      “Should you like a garden, darling?” asked Desiré, her sympathy immediately aroused by his mournful tones.


      “No, no old garden. Want a dog to take care of; ’n’ Jack promised me one, too.”


      Desiré glanced up at her older brother who was leaning on his spade figuring out just where he would begin to dig.


      “You did promise him, Jack, or practically so,” she said.


      “No chance of being allowed to forget anything in this family,” he smiled. “I’ll see what I can do for you, René.”


      The next day Jack went up alone to see Judge Herbine. “Don’t worry if I don’t show up for dinner,” he said to Desiré before leaving. “The judge told me yesterday that he had heard of two or three places where I might get a job, and to come up and see him today. I’ll keep going until I’ve investigated all the possibilities.”


      “All right, dear; and the best of luck.”


      They had had many talks on the drive to Yarmouth, and on the beach in front of the hut, as to the advisability of remaining in the Godet house.


      “It’s simply living from hand to month,” Jack had said gravely; “but there seems to be nothing else in sight just now.”


      “Even so, we’re certainly some better off than we should have been in Sissiboo,” Desiré said consolingly.


      “But what would you do,” suggested Jack, “if somebody came along and wanted the cabin some day?”


      “Let them have it, if they could prove they owned it; but Judge Herbine seems to think such a thing most unlikely. He said, you know, that they couldn’t get a clear title when that American wanted to buy it. But why, Jack, does somebody want it now?”


      “No, not that I know of; but one can never tell what might happen. The bus line will run along the main road past our lane this summer, I understand; and some tourist might take a fancy to the little cabin and want to buy it. I suppose if enough money were spent on a search, it might be possible to establish the title; or someone who wanted it badly enough might be willing to take a chance. I don’t mean to worry you unduly, Desiré, but we mustn’t get so attached to the place that having to give it up sometime will come as a great shock.”


      Her brother’s words came back to her mind many times that day as she went about her household tasks. Of course they mightn’t want to live right here always. Jack must finish college, as they planned; but she wanted to go through high school; and after that, the magical trip to the States, where Jack might find his life-work. How many times they had gone over it all! At the rate money had come in so far, however, it would take many years to realize any of these day dreams, to say nothing of all of them. It seemed, no matter how careful she tried to be, to take so much money to feed and clothe them; and if somebody should claim the cabin—well, she’d better not think about that any more just now.


      Late in the afternoon, when the lane was getting shadowy, the girls and René were sitting on the broad stone step watching for Jack. The sound of an approaching automobile broke the country stillness, and Judge Herbine’s Ford presently stopped. Jack got out, followed by a big, awkward-looking brown dog. With one wild shriek, René dashed down the lane and threw his arms around the animal’s neck. The judge waved to the girls, and drove away laughing.


      “I’ve got a dog! I’ve got a dog!” chanted René, dragging the big beast toward the house.


      “He’s perfectly gentle, for all his size,” said Jack in reply to Desiré’s questioning look. “But René, you must be kind to the dog, and never hurt him.”


      “Where in the world did you get him?” demanded Priscilla, who did not like any dog very well, and especially a big one.


      “The judge found him somewhere off in the country,” replied Jack, sitting down on the step which was much too low for his long legs.


      “He is hardly a beauty,” observed Desiré, watching René mauling his new friend.


      “No, but he’s always been used to children, and the judge thought that a good recommendation. Of course he’s awkward, and probably mischievous; for he’s not yet full grown—”


      “Don’t tell me he will get bigger!” groaned Desiré. “Where shall we ever put him?”


      “I’ll fix a place; don’t worry about that part of it,” Jack promised, getting up to go into the cabin.


      The evening was a riot of small boy and dog. With much difficulty they were separated at bedtime; for René insisted upon his new pal sleeping on the foot of the bed, and wept copiously when the dog was banished. They said he mustn’t ever hurt the dog, he moaned, and here they were hurting him by taking him away!


      “If you’re going to be unruly over the dog,” said Jack, “I shall take him right back, and you will never have another.”


      “Jack will fix Rover up all nice somewhere,” promised Desiré, “and you’ll see him again in the morning.”


      Quiet was restored, and after she had gotten René to bed, Desiré went out behind the cabin where Jack was preparing a place for the new member of the family. He had turned on an end the box which had held their belongings while they were on the road, and placed a bit of old carpet in the bottom.


      “Behold the kennel!” he said proudly, with a wave of the hand.


      “But will he stay in it?” asked Desiré, somewhat doubtfully.


      “Not without being tied, for a few nights,” replied Jack, running a rope from the dog’s collar through a stout staple on the side of the box. “Then he’ll be used to the place.”


      “You haven’t told me anything yet about your job prospects,” said Desiré rather reproachfully, as they walked around to the front door.


      “How could I, in all the noise and excitement?” laughed Jack. “Let’s sit out here for a while. Wait a minute; I’ll get a couple of chairs.”


      He brought out the rocker for his sister, and a straight chair for himself, tilting it back against the side of the house to make it more comfortable.


      “It’s a great night,” he commented, with a sigh of content. “Just see that moon! Doesn’t it look as if it were stuck in the top of the trees?”


      “Nights like this ought to make our gardens grow fast,” replied Desiré. “Now what about the job?”


      “Well, I have a temporary one; will last about a week or two; and a promise of a steady one for the rest of the summer. Isn’t that great?”


      “Certainly is. Where, and what doing?”


      “You know we heard that there was to be a bus line through this part of the country?”


      “Yes, but you can’t drive a bus, Jack.”


      “Hardly; but it seems that the company that is to run it is sending men here from Boston who, though they know how to run busses, know nothing about the country. So I’m to ride around with them, show them the best roads, and tell them local history until they’ve learned the ropes. Of course that won’t take very long, but it’s fair pay while it lasts. They’ll pick me up at the end of the lane here every day.”


      “Priscilla and René will be desperately envious of you, I’m afraid.”


      “Very likely. Maybe before the season is over I’ll be able to take all of you on a little trip, over part of the route at least.”


      “That would be lovely, but don’t mention it before the children. I feel that if we have any extra money it ought to be put away.”


      “I suppose you’re right; but I’d like to be able to give you a little pleasure sometimes.”


      “I know, and I do have pleasure, Jack; and we’ll just look forward to more chance for such things in the future. And about the other job?”


      “Jim Rutland is going to open a kind of lunch stand in one end of his general store; for tourists, you know. He wants me to run it.”


      “But why does Jim need anyone? I should think he could attend to both himself.”


      “He has to be out of the store quite a lot. He sells everything from chickens to farm machinery, has a gas station, and I don’t know what else. He thought his son would stay home and help him out this summer, as he did last; but he had a chance to go to the States, and he’s going.”


      “Is it much of a job, Jack?” asked Desiré, rather doubtfully.


      “Not so much, but there’s pretty good money in it. He is going to let me have a small commission on the tourist business, aside from a fair salary. Makes it more interesting, and it will do very well indeed until I have an opportunity at something better. It will keep us going until fall—when I can have the mail again—and I hope will give us something to add to the ‘nest egg.’”


      They fell silent, Jack wondering how he could get something really worth while to do, and Desiré racking her brains to think of some way in which she could contribute to their income.


      “Who’s going to do the baking for the lunch room?” she asked suddenly, “Jim hasn’t a wife or mother, has he?”


      “No; but why do you want to know?”


      “I thought I might do it.”


      “You! You have plenty to do now.”


      “Not really, dear. The work here is very easy, and Prissy is getting to be quite a help. It wouldn’t be at all hard to bake some cookies and tarts, make sandwiches, and things like that. I could make pies, using wild berries which the children could gather. Oh, if Jim Rutland is willing, say you’ll let me try, Jack. I’ll bet you’d have the most popular lunch room in Nova Scotia! And think what it would mean, with your commission!”


      “I’ve no doubt of its popularity after people had once tasted the good things you can make.”


      “I could spread my biscuits with jam, or serve them hot with honey; and, oh, there would be no end to the nice little things, all ready to eat, that you could sell or serve.”


      Desiré’s imagination, fired by her enthusiasm, supplied her with numerous ideas to be put into practice if only Jack wouldn’t object.


      “Do let me try it, Jack.”


      “I’m afraid that you would overwork.”


      “Nonsense. Of course I won’t. I promise to give it up if I feel that it’s too much. But I just love to cook.”


      “Well, I’ll speak to Jim tomorrow, if I get a chance, and see what his plans are. Meanwhile, I’ve got to be ready to meet the bus at seven-thirty in the morning; so let’s go in.”


      The big bus stopped at the end of the lane promptly at seven-thirty each morning for a week; then Jack announced one night that tomorrow would be his last day.


      CHAPTER XXVIII


      A FIND


      “Sorry?” asked Desiré, looking up from the lettuce she was preparing for their supper.


      “It has been pleasant,” replied her brother, selecting a radish from a dish on the table, and beginning to eat it. “George, the driver, is a nice fellow, and we’ve had some fun together; but it’s a kind of a lazy life, after all. Of course somebody has to do it, but I think I prefer more activity.”


      “Have you seen Jim yet about the baked goods?”


      Jack’s hours had been so arranged that he had been unable to stop at the Rutland General Store.


      “Ran across him this noon. He’s tickled to death over your ideas, and says he’ll take everything you can make, starting Thursday.”


      Desiré was delighted.


      “You’ll just have to get rid of that horrid dog,” declared Priscilla, coming in at that moment, about ready to cry.


      “Why, what’s he done now?” asked Jack.


      “He went and dug up all my nasturtiums. He’s always digging somewhere. He’s a perfect pest!”


      “I’ll look after him,” said her brother, going out to the garden.


      He punished Rover, and, leaving Priscilla replanting the remnants of her flowers, returned to Desiré.


      “I wouldn’t say it before the children,” said Desiré, when Jack reported the condition of Priscilla’s garden, “but Rover has a most unfortunate passion for digging; and, as if he knew that Priscilla disapproved of him, he usually selects some part of her garden. I’ve whipped him two or three times, but back he goes the next time the fancy strikes him.”


      Jack laughed. “I can imagine the kind of beatings you give him. But,” he added anxiously, “had you rather get rid of him?”


      “Oh, no; he’s such a lovable animal that you can’t help being attached to him in spite of his faults; and then, too, René thinks the world of him. It wouldn’t be fair to take away his pet.”


      The following morning, just as the big bus reached the lane, one of the tires exploded with a loud report; and Jack had to help the driver make repairs. The other Wistmores stood in the shade of the trees, watching; even Desiré could not resist the opportunity to see what had to be done. There were a few passengers already on board, and two or three of them got out to stroll up and down the road.


      “What a darling house!” exclaimed one young lady, peering down the lane. “Come here, Dad; see!”


      The grey-haired man looked in the direction of her pointing finger, then at the little group under the trees.


      “You live here?” he asked.


      “Oh, do you?” said the lady, before Desiré had hardly finished her affirmative reply; “then may we look at the house?”


      “Certainly,” replied the girl politely, although she was far from willing to show it.


      The man and woman examined the cabin both inside and out, with keen interest; even the garden was included in the inspection. Occasionally they talked together in such low tones that Desiré could not distinguish what they were saying. She felt a queer sinking dread as she followed them around. The children had stayed near the bus, and it seemed as if she were abandoned to these odd tourists.


      On the stone doorstep the man turned back, after they had gone over the place for the second time.


      “Do you own this?” he asked.


      “No, sir.”


      “Who does?” demanded the woman.


      “It doesn’t belong to anybody, really,” confessed poor Desiré reluctantly. “It’s something about a title. We just live here.”


      “Oh, Dad, buy it for me. I must have it!” exclaimed the young woman.


      “I’ll make inquiries, and—” the man was saying, when a loud blast from the horn summoned them to the bus. They hurried down the lane with a careless goodbye to the girl in the doorway.


      “Oh, Dissy,” called Priscilla, running toward her, closely followed by René and Rover. “Why—what’s the matter?” as she noticed her sister’s pale face and unnatural manner.


      “Just tired,” Desiré managed to reply, though such a storm of emotion surged within her that she felt almost overcome by it.


      “Go and lie down, and I’ll do the dishes and clean up,” offered Priscilla. “René, take the dog out to the garden and stay there until I call you,” she added importantly. “Dissy’s going to take a nap.”


      “Thank you, Priscilla dear,” replied the girl gratefully. “I think I shall lie down. Call me at eleven o’clock. I shan’t need anything until then.”


      Desiré kissed her little sister, escaped into her room as quickly as possible, and closed the door. In the privacy and quiet which she felt she must have at all costs, she gave way to tears. What would they do now? For these rich people could get anything they set their hearts on. Jack was right in warning her not to get too fond of the place. She thought she hadn’t, but now when it was slipping slowly but surely from their grasp—Oh! and Desiré hid her face in the pillow to drown her sobs.


      Presently she forced herself to grow calmer, and when Priscilla quietly put her head in at eleven o’clock Desiré, pale, but outwardly composed, was bathing her face.


      “It was sweet of you to take care of things, Prissy dear,” she said. “I’ll get dinner now; I’m quite all right. You run out-of-doors until it’s ready.”


      After a searching look at her sister, the child obeyed; but all the afternoon she kept making excuses to come to the front yard, where Desiré sat sewing, to see if she was all right. While her sister was getting supper, Priscilla walked down the lane to meet Jack.


      “I’m afraid there’s something awful the matter with Dissy, Jack,” began the child, slipping her hand into his. “She’s not really sick—I don’t think—but she’s not a bit like her.”


      “Well,” replied Jack quietly, for he had heard bits of conversation on the bus that day, and they gave him an advance inkling of Desiré’s trouble, “don’t say anything to her, or let her know that you notice anything. I’ll talk to her tonight.”


      “I didn’t, Jack. I just helped all I could, and stayed where she could call me.”


      “That’s a good girl; you’re getting to be a great help to us,” tightening his grasp on her brown, plump little hand.


      Fortunately René had a silly fit at the table, and kept them all laughing in spite of themselves; so the meal passed off without any constraint or self-consciousness. After the children were in bed, and the cabin in order for the night, Jack drew Desiré out on the doorstep, and, sitting down, beside her, put his arm around her.


      “Now tell me all about it,” he suggested gently.


      “About what, Jack?”


      “Whatever’s troubling you. It’s not fair to keep me in the dark, you know.”


      Dropping her head on his broad shoulder, she related, in disjointed sentences, the history of the morning.


      “I guessed as much,” he commented, as she finished. “I overheard their conversation on the bus.”


      “Can’t they take it, if they don’t mind not having—having—”


      “A clear title? I don’t know, dear; I’ll see what I can find out from the judge tomorrow. I should say, though, that we must not expect to keep it. We talked of that possibility; don’t you remember?”


      “Yes; but—such a thing seemed so—so very improbable,” faltered Desiré. “The place had been deserted for so long.”


      “If we have to give it up we can probably find something in town. There’s an old place near Judge Herbine’s, and another one on the road to the Basin. Don’t take it so to heart, Dissy; we’ll find a place somewhere, even if we have to leave this; and we may not. It’s not like you to look on the dark side of things.”


      Cheered by Jack’s words and manner, Desiré began to feel that she had been foolish to let herself become so disturbed, and she made a heroic effort to resume her natural manner. She succeeded so well that by bedtime they were laughing over the discovery of Rover’s latest escapade, a hole dug beside the step on which they were sitting. Jack set his foot in it as they rose to go in, thereby nearly upsetting himself and Desiré as well.


      “Oh, by the way, Dissy,” remarked Jack after they had gone into the house, “I almost forgot to tell you something. You’ll never guess whom I saw today.”


      “Then tell me right away.”


      “My old enemy.”


      “Oh, Jack!” cried Desiré fearfully. “Where?”


      “On the bus. He was on his way to work in the orchards around Annapolis. He was rather friendly, for him, and just as he was leaving the bus, he thrust these into my hand and told me to give them to you.”


      Desiré peered curiously at the round, brown things which her brother pulled out of his pocket.


      “What are they?”


      “Some kind of bulbs. You’d better plant them tomorrow.”


      “What’s the use if we’re going to lose the place?” she queried, rather bitterly.


      Jack looked at her reprovingly. “That doesn’t sound a bit like my cheerful partner.”


      “You’re right, Jack. I’m sorry. I’ll plant them tomorrow, and if we don’t see them bloom, perhaps they will give pleasure to someone else.”


      The next morning she selected a lightly shaded spot where the soil looked rich and promising, and began to dig. Before long, her spade struck a large stone.


      “Wonder if I can get that out?” she thought. “This is the best place in the yard for unknown plants; for they’ll get a mixture of sun and shade.”


      Vigorously she attacked the stone, and after much exertion succeeded in getting it out. Rolling it carelessly to one side, she was busily trying to smooth out the ragged, uneven earth with the spade, when there was a sound of metal striking on metal.


      “Jack,” she called to her brother, who was in the house reenforcing a shelf.


      “What’s wanted?” he responded, sticking his head out of the window.


      “Come here, quick!”


      Throwing his long legs over the sill, he dropped onto the ground and was at her side in a moment. “What’s the matter,” he asked; “snake?”


      “Something’s down there,” pointing to the hole.


      Jack seized the spade and quickly uncovered an iron box. Desiré was trembling violently, and could only gaze silently at the strange object.


      “What have you got?” demanded René, appearing at that moment from the front yard. “Prissy!” he shrieked, without waiting for an answer, “come ’n’ see!”


      Priscilla appeared, viewed the find calmly, and proposed taking it into the house to see what it contained.


      “Do you think we had better take it over to the judge’s?” asked Desiré, finally finding her voice. “Perhaps we should not open it by ourselves.”


      “I’ll go right after him,” declared Jack. “Just put some papers on the table so I can carry the box in and set it down before I go.”


      CHAPTER XXIX


      W-1755—15x12—6754


      It seemed a long time before they heard the sound of the Ford, but it was in reality only about half an hour; for Jack had covered the ground at his best speed, and the judge lost no time in getting back with him.


      “Well,” said Judge Herbine, darting into the room and up to the table, “lots of excitement. Got anything to open it with, Jack? It’s locked.”


      With considerable difficulty they managed to force the lock, and pry up the cover. Then everyone crowded around to peer inside. The box was filled with gold and silver pieces.


      “Money!” gasped Jack.


      “Oh,” cried Desiré, “it must have been out there ever since the Expulsion. I read in my little blue history that some of the Acadians buried their savings in their gardens before they left the country, because they expected to come back again very soon.”


      “Then it probably belonged to our ancestors,” said Jack slowly.


      “Let’s tip it out,” proposed the judge. “It looks to me like a goodly sum.”


      Tarnished and dull, it lay in a heap on the table; and as the judge turned the box right side up again, he caught sight of some papers in the bottom.


      “Documents of some kind!” he exclaimed, loosening them carefully.


      Stiff, yellow with age, the writing was dim but discernible.


      “That’s a will, isn’t it?” asked Jack, catching sight of a few words at the top of the sheet, as the man unfolded it slowly.


      “Exactly. ‘To my daughter, Desiré Godet and her heirs forever—’” he read. “6754-1755.”


      “What?” gasped Desiré, crowding closer to look at the paper.


      “This house and money; and here’s the missing deed with the will. I congratulate you—most heartily, children. This is evidently—a perfectly legal will—and the long lost deed; and since you are Godet survivors—the place and the money must belong to you.”


      “Oh, Jack!” cried Desiré, throwing herself into his arms, “now you can go back to college, and nobody can ever take this house away from us. It is really our home, now, just as I always felt it was.” Desiré was sobbing in her delirium of joy.


      “’N’ is all that money ours?” demanded René, staring at it with wide eyes.


      “Guess it is, my boy,” replied the judge, adding to Jack, “And some of these are doubtless rare pieces—worth much more than their intrinsic value.”


      “Then we can have an automobile,” pronounced René.


      Everybody laughed, and the tension was somewhat relieved.


      “Look, Jack,” said Desiré, “there are two of the numbers from that slip of paper that was in Father’s box.”


      “What’s that?” inquired the judge, whirling around like a top.


      Desiré explained while Jack got the paper and they all examined it carefully.


      “1755 is the year,” decided the judge, “and 6754 the number of the deed; but—Wait a minute; I have an idea.”


      Out into the garden he hurried, followed by the whole family. With the hole as a base, he measured and calculated, while the others watched silently.


      “I have it!” he exclaimed at last. “W means west of the house; 15 is the depth of the hole, and 12 the distance from the edge of the lot.”


      “The mystery is solved at last!” exulted Desiré.


      Several weeks later the ownership of the little cabin was formally handed over to the Wistmores, under the guardianship of Judge Herbine, and their little fortune duly deposited to their credit, ready for the fall when Jack was to go to college, and Desiré to high school.

    

  


  
    
      THE MYSTERY OF ARNOLD HALL, by Helen M. Persons [Part 1]


      CHAPTER I


      PAT’S CHANCE


      “Will you go, Patricia?” called Mrs. Randall from the living room, one cool evening late in August, as the doorbell rang imperatively. “I’m starting a fire in the grate.”


      From the dining room across the hall, where she had been putting away the last of the supper dishes, hurried a tall slender girl, whose short wavy yellow hair and big brown eyes were set off to perfection by a green jersey dress. Expecting to see one of the neighbors when the door was opened, she was startled into an involuntary gasp as a messenger thrust forward a special delivery letter, inquiring curtly—“Miss Patricia Randall?”


      “Y—es.”


      “Sign here.”


      Patricia signed his book, closed the door, and walked slowly into the living room staring down at the unexpected missive in her hand.


      “What is it, Pat?” inquired her mother, glancing up from the hearth rug where she knelt trying to coax a blaze from a bed of charcoal and paper.


      “A special delivery letter—for me.”


      “For you?” repeated Mrs. Randall in surprise. “From whom?”


      “I don’t know,” replied her daughter, frowning in a puzzled fashion.


      “Well, open it and find out. Don’t stand staring at it like that,” urged her mother briskly.


      Patricia sank into a low tapestry chair beside the fireplace and tore open the envelope. As she drew out the single sheet it contained, a slip dropped from it onto her lap. Still holding the folded letter she picked up the slip and exclaimed:


      “A cashier’s check for a thousand dollars!”


      “Pat!” cried Mrs. Randall, reaching for the yellow paper to read it for herself. “Look at the letter, quick, and see who sent it!”


      “It’s only a line. ‘For Patricia Randall to spend on a year at Granard College.’ Oh—why—Mums!”


      Patricia flung herself on her mother so suddenly that Mrs. Randall lost her balance, and the two fell in a heap on the rug.


      “Mary! Patricia!” ejaculated a horrified masculine voice from the doorway. “What in the world—”


      “Oh, Dad!” cried the girl, springing up and giving a helping hand to her mother. With scarcely more effort than that of her daughter Mrs. Randall regained her feet, and they stood facing Mr. Randall’s astonished gaze.


      “Just look at this!” Patricia thrust the magic papers into his hand. “Isn’t it marvelous?”


      Mr. Randall read the brief message, turned the check over and over as if to discover its sender by inspecting it from all sides, and then looked inquiringly at his wife and daughter.


      “Is this a joke of some kind?”


      “Joke!” retorted Patricia in disgust. “I should say not! A messenger just brought it, special delivery.”


      “Strange, very strange,” commented her father, shaking his head. “Do you know anything about it, Mary?” addressing his wife, with a suspicious look.


      “I most certainly do not. Do you?”


      “You ought to know that I don’t. Where would I get that much money? Didn’t we send Pat here to Brentwood College last year because we couldn’t afford to send her away?”


      “Keep your shirt on, Dad!” laughed Patricia. “Keep your shirt on, and say I may go.”


      “I—I don’t know what to say,” replied the puzzled man, sinking heavily into his favorite chair, and pulling his pipe out of his pocket.


      “Do you suppose,” began Patricia, perching on the arm of her father’s chair, “that Aunt Betsy could have gotten big-hearted and sent it?”


      “Pat!” cried her mother derisively. “Of course not. She has all she can do to keep Ted in college.”


      “Be rather nice for me, having Ted at Granard,” mused Patricia, recalling her cousin’s beguiling ways and good looks.


      “And having Aunt Betsy there to keep an eye on both of you,” added her mother.


      “Some eye! She’ll probably never know I’m there,” laughed Patricia. “Darling Ted takes up all of her time and attention.”


      “You two women,” remarked Mr. Randall peevishly, “seem to have this affair all settled.”


      “Well, you see, darling, we felt quite sure you would let me go,” laughed Patricia, ruffling up his hair. “You’re going to, aren’t you?” bending down to look pleadingly into his eyes. “You know I’ve longed to go out of town to college where I could live in a dorm. Not that I don’t like living at home, but—”


      “We understand,” interrupted her mother; “you need not be apologetic.”


      “I wish we knew who sent the money, though,” said Patricia, frowning earnestly. “It must be somebody who knows all about us, but I can’t think of a soul who could or would do it.”


      “I shall investigate, of course,” began her father, after some thought; “but if nothing can be found out about the donor of this wonderful gift, it seems to me that since the money has been sent to you for a special purpose, and sent in such a manner, the only course open to us is to use it as stipulated, and not make any further effort to discover its sender.”


      “Oh, but, Dad! It’s so tantalizing,” wailed his daughter.


      “I know; but, Patricia, when you have a secret, you don’t like to have anyone try to guess it, do you?”


      “N—o.”


      “This is the same thing. Just do your best to be worthy of such a generous gift and wait for its sender to reveal himself when he chooses.”


      “Your father is quite right, Pat,” agreed Mrs. Randall; “and I’d like to add one more suggestion: that you do not discuss the matter with anyone else but us. It’s romantic, and your inclination will be to let your new companions in on the secret, but I think you will be wise if you keep it to yourself; unless, of course, some unusual circumstance arises.”


      Patricia thought soberly for a few minutes, then said with a sigh, “I suppose you’re right, Mother.”


      “Do you think you’ll have any trouble transferring your credits and getting into the Sophomore class?” asked her father presently, after another long pause, while each was busy with his own thoughts.


      “I don’t think so. I’ll go to see the Dean the first thing tomorrow morning, and I’ll have to write for a room—”


      “And we’ll have to shop and sew,” added Mrs. Randall, almost as eagerly as her daughter.


      After Pat had gone to bed to lie awake anticipating all kinds of unknown adventures, Mr. and Mrs. Randall had a long serious talk over the dying fire.


      “Then you feel satisfied to let her go?” inquired Mrs. Randall anxiously as they finally rose to go upstairs.


      “I don’t see how we can do any different. And who knows what this opportunity may mean to Pat?”


      “If I could only be sure that everything was all right, and that no harm would come to the child,” sighed Mrs. Randall, running her fingers through her hair, a habit when troubled over anything.


      “Now, Mary, what harm could come to her? She’ll be living with lots of other students under the direct supervision of the house chaperon and the Dean; and Betsy is right near the college. But of course if you don’t want her to go—”


      “Oh, I do—at least I haven’t the heart to deprive her of the fulfillment of one of her dreams.”


      Mr. Randall locked the front door, put out the lights, and followed his wife up the long stairway. At the door of their room Mrs. Randall paused, grasped his arm and whispered cautiously, with an eye on Pat’s door, “I’m willing to give Pats her chance, but, just the same, John Randall, I wish she were going back to Brentwood. I have a presentiment that—”


      “Oh, you and your presentiments!” ejaculated Mr. Randall, pushing her gently but firmly ahead of him into their room. “Nonsense!”


      The weeks that followed were very exciting ones for Patricia. Her days were filled to the brim with shopping, sewing, making last calls on old friends, and finally, packing. So many evenings were taken up with farewell parties that Mr. Randall complained that he never saw his daughter any more; that, as far as her parents were concerned, she might as well have gone to college the night she received the money.


      “But, dear,” remonstrated his wife soothingly, “all her friends want to entertain for her, and she can’t very well refuse any of their invitations.”


      “Where is she tonight?” grumbled Mr. Randall.


      “Carolyn is giving a dinner dance at the Club. Poor Carolyn! She’s quite disturbed over having Pat go away. They have been such pals ever since they were little.”


      “Pat might ask Carolyn down for a week end some time this year. She and her mother have been more than good to our girl. Besides, I don’t want Pat to be so taken up with the new life and new friends that she will cast aside all her old ties.”


      “I don’t think she will, John. Of course just at first her whole mind will be on Granard, but after the novelty wears off—”


      “I’ve been thinking,” interrupted her husband, who evidently had his mind on something else, “that it would be nice for Pats to have a little car—”


      “John! How ‘galumptious’ as Pat says. Could we manage it?”


      “I think so. We’ll have the money we expected to spend on her year at Brentwood, and Everet Schuyler has a coach he’s very anxious to sell. If I can drive any kind of a bargain with him, I think I’ll do it. Of course don’t say anything to Pat. I thought we might drive down some week end, and surprise her with it; and then come back on the train.”


      “How did you ever happen to think of such a thing?” inquired Mrs. Randall, knitting very fast on the green sweater she was making for her daughter.


      “Oh, I haven’t been blind to the fact that more than half of the college girls here have some kind of a car, and I often wished I could get Pat one. Never been able to, before, but now I guess we can swing it. It will be a saving, too; for she can drive back and forth whenever she has a vacation, and save carfare. And maybe, once in a while, she could come home for a week end?” he added, hopefully.


      “Perhaps,” Mrs. Randall smiled and leaned forward to pat his arm.


      “Let’s go down to Schuyler’s now and look at the bus,” proposed Mr. Randall ten minutes later.


      “All right,” agreed his wife, laying aside her work and getting briskly out of her easy chair.


      If Patricia had not been so absorbed in her own affairs she would certainly have wondered the next day what ailed her parents; for there was such an air of suppressed excitement about them that vented itself in significant glances and knowing smiles. The thrill of buying her ticket, however, made Patricia oblivious to all else.


      “Why don’t you take a sleeper,” asked her mother, “and get a good rest on the way down? You’ve been up so late every night.”


      “Nothing doing!” retorted Patricia decidedly. “When I travel I want my eyes wide open so I won’t miss a single thing.”


      Her positive decision recurred to her three days later as she snuggled deep into her comfortable chair, with a sigh of satisfaction, a sigh which was unceremoniously cut short by a very big yawn. The farewells at the station had been exciting and gratifying, but yet something of a strain. Almost all of her crowd had assembled to see her off, bearing gifts of candy, fruit, books, and magazines; her mother had clung to her till the very last minute, and her father had fussed about time tables, porters, tips, and a dozen other things. It had seemed as if she were being torn into a dozen pieces trying to pay attention to everybody. Now the train was bearing her rapidly away from Dad and Mother and all the dear old friends toward a new life at Granard.


      “Perhaps I’d have been wiser to have followed Mother’s suggestion about the sleeper,” she thought, as she tried to stifle another great yawn. “Maybe if I take a little nap now, I’ll feel fresh for the rest of the day.”


      Turning her chair toward the window, and leaning back, her hands on the broad arms, she was almost immediately floating in a delicious sea of semi-unconsciousness which became deeper and deeper until she was completely lost to the world about her. After a while, however, a most persistent dream began to disturb her peaceful sleep, a dream about a soft grey kitten whose silky fur she kept stroking, stroking until her hand was tired; but yet she could not stop. After a time she began to realize that she was dreaming, and made a desperate effort to free herself from the world of sleep by closing her fingers sharply on the little animal’s neck and giving it a shove.


      Then with a sudden start at some movement close to her she sat bolt upright and opened her eyes just in time to see a pair of long legs, the ankles clad in grey silk socks, hastily removing themselves from the ledge beside her chair.


      “Good Heavens!” she thought, horror-stricken. “I do hope those weren’t the kitten!”


      CHAPTER II


      ANNE


      Swinging her chair sharply about to face the aisle, she met the amused gaze of a red-haired girl of about her own age.


      “Tell me,” begged Patricia impulsively, leaning forward, “was I—doing anything—unusual while I was asleep?”


      “I’ll say you were,” responded the girl, smiling broadly.


      “What?”


      “You—you were—stroking the ankles of that young man back of you as if your life depended on it,” choked the stranger.


      “No!” cried Patricia, in great distress.


      “Yes! Then suddenly you pinched the poor fellow, and I thought I’d just die!”


      At that moment the man in question rose and hurried down the aisle toward the smoker. With crimson face, Patricia watched the slight boyish figure, with its crown of smooth yellow hair, disappear before she again addressed her neighbor.


      “I’m embarrassed to death! What must he think of me? I can’t apologize for something I didn’t know I was doing; and if I try to explain, it will look as if we were trying to scrape up an acquaintance. What would you do?”


      “I’d just let it go, and try to forget it,” advised the other girl, raising up in her chair to lower the shade a little; for the sun was shining full upon her.


      “Do you suppose the rest of these people saw me?” persisted Patricia, glancing anxiously around the car.


      There were not many other passengers; an old lady, apparently absorbed in a weighty-looking volume; a couple of middle-aged men, with their heads close together, evidently discussing some important question; a young mother, absorbed in the baby in her arms; and a scared-looking, awkward girl, who gazed moodily out of the window, occasionally munching a chocolate from a box in her lap.


      “I don’t think so,” replied the red-haired girl, settling herself anew in her chair, and smoothing out the skirt of her dark green suit. “I probably shouldn’t have, if I hadn’t been watching you.”


      “Watching me?” repeated Patricia, opening her brown eyes very wide in surprise.


      “Yes; and wondering if by any chance you were going to Granard College.”


      “I am, but what in the world made you think so?”


      “Oh, you looked like a college girl, some way, and then being on this train, which, this time of year, is a favorite one for the Granard students. Don’t know where they all are today, though. Are you just entering?”


      “Yes, and no,” laughed Patricia. “I did my Freshman work at Brentwood; so I’m entering the Soph class here.”


      “Congratulations! Welcome to the class of 19—. I’m one of your classmates-to-be. Anne Ford, at your service.”


      “My name is Patricia Randall, and I’m very glad to get acquainted with some one before I get to Granard. I confess I have stage fright at the prospect of meeting so many strangers.”


      “Don’t let that bother you. The girls are easy to get on with, and you’ll soon feel as if you’d always been at Granard,” said Anne carelessly.


      Patricia realized, however, that it would not be quite so simple to break into a class whose cliques and customs had had a whole year’s start before she came on the scene.


      “How did you happen to choose Granard?” inquired Anne curiously. “Do you know anyone there?”


      “My cousin,” replied Patricia, breathing a prayer of thanks for the second question which enabled her to disregard the first. “Ted Carter; do you know him?”


      “Ted Carter! I should say I do!” exclaimed Anne, adding, quickly and somewhat possessively, “Ted’s my best boy friend.”


      “How nice!” commented Patricia so heartily that all the suspicions which had arisen in Anne’s mind as to possible claims on the fascinating Teddy were promptly allayed.


      “Come on over here,” suggested Anne, turning a vacant chair to face her; “and we’ll have a cozy chat.”


      Patricia gladly accepted the invitation, and as she settled herself with one foot tucked under her, a habit whenever she wished to be especially comfortable, Anne asked:


      “Do you know yet where you’re to room?”


      “Yes; Arnold Hall.”


      “You are?” exclaimed Anne, gazing at Patricia in astonishment. “You certainly must have some pull.”


      “Why?” inquired Patricia, in a puzzled tone.


      “Because Arnold Hall’s the best dorm at Granard, and there’s always a waiting list for it. You’re a lucky girl to be able to break right into it. My reservation was made while I was still in high school.”


      “Oh, then you live there? I’m so glad!” There was no mistaking the note of gratification in Patricia’s tone, nor the admiring gaze of her brown eyes which rested somewhat shyly upon her new acquaintance.


      Anne smiled in the manner of one who is so accustomed to being popular that it has long ceased to be exciting. There was something unusual about this new girl, evidently, or old Hattersley would never have let her get into Arnold Hall. It evidently wasn’t money; for though Patricia’s clothes were in good taste, they were not expensive. She had no friends there, except her cousin. Perhaps it was scholarship, or some powerful influence from Brentwood or high school.


      Patricia, meanwhile, was wondering what Anne would say if she were to tell her that when Dad had written for a room for Patricia, the registrar, somebody by the name of Hattersley, had promptly replied that one had already been reserved for her in Arnold Hall. They had speculated on the strange fact for days, and had been forced to leave the mystery unsolved, just as they had the arrival of the check.


      “Do you know Aunt Betsy?” inquired Patricia, presently.


      “Not personally,” replied Anne, smiling broadly; “but I’ve heard of her.”


      “I’ll warrant you have,” giggled Patricia. “She’s as good as gold, but most awfully funny. You never know what she’s going to say or do next. We say she has only three interests: Ted, and Ted, and Ted. They used to live near us in Brentwood, but when my cousin won a scholarship at Granard, she rented her house and took an apartment down here so she could give Ted all the comforts of home during his course. She meant well, of course; but I feel sort of sorry for Ted. I fancy he’d rather be a bit freer. One night during his Freshman year he stayed out to dinner and for the evening without telling her; so she ran all over the campus looking for him, quite sure that the terrible Sophs had imprisoned him somewhere.”


      “I have heard that story,” laughed Anne. “He was at the Zeta Omega House—that’s right next to Arnold Hall.”


      “When Aunt Betsy heard that I was coming down, she wrote Dad that she could take me in just as well as not, and that I’d be far more comfortable with her than in any dorm—”


      “But you preferred to be less comfortable,” interrupted Anne.


      “I certainly did. I’ve wanted to live in a dorm ever since I knew what college was. Tell me something about Granard so I won’t be quite so ignorant.”


      Anne began to talk animatedly of college affairs, and Patricia’s eyes got bigger and bigger and her cheeks redder and redder as she became more and more interested. Neither of the girls noticed that the blond youth had returned to his chair and was watching them intently.


      “My goodness!” exclaimed Anne, glancing out of the window a couple of hours later, as the train began to slow down. “I didn’t realize that we were nearly in. We change to the bus here at Plainville. Come on! They make only a two-minute stop here.”


      Grabbing their bags, the two girls hurried out of the train onto a long platform splashed with big drops of rain. At the end farthest from the train a bus was waiting for passengers; and just as they reached it, the rain, now driven by a brisk wind, began to fall in torrents. Laughing and breathless, they scrambled up the steps of the bus and sank into seats near the door.


      “Here comes a friend of yours,” remarked Anne, peering out of the doorway at other travelers, scurrying across the glistening platform.


      Thinking that perhaps Ted had come that far to meet her, Patricia leaned forward just as the young man with the light hair bounded up the steps and collided sharply with her outstretched head.


      “Oh, say—I’m awfully sorry,” he cried, flushing brilliantly. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”


      “Not in the least!” lied Patricia curtly, trying desperately to fight back tears. Ever since she could remember, any sudden blow or fall had made her cry, whether she was really badly hurt or not. It was a most embarrassing habit, now that she was grown up. As she elaborately straightened her little brown hat which was over one ear, and tried to recover her poise, the youth passed on to the other end of the bus.


      “Wonder when and where your next encounter will be,” observed Anne, as the driver closed the doors and started the big bus. “Three times—you know.”


      “Never, I hope,” replied Patricia emphatically, little dreaming what the future held in store for her. “Does this bus take us right to college?”


      “No, only to the foot of the hill about one-half mile from the campus. We’ll be there in an hour.”


      “Have you a room mate?” inquired Patricia, a few minutes later.


      “No, I have one of the three singles on the first floor. Where are you to be?”


      “I don’t know, but I hope that it will be near you, and that I’ll have a room mate.”


      “Why?” asked Anne, idly tracing designs on the steamed window beside her.


      “Because I’ve always wanted one. It’s a bit lonesome, being an only child.”


      “Sometimes you’d wish you were,” laughed Anne, “if your sister tried to boss you as mine frequently does. Joan and I are usually pretty good friends, but once in so often we have a flare-up.”


      “Oh, I hope I’ll be able to get along peaceably with a room mate, if I have one,” said Patricia earnestly. “Maybe I wouldn’t though. I guess I must be pretty well spoiled.”


      “Don’t look so worried!” ordered Anne. “And, by the way, don’t take to heart everything the girls may say. Living all together, as we do, we are pretty frank at times, but everybody takes it in good part.”


      When the bus stopped, it was still raining, and the two girls ran hastily across the muddy road to a small rustic shelter.


      “Well!” said Anne, shaking her wet umbrella. “Evidently none of the girls have come down to meet the bus. Don’t blame ’em much on such a ‘nausty’ day. So we’ll have to climb the hill by ourselves and take our own bags.”


      “Bags!” exclaimed Patricia, clutching Anne’s arm, as she opened her green umbrella preparatory to starting up the hill.


      “Yes, bags; what about them?”


      “I—I haven’t mine! I must have left it on the bus.”


      “Good night!” ejaculated Anne forcefully.


      “What shall I do?”


      “You can’t do a thing but wait and see if the driver finds it, and brings it back on his next trip. Is your name on it?”


      “Yes.”


      Anne closed her umbrella again, set her own bag in a corner, and loosened her jacket. “Might as well sit down, I suppose,” she commented, leading the way to a bench across the back of the shelter. “There won’t be another bus for an hour.”


      “Oh, but you needn’t stay,” offered Patricia heroically. “I can wait alone.”


      “Yes, if I’ll let you; but I won’t,” replied Anne, pushing back some little red curls which had escaped from under the brim of her smart green hat.


      “It’s mighty good of you,” said Patricia gratefully; for she had hated to think of staying here all alone for a full hour.


      “I never desert a friend in distress.”


      “‘A friend in need,’” quoted Patricia.


      “Speaking of friends,” interrupted Anne, “what became of the blond youth? I didn’t see him get off the bus; did you?”


      “No, but he might have just the same. I was too excited over my bag to think of anything else.”


      “He may have gone on to Mendon, but I doubt it. I’ve never seen him before, but he looked to me like a college fellow.”


      “Just as I did,” began Patricia.


      “You never looked like a college fellow in your life!” retorted Anne, laughing.


      “Well, I mean,” said Patricia, flushing.


      “I understand what you mean; but, just the same, I am curious to know what became of the boy.”


      The time passed more quickly than they thought it would, and both were surprised when a grey bus loomed up in the distance. As soon as it came to a stop, Patricia ran out in the rain to question the driver.


      “Did you find a bag?” she demanded eagerly.


      The fat, good-natured driver wrinkled up his forehead thoughtfully and then nodded.


      “It’s mine,” she declared, with relief. “Please give it to me.”


      “Sorry, Miss; but I can’t.”


      “Why not?” inquired Patricia, a bit impatiently.


      “Because it’s back at the station. I didn’t know whose it was, and we have to turn everything in. Then it has to be identified by its owner.”


      At this point Anne, who had been the center of a group of girls who had gotten off of the bus, left her friends and came to Patricia’s rescue.


      “Mike,” she said, smiling sweetly up at the big driver, “couldn’t you bring Miss Randall’s bag down on your next trip? We don’t want to go all the way back to town now.”


      CHAPTER III


      “HILL TOP”


      “I guess perhaps I can manage it, Miss Ford; since it’s you who asks it,” replied the man, smiling admiringly down at the pretty face upturned to his.


      “Thanks, a heap! We’ll be waiting right here for it. Now,” turning to Patricia and leading her over to the three girls she had just left, “I want you to meet some of my friends. They’re all Arnold Hall girls. This is Lucile Evans,” stopping in front of a slight, pale-faced girl whose red lips protruded in a pout, which, Patricia later learned, was perpetual. Without a change of expression, she bowed rather indifferently at Patricia.


      “I’m Jane Temple,” announced the second girl, advancing cordially as if to make up for Lucile’s rudeness.


      As Patricia took Jane’s hand and looked into a pair of honest grey eyes, and at the good-humored smiling lips, she felt that here was a girl to whom one could always tie in any emergency.


      “The last of this trio is Hazel Leland,” continued Anne; “our beauty.”


      “Now, Anne, don’t embarrass me,” protested the girl, smiling gayly at Patricia.


      She was a beauty; big, starry grey eyes; lovely, light brown hair which curled all over her head in little rings, like a baby’s; and a figure as slight and lithe as a boy’s.


      “The newcomer in our midst,” concluded Anne, putting her arm around Patricia, “is Patricia Randall, formerly of Brentwood, now a member of the illustrious Sophomore class of Granard; and, what’s more, an inmate of Arnold Hall.”


      “Good for you!” ejaculated Hazel, patting Patricia on the back, while the other two girls shot surprised, inquiring glances at Anne, who pretended not to see them.


      “Why don’t we go on up?” drawled Lucile, opening her mouth for the first time.


      “Going to wait for Patricia’s bag,” replied Anne quickly.


      “Oh,” was Lucile’s brief response; but some way there was an unpleasant note in it, which made Patricia flush uncomfortably.


      “There’s no need of my detaining you all,” she said. “I can wait by myself.”


      “Now, darling,” protested Anne, “we’d never be so unhospitable to a new member of our household as that. You needn’t wait if you prefer not to, Lu.”


      Without another word, Lucile picked up her bag and started haughtily up the steep hill.


      “What’s the matter with her?” asked Anne, watching the blue-coated figure ascending the slope as rapidly as possible.


      “Don’t know,” replied Jane. “She’s been out of sorts all day.”


      “Oh, she met some youth last night who was coming down here on the two o’clock bus today,” said Hazel quickly; “and when he didn’t, show up, Lu got peeved.”


      “She usually isn’t sufficiently interested in men to care whether or not one breaks a date,” said Jane.


      “My dear,” replied Hazel, “she probably wants something of him. Lu’s the limit,” she continued, turning to Patricia, “for getting just what she wants without lifting a finger. Everybody waits on her, and she sits back and accepts service like a queen.”


      “You mustn’t give Lu a bad reputation,” said Jane reprovingly. “She’s not a bad kid when you get to know her.”


      “No, not bad,” agreed Hazel, “but—as selfish as they’re made.”


      “Look!” cried Anne, pointing excitedly to the top of the hill.


      There against the green background stood the blue-coated object of their discussion, and a grey-clad masculine figure with yellow hair.


      “The boy friend at last!” exclaimed Hazel. “He must have been waiting for her at ‘Hill Top.’”


      “Well, I only hope that he treats her to something real sweet,” laughed Jane. “‘Hill Top,’” she added, addressing herself to Patricia who was gazing apprehensively at the couple, “is a little tea room up there.”


      The youth was the young man who was the object of her caresses on the train, and Patricia flushed hotly to think what a story he’d have to tell Lucile if he chose, and what fun they’d all make of her. She glanced at Anne, but that young lady displayed no signs of ever having seen the man before.


      “Let’s go up and have a soda, or something,” proposed Hazel, looking at her watch. “Plenty of time before Mike gets back. Our stuff will be all right in the corner over there.”


      Patricia opened her mouth to refuse, although she was hungry; but when the other girls hailed the suggestion with glee, she closed it again without voicing her objections, and followed them silently up the hill. Almost on the edge perched a small grey house with lavender shutters, and on its long, screened porch stood a grey, weather-beaten spinning wheel and a lavender table.


      “Let’s eat out here,” proposed Anne, leading the way to the end of the porch.


      Patricia could have hugged her; for she didn’t want to go in and meet her fellow traveler. He might even think she was following him up.


      “O. K.,” agreed Hazel, slipping into a chair. “You go in and get a waitress, Nanny. I’m starved.”


      “So am I,” replied Anne. “There was no diner on the train, and all Patricia and I had was some sweet chocolate.”


      “I’m not so hungry—” began Jane.


      “You are not hungry! Did I hear aright?” asked Hazel. “That girl can always eat,” she added, to Patricia.


      “Well, you see I got pretty well fed up at home during the summer, but just wait until I’ve been here a couple of weeks, and I’ll get back to my old habits.”


      “The meals at Horton Hall are the limit,” said Hazel, “as you’ll find to your sorrow, Patricia. We spend all our spare change, and some we can’t well spare, at the various tea rooms around College Hill.”


      “What shall we have?” asked Anne, returning at that moment, followed by a waitress, and sitting down opposite Hazel. “This is on me, to celebrate Patricia’s coming.”


      “Chicken patty, French pastry, and iced tea,” replied Hazel promptly.


      “Waffles, maple syrup, and ice cream,” said Jane.


      “How terrible! Think of your ‘figger,’ darling. You’ve put on about ten pounds this summer,” teased Hazel.


      “I’ll take shrimp salad, Danish pastry, and pineapple sherbet,” said Patricia, when Anne looked at her.


      “Chicken sandwiches, brownies, and ginger ale for me,” said Anne, completing the order. As the waitress disappeared, she leaned both elbows on the table and announced in low tones, “They’re not in the dining room, but Lu’s bag is in the hall.”


      “Perhaps they’re out in the coffee room,” suggested Hazel. “I’ll go and see.”


      “Don’t,” objected Jane quickly. “We don’t want them to think we’re spying on them.”


      “Even if we are,” laughed Anne. “Maybe they’ll come out while we’re still here; and, in the meantime, let’s eat.”


      Lunch took much longer than they had anticipated, and when Patricia, suddenly remembering her bag, glanced at her watch, she was surprised to find that the hands pointed at 3:30.


      “Girls!” she cried, pushing back her chair and getting up so quickly that Hazel jumped. “It’s half past three.”


      “Go on,” said Anne. “I’ll settle the bill and catch up to you.”


      The other three hurried down the hill, and when Anne caught up to them at the foot, Patricia was pointing in speechless dismay at a grey bus rounding the curve toward Mendon. “It’s gone!” she wailed.


      “Maybe Mike left your bag in the shelter,” suggested Jane comfortingly. “Let’s go and see.”


      A thorough search revealed no trace of the missing bag, either inside of the shelter or out; and Patricia bemoaned the carelessness which had, a second time that day, betrayed her.


      “Just wait until I see Mike!” stormed Anne. “He should have had sense enough to leave it, even if we were not right on the spot.”


      “Especially when ours are here,” agreed Hazel.


      “What we do with our own is entirely up to us,” said Jane slowly. “If Mike had orders to put the bag in its owner’s hands, he couldn’t very well do otherwise. Suppose we go on up and telephone the terminal to see what can be done about it.”


      “Good idea! All right with you, Pat?” asked Hazel. Then, as Patricia nodded, “Let’s get going!”


      “Don’t worry,” advised Anne. “You’ll get it some way; and if not tonight, we can manage between us all to fit you out. We’re used to that; aren’t we?”


      “I’ll say so,” replied Jane. “Why, Hazel, here, went to a dance last winter in a dress Mrs. Vincent lent her. That’s our chaperon; and as far as borrowing and lending go, she’s surely one of us.”


      Just as they reached the top of the hill again, Lucile sauntered down the tea-room steps alone.


      “Where’s the boy friend, Lu?” called Hazel.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” replied Lucile haughtily, as she joined them.


      “Don’t try to bluff,” ordered Hazel; “we all saw him meet you.”


      “That’s one on you,” scoffed Lucile. “He stopped to ask me the way to Arnold Hall.”


      “Arnold Hall!” chorused the others. “What in the name of fortune does he want there?”


      “Don’t you wish you knew?” jeered Lucile.


      “Is she putting something over on us? Where do you suppose he went?” whispered Hazel to Jane, but the latter only shrugged her shoulders.


      “Shall I telephone the terminal?” inquired Anne, when they came to the little building which served as post office for the college.


      “I wish you would,” replied Patricia gratefully; “you’ll know better what to say.”


      “I’m going on,” announced Lucile, as they paused to wait for Anne.


      “Go to it!” retorted Hazel. “Look, Pat, that red brick building on the corner is Horton Hall, the dorm for the music students. In the basement is the college dining room, where each dorm has a certain section. Over there, across the street, that grey building with all the steps is the auditorium, where the entertainments and meetings are held.”


      “What did they say, Anne?” interrupted Jane, as Anne rejoined them.


      “I talked to Mike himself. His sub was on the earlier bus, and he was afraid to leave the bag, since there was no one to take it. Mike will bring it out on his next run. I told him to give it to anybody who was coming up to the college; then we won’t have to go down for it. There’ll be heaps of students on the last bus, and Mike knows most of them. All right, Pat?” as the girl looked a bit doubtful.


      “Surely,” she replied; but way down deep in her heart she felt that she would be much happier when her property was once more safe in her own hands. “But it serves me right for being so careless,” she thought, with characteristic honesty.


      “Come on,” urged Hazel. “I’m crazy to get to the Hall.”


      Much to Patricia’s surprise they turned away from the college buildings and down a side street. “Where are we going?” she finally asked.


      “To Arnold Hall, of course,” replied Jane. “Oh, I forgot that you didn’t know where it was. You see, all the dorms, frat and sorority houses are on streets fairly near the college, but not right on the campus.”


      “I should think you’d all be dead, climbing these hills,” commented Patricia, as they started up Wentworth Street.


      “The whole town is built on hills, and the college is on the highest one; but you’ll get used to them.”


      When they went up a brick walk leading to a big three-story house near the end of the street, Patricia felt a queer thrill of excitement and apprehension as she gazed up at the house which was to be her home for a whole year. What joys and sorrows would come to her there? Could she make good? Would her unknown benefactor reveal his or her identity before the year was out? Would she be coming back here this time next fall? Even now, the very idea of Anne and Jane returning next September without her brought a queer lump into her throat.


      “I’m just nervous,” she reflected. “I must not think of the future at all.”


      Determinedly she shook off her apprehensions, and followed the other girls into the house.


      CHAPTER IV


      THE ALLEY GANG


      As Anne opened the door and started down a long hall, from which rooms opened on either side, a short, dark little girl, whose round brown face instantly reminded one of a pleasant hazel nut, appeared from a room at the very end of the corridor.


      “Anne, darling!” she shrieked, dashing along the passage and throwing herself upon Anne so violently that Anne staggered and fell back against Jane, who had to grasp one of the pillars quickly to save herself from falling.


      “Don’t be so rough, Fran!” gasped Anne, but as she spoke, Frances transferred her embraces to the other two girls in turn, while Patricia stood beside the door watching, until Anne led her forward and began introductions.


      “This roughneck is Frances Quinne, who lives at the end of the alley. You see, this corridor is so long and narrow we call it ‘The Alley’ and the eleven girls who live here are known as The Alley Gang. Kath come yet?” she inquired, as Frances shook hands with Patricia.


      “Yes, she’s upstairs. You might tell me your friend’s name; that’s only common politeness.”


      “Your welcome literally knocked me out,” laughed Anne. “She’s Patricia Randall, and is going to be in our class, and live here.”


      “Here?” demanded Frances in surprise.


      “Yes; and, what’s more, right in the alley!” cried Jane, triumphantly holding up a card which she had picked out of a pile on the hall table. While the others were talking, Jane had been busily rummaging among the cards of room assignments.


      “Let’s see,” said Anne, taking the bit of pasteboard from Jane. “No. 5. Right, next to me!”


      “And across from us,” added Jane. “Has Ruth come yet?”


      A slight little girl with big shy black eyes and a boyish bob ran down the stairs and approached the group.


      “What do you mean by being up there when I come?” demanded Jane, shaking her room mate affectionately.


      The girl’s pale face flushed slightly as she replied in a soft little voice: “I went up to see if Clarice had all of her things out of No. 14.”


      “No excuse at all,” declared Jane. “This is my room mate, Ruth Maynard; Patricia Randall, a new member of our Gang.”


      “What about Clarice, Ruthie?” asked Anne curiously, after Ruth had silently shaken hands with Patricia.


      “She’s moving down here to No. 4,” replied Ruth quietly.


      “Good night!” ejaculated Hazel, sitting down violently upon one of the trunks which lined the hall.


      “Oh, boy! Oh, boy!” exclaimed Jane dramatically.


      “Down here!” repeated Anne. “How come? Don’t know whether or not I fancy her for an opposite neighbor.”


      “Nobody knows why she’s been moved,” contributed Frances excitedly. “She went to her old room as a matter of course when she came this morning, and then we found her card had No. 4 on it.”


      “I think that’s just fierce!” cried Hazel. “She’s so noisy and notorious—”


      “Now, Hazel,” protested Jane, “there’s nothing really bad about Clarice. She got herself talked about last year, it is true, but—”


      “Maybe the Powers-that-Be think we’ll reform her,” suggested a gentle voice behind the group.


      Everybody turned to face a fair, plump girl with braids of honey-colored hair wound around her shapely head, despite the prevailing fashion of short locks.


      “Mary Taylor!” cried Hazel, joyfully kissing her room mate.


      “Hail, Hail, The Gang’s All Here!” chanted a brisk voice, as its owner, a tall, finely developed girl with red cheeks and brown skin, which bespoke a love for out-of-doors life, jumped from the third last step to the hall below and encircled with her long arms as many of the girls as she could.


      “Katharine, you hoyden!” exclaimed Anne. “Let me present Patricia Randall.”


      “This noisy creature is my room mate,” added Hazel, as Katharine gave Patricia a regular man’s grasp of the hand.


      “One of the Gang is missing,” commented Anne. “Where’s Betty?”


      “‘Boy Friend’ is bringing her down by auto after dinner,” said Katharine.


      “She must be going to be Patricia’s room mate,” offered Anne.


      “She is,” announced Jane. “I saw her card.”


      “What room did she have last year?” whispered Patricia to Anne.


      “No. 4; but she felt quite abused at not having a room mate, so I imagine she’ll be delighted to move in with you. Here comes Dolly,” she added in an undertone, as the front door opened and a medium sized woman of about twenty-eight entered, followed by a short rather heavy girl whose restless black eyes missed no detail of the group before her.


      “Well, girls,” said Mrs. Vincent, smiling patronizingly upon them, “how are you all? Glad to get back?” Without waiting for a reply, she went on: “You’ll find some changes here this fall. Clarice,” laying her hand on the girl’s arm, “is to be down here with us in No. 4. We also have a new member of our household, Miss Patricia Randall,” crossing the hall to shake hands with Patricia. “I do hope you’ll like us all, and be happy here.” Then she continued, without stopping for Patricia’s reply, “We’re to have a new maid—”


      “Oh, where is Lizzie?” asked Jane.


      “She got married this summer,” replied Mrs. Vincent; “and, my dears, you should have seen the beautiful presents she received! Our new maid’s name is Rhoda Hurd, and the Dean says she comes highly recommended. She’ll be here some time tonight. You had better all unpack now, and get ready for dinner. Arnold Hall girls will take the southwest end of the dining room, as usual. Come, Miss Randall, I’ll show you your room. Of course it looks rather bare now,” she added, when they stood on the threshold, “but you’ll soon change all that. My room is No. 1, right back of the reception room. If you want anything, don’t hesitate to come to me.”


      When Patricia found herself alone, her glance traveled from the day beds on either side of the room to the two dressers flanking the doorway and to the writing tables in the big bay window. In spite of its bare floor and curtainless windows, the room had distinct possibilities; for the furniture was Early American, and the woodwork was good.


      “Why,” she demanded of Anne, who came in at that moment, “do they have that heavy barred wire outside of the windows? It reminds me of a prison, or makes me feel as if I were in a cage.”


      “It is, a sort of a prison,” laughed Anne. “You see, some of the girls like to stay out later than 10:30, and if it were possible to climb in the windows, nobody knows what time they would come in. The Black Book wouldn’t be of any use then.”


      Patricia looked puzzled. “The ‘Black Book?’” she repeated.


      “Yes; beside the telephone booth in the front hall, near Dolly’s room, is a table upon which rests a big, black blank book. Whenever you go out or come in after dinner, you must register in it your name and the hour. The girls take turns looking after it, and at bed time, Dolly inspects it before she makes the round of the rooms. And, by the way, whenever the outside door at the back of the hall is opened, it rings a bell in Dolly’s room, right under the bed. So you see how good your chances are of staying out nights.”


      “Tell me something about Clarice,” begged Patricia, sitting down on one of the beds. “Why do all the girls dislike her so very much?”


      “They don’t really dislike her,” replied Anne, plumping down beside Patricia. “She’s lots of fun, and generous to a fault; but she has such a loud laugh, and doesn’t care what she does or says. A good time appeals to her a whole lot more than does study, and last year she played around too much with a boy upon whom the authorities frowned. The girls on this floor have always been so congenial, and have had no demerits for conduct; so naturally they rather resent the introduction of Clarice. I think, though, that there is really a lot of good in the girl, if one could only develop it. Let’s go down the hall and see if Kath has a dress you could wear to dinner. Mine would be too large for you.”


      Just as they stepped out into the hall, the doorbell rang.


      “I’ll bet that’s Dolly’s boy friend,” whispered Anne, pausing to peer around one of the pillars, and catching sight of the top of a man’s hat showing in the door pane. “Wait a minute, I want you to get a look at him. He’s a special student here, and years younger than Doll.”


      The door leading to the cellar opened suddenly, and a black-gowned maid appeared and hurried down the hall to answer the bell.


      “Apparently Rhoda has arrived. Isn’t she pretty?” breathed Anne softly.


      When the door was opened, a low-toned conversation ensued, of which the eavesdroppers could hear nothing. Then Rhoda admitted the blond youth, who stood waiting while the maid came down the hall toward the two girls.


      “Some one to see Miss Randall,” she announced.


      Patricia clutched Anne’s arm in a frenzy. “You’ve got to come with me,” she whispered.


      “Are you expecting a bag?” inquired the boy gravely, fixing his great grey eyes upon Patricia when she reached the door.


      “Yes,” she faltered; “I left it on the bus.”


      “The driver was going to bring it down on the six,” volunteered Anne irrelevantly.


      “He did,” said the youth, “and asked me to deliver it. I have it in the vestibule.” Opening the door, he secured the bag and handed it to Patricia.


      “I am very grateful to you,” said Patricia a bit stiffly. “It was good of you to bring it.”


      “No trouble at all. I was down at the shelter waiting for some one—” he broke off suddenly, as if fearing he had said too much, and bowed himself solemnly out.


      “Well!” exclaimed Anne. “Of all things! You seem fated to get mixed up with that young man.”


      “Don’t I? I suppose Mike remembered that he was on the bus with us, and just naturally gave the bag to him on that account.”


      “Probably. Anyhow, now you won’t have to borrow a dress. You’d better hurry, though; it’s after six, and we dine—mark, I said dine—at six-thirty.”


      Dinner was quite an experience for Patricia, who had never before seen a college dining room. The big low room was bare and unattractive in itself, but the long tables, each surrounded by twenty girls in pretty dinner gowns, the bright lights, and the orange-clad waitresses made up for lack of decorations elsewhere.


      “My ears will grow at least a yard long here,” she observed to Anne, who sat next to her.


      “What on earth do you mean?” inquired that young lady, reaching for the olives.


      “Why, there are so many interesting conversations going on all around me, that I want to hear them all.”


      Anne laughed. “This is nothing; just wait until classes are in full swing. Then child psychology, music theory, library cataloguing, art appreciation, domestic science, and half a dozen other subjects are all being discussed simultaneously.”


      That evening most of the girls had unpacking and settling to finish, but a few members of the Alley Gang gathered in Anne’s attractive room to visit. Betty Grant had just arrived, and she and Patricia had approved of each other at the first glance.


      “Tell me, Betty,” Anne was saying, “is the Boy Friend coming down week ends, as he did last year?”


      “No; this year, I’m going to work—hard.”


      Everybody laughed.


      “Well, I am. I told Ed he could come only twice during this term—”


      “And a few times in between,” finished Hazel.


      “By the way,” began Betty, in a different tone. “I saw the queerest thing, just as Ed and I drove up. There was a fellow standing in front of the laundry window, right under your room, Hazel, evidently talking to some one inside.”


      “Come now, Betty,” protested Katharine, “you’re making that up to change the subject.”


      “Honest to goodness, I’m not! I saw him plain as daylight. I didn’t say anything to Ed, because he would have wanted to investigate, and I’ve no fancy for having him get into an argument with strange men. He might have had a gun, for all I know.”


      “Heavens, Betty! We’ll all be afraid to go to sleep tonight,” shuddered Mary. “Hazel, you’ll have to push your bed up close to mine so you can protect me.”


      “What did the man look like?” asked Jane.


      “I couldn’t see his face, but he was slight, of medium height and wore a grey suit and hat.”


      “The blond youth!” whispered Anne to Patricia.


      “But what would he be doing prowling around here?” asked Patricia, frowning.


      “Search me! Oh, hello, Lu, where have you been all the evening?”


      “In the laundry part of the time. I came on here right from a house party, and my clothes are in a fine state.”


      Jane, Anne, Hazel, and Patricia glanced significantly at one another.


      “Sure you were pressing, Lu?” asked Hazel mischievously.


      Before Lucile had a chance to reply, Betty leaned forward and inquired, “Did you see the man, Lu?”


      “What man?”


      “The man who was looking in the laundry window.”


      Lucile laughed, a bit loudly for her. “Nobody around the place while I was there,” she replied, with marked carelessness, “only Rhoda.”


      “What was she doing?” asked Anne.


      “Pressing her uniforms.”


      A discussion of the new maid and her predecessor followed, and the subject of the mysterious man was dropped.


      CHAPTER V


      MOSS


      One morning a couple of weeks later, Patricia was wakened suddenly by a marshmallow landing on her nose and scattering its fine, powdered sugar all over her face. Sitting up quickly, she saw through her open door Ruth and Jane in their room across the hall, sitting on their beds, doubled up with laughter.


      “You fiends!” she cried softly. “Just you wait!”


      “What’s the matter?” inquired Betty sleepily, from the other bed, without even opening her eyes.


      “Those Goths across the hall threw a marshmallow in my face!” replied Patricia, seizing the unfortunate bit of confectionery and returning it with such good aim that it struck Jane’s hand and bounded off onto the rug, where it deposited the rest of its sugar.


      “Get up, Lazy Bones!” ordered Jane. “We’ve got to go out for moss before breakfast.”


      “I forgot all about it,” groaned Patricia. “I wish that botany class was in Hades.”


      “I wish you’d all shut up,” complained Betty. “I want to sleep; and, thank Heaven, I don’t take botany.”


      Patricia was soon ready, and the three girls stole softly down the hall and tried the front door.


      “Who’s that?” called Mrs. Vincent, who slept, not only with her door open, but also, so the girls said, with her eyes and ears wide as well.


      “Patricia, Ruth, and Jane going out for moss for botany class,” answered Jane. “We’ll be back before breakfast time.”


      “Don’t go far away.”


      “Does she think we can find moss on the fire escape?” demanded Jane scornfully.


      “Just where are we going?” asked Patricia.


      “I think we’ll cut through the back yard here into Foth Road and head out toward the country.”


      They went around the side of the dormitory, and, to their surprise, saw Rhoda coming toward them across the back yard.


      “Aren’t you up pretty early, Rhoda?” asked Jane casually, as the girl flushed and looked embarrassed.


      “Not so very,” was the low reply. “I often run out here for a breath of fresh air before starting my work.”


      “How fussed she acted,” commented Ruth, “just as if she’d been caught doing something she didn’t want anybody to know about.”


      “Yes, I noticed that too,” said Patricia, carefully following her companions down the treacherous, broken stone ledges into the yard behind Arnold Hall.


      “Why, Ruth,” cried Jane, “‘Big House’ is occupied! I didn’t know that; did you?” The girl regarded in surprise the three-story brick house across a narrow stretch of green lawn.


      “No, I didn’t”—adding softly, “Come on; somebody is watching us from that bay window on the second floor.”


      “How do you know?” demanded Jane, hurrying after her room mate.


      “I saw a woman’s hand pull the curtain aside a little while we were waiting for Pat to come down the steps.”


      “It’s a shame to spoil our short cut to Foth Road; for I suppose we can’t go through there any more. That house was empty all last year,” explained Jane, turning to Patricia, “which made it rather nice for us because, besides using the yard as a thoroughfare, we sometimes had little parties there or met our boy friends when we didn’t want to go out the front way with them. Oh, I assure you it was useful in lots of ways.”


      They were out on the road by then, and walking briskly toward the country.


      “We’ll never find any moss if we keep to the road,” objected Ruth, after they had walked a mile in vain. “I should think we’d have to go into the woods, see, over there.”


      “Not I!” replied Jane. “I’m too afraid of snakes.”


      Patricia laughed. “There aren’t any snakes in a pine woods. They’re mostly where there are lots of rocks.”


      “Well, anyway we’ll go a little farther and then I, for one, take to the woods,” decided Ruth. “We’ve got to find some moss soon, and go home; and I won’t face Yates again with no specimens.”


      “Isn’t he the old pill, though?” said Jane to Patricia. “Did you ever see anybody so cold and stone-like? Even when he says unpleasant things—and, oh, boy! can’t he be disagreeable when he likes!—his face never changes from that set, gloomy expression.”


      “He certainly is most peculiar,” agreed Patricia, “and I don’t like him even any! For that matter, no love at all is lost between us; something in the way he looks at me tells me that.”


      “Ah, here we are!” exclaimed Jane, pointing to an old shed a few feet from the road. On its roof, near the ridge pole, was a luxuriant growth of bright green moss.


      “How can we get at it?” asked Ruth, as they scrambled across a wire fence and crossed a stretch of rough, coarse grass. “I’m no good at climbing.”


      “Nor I,” said Ruth. “How about you, Pat?”


      “I think I could get up far enough to reach it, if you girls will boost a bit,” replied Patricia.


      “It’s O. K. with us, but for Heaven’s sake be as quiet as possible. We don’t want the dog set on us.”


      “Oh, nobody’s around so early as this; there’s no window on this side of the shed, and the door is on the other. The farm house is back of that clump of trees.”


      “Easy telling you don’t know anything about the country,” said Jane scornfully; “these farmers get up early.”


      Stepping up on a log, which happened to lie conveniently close to the building, Patricia, with the aid of the girls, got a firm grip on the edge of the roof and drew herself up to a point where she could lie flat on its weather-worn boards and stretch her long arms up toward the coveted plants. With much effort, she succeeded in reaching the moss and in tearing up two big handfuls. Resting on her elbows for a moment to ease the strain on her arms, she was horrified to feel the boards underneath them begin to sag; and, with a dull splintering of ancient wood, her hands and lower arms disappeared into a yawning cavity. Simultaneously, the moss dropped from her fingers into the depths below.


      A snort, a gasp, and a forceful exclamation from within the shed mingled with Patricia’s startled cry of “Girls, I’m falling in.”


      “What shall we do? What shall we do?” demanded Ruth excitedly as Patricia, speechless with horror, gazed down through the hole over which she hung, and met the cold, grey eyes of Professor Yates! His immaculate shoulders and smooth black hair were covered with bits of moss.


      “Pull me down, quick!” cried the horrified Patricia, finally recovering the power of speech.


      “It will spoil your dress,” warned Jane.


      “I don’t care! Get me down, for Pete’s sake!” retorted Patricia wildly.


      With their united efforts, the two girls succeeded in dragging Patricia safely to the ground, minus the moss, and with several long scratches on her arms.


      “Where’s the moss?” demanded Ruth in surprise.


      “All over Professor Yates!” gasped Patricia, hysterically.


      “What?” cried Ruth, while Jane looked as if she feared Patricia had lost her mind.


      “He’s in that shed!”


      “You’re crazy!” retorted Jane, feeling her pulse.


      “Honest to goodness! Cross my heart!”


      At that moment, the object of their discussion strolled around the corner of the shed. He had brushed himself off, and now looked as calm and neat as if he were in his classroom. His gaze traveled coldly from one to another, then, looking directly at Patricia, he drawled: “To what am I indebted for this most unconventional call?”


      “To your demand for specimens of moss today ‘without fail,’” quoted Jane glibly.


      “A most novel situation, stealing it from my own roof, and ruining the roof in the bargain.”


      “We had no idea it was your roof,” retorted Patricia hotly, “and I had no intention of breaking through it. It was anything but a pleasant experience, I assure you.”


      “Of course we expect to assume any expense involved,” put in Jane soothingly, as they turned to go.


      Professor Yates made no reply, but stood watching them scramble over the fence and start down the road toward college.


      “Wasn’t that just terrible?” gasped Patricia “I’m certainly done for with him now. Next time I do any climbing for specimens, you’ll know it.”


      “Whatever do you suppose he was doing out there?” demanded Ruth.


      “You heard him say it was his roof, didn’t you?” retorted Jane. “Clarice said once that he had an old place where he raises all kinds of truck for the lab, but I didn’t pay much attention to her. She talks so much that half the time I don’t listen very attentively; and I haven’t given it a thought since.”


      “Just wait until the girls hear about it!”


      “We’re going to have a spread tonight; did you know it?” asked Jane. “Doll’s going out with one of her boy friends.”


      “The dark youth who’s a ‘special’ in some year or other?” asked Patricia.


      “Yes.”


      “She’ll have to keep better tabs on him,” commented Ruth; “he’s a born flirt. I was at the Black Book the other night when he came in, and he tried to make a date with me.”


      “Did he succeed?” asked Jane mischievously.


      “He did not! I can’t bear him.”


      “Do you realize, girls,” inquired Ruth, “that we are still moss-less?”


      “Yes, and we’ll continue to be, so far as I am concerned,” retorted Patricia.


      “Oh, somebody in the lab will be sure to have some,” said Jane easily, “and we’ll just borrow a little of it. I don’t feel equal to hunting any longer.”


      The spread was about to get under way at eight-thirty that evening. Mrs. Vincent and her youthful escort, Ivan Zahn, had departed for a concert which the college was giving to entertain the Freshman Class. Rhoda was looking after the Black Book and the telephone; so the girls were quite free to enjoy themselves, without responsibility. The new maid had quickly become as much of a favorite as her predecessor; for she was accommodating and good-tempered, and the inhabitants of Arnold Hall, especially those on the first floor, treated her almost as one of themselves.


      “Did anybody telephone the Varsity Coffee Shoppe for the eats?” demanded Hazel, coming out into the hall in a suit of bright red lounging pajamas.


      “Yes,” answered Jane from her room, where she was putting frantic last minute lines on a poster which was due the next morning.


      “Who took the order?” asked Frances, rushing in to borrow some thread to run up a rip in her coolie coat.


      “Al, and he said he’d send them right down,” contributed Ruth from her bed, where she lay on her back trying to fix an important bit of psychology in her mind.


      “Oh, cut the study!” ordered Anne, entering with Lucile, Betty, and Patricia.


      “Got to get this tonight,” cried Ruth, hanging onto the book which Anne tried to take out of her hands.


      “No, you haven’t; get up early in the morning and do it. Then it will be all the fresher in your mind.”


      “Yes, you like early rising,” laughed Betty.


      Anne continued to pull, and finally got Ruth off the bed. Katharine, who came in at that moment, attracted by the noise, slipped past Ruth and Anne, flopped into the recently vacated bed, and pulled up the covers.


      “Of all things!” exclaimed Ruth indignantly, jerking away from Anne. “Get out of my bed!”


      Katharine extended a long, strong arm and pulled Betty in beside her, while Frances piled in on the other side.


      “Safety in numbers,” laughed Katharine impishly. “Get us out if you can!”


      “I’ll help you, Ruth!” shouted Clarice, dashing in with a glass of water which she sprinkled freely on the three girls in the bed. With a cry of protest they sprang up and chased Clarice the length of the hall where she barricaded herself with a heavy chair in the corner beside the telephone booth. At the other end of the hall, on a couple of well-stuffed white laundry bags which were ready for the collector in the morning, perched Hazel, swinging her red-clad legs and singing: “I want a drink! Kathy wants a drink! Francy wants a drink!”


      “Here’s Al, girls!” called Clarice from her vantage point, where she could see out onto the street.


      The feud was forgotten, as they all trooped forward to relieve Rhoda of the basket which the boy had brought. Sitting down on the runner which extended the length of the hall, the girls quickly disposed of orangeade, sandwiches, cakes, and ice cream, not forgetting to give Rhoda a share. A songfest followed, and a general romp the length of the alley was in full swing when the front door opened suddenly and Mrs. Vincent walked in, alone.


      “Girls!” she cried sharply. “Stop that noise at once! You sound like a lot of hyenas! I could hear you up to the corner!”


      “What brought her home so early?” muttered Betty to Patricia.


      “Must have had a scrap with Ivan,” whispered Anne. “She’s so cross.”


      Just then the telephone rang, and Mrs. Vincent paused to gaze hopefully at Rhoda who answered it.


      “Yes,” said Rhoda, in a low tone. “Yes, I’ll call her.”


      With an oddly excited expression on her usually calm face, Rhoda turned to Mrs. Vincent, saying, “Someone wants to speak with you.”


      CHAPTER VI


      A MEDDLER


      “Yes, this is Mrs. Vincent talking. What? I’m very sorry. The girls were having a little party, and didn’t realize, I’m afraid, how much noise they were making. What did you say, please? Oh, we—ll, I’ll see what they think about it. Of course, you realize that they are not children to be ordered about.”


      “She didn’t think so a minute ago,” giggled Anne under her breath to Patricia.


      “All right. Goodbye.”


      Mrs. Vincent hung up the receiver and turned to face the girls.


      “We’re in a nice fix now!” she snapped. “Mrs. Brock, who lives back of us, has been greatly disturbed by the noise you have been making all the evening, and feels that an apology is due her—”


      “What utter nonsense!” cried Anne.


      “She must be cuckoo!” exclaimed Clarice hotly.


      The rest of the girls stood looking at one another in astonishment, while Rhoda turned her back quickly and bent her head low over the open Black Book.


      “Well, what are you going to do about it?” continued Mrs. Vincent.


      “Just nothing at all,” replied Jane; “her demand is absurd.”


      “Of course it is unreasonable; but the trouble is,” pursued Mrs. Vincent, flushing, “she says unless a couple of you go over and present an apology for the crowd, she will lodge a complaint at the office.”


      “Now I know she is crazy,” snapped Lucile.


      “Naturally,” went on Mrs. Vincent, “a question of my incompetence, or of my inability to manage you properly, will arise if such a complaint is lodged. Of course, you must do as you wish. I’m simply laying the whole matter frankly before you.”


      Mrs. Vincent turned abruptly and disappeared into her own room.


      “This is a pretty mess!” scolded Katharine.


      “It’s mostly your fault!” cried Hazel, looking angrily at Clarice.


      “How is it, I’d like to know!” demanded the girl, flushing a dull red, but gazing defiantly at her accuser.


      “You did most of the yelling and rough-housing,” retorted Frances promptly.


      “I didn’t pile into Ruth’s bed; I didn’t sit beside the back door, singing; I—”


      “No,” interrupted Jane soothingly, “I think we all did our share; but—”


      “What’s the use of trying to place the blame now?” asked Patricia suddenly. “The question is how to fix things up.”


      “We can’t let Dolly down, I suppose,” said Mary slowly. “She is incompetent, and awfully silly at times; but, after all, she is our chaperon and we owe loyalty to her. She might lose her position as the result of the complaint, and we’d hate to be party to taking a job from anyone.”


      “Since you all feel that I’m mostly to blame,” broke in Clarice, “I’ll go over to Big House and apologize.”


      Almost before she had time to think, Patricia heard herself saying: “And I’ll go with you.”


      “You’re a couple of good sports!” cried Jane heartily.


      “Is it too late to go now?” asked Patricia, looking at the clock.


      “Nearly ten. Better ask Dolly,” advised Anne.


      Patricia went to the chaperon’s door, knocked, and when Mrs. Vincent opened it, stated quietly: “Clarice and I are going over to apologize to Mrs. Brock. Shall we go now, or wait until morning?”


      “It really doesn’t matter, I suppose; whichever time you prefer,” replied Mrs. Vincent slowly, looking past Patricia to Clarice, who stood leaning against the Black Book table. The girl’s black eyes met hers, and a long, meaning look passed between them.


      “We’ll go now, then, and get it over with,” decided Patricia. “Come on, Clarice.”


      The two went out of the front door and the rest of the girls gathered in Jane’s room to await results.


      “What a day!” sighed Ruth. “I’ll never get up so early again. It brings bad luck. What with the moss adventure this morning, and now this.”


      “How did Professor Yates act in class?” asked Hazel, as the rest smiled over the story of the moss, which they had heard earlier in the day.


      “Just as usual, except perhaps a little more sarcastic,” began Jane.


      “And more generous with puzzling questions, especially to Pats,” broke in Anne.


      “Funny they can’t get along together,” mused Mary. “Pat is such a peach of a girl.”


      “There’s no rhyme or reason in anything Yates does,” declared Hazel bluntly.


      “Pat is a peach,” agreed Anne fervently, “and I think we’re mighty lucky to get her in our Gang.”


      “So say we all of us!” chanted Frances softly.


      “It seems awfully queer to me, though,” put in Lucile, “for a girl to leave a college voluntarily after a year there, and come away up here where she knows no one, to finish her course.”


      “Her aunt and cousin are here,” spoke up Anne, loyally.


      “Don’t see them making much fuss over her!” retorted Lucile. “Ted’s been here only two or three times to see her.”


      “Ted is a very busy boy.” Anne spoke up promptly. “He’s in Forestry, and that takes him out a lot this year.”


      “Come to think of it,” commented Ruth, “I haven’t seen him much at the Frat House.”


      “You should know what goes on there,” laughed Katharine, teasingly. “Such luck as you and Jane have—a room right next to—”


      “Clarice’s room is even better—or worse,” said Jane; “for hers is opposite the men’s living room.”


      “Why worse?” demanded Frances.


      “I’ll change rooms with you some night, and let you listen to their blamed radio until the wee small hours, and then again early in the morning, before anybody is up.”


      “Speaking of Clarice,” broke in Lucile, “I think there’s something between her and Dolly.”


      “What do you mean?” asked Betty quickly.


      “Some secret, or understanding, or favoritism, or something,” replied Lucile. “Did none of you see the look they exchanged when Pats told Dolly they’d go?”


      “I did,” answered Anne thoughtfully; “it all but talked.”


      “There’s some reason why Clarice was moved down here this year, and I’ll bet Dolly was at the root of it,” declared Lucile, emphasizing her words by pounding on the foot of the bed beside which she sat.


      “By the way, Lu,” broke in Hazel shyly, “how’s your blond friend? Seen him lately?”


      “My blond friend is good!” jeered Lucile.


      “Who is he? Who is he?” demanded Mary and Betty in unison. “Why haven’t we ever seen him?”


      “My darlings,” said Lucile mockingly, “just because on the day we came back, a good-looking, yellow-haired youth stopped me at the top of the hill to ask where Arnold Hall was, these silly girls imagined I had a date with him.”


      “Why should a fellow want Arnold Hall?” demanded Katharine in surprised tones.


      “Maybe he has a sweetie here,” proposed Hazel mischievously, looking at Lucile.


      “That’s an idea,” replied Lucile, flatly ignoring Hazel’s insinuations; “maybe it’s—Patricia!”


      “Oh, no,” contradicted Anne; “she never saw him before the day we came down.” Too late she realized what she had admitted.


      “Came down! Oh, then he was on your train. Ah, ha! Now we’re getting at something!” exulted Lucile.


      Poor Anne’s fair complexion changed to a bright pink, as she struggled to make her words sound casual.


      “He sat across from us, and we happened to notice him because he was so good-looking. We haven’t seen him for a long time.”


      “I have,” spoke up Jane; “and you’d never guess where.”


      “Then tell us,” said Frances.


      “Last night, I was coming from the library, and because it was rather late, I took a chance on cutting through the yard back of here. As I got to the step up into this yard, I heard the sound of a typewriter in Big House. It surprised me; for I understand Mrs. Brock is quite elderly. I glanced carelessly up at the lighted windows, and there in a second floor room facing this way, sat our unknown blond friend.”


      “Maybe he’s her son,” proposed Katharine.


      “Son, nothing! Grandson more likely,” contradicted Hazel. “Maybe the girls will meet him. Why didn’t more of us go?”


      Jane laughed. “You all had a chance, but you didn’t make the most of it.”


      At this moment the front door opened quietly, closed again, footsteps were heard coming along the hall, and Patricia and Clarice entered.


      “Tell us just everything,” ordered Anne, making places on Jane’s bed for the newcomers.


      “Well,” began Patricia slowly, “a maid led us into the living room, which is that room in front where the big bay window is; and there, before the fire, sat a tiny, white-haired old lady with the keenest brown eyes I have ever seen.”


      “They bored right through one,” contributed Clarice.


      “She never said a word to us, only looked up, and then tried to quiet her white Spitz which began to bark his head off at us.”


      “I should think she’d be used to noise, if she has one of those,” observed Hazel; “they sho’ do bark.”


      Just then Mrs. Vincent slipped into the room, and, sitting down beside Clarice, slid an arm around her, while the girls exchanged significant glances.


      “When Mrs. Brock got the dog quieted down,” continued Patricia, “I said that we had come to represent the girls on our floor, and apologize for the excessive noise tonight; that we had not intended to annoy anyone, and had not even thought of it as a possibility; we were only having a little party among ourselves.”


      “‘Drinking party, I suppose!’ she snapped, looking us over from head to foot, for she hadn’t asked us to sit down.”


      “I’ll bet she knows how many buttons are on my blouse, and even where one buttonhole is torn,” observed Clarice.


      “‘We had only orangeade,’ I replied, as good-naturedly as I could; for it certainly was annoying to be addressed in the tones she used,” went on Patricia.


      “‘Are you sure of that?’ she demanded, fixing her brown eyes on me, like crabs. ‘I distinctly heard some one singing a song about wanting a drink.’”


      A burst of laughter from the girls interrupted Patricia’s story, while Jane ruffled Hazel’s curls.


      “Then I took a hand,” announced Clarice.


      “‘You did,’ I told her, ‘and we had several; but they were all made of oranges, just as Patricia has told you. We may be noisy, but we’re not liars!’”


      “What did she say?” asked Jane eagerly.


      “Nothing; she just glared at me, and turned back to Pat,” replied Clarice.


      “‘Aside from the personal annoyance,’ she went on,” continued Patricia, “‘I consider it highly detrimental to the reputation of college women to have such yelling and noise emanating from a supposedly respectable dormitory.’ Before we could answer, fortunately, perhaps, for I didn’t know what to say next,” went on Patricia, “she pressed a bell near her chair, and almost immediately we heard footsteps on the stairs, the heavy portieres between the living room and the hall were pushed aside, and there stood—”


      “The good-looking young blond!” finished Hazel, excitedly clasping and unclasping her hands.


      “Why, how did you know?” demanded Patricia in surprise.


      “I saw him over there in the window last night, and the girls were just saying that perhaps you would meet him,” replied Jane. “But please go on.”


      “‘Norman Young, my secretary,’ said the old lady, looking inquiringly at us. Clarice supplied our names, and the youth bowed gravely. ‘Norman,’ she asked, ‘did you type the letter I dictated earlier this evening?’


      “‘Not yet, Mrs. Brock,’ he said.


      “‘You need not write it. That’s all,’ she added curtly, as the young man lingered a moment, eyeing Clarice. As soon as he had disappeared, she turned to us again. ‘You may go too,’ she announced abruptly; ‘and don’t let me hear such a rumpus over there again.’ Then Clarice spoke up. ‘Mrs. Brock, we told you we were sorry, and we are; but we can’t promise never to make another sound, when we have parties, or at any other time. There are forty-five girls in the house, and it’s unreasonable to expect us to be as quiet as deaf-mutes.’ Before she could get her breath to annihilate Clarice, which I thought she would do, I broke in and said that perhaps she’d like us and understand college life better if she came over to Arnold Hall some time and got acquainted with the girls and see how we live.


      “‘Maybe I should,’ she replied slowly, and really her face changed so that I thought she was going to smile.”


      “Now you have done it, Pats,” groaned Anne.


      “Whatever possessed you to say that?” complained Betty.


      “Who in creation is she, that she thinks she can take such a hand in our affairs?” demanded Katharine hotly.


      “Well, I felt sorry for her,” contended Patricia stoutly. “She’s old, and all alone in that big house—”


      “Oh, no, Pats, not alone; think of that attractive youth,” protested Hazel.


      “And I think she’s longing for human contacts,” continued Patricia.


      “She seems to be,” remarked Lucile sarcastically.


      “And that’s why she is annoyed by our fun, kind of an outsider envying those who are on the inside; like a kid who’s not invited to a party, and so wants to break it up,” concluded Patricia.


      “Sentimental Pat!” scoffed Lucile.


      “I’m sorry you are all annoyed about it,” said Patricia, flushing, “but I suddenly felt so sorry for her that I spoke before I thought. I never dreamed you’d object to her. Probably she won’t come, anyhow.”


      “I think,” said Jane emphatically, “that you handled the matter in the best possible way. What would we gain by fighting with her? Putting aside of any question of kindness, it’s much wiser for us to be friendly with her, if she will let us.”


      “I agree with you, Jane,” said Mrs. Vincent, speaking for the first time, and getting up to go back to her own room. “Now get to bed as quickly as possible,” she added, as the clock struck eleven.


      There were three people in the college colony who were wakeful that night: Patricia tossed from side to side, as she kept going over in her mind the inexorable circumstances which continued to involve her in strange situations with Norman Young. Directly above her, on the third floor, Rhoda the maid was shedding tears as she worried over the affairs of one near and dear to her. In his room across the two back yards, Norman Young alternately pondered over Clarice’s pretty face and the solving of a problem which involved some cleverness on his part.


      CHAPTER VII


      A FALL


      “Who’s going to the Greystone game?” asked Hazel, as part of the Alley Gang was walking back to the Hall after lunch one crisp sunny day in October.


      “I am,” replied Anne.


      “Ted?” queried Patricia, curiously.


      Anne nodded, adding with a broad grin, “Katharine and Professor Boyd are going with us.”


      Oliver Boyd was a young instructor, who had been engaged for the History Department that fall, a slim, attractive youth, whose big brown eyes looked shyly out from behind octagon glasses, and whose dark skin made the girls, when they wanted to tease Katharine, say he must have Indian blood in his veins. A melodious voice with a southern accent completed an ensemble that had proved most intriguing to the women of Granard. All the girls smiled upon him, and the registration in History V was unusually heavy that term. That he was girl-shy had been the consensus of opinion until one day Katharine happened to run across him in the Varsity Book Shoppe; and a discussion, begun from the talkative Katharine over the respective merits of note book covers No. 1 and No. 3, had been the beginning of the most talked-of of college romances.


      “Now just wouldn’t a retiring daisy like Professor Boyd pick a roughneck like Katharine?” commented Lucile disgustedly. “I should think she’d scare him to death.”


      “You’re just jealous!” retorted Hazel, quick to come to the support of her room mate.


      “Indeed I’m not,” contradicted Lucile promptly; “but you can’t deny that they’re no more suited to each other than—”


      “Oh, but opposites attract,” interrupted Betty; “remember your psychology, or was it physics?”


      “Who else is going to the game?” inquired Jane, returning to the original topic of conversation in an attempt to check the friction.


      “Francie and I are driving down,” replied Patricia, smiling down at the round-faced little girl beside her. For several weeks now, Patricia had been the proud possessor of the car which her father had bought for her.


      “Where’s the Boy Friend?” asked Hazel curiously, turning to look at Frances.


      “On the outs,” was the quick reply.


      “How come?” inquired Lucile.


      “Well, Joe said he wished Tut Miller would get a chance to play in the Greystone game—”


      “Oh—oh!” protested her companions in chorus.


      “Yes, that’s just the way I felt,” asserted Frances; “so we promptly had a row.”


      “But why,” protested Jane, “should he want Jack Dunn to be taken out of the lineup. He’s a far better player than Tut.”


      “I know, but I figured it out this way: Joe and Tut were at Huron Prep together, and Joe’s got an awful case on Tut. When football practice started, Tut went over big until Jack began to show what he was made of.”


      “And naturally Joe sizzled when Jack got on the regulars and Tut was his sub,” finished Jane.


      “Jack’s the better of the two, of course,” agreed Anne; “but I don’t fall for him the way the rest of you do. He seems to me to be rather too sure of himself.”


      “Who has a better right?” asked Lucile sharply. “He’s been the absolute idol of this college and town ever since he made the team.”


      Before this challenge could be taken up, there was a sound of running footsteps behind them, and Clarice violently pushed in between Jane and Anne.


      “What do you think?” she cried, noisily.


      “We don’t think,” retorted Lucile crisply. “We leave that for you.”


      “What is the excitement, Clarice?” inquired Jane quickly, trying to cover Lucile’s unkind thrust at Clarice’s poor scholarship.


      “You’d never guess with whom I am going to the Greystone game.”


      “Then tell us quickly,” said Frances, “before we all die of suspense.”


      “Norman Young! He asked me in Physics Lab this morning, and—”


      “Physics Lab,” repeated Betty in puzzled tones. “How did he happen to be there?”


      “Didn’t you know that he registered late, and is a special student here!” asked Jane in surprise.


      “No; I—”


      “Where have you been all this term?” demanded Hazel in disgust.


      “Betty is more interested in certain people from home than she is in Granard students,” explained Lucile in significant tones.


      “I am not!” contradicted Betty promptly.


      “Don’t bother; she’s only trying to tease you,” said Jane soothingly, flinging an arm across Betty’s shoulder. “If I had a devoted boy friend who wrote me letters every other day, and came down to spend week ends here, I shouldn’t know all the college gossip either.”


      Meanwhile Anne was whispering to Patricia: “Wonder how Lucile likes Clarice’s walking off with Norman.”


      “Why?” said Pat. “I didn’t know that she considered him her special property. She’s been going around with Tut.”


      “I’m not sure that she does, only I feel it in my bones, someway, that the meeting at ‘Hill Top’ on the day we arrived was not all chance. I do know that she pricks up her ears whenever he is mentioned.”


      They had reached the library, and Pat reluctantly left her companions.


      “I’m due here, kids,” she called from the third step, as Jane demanded why she was deserting them. “Something I’ve got to look up. See you later.” Waving her hand gaily, she ran up the long flight of steps and entered the old grey building.


      Some of the rooms were used for graduate work, or small classes of men students; and Patricia could hear Professor Donnell’s voice quite distinctly as she passed down the corridor to the reference department. Three-quarters of an hour later, having secured the necessary information, she was just approaching the outside doorway when Professor Donnell’s class came out of its room, right behind her. Patricia was rather shy with strangers, and hurried a bit to keep well ahead of the men going down the steps. In her haste, she failed to notice, on a step part way down the flight, some matted, damp leaves. Her heel slipped on one of them, and she rolled to the bottom of the flight. Eighteen men promptly sprang to her assistance, but the long legs of a thin dark boy brought him first upon the scene.


      “Are you hurt?” he asked, raising Patricia to her feet.


      Patricia looked up into solicitous blue eyes, bent anxiously upon her, and shakily replied that she didn’t think so.


      “That was a nasty fall,” continued the boy, still carefully holding her by the arm as if he feared she might collapse any minute.


      The other men had gathered about her in a semi-circle, and Patricia’s color came back with a rush, and flushed her face to a scarlet which matched the little hat which had fallen off during her descent and which one of the men now presented to her.


      “Thank you,” she murmured.


      “Lucile would say, if she could see me now, that I fell purposely,” thought Patricia, adjusting the gay little hat with shaking fingers. Then an awful thought occurred to her. Maybe these men thought the same thing! People resorted to all kinds of tricks to meet celebrities, and Jack Dunn’s acquaintanceship was much sought after.


      “I don’t know how I happened to fall,” she said, trying to laugh. “I’m not usually so careless.”


      “There were some wet leaves on one of the steps,” explained her rescuer, bending his head protectively over her.


      It was a fine shaped head, topped by wavy brown hair flung back from a broad, very white forehead. The hands on her arm were shapely, and the fingers long and slender. A thoroughbred, thought Patricia.


      “If you’ll tell me where you were going,” he continued, motioning his companions peremptorily away, “I’ll walk along with you.”


      “Oh, I don’t want to trouble you further,” protested Patricia. “I’m quite all right now.”


      “You’re shaking like a leaf,” contradicted her escort gently, falling into step beside her, as they started across the campus. “Let’s sit down over there a while,” he added, as they approached a stone bench under a tree near the Fine Arts Building; “or have you a class now?”


      “No, not until three-thirty.”


      “What year are you?” he began, as soon as they were seated. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.”


      “I’m a Sophomore, and my name, by the way, is Patricia Randall.”


      “Mine is Jack Dunn,” said the boy, as simply as if his name were not known the length and breadth of the campus.


      “I’m afraid you are not very observing,” remarked Patricia.


      “Why?”


      “Because we are in the same Shakespeare class, and have been all this term.”


      “Oh, well, we’re seated alphabetically. I’m down in the front of the room, and you must be in the back. So that lets me out.”


      Three-thirty arrived long before they finished exchanging personal bits of information, and Jack left Patricia at the door of her classroom with a promise to see her again very soon.


      “How in the world did you get hold of him?” whispered Jane excitedly, as Patricia took her seat.


      “Tell you later,” promised Patricia, as Professor Yates glanced in their direction.


      After the class was over, the girls managed to get away from the rest of the crowd; so, as they walked slowly across the campus, Patricia told the story of the fall and its consequences.


      “You’re a lucky girl!” sighed Jane, as she finished.


      “To have broken no bones?” inquired Patricia innocently.


      “Yes, just that,” replied her companion, with exaggerated emphasis. “Broken hearts not taken into account.”


      “I suppose the girls will razz the life out of me,” commented Patricia, after a short pause.


      “Don’t tell them anything about it, then. I shan’t mention it.”


      “But suppose some of them saw us together?”


      “That’s all right. If they don’t know how you met him, it will give them something to think about.”


      That evening Patricia was keenly aware of curious eyes fixed upon her as she stood in front of Arnold Hall talking to Jack Dunn. He had stepped up to her just as she was following Jane and Anne to the post office after dinner. The girls obligingly hurried on and left the two together, but Patricia’s cheeks were red with the knowledge that they were talking about her as they went back to the dorm.


      “I was wondering if you’d go to see Arliss with me,” began Jack. “He’s on at the Plaza, and we’d be just in time for the early performance.”


      “I should like to see it,” replied Patricia slowly; “but—yes, I’ll go. I’m pretty sure Jane will sign the Black Book for me if I don’t go in.”


      “The Black Book?” repeated Jack in puzzled tones.


      As they started downtown, Patricia told him all about the Arnold Hall customs and rules, and answered his questions regarding the identity of several of the Alley Gang.


      “You see,” he said, “I don’t know many of the girls here; for I came only this year, transferred from Floynton University—”


      “And I from Brentwood,” interrupted Patricia. “Isn’t that funny?”


      “We ought to be friends, then, both strangers in a strange land. Shall we?”


      “I don’t mind.”


      After leaving the movie, they strolled slowly back to College Hill, chatting as if they had known each other always.


      “Will you come in?” asked Patricia, as they reached Arnold Hall.


      “Like to, but you see I’m in training and not supposed to be out too late; besides I have some boning to do yet.”


      “I don’t see when you ever get any studying done; you’re in classes all morning as well as part of the afternoon, and on the athletic field until dark.”


      “It doesn’t leave me much time, and I’ve just got to make good here.”


      “You mean in order to keep on the team?”


      “Of course; but there’s another reason too. You see, my dad isn’t well enough off to send me to Granard himself; and, well, when you’re indebted to somebody else for a big chance, why, you’ve just got to make good.”


      “I know just how that is; for I’m in the same position myself,” replied Patricia impulsively.


      “You are?” questioned Jack. “Then you would understand.”


      “Good evening,” said a smooth, low voice behind them, and they turned to face Norman Young.


      “How are you?” replied Jack briefly, while Patricia murmured a response to the newcomer’s greeting.


      “Clarice in?” queried Norman as he turned and went up the walk toward the house.


      “I don’t know,” replied Patricia.


      “I don’t like that fellow,” observed Jack, as the door closed upon Young.


      “You don’t? Why?”


      “Queer acting guy. Never caught him in anything; in fact I don’t know him very well, but I don’t trust him. Comes out and sits on the side lines to watch practice quite often, and he gives me the jitters. You know him well?”


      “No, I don’t. I was introduced to him at Mrs. Brock’s house. He’s her secretary.”


      “Who’s Mrs. Brock?”


      Briefly Patricia told him of their contact with the eccentric inhabitant of Big House.


      “She must be crazy!” declared Jack, as she finished her story. “You’d better not have anything to do with her. Say, what does she look like?” as a sudden idea occurred to him.


      Patricia described her as well as she could.


      “The very same!” ejaculated the boy, when Patricia paused.


      “The same—what do you mean?” inquired the girl, looking at him with a puzzled expression.


      “I was walking along Craig Street, right back of the campus, you know, one day about two weeks ago, when I noticed a little woman ahead of me drop a small bag. Apparently, she didn’t notice her loss; for she kept right on. I picked up the pocketbook, hurried on, and gave it to her. She looked at me sharply with the most piercing brown eyes I have ever seen—”


      “That’s she!” interrupted Patricia. “Those eyes fasten themselves on you just like tiny crabs.”


      “I presented the bag and told her where I found it. She said curtly: ‘So you’re really honest. I didn’t think anybody was, any more.’ It made me mad, so I merely said: ‘That is one of the things upon which I pride myself,’ bowed and hurried on. I wouldn’t swear to it, but I thought I heard her laugh. Must be cuckoo.”


      “She’s certainly queer, to say the least,” agreed Patricia. “I think I’d better go in, now. Thanks for the movie; I enjoyed it.”


      “Wait a minute,” urged the boy, laying a hand on her arm. “You’re going to see the Greystone game; aren’t you?”


      “Yes; Frances and I are going to drive down together.”


      “I’ll get your tickets, then. I’d like you to be where you can get a good view, since you’ve never been to a real big game before.”


      “Thanks a lot,” said Patricia gratefully, as she started up the steps. “Good night.”


      “Bring them to you in Shakespeare class Friday,” called Jack, just as Norman and Clarice came out onto the porch.


      Shortly after the street was again deserted, a masculine figure slipped out of a thick clump of shrubbery near the dormitory, and, keeping well in the heavy shadows which edged Arnold Hall on one side, slunk off into the darkness.


      CHAPTER VIII


      JACK OR TUT?


      “Will somebody stop that bell!” called Patricia frantically one afternoon a week later.


      She and Anne were in their room, trying to cram for a test in French.


      “No!” shouted Clarice and Hazel simultaneously. “We want to wear out the battery before tonight; and the coast is clear now.”


      Patricia gave her door a shove which made it close with a bang, and stuffed her fingers into her ears, while Anne did likewise. Presently the door flew open again to admit Mary.


      “What’s the idea?” she exclaimed, viewing the two girls with alarm.


      “That awful bell!” replied Anne briefly, withdrawing her fingers from ears. “What do you suppose Clarice and Hazel are up to?”


      “I’m not sure, but I think they’re planning to step out tonight.”


      “Rose Troy?” queried Anne.


      “I suppose so,” said Mary anxiously.


      Rose Troy was not a student at Granard, but at one of the college affairs to which outsiders were admitted, she had met Hazel and Clarice, taken a fancy to them, and subsequently invited them to her home several times. She entertained lavishly, and some of the girls were frankly envious of the favored two; others strongly disapproved of the growing intimacy.


      “But what’s the bell got to do with it?” inquired Patricia.


      “You poor innocent!” retorted Mary. “If the bell won’t ring when the back door is opened—and they find some way to have said back door opened for them—Doll can never tell what time the girls come home.”


      “I wish Hazel hadn’t gotten so intimate with Clarice all of a sudden,” mused Anne. “I wonder how it happened.”


      “Birds of a feather,” began Mary.


      “Don’t say that. Hazel is just like Clarice!” protested Anne vehemently.


      “Wait till I finish,” countered Mary calmly. “I was going to say that they both love a good time, and both let their studying go until the eleventh hour; furthermore, Hazel is terribly restless this year. I can’t make out just what is the matter with her, and Clarice is a kind of outlet.”


      “Rose Troy’s attentions are very bad for both of them, I think; and perhaps partly explains their intimacy,” said Anne.


      “How?” inquired Mary bluntly.


      “Well, they have a common interest in which the rest of us have no part, and Rose’s parties are somewhat stimulating, I imagine; more sophisticated than ours. Rose has lots of boy friends, you know.”


      “Ought we to do anything, about tonight, I wonder,” mused Anne.


      “No!” replied Mary promptly. “What right have we to object if those two silly kids want to run the risk of getting into trouble?”


      Suddenly the bell stopped ringing, and quiet settled down upon the house, just as Mrs. Vincent entered the front door, with her shadow, Ivan Zahn.


      “But,” persisted Patricia, still puzzled, “how will they manage to get in without Dolly’s knowledge?”


      “Oh, Clarice, on some pretext or other—she’ll know how—will ask for permission for both of them to stay out an hour later than usual. Doll will give it, and go to bed at the regular time. Then, with the back door key, which I suppose they will secure during the early evening, they will be able to get in and go to bed without anyone being the wiser.”


      “Clarice certainly has some stand-in with Dolly,” observed Anne.


      “She works hard enough for it,” retorted Mary.


      “What do you mean?” inquired Patricia.


      “Oh, Clarice is always sending Doll flowers, or candy, and naturally it makes an ‘imprint’; as of course it’s intended to.”


      About two o’clock next morning, Patricia was suddenly wakened by a flash of light. Wide awake in an instant, she waited tensely for the peal of thunder which she expected would accompany it—forgetting that the season for such storms was over. Electric storms were Patricia’s chief phobia; but no sound disturbed the stillness. Then the flash was repeated; again she waited, but again perfect quiet reigned. Just as she decided that one of the street lights must be blinking, a third time the light played on the wall, this time more slowly. With a fast-beating heart, she sat up, reached for her bathrobe, and stole softly to the window. On the path below, in the faint light from the street lamp, she could distinguish Clarice and Hazel. Evidently they could not get in, and had used a flash light to attract her attention. How to let them know that she saw them, without making any noise, was a problem which she solved by passing a handkerchief back and forth near the screen, hoping that its whiteness would be visible against the dark background of the room. Frantic gestures toward the back door answered her efforts. They must have forgotten the key. Creeping noiselessly toward her door, Patricia succeeded in opening it quietly and stealing down the hall without arousing anyone. Fortunately, the door into the narrow passage leading to the back entrance was open, and Patricia drew it carefully to behind her, in order to keep any sounds from the front of the house. With her heart in her throat, she turned the key, bit by bit, until the lock was released. With the same care, she opened the door wide enough to admit the two girls who were pressed close to its frame. As she was about to close it again, she noticed a bright light in Big House—in the room occupied by Norman Young. There was a slight jar as the door settled into place again, and the three girls stood silent, shaking with nervous chills, until they felt quite sure that no one had been wakened. Then, without a word, they all crept to their rooms.


      “Come on up to the Coffee Shoppe with me for lunch, Pat,” begged Hazel the following noon, as they left the house with the rest of the crowd for Horton Hall. “I want to talk with you.”


      In one of the cozy stalls at the back of the restaurant, after their order was filled, Hazel began bluntly:


      “You’re a good sport, Pat. It was darned white of you to let us in last night, and never say a word about it.”


      “Was the party worth the trouble?” asked Patricia, playing with the salt cellar nervously, and not knowing exactly what to say.


      “To be frank, it was not. I never had such a fright in my life. Rose’s party was all right. We had fun, out, after the eats, one of the boys proposed driving out to Kleg’s—”


      “The road house?” exclaimed Patricia.


      Hazel nodded.


      “Everybody seemed keen to go, so I wasn’t going to be a spoilsport. When we got there, we found a big crowd, and had trouble getting tables together. Luckily Clarice and I, and a couple of fellows you don’t know, got places in a back corner near a side door, like this.”


      Hazel placed a piece of roll and a match on the table to show the exact relative location.


      “We hadn’t been there half an hour when there was a raid—”


      “Hazel!” gasped Patricia, with horror in her eyes and voice.


      “While the first excitement was going on in the front room the two fellows who were with us hustled us quietly out of the side door, into Pete’s car, and brought us home. And were we lucky!”


      “You don’t know how lucky,” said Patricia gravely. “Did you see this morning’s paper?”


      “No, don’t tell me it was reported!”


      “It certainly was—”


      “Were our names in?” demanded Hazel breathlessly.


      “Not yours or Clarice’s, but several of the men’s, as well as Rose’s and her sister’s. Only for a kind Providence, you and Clarice might have been included,” said Patricia severely, gazing sternly at the white-faced girl opposite her.


      “I’m through!” declared Hazel finally. “This is the last time I’ll break the college rules; and—”


      “And what about Rose?” added Patricia. “She’s not good for you, Hazel. You haven’t the time or money to go with anyone like that; and her ideals and standards are different from ours.”


      Hazel looked at her plate and was silent so long, that Patricia began to feel as if she had been too frank.


      “You’re right, I guess,” she said finally. “I’ll give her up, even though I suppose she’ll think I am an awful quitter.”


      “Good for you!” commended Patricia heartily, beginning again on her lunch.


      “Do you suppose, Pat,” asked Hazel, after a short pause, “that the college authorities will hear that Clarice and I were mixed up in the affair?”


      “I don’t imagine so; the others were all outsiders, weren’t they?”


      “Yes, but, Pats; at Kleg’s I saw Norman Young.”


      “Did he see you?” inquired Patricia sharply, recalling Jack’s impression of the blond youth.


      “I don’t think so; but you never can tell. He was at a table half way down the room; and Pat, who do you suppose was with him?”


      “Couldn’t guess.”


      “Rhoda!”


      “Our Rhoda?” repeated Patricia, unbelievingly.


      Hazel nodded.


      “Don’t let’s say anything about it to anybody,” proposed Patricia after a minute’s thought. “It’s awfully queer, but since we can’t understand it, there’s no object in creating talk and making things unpleasant for Rhoda.”


      “No, of course not. I like Rhoda.”


      “We all do, and I guess she needs her job. She said something one day about some one being dependent on her.”


      “Do you suppose Norman goes with her?” continued Hazel, scraping up the last of her chocolate pudding.


      “I haven’t any idea. He’s been out with Clarice quite often of late. I hope she doesn’t hear about Rhoda.”


      “I don’t think she saw them last night, and I didn’t mention it. But Clarice wouldn’t care, as long as she had somebody to step out with. It’s a case of some boy with her, not any particular one,” replied Hazel, getting up and dropping her purse just outside the stall.


      At the same moment a youth, leaving the next stall, picked up the purse and handed it to her.


      “Thank you,” murmured Hazel, glancing up at the man.


      To her amazement and distress, she looked full into the pale grey eyes of Norman Young.


      “Going back to college?” he asked, looking first at Hazel and then at Patricia, who had just slipped out of her seat.


      “Yes,” replied Patricia briefly, when Hazel did not respond.


      “So am I. Guess I’ll walk along with you, if you don’t mind,” continued the boy, following them out of the shop.


      Once on the street, he began to talk about the Greystone game.


      “There’s a lot of money up on that game,” he remarked. “Not only among the students, but also among the townsfolk. Greystone has a player almost as famous as our Dunn, and the betting between the two factions is heavy. If Dunn were to be out of the game for any reason—”


      “What would be likely to keep him out?” inquired Hazel sharply, while Patricia listened breathlessly.


      “Oh, I don’t know,” laughed Norman; “probably nothing at all. I was only mentioning an improbable chance of such a thing. But, if he were, the Greystone supporters would be in line to win a heap of dough.”


      “What kind of a place is Greystone?” asked Hazel.


      “About the size of Granard. People of the town are just as loyal to their college as we are here. Maybe a little rougher crowd than ours.”


      “Do you think Tut Miller has any chance of being put in for part of the game?” asked Patricia anxiously, the conversation of the morning recurring to her.


      “How should I know?” questioned the boy, looking straight into Patricia’s eyes with a peculiar, twisted smile.


      “You must know all the gridiron gossip,” asserted Hazel.


      “Why should I? I’m neither coach nor manager.”


      “No, but you watch practice a lot,” said Patricia before Hazel could reply.


      “How do you know?” he inquired curtly.


      Patricia laughed. “Did you ever know anything to be kept quiet in a college community?”


      Norman looked searchingly at her for a moment, then replied gravely: “Yes, a few things.”


      They had reached Clinton Hall by that time, and the girls left Norman at the steps with a hasty “We’re going in here. Goodbye.”


      “Pat!” gasped Hazel, clasping the other girl’s arm in a frenzied grasp as they hurried along the hall toward their classroom. “Do you suppose he heard what we were talking about at lunch? He was evidently in the stall next to us, all the time.”


      “I hardly think so. We were talking very low,” replied Patricia kindly, pressing Hazel’s cold fingers.


      “He acted very funny, I thought,” chattered Hazel, trying to control the nervous chills which shook her.


      “Pull yourself together,” ordered Patricia sternly. “If he did, we can’t change it by getting wrought up over it; but I think we’ll just take it for granted that he didn’t. Don’t worry,” she added, as they entered Professor Donnell’s classroom.


      Patricia gave good advice to others, but during the class which followed, her mind dwelt persistently and anxiously on Norman’s reference to Jack’s possibly being out of the game. Had Joe some secret influence which might, at the last minute, result in Tut getting his chance? Did Norman have some inside information? Or was his supposition as casual as he tried to make it sound. Ought she to tell Jack, or would that tend to make things worse?


      “Mademoiselle Randall,” Professor Donnell’s smooth voice broke into her reveries, “de quoi avons nous lu?”


      “De foot balle,” replied Patricia promptly; then realized, too late, what an absurd reply she had made.


      Everybody laughed and turned around to look at her. Crimson with embarrassment, Patricia slid as low in her seat as she could, without landing on the floor.


      “Ce n’est pas etrange,” Professor Donnell smiled his oily smile as he passed a long white hand over his star-like hair. “Tout le monde parle, et pense, et entende ne que de footballe.”


      CHAPTER IX


      A TOUGH PROPOSITION


      “Now, boys,” said Coach Tyler on Friday afternoon, at the close of a meeting of the football team, “take the rest of the day off.”


      Tyler did not believe in working a team up to the very last minute, and never had his men on the field the day before a big game.


      “Take things easy,” he went on. “Drop football out of your minds and conversation. Stay out of doors as much as possible. Don’t do anything exciting, and get to bed early. The train leaves South Street Station at 8:30, and I want you here in the gym at eight sharp!”


      “Let’s go for a little spin,” suggested Tut Miller to Jack Dunn as they strolled out onto the campus. “It’s only half past one. Tyler is certainly getting big-hearted.”


      “I’ve got a paper to write for—” began Jack.


      “Oh, come on!” urged Tut, dragging him toward a yellow roadster parked on the drive. “You’ll have plenty of time to do that later. Some friends of mine want to meet you.”


      Reluctantly Jack got into the car, wondering a little at the unusual request. Tut settled himself in the driver’s seat, quickly swung the machine out onto Grover Road, and headed for the country. Jack had never been very chummy with this big blond Soph with the protruding jaw and narrowed eyes which looked at you speculatively, as if you were a bug under a microscope. He was always friendly, almost too friendly; one sometimes wondered if he were laughing scornfully, away down inside of him.


      Neither boy spoke until they had turned onto Route 8, one very little traveled at that hour of the day; then Tut began smoothly: “These friends of mine live about ten miles out on this road; some fellows I knew in prep school. They’re awfully keen on football, and like to be able to say they’ve met this or that celebrity. Been at me for some time to bring you out. They run a big roadside stand; have several cabins, and I guess they’re making a pretty good thing of it; always have plenty of dough to spend.”


      Jack, for all his popularity, was a modest fellow and hated being shown off. If he had known where they were going, he would have managed to evade the trip; but Tut had trapped him, fairly and squarely. Nothing for it now but to get the meeting over with as quickly as possible.


      Tut drove rapidly, and before long drew up at a tourist camp in a grove some feet back from the road. Three fellows a little older than the Granard boys came out to greet them. They were husky, finely built individuals, all with bright red hair, blue eyes, and a strong family resemblance.


      “The Holm brothers,” said Tut, with a wave of his hand. “I don’t need to tell you boys who this is!” slapping Jack on the back. “Everybody knows him, at least by sight.”


      “Mighty glad to meet you,” said each in turn, as he grasped Jack’s hand in a vise-like grip.


      The five stood for a few minutes talking of various unimportant matters; then Seldon, the oldest Holm, proposed showing Jack around the place.


      “Some of our cabins are pretty nice,” he said; “and farther back in the grove there is a stream beside which we have built ovens and tables.”


      Bernard, the second brother, promptly moved to their side as Jack murmured a polite assent to the proposal.


      “I’ll stay here with Vin,” said Tut, “and help keep store.”


      After Seldon and Bernard had proudly displayed their property, of which Jack was able to approve quite honestly, they stopped for a moment at a rustic bridge which led back from the picnic grounds to a deep woods.


      “We’ve a proposition to make to you, Dunn,” began Seldon abruptly, “somewhat of a surprise to you, and probably not a very agreeable one; but just keep cool and think it over a bit before you decide. Briefly, it’s this: we Huron Prep fellows always hang together, and let nothing stand in the way of promoting the welfare and reputation of our school. We want Tut to have his big chance in the Greystone game. Now, what will you take to stay out of it?”


      For a fleeting second, Jack’s impulse was to knock the fellow over into the stream below; but some more cautious instinct immediately urged upon him the wisdom of proceeding carefully.


      “Well,” began Jack, as slowly as his fast-beating heart would allow, “naturally, since I’ve never given a thought to such a question, I’m not prepared to answer it on the spur of the moment.”


      “Take your time,” urged Bernard, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it.


      Jack’s brain fairly raced. If he refused, since they strongly outnumbered him, they could readily keep him a prisoner until after the game. Yet to accept was definitely out of the question; he’d be just a plain cur to take a bribe. How could he get away from them without either definitely accepting or refusing? That seemed to be his only chance. What an easy mark he had been!


      “How long am I to have to decide?” he asked, finally.


      “Until Tut’s ready to go back,” replied Seldon, who, leaning against a big oak tree, was watching Jack closely.


      “Let’s go back to where the others are,” suggested Jack; “I’d like to talk to Tut before I decide.”


      “No objection to that, I guess,” replied Bernard, looking at his brother. Not a chance of this fellow getting away when there were four of them to prevent such a contingency. Much better for Dunn to accept the bribe (for that meant Tut would have his place for the next two years, as well as at the Greystone game) than it would be to have to keep him prisoner until after Saturday. Why had the fellows urged Tut’s being helped with his course at Granard except so that Huron could have a representative on the big team? Tut had played mighty good football at prep school, but this upstart kept him from his rightful place here. Pity they hadn’t gotten rid of him before. It took the Greystone game to wake them all up. The Greystone supporters would be glad to see Dunn out of the game; they didn’t know how good Tut was.


      “Now let’s get down to business,” said Seldon briskly, when they joined the others who were standing at the edge of the grove. “Tut, Dunn wants to talk over the proposition with you before he decides.”


      Jack managed to get on the outside of the group, from which point he had a straight and unobstructed path to the yellow car which was parked at the farthest point of the Holm property and headed toward Granard. Tut must have turned it around so as to be ready for a quick get-away if necessary. The Holms probably had a car; but it was not in sight. Wherever they kept it, it would take at least a few minutes to get it started and out. True, Tut could have him arrested for going off with his car, but he’d have to run the risk.


      “Well,” Tut was saying, “spill it!”


      “If I should decide to take the money, how would you explain my absence?”


      “We thought you’d play up sick, and just stay at home,” put in Seldon.


      “That would be sheer foolishness,” retorted Jack. “Tyler would send Doc to examine me, and he’d find me perfectly O. K. How would it do for me to go to Greystone, just as if nothing had happened, and start the game; then get hurt and have you put in in my place?”


      “That would seem more natural,” answered Tut, looking at Seldon for approval; but that sturdy individual frowned.


      “How could you fake that any better than being sick before you went?” he growled.


      “Just this way. I’d make a run, stumble, fall, and lie still on the field. When they picked me up, I’d go limp and not be able to stand at all. I could fool anybody who’d never seen me do it before. Let me show you what I mean, and then see if you don’t think it would work out perfectly. When I fall, you come and try to stand me up, Tut.”


      Jack looked questioningly at the Holms for permission to stage his act.


      “Go ahead,” replied Seldon curtly.


      Instead of making directly for the yellow roadster, as he had intended, Jack cleverly ran about a bit, close enough to the others for them to have been able to seize him any moment they chose.


      “This is just warming up a bit,” he said, smiling, as he passed the group for the second time. “In a minute or two I’ll put on my act.”


      Jack sensed, rather than saw, that the tenseness with which they had watched his start relaxed somewhat as he continued to warm up. Then like a catapult he hurled himself forward and sprinted to the car. With a bound he was in the driver’s seat, the ignition was on, the clutch was thrown in, the car shot out onto the road. Wild shouts from those left behind.


      Jack realized that it would be foolhardy to stay on Route 8; so at the first crossroad he turned off into a road which he thought would bring him out at Portersville, a suburb of Granard. The road was a winding one, but he made good time and met no other cars. He kept close watch in the mirror for his pursuers, but the road behind him basked quietly in the afternoon sunshine.


      Just as he turned into the road leading into Portersville, a stretch of heavily wooded highway, he saw a big blue car coming toward him. In it were four big fellows wearing blue and green ribbons in their buttonholes—Greystone colors. All this, Jack took in at a glance as he sped onward. The blue car slowed down, turned around, stopped for a moment, then came on with a burst of speed, passed him and swung sharply across the road, directly in his path. It was so unexpected that Jack had to jam on the brakes suddenly to avoid crashing into the larger car.


      “What—” he began angrily, when he noticed that the three individuals who had tumbled out of the car and were coming toward him had handkerchiefs tied over the lower part of their faces.


      “A hold-up!” thought Jack. “Foolhardy to try to resist them.”


      Without a word they seized him, dragged him out of the yellow roadster, then two of them hurried him over to the blue car while the third moved the smaller car over onto the shoulder. A blindfold was tied tightly over Jack’s eyes, he was tumbled into the tonneau, and the big car started off for—somewhere.


      CHAPTER X


      JACK IN DANGER


      At first Jack was too stunned by the suddenness of the transfer to talk, but after a few dizzy miles, he began:


      “Where are you taking me?”


      “Shut up!” ordered a harsh voice, accompanied by a dig in the ribs; and he shut up.


      Not a word did any of his captors exchange, and mile after mile whirled by in utter silence. Where he might be, he had no idea whatever. After endless eons, so it seemed to Jack, the car began to move more slowly and wind about, then came to a sudden stop.


      He was hustled out, run across some gravel, up a few steps. A door slammed, footsteps on stone, then up stairs, and stairs, and more stairs. A key turned protestingly. A door creaked; there was a blast of cool air; he was pushed into some place. Then the door closed, and the key grated a second time. The sound of footsteps on stairs sounded more and more faintly; then silence, broken only by a peculiar grating sound from somewhere above him.


      Where could he be?


      Pulling the bandage from his eyes he discovered that he was in a small square room with slatted walls. It looked like a belfry. Yes, there was a great bell just above his head, almost touching it. If that mass of metal ever moved, it would put him out of business in short order all right. What tower was this anyhow? He tried to peer out between the slats. The only object within his narrow range of vision was the framework of some new building. What big structure was going up now in town, or nearby? He tried hard to think, but he still felt a little dazed. How stupid! Who knew where he was now? They had been riding for a long time; he might be miles and miles from Granard. Still, there was something annoyingly familiar about that naked, orange-colored framework out there, with the big 0032 in black on the top girder. Again he peered at it. It must be—it was! The new forestry building at the University! Then this was the tower of the old chapel. His captors had evidently entered the campus from the alley gate at the back, where no one would be likely to see them. That accounted for the gravel they had crossed. They had driven for miles, first, to throw him off. But how strange of the gang to have brought him here! Who were they, and what was their game anyhow?


      Game? Ah, that must be it! He remembered now; there was a lot of money up on the Greystone struggle, not only on the campus but even in the town; and if he were out of the contest, Granard stood to lose—so it was said. Evidently those fellows were Greystone supporters. He remembered now they had worn Greystone colors. Darned clever of them to put him where he would have no evidence, when he got out, and where no one would ever think to look for him.


      But how to get out; that was the question.


      “Good thing it’s not Sunday, for that big fellow to knock me out!” he thought, looking up at the bell. A horrible thought came to him. The boys were going to have a rouser that night; everybody out in front of the gym before dinner for songs and speeches. They’d ring that bell to call the students together; and the janitor pulled the rope from a little room at the foot of the stairs! What time was it now? Glancing at his wrist he was shocked to find it bare. Where was his watch? Must have come unfastened in the car.


      One, two, three, sounded the bell of a clock in the distance. The clock on the college library. Breathlessly, Jack listened. Four. One hour—one little hour of sixty minutes to devise a means of escape. Frantically he shook the door. Only the flutter of wings, as some startled pigeons arose from the roof, answered his plea.


      Panting for breath, he paused; then began to batter the slats of one panel with his fists. They were stout, and withstood the blows of even a husky football player.


      He must keep his head and work rationally. There were only two means of exit: the door and the four slatted windows. Again he shook the door, not wildly, but listening critically. Perhaps he could pick the lock.


      Eagerly he felt in his pockets for his knife and buttonhook. Only a crumpled handkerchief, a pencil, a soft package of butterscotch, and a ball of twine rewarded his efforts. The door was now out of the question. What in heck had become of his knife? Had those fellows purposely stripped him of everything so he couldn’t possibly get out? To do them justice, however, he supposed they didn’t know about the ringing of the bell for the rouser, and probably intended him to be secure until after the game.


      One, two; one, two, chimed the library clock. Four-fifteen! Nothing accomplished yet.


      “If I could get the slats broken, and then lean out of the window and yell for help,” he said, half aloud.


      A squeak on the stairs outside of the door caught his ear. “Wonder if they left a guard around,” he thought. “If I yelled, they would only come in and gag me; and that would make things worse than they are now. My only hope, a forlorn one at that, is to attract the attention of someone in order to let the fellows know where I am, and come to rescue me.”


      But how?


      Covering his face with his hands, he crouched on the floor, in deep thought.


      One, chimed the library clock, marking the half hour. Anxiously Jack glanced up at the heavy bell above him. Perhaps he could unfasten the clapper, and flatten himself on the floor so that the bell would only graze him as it swung to and fro. Then, when no sound came from the belfry, somebody might investigate. But no; old Jake, who attended to the bell ringing, was too lazy to climb all those stairs to repair the bell for a mere rally. He’d just let it go until some time tomorrow. By that time, the team would have left without him!


      The tickets he had promised Patricia were lying home on his desk. Wonder what she thought when he failed to keep his promise to give them to her in Shakespeare class.


      Tut’s friends would probably pass around the word that Jack had taken the bribe and disappeared. That would be his finish in athletics. Jack groaned aloud, and pulled his handkerchief from his pocket to wipe off the cold perspiration which dampened his face. Tut had always been jealous of him; and since he had refused, a few weeks ago, to work for Jim’s election as Chairman of the Soph Hop, Tut had positively disliked him. Jack did not approve of the bargaining for honors, which went on at the college, but doggedly supported whatever man he thought best fitted for the job, politics notwithstanding—a practice which had not made him any too popular with certain ambitious ringleaders.


      The sight of his handkerchief gave him a sudden inspiration. Quickly tearing it in half, he scrawled on one part of it, in large letters, “HELP! QUICK!” Knotting one end of the ball of twine to it, he painstakingly worked the bit of linen between the slats of the window which faced the observatory, and played out the cord as far as it would go. Fastening the end of it securely to one of the shutters, he took the other half of the handkerchief, slipped it through between the slats, and tied it about in the center of the window.


      “Now I’ve done all I can,” he muttered. “It’s on the laps of the gods, for better or worse.”


      The part of the campus on which the chapel stood was deserted during the week. In a rather out-of-the-way place, beyond the other buildings, it was in the least frequented corner of the campus. Jack’s captors planned all too well when they chose the belfry for his prison.


      One, two, one, two, chimed the library clock. A quarter to five! Would nobody find his message or see his poor little flag? If he could only have stood up and tramped around a bit, it would have relieved Jack’s feelings somewhat; but the belfry was large enough only for the moving of the single bell. Would he be safer flat on the floor, directly under the bell, or as far to one side as he could get, when it began to swing?


      One, two, three, four, chimed the clock. A door slammed somewhere downstairs; the bell rope trembled; the bell quivered; Jack stretched out on the floor as flat as he could, and waited for the first blow of the iron mass.


      Swift steps on the stairs, the turning of a key, hands dragging him quickly out of the way, just as the first clang of the big bell sounded deafeningly through the little room. Jack found himself in the hall with Pat and Ted bending over him.


      “Just in the nick of time, old man!” cried Ted, grinning cheerfully.


      “Don’t stop to talk!” ordered Patricia frantically. “Let’s get out of here right away!”


      Down the stairs they rushed, while the bell clanged and clanged overhead. Pat’s car, with all shades drawn, was waiting close to the doorway.


      “Get in back,” directed Ted; “crawl behind those cartons and don’t breathe.”


      For a second time that day, Jack was driven off, he knew not where.


      “Hi there, Ted,” called Joe Leonard, as they stopped for lights at the corner of College Avenue and Elizabeth Street. “Come on to the meeting!”


      “See you later,” replied Ted; “got to deliver these fruit jars for my mother first.”


      “Wonder if he’s onto us,” whispered Patricia, as they started forward with a jerk.


      Ted only shrugged his shoulders and drove as rapidly as possible to the apartment he and his mother shared on Winton Street. At the side entrance, where Mrs. Carter was waiting to admit them, Ted hustled Jack into the house and up a back stairway to his own room; meanwhile, Patricia drove her car farther back into the yard.


      “Going to keep you here tonight, old fellow,” said Ted, slapping Jack on the back. “Nobody’ll ever think of looking for you here; and we’ll see you safe on the train in the morning. No college people in this house, and we have a back apartment. We’ll keep the shades drawn as an extra precaution. Right across the hall from this room is the door to the attic. If anybody comes tonight to call, just beat it for the loft and slip in behind the big dresser which is near the chimney.”


      “But—” began Jack.


      “Pat will tell you all about it later; for Mother asked her to stay to dinner. Wash a bit if you want to, and then go out to the living room. I’ll have to show up at the meeting for a while, I suppose, in case Jim takes a notion to look for me. Don’t want to arouse any suspicions.”


      Still in somewhat of a daze, Jack made himself tidy and then went out to the living room. Aunt Betsy was busy in the kitchen, and Patricia sat alone by the bay window which overhung the side door by which they had entered. The girl smiled a bit shyly as Jack came in and crossed the room to her side.


      “Have I you to thank for my rescue?” he asked, taking her hands in both of his.


      “Well, partly,” she admitted. “But Ted helped a lot. He’s always been my stand-by in moments of difficulty.


      “When you didn’t show up in Shakespeare class,” she continued, as Jack dropped down at the other end of the davenport, “I knew right away something must have happened. You see,” her head dropped a bit, “I heard something this morning about the possibility of your being out of the game; and, oh, it seemed only a joking reference, but I was too stupid, I guess, to have attached enough importance to it. I did wonder if I should say anything to you about it, put you on your guard; and now, oh, how I wish I had!”


      “Don’t get all steamed up over it,” urged Jack; “it came out all right.”


      “But it mightn’t have. If I hadn’t happened to go to the observatory perhaps nobody would have seen your flag; and—and then, if you’d been struck by that old bell, it would have been all my fault!”


      “Nonsense!” cried Jack, laying his arm gently around her shoulders. He was distressed beyond measure by the girl’s self-accusation. “I was lying so flat that the bell probably would only have grazed me.”


      Determinedly Pat pulled herself together and sat up very straight, winking hard and fast to keep back the tears which, much to her embarrassment, had welled up in her eyes.


      “After Shakespeare class,” she continued, “I got away from the rest of the girls—I always want to be alone if I have anything to work out in my mind—and wandered about the most deserted parts of the campus trying to decide what to do. I don’t know all the ins and outs of college affairs yet, and I was afraid of telling my suspicions to the wrong person. As I passed the observatory, I remembered having left my fountain pen in the lecture room; so I ran up to get it. Nobody was in there, and I sat down by the window thinking that was a good place to be quiet. The sun shone full on the side of the chapel, and it was no time at all before I caught sight of the white flag waving in the breeze.


      “I nearly broke all records running down the stairs and along the path toward the chapel. Not far from the building, I found your appeal for help. I felt sure it was your appeal. I tore off the cloth, so nobody else would find it, and ran for Ted. I knew he was in the library. I hadn’t thought about the meeting; but Ted did, right away, and realized what danger you were in. Ted grabbed up a couple of empty cartons that stood in the hall, ready to be thrown out, dumped them and ourselves into my car (which, fortunately, was standing in front of the library) and we just rushed to your rescue. Luckily, all the students were swarming over the front campus, waiting for the meeting; so no one, so far as we know, saw us.”


      “But how did you get the key?” inquired Jack, still somewhat in the dark as to details.


      “Oh, Ted has a master key. He has to get into Forestry Hall at all sorts of odd times. He was sure his key could be used on the belfry door, and he was right. If it hadn’t fitted, he would have had to let Jake in on the rescue, but it was better not; the fewer people knew about it, the safer we were.”


      “I wonder how I can get hold of those tickets for you. I might telephone—”


      “Oh, no! No!” protested Patricia.


      “What the deuce does he want you to do, Pat?” inquired Ted, strolling in just in time to hear his cousin’s vigorous refusal.


      “Why, I could go over to your room in the morning and get them,” offered Ted, when Patricia had excitedly explained the subject of their discussion; “after the train goes, that is, for I’m not letting you out of my sight before that.”


      “Dinner’s ready,” announced Mrs. Carter, appearing in the dining room doorway.


      “And we’re ready for it, Auntie,” replied Patricia, jumping up.


      “It’s no end good of you all to take me in like this,” began Jack, as they seated themselves at the little round table.


      “For dear old Granard, I’ll live and die!” carolled Ted. “Now tell us all about the great abduction.”


      Jack was in the middle of the story of his capture, when the telephone rang sharply.

    

  


  
    
      THE MYSTERY OF ARNOLD HALL, by Helen M. Persons [Part 2]


      CHAPTER XI


      AUNT BETSY TO THE RESCUE


      Ted sprang to answer the call.


      “Yes. Ted. Yes, she is. Who is it, please? Just a minute.”


      He turned, putting his hand over the transmitter: “Pat, Norman Young wants to speak to you.”


      “Good Heavens!” responded his cousin, getting up so suddenly that her chair toppled over backwards and fell to the floor with a loud crash.


      “He’ll think I’m throwing you to the phone,” commented Ted with a grin.


      “Hush! You wanted to speak to me? What? He is? Why, how should I know?”


      Pat was nervously clenching and unclenching her left hand as she talked, and frowning heavily.


      “Certainly not! He’s probably out for the evening, and I don’t see that you or anybody else has a right to meddle with his things.”


      “Don’t burn up, Pat,” advised her cousin.


      “Well, perhaps,” she admitted grudgingly to the man at the other end of the telephone. “Certainly. No, you may not; my cousin will take me home. Goodbye.”


      Patricia hung up the receiver with a bang, threw herself into the chair which Jack had meanwhile righted, leaned her elbows on the table and announced explosively: “If there’s anybody in this college whom I cordially dislike, it’s Norman Young!”


      “Why, what did he have to say?” inquired Ted, calmly helping himself to another piece of beefsteak.


      “He told me that Jack was missing, and wanted to know if I knew where he was. The nerve of him! Somebody sent him to Jack’s room, looking for Jack, and our smart Norman found an envelope on the desk addressed to me.”


      “The tickets,” interpolated Jack.


      “And he wanted to know,” went on Patricia, “if he should bring it to me!”


      “Quite a meddler,” said Ted.


      “After I put him in his place, he apologized; and then wanted to know if he couldn’t call for me and take me home when I was ready to go. How did he know I was here, anyhow?”


      “That fellow smells a rat!” announced Ted.


      “I’m terribly afraid so,” admitted Patricia. “Still I think I had better go back to the dorm right after we finish dinner—”


      “Oh,” began Jack in protest.


      “I really think it’s wiser,” said Patricia, looking at him with a worried expression.


      The telephone rang sharply a second time.


      “Don’t tell me it’s that pest again!” cried Patricia, as Ted took off the receiver.


      “Yes. Oh, hello, Anne. Well, spill it. You heard what? The deuce he did! Of all the rot I ever—To be sure it will. Thanks a lot for telling me. I’ll see what can be done right away. Goodbye.”


      “Well, what’s happened now?” demanded Patricia.


      “No use in my trying to break the news gently. Anne says there is a rumor around college tonight that Jack was offered a big bribe to stay out of the Greystone game; that he took it, and has disappeared. Can you beat that?”


      Patricia, speechless with distress, simply twisted her napkin into a mere rope.


      “The curs! The contemptible curs!” exploded Jack. “I might have known they’d get even with me some way!”


      “Don’t tell me there’s a foundation for that rumor!” cried Ted sharply.


      “There is,” replied Jack shortly. “I didn’t mean to tell this; but listen.” Rapidly, yet omitting no important detail, he related the story of the afternoon previous to his imprisonment in the belfry. “And the worst of it is, I haven’t a single witness. They can say pretty nearly what they choose, and go unchallenged.”


      “Tut’s responsible for the rumor, of course,” decided Ted; “if we could only corner him some way.”


      “We will!” declared Patricia, with vehemence.


      “And make him eat crow!” concluded her cousin.


      “But how?” asked Jack, with a short laugh. “Tut’s pretty hard-boiled, and who—”


      “I shall,” announced Mrs. Carter firmly, getting up from the table.


      “Aunt Betsy!”


      “Mother!”


      “Mrs. Carter!”


      “No use objecting. I’m going to find him right now, and I’ll promise you to be back with his scalp before the evening’s over. I won’t give any of you away. He doesn’t know me from Adam.”


      “Eve, you mean, Mother,” laughed her son.


      “And, now where will I be most likely to find him?” she asked, slipping on her coat and perching a hat on the back of her head.


      Jack looked at the clock. “Probably in his room at No. 9 Craig Street. It’s on the second floor, a single, right opposite the stairs; but at least let one of us take you as far as the house.”


      “I won’t. You stay quietly here until I come back, all of you.” With a slam of the door, she was gone.


      The three young people looked at one another in speechless astonishment. Finally, Ted laughed.


      “I feel kind of sorry for old Tut, much as I dislike him. Mother will have the truth out of him if she has to stand him on his head. He’ll do what she says, or she’ll know why.”


      The tension was broken, and they all laughed.


      When the table was cleared, Ted announced that he was going to do the dishes.


      “We’ll help,” said Patricia.


      “No, you won’t. You two sit in the living room and chatter.”


      Patricia shrugged her shoulders, and led the way into the next room; extinguished all but one of the lamps, turned on the gas log, and sat down before the fire. Jack threw himself on the hearth rug and propped his back against the big chair in which Patricia was sitting.


      “Will—will this do you much harm, do you suppose?” she asked, after a moment’s silence.


      “Hard to tell. Of course if I can’t be cleared, it will mean my finish as far as sports are concerned—that’s all Tut thinks of, naturally. But, as I told you once before, I think, there is a special reason why I must make good here; and if my reputation comes into question, well—”


      Jack broke off abruptly, and frowned at the fire. In a moment he continued:


      “I haven’t told anyone else about this, but I’d like you to know; and I’m sure it won’t go any farther.”


      “Of course not.”


      “On the tenth of last August, I received a special delivery letter,” began Jack slowly, gazing steadily at the fire.


      Patricia leaned forward, breathless with surprise.


      “In that letter,” continued the boy, “was a cashier’s check for One Thousand Dollars; and on a slip of paper, the words, ‘For John Dunn, to be spent on a year at Granard College.’ We tried in every way to find out where it came from, but when all of our efforts were fruitless we decided that the only thing to do was to use the money as requested. So you see why I feel under such heavy obligations to make good.”


      “Jack,” whispered Patricia, with a little excited catch in her throat. “I’ve never told anybody, either—not even my aunt or cousin; but that’s exactly what happened to me.”


      “You mean,” cried the boy, twisting around to look up into her face, “that you got money that same way—to come here?”


      Patricia nodded.


      “How very, very queer!”


      The strangeness of the situation silenced them completely for a time. Then Jack murmured: “This should make us better friends than ever, shouldn’t it?”


      Patricia smiled, but she did not withdraw the hand that Jack imprisoned in both of his.


      “Doesn’t it seem sometimes as if you just must find out who sent the check?” asked Jack, a moment later.


      “Yes; and sometimes I feel really nervous over it, as if somebody whom I couldn’t see were watching me all the time, to make sure that I behaved properly.”


      The door flew open at that moment, and Aunt Betsy darted into the room just as Ted came in from the kitchen.


      “Well,” she exclaimed, sinking down in a big chair and throwing off her coat, “I’ve settled his hash! He’s going around now contradicting the rumor he started, and he’ll never bother you again.”


      “Hurrah for you, Mother!” cried Ted. “But tell us the whole story. How did you ever—”


      “I knew that young man’s father; used to go to school with him. Got him out of an awful scrape once, and he promised he’d do anything I asked him to pay up for it. Never had any occasion to before. Told the young fellow about his dad’s promise (though of course not the reason for it) and said I was now about to ask him to redeem it. I said I knew what a contemptible thing he was up to, and that I stood ready right now to telephone the whole affair to his dad. Then I just lit into him, told him what a cad and a coward he is. Told him I’d start a public investigation and testify against him. Like all conceited blowbags, he collapsed when under fire; asked what I wanted him to do, begged me not to tell his father; for he’d take him out of college and put him to work in the store. Made him tell me just where and to whom he’d told that abominable lie, and told him I’d go with him while he corrected it. ‘You can call it a joke,’ I said, ‘if you must save your face.’”


      Aunt Betsy laughed contemptuously.


      “The boy fairly groveled, and swore he’d go; that it wouldn’t be necessary for me to accompany him. I waited while he put on his coat, and started out with him. Watched him go to two places, and on his way to the third before I left him.”


      “Mrs. Carter,” began Jack, “I don’t know how to thank you.”


      “Don’t try. I hate to be thanked.”


      “Aunt Betsy, you’re just wonderful!” cried Patricia gleefully, while Ted shook his mother’s hand violently.


      Conversation for the rest of the evening was general, concerned principally with the prospects of Granard in the morrow’s game. Patricia apparently forgot her resolution to leave right after dinner, for it was half past nine when she drove back to the dorm alone, having decidedly refused Ted’s offer to go with her.


      “I’d feel lots better if you stayed home and kept guard,” she whispered to him as he protestingly let her out. “I’ll be all right.”


      She did not know that Norman Young had inspected the interior of the car as it stood in the back yard; nor that, hidden behind a pillar on the porch next to the apartment house, he had watched her come out alone and start for Arnold Hall.


      CHAPTER XII


      ON DUTY


      “Oh, come on, Pats!” urged Betty, impatiently.


      “It’s heaps of fun to hear the tryouts,” added Anne; “more than seeing the plays themselves, sometimes.”


      The football season was over. The Greystone game had resulted in a close victory for Granard, in a hard-fought battle. Jack had covered himself with glory and made the final score for his college in the last few minutes of play. Tut had come down with a heavy cold—so it was said—and had gone home for the Thanksgiving recess a few days early; so he was absent not only from the line-up, but also from the game. All rumors regarding Jack had died a natural death, and now were nearly forgotten; so rapidly does one event follow another, and a fresh excitement take the place of its predecessor, in college life. The present and the future are the only tenses the college student knows anything about.


      Dramatics now held the center of the stage.


      The Alley Gang was standing on the corner of Wentworth Street and College Avenue after leaving Horton Hall, and were discussing a coming production of the dramatic club.


      “And we’ll all go to ‘Vans’ afterward and get something decent to eat,” proposed Frances enthusiastically. “That dinner we just had was fierce!”


      “Dinner, did you say?” inquired Hazel scornfully.


      “Why won’t you go, Pat?” asked Jane, clasping Patricia’s arm affectionately.


      “Because my theme for English III is due tomorrow, and—”


      “But not until afternoon,” objected Hazel. “You’ll have plenty of time to—”


      “That’s just what I won’t have,” contradicted Patricia. “French test and History review both in the morning; and with Yates’ lab period early in the afternoon. I don’t know when you people do all your work, I’m sure.”


      “We don’t do it,” laughed Mary, shifting rapidly from one foot to the other to keep warm; for the night was cold.


      “Well, let’s go somewhere,” grumbled Lucile, sinking her head deeper into her big fur collar, “before we all freeze.”


      Patricia bit her tongue to keep back an angry response to Lucile’s unpleasant tones. She and Lucile had never hit it off very well, and she had wondered more than once how the other girls managed so nonchalantly to put up with Lu’s uncertain moods. Clarice, the “black sheep,” was noisy and indiscreet, but at least she was accommodating and good-natured.


      “You’ll be all alone in the alley, except for Clarice,” warned Anne. “It’s her night on the Black Book.”


      “I can work in peace and quiet, then,” replied Patricia; “with all of you ‘hyenas’ out of the way.”


      Dodging a threatened blow from Katharine’s sturdy arm, Patricia ran quickly down Wentworth Street, while the rest of the crowd started for the auditorium. It was hard to leave the girls and go back alone to work in the lonely dormitory; only a strong sense of obligation to her unknown benefactor saved Patricia from giving in to the pleas of her pals and let the theme slide. When she entered the hall she was surprised to find Rhoda still on duty.


      “Why, where’s Clarice?” she asked.


      “She hasn’t come in yet,” replied the maid, looking up from some fancy work she was doing.


      “You’ll be awfully late for your dinner, Rhoda. You’d better go. I’ll stay here until Clarice comes.”


      “That’s very kind of you,” responded the girl gratefully, beginning to fold up the long scarf and lay aside her silks. “The chef is always so put out when the help come in late.”


      “I suppose he wants to get his work finished, and go somewhere; we all do. It is only stern necessity for work on an essay that brought me back here tonight. The others have all gone to the tryouts.”


      Patricia slipped into the chair which Rhoda vacated, and watched the maid put on her hat and coat, thinking how little, after all, they really knew about her in spite of their association with her, day after day.


      “Good night, and thank you,” said the girl softly, as she opened the door.


      “Good night, and you’re welcome,” laughed Patricia.


      A couple of minutes later, the telephone rang.


      “Yes?” answered Patricia.


      “Rhoda?” demanded a thin, sharp voice.


      “No; she has just gone. Is there any message?”


      “There is not,” was the curt response, as the woman at the other end of the line hung up noisily.


      “Now where in the name of fortune have I heard that voice before?” mused Patricia aloud. “Those thin high tones sound oddly familiar. I know! It was Mrs. Brock! But why should she telephone Rhoda?”


      Patricia was still puzzling over the question when the door opened to admit Clarice in a dull rose dinner gown and a black fur jacket, followed by Mrs. Vincent, closely wrapped in a long, grey coat, her face drawn with pain.


      “Clarice,” the chaperon was saying, as they paused to close the door, “tell Ivan when he comes that I’m sorry to break my engagement with him, but that I’m ill and have gone to bed.”


      She hurried to her room, without even a glance at Patricia.


      “How gay you are tonight,” observed Patricia, eyeing the rose-colored gown admiringly as the girl came over to the table.


      “Isn’t the dress darling?” inquired Clarice, opening her jacket to display more fully the charms beneath it. “My father just sent it to me. You see,” perching on the corner of the table, and swinging her feet, “he’s just crazy for me to make good here, and graduate; and so long as I manage to stick, he’ll send me pretties every once in a while. On the other hand, if I’m flunked out,” with a careless laugh, “he threatens to send me off into the country to live with some old maid cousin whom I’ve never seen.”


      While Patricia was searching for a suitable reply to this unusual confidence, the doorbell rang, and Clarice flew to answer it. A short, dark youth with bold black eyes, which were everywhere at once, stepped familiarly in as soon as the door was opened.


      “Oh, Mr. Zahn,” said Clarice, without preamble, “Mrs. Vincent is sorry; but she has a bad tooth, and has gone to bed. So she won’t be able to go out with you.”


      There was the faintest accent on the word she, as Clarice smiled mischievously upon the young man. Without a moment’s hesitation, he caught the suggestion and replied suavely:


      “Then perhaps you would take her place?”


      “Oh, I’ve got to work tonight,” laughed Clarice, “unless—” turning to glance inquiringly at Patricia, “are you going to be here all the evening?”


      “Yes,” was the brief reply, as Patricia turned over the pages of a magazine, trying not to listen in on the conversation going on near the door.


      “Then you wouldn’t mind taking my place, would you?” begged Clarice, clattering noisily across the polished floor on her high-heeled rose slippers to lean on the table and smile coaxingly at Patricia. “I’ll do the same for you some time.”


      “All right,” replied Patricia, without enthusiasm, for she did not at all approve of Clarice’s going off with Mrs. Vincent’s friend; yet did not feel at liberty to try to dissuade the girl.


      “Thanks, darling!” was Clarice’s grateful response. A hasty kiss on the tip of Patricia’s nose, a dash across the hall, the opening and closing of a door, and they were gone.


      “I hope to goodness Mrs. Vincent doesn’t come out and ask for Clarice! I don’t know what I’d ever tell her,” said Patricia to herself, as she settled down to work.


      An hour later when she went to her room for a note book, she paused to look out of the window at the big snowflakes which were floating lazily down from a partly clouded sky. To her intense surprise, she saw a man slinking along the path beside the dormitory, glancing up at its windows as he passed. A grey hat was pulled so far down on his head that she could not get a good look at his face; but his size, clothing, and general make-up led her to believe it was Norman Young. Since she had not turned on her light, it was safe to watch the man until he crossed the back yard and disappeared among the trees on Mrs. Brock’s lawn. That practically settled his identity.


      Catching up the note book from her desk, she hurried back to the hall. What was Norman doing out there? Why did he look up at all the windows? Was there any connection between his actions and the mysterious telephone call earlier in the evening? No satisfactory answers presented themselves; so Patricia tried to force the troublesome problem out of her mind by settling to work in real earnest on the essay.


      Half an hour later the sound of a door knob turning made her jump so violently that she knocked a big reference book onto the floor. Mrs. Vincent had opened her door and was crossing the hall.


      “Now I’m in for it,” thought Patricia, stooping to pick up the heavy volume; but the chaperon seemed oblivious to the change of girls at the Black Book.


      “My tooth is so bad,” murmured Mrs. Vincent, pressing her hand to her right cheek, “that I’m going over to my cousin’s,—he’s a dentist,—to see what he can do for it. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Without waiting for a reply, she hurried out.


      “Well,” thought Patricia, “now I certainly am alone here. The girls on the third floor are all up at Fine Arts making scenery for the play; and those from the second are ushering at the concert—all except Tiny.”


      A little black-haired girl, whose size and delicate features suggested nothing so much as a lovely doll, had promptly been nicknamed by the girls of Arnold Hall. Nobody ever thought of calling her by her right name, Evelyn Stone.


      “Seems to me I heard someone say she was ill. If I get this finished in time, I’ll run up and see her. No, I can’t either. I’ll have to stay with the Book and the telephone,” thought Patricia, writing rapidly.


      Presently she stopped, sat up straight, and sniffed.


      “I smell smoke!” she said aloud, getting up from the table and walking down the hall.


      CHAPTER XIII


      A FIRE


      Patricia thrust her head into each room on her way down the corridor, but no trace of fire did she find until she reached the very end. There, in the room occupied by Frances and Katharine, flames were flickering around the window frames, apparently coming from outside. Quickly closing the door again to prevent a draft, she dashed to the telephone and called the Fire Department. Then she ran into her own room to look out of the window and see how much space the fire covered. The side of the house below Frances’ window was ablaze, and tongues of flame were creeping steadily up the frame building.


      “Tiny’s room is directly over Frances’!” was the thought which flashed through Patricia’s brain.


      Darting back into the hall and up the stairs, two steps at a time, Patricia burst into Evelyn’s room crying:


      “Get up quickly!” She pulled the covers off of the astonished little girl. “There’s a fire.”


      “I can’t get up; I’m too weak!” whimpered Evelyn.


      “You’ve got to!” replied Patricia, snatching up a heavy bathrobe, pulling the girl up from her pillows, and forcing her arms into the sleeves. “Now come—quick.”


      Still Evelyn hesitated; so Patricia literally dragged her out of bed, and, grasping her firmly from behind, pushed the reluctant girl out to the stairs. There, overcome by fright and weakness, Evelyn sat down on the top step. Without wasting any more words, Patricia grabbed her by the ankles, pulled her all the way down the long, straight flight of stairs, and landed her on the rug at the foot of them just as the fire apparatus clattered up to the house. Clutching Evelyn under the arms, Patricia dragged her into the parlor, rolled her onto some cushions before the fireplace, threw a rug over her, and ran out to consult with the Fire Chief who was already in the hall.


      “Shall we have to get out?” inquired Patricia, somewhat breathlessly.


      “Hardly think so. Seems to be confined to back corner. Keep all doors closed,” was the man’s curt reply, as he directed his assistants who were bringing in extinguishers and hose.


      Immediately a huge crowd assembled and some policemen were trying to keep the excited people far enough away from the house; even the students who lived in the Hall were not allowed to enter it. Watching from the front windows of the parlor, Patricia could see the Alley Gang on the edge of one group; Jane, calm as usual; Frances crying and holding onto Katharine; Hazel gesticulating wildly as she talked to Anne; and the others dodging this way and that, trying to get closer to the house. Just as Mrs. Vincent worked her way through the crowd to speak to one of the firemen, she came face to face with Clarice and Ivan who had edged through from the opposite side of the street. Patricia held her breath for an instant, but after receiving the fireman’s reply Mrs. Vincent seemed to be chatting quite naturally with the couple. Probably she did not realize that they had been out together.


      A grey coat and hat in the background caught Patricia’s eye, and as a sudden movement of their owner brought him fully into the light of a street lamp, she recognized Norman Young. Like lightning her mind raced from the skulking figure beside the dormitory earlier in the evening, to the subsequent outbreak of fire. Surely there could be no connection. No doubt an investigation of the fire would surely follow, to which, in all probability, she would be summoned. What should she say? “I should hate to tell a mere suspicion. I’m not really certain,” she stated to herself. “I wish I knew what to do about it.”


      Evelyn, who had lain shivering and weeping just where Patricia had left her, now raised up and inquired plaintively: “Do you suppose my room will be burned? I just bought all my spring clothes; and if they’re lost—I—”


      “I’m quite sure they must be getting the fire under control; otherwise, they would have ordered us out,” replied Patricia calmly. “I hardly think the flames reached your room at all.”


      “Thank goodness!” sighed Evelyn, collapsing again onto her pillows.


      Not a word of gratitude to the girl who had rescued her. People are awfully queer, thought Patricia, gazing wonderingly at Tiny. Imagine, thinking of her new clothes when she, herself, might have been trapped up there, alone and sick! Turning again to the window, she was amused to see her Aunt Betsy dash determinedly through the crowd only to be stopped by a policeman. Patricia could imagine the things she was saying to the man who dared block her way. Nearby stood Ted and John, scanning the crowd anxiously. She wished she could in some way attract their attention so they might know she was safe. Presently the crowd shifted a little, bringing the two boys more directly in her range of vision. Ted’s restless eyes soon spied her; he said something to John, and they both made grotesque gestures, which she interpreted as offers of rescue. Gaily she shook her head, thereby causing Ted to shed imaginary tears into his handkerchief, while Jack patted him on the back.


      Half an hour later sounded the welcome two gongs which indicated that the fire was out. Then the crowd made a dash for the front steps; but a couple of officers, with whom the Dean had been quietly conferring, took their stand on the bottom step and refused admittance to all but Arnold Hall students. Slowly the townspeople strolled away, while the excited girls hurried in to see how much damage had been done.


      “Oh, Pat!” cried Anne, flinging both arms around her. “We were so worried about you!”


      “Until we caught sight of you at the window, we were absolutely frantic,” added Jane.


      A loud burst of laughter from Clarice, who had just entered with Betty and Hazel, made them all turn to see what had occasioned it.


      “Just look at Tiny!” cried Clarice. “How did you get down here?”


      “Patricia dragged me down!” retorted Evelyn in injured tones. “She burst into my room, scared the life out of me, and literally pulled me down the stairs—”


      “Pat to the rescue!” interrupted Hazel admiringly.


      “Our Pat’s a heroine!” cried Anne, while the rest of the Gang pressed closer.


      “Who sent in the alarm?” inquired Mrs. Vincent.


      “I did,” acknowledged Patricia modestly. “I smelled smoke and discovered the cause of it in Katharine’s and Frances’ room—”


      “She’s a double heroine!” exulted Jane.


      “Have you any idea what started it?” continued Mrs. Vincent sharply.


      “I told you all I know about it,” replied Patricia, with a faint accent on the word know, which was lost on the troubled chaperon. “I was on the Black Book all the evening, except once when I went to my room for a book and when I was looking for the fire—”


      “And when you were dragging me around,” added Tiny, provoking a burst of laughter.


      “At the Black Book?” repeated Mrs. Vincent. “It wasn’t your turn. You had it night before last. Who was supposed to be on it?” looking accusingly around the room.


      “I was,” admitted Clarice; “but I had a date, so Pat relieved me.”


      “You’re altogether too fond of getting out of some of your obligations,” said Mrs. Vincent severely, while the girls stared in astonishment at her rebuking thus publicly the favored Clarice.


      “Pat didn’t mind,” murmured Clarice.


      “That doesn’t matter. Hereafter, if you wish to relieve one another, you’ll have to get my permission. I want that clearly understood.”


      “Nice time we’ll have finding her sometimes, to get permission,” murmured Hazel to Betty.


      “Must be dreadfully upset, or she’d never lay Clarice out like that,” was Anne’s comment to Patricia.


      “There will be an investigation made,” continued Mrs. Vincent. “Dean Walters is very much disturbed. Morton College has recently had a regular epidemic of fires of late, all apparently incendiary; and she—”


      “Mrs. Vincent,” interrupted Mary, “Norman Young is at the front door and wants to see you.”


      The chaperon hurried out, and, quite shamelessly, the girls kept quiet enough to hear what was said in the hall.


      “Mrs. Brock sent me over to inquire how much damage had been done, and especially if anyone was injured,” said Norman. “If necessary, she would accommodate three or four of the girls tonight.”


      “Tell Mrs. Brock that I am very grateful for her offer,” replied Mrs. Vincent, “but no one was harmed; and since the damage was confined principally to one room, we shall be able to manage quite nicely without sending anyone out.”


      “Ah—” exclaimed Hazel, disappointedly.


      “What are you ah-ing for?” demanded Katharine. “We’d be the ones to go.”


      “Did you lose much of your stuff?” asked Patricia, putting her arm around Frances, whose face still showed traces of tears.


      “I don’t know yet.”


      “Now, girls,” ordered Mrs. Vincent, coming briskly back to the parlor, “let’s get to bed. Some of you help Evelyn upstairs, and I’ll get bedding to put on the davenport. Katharine and Frances will have to sleep here until we can get cleared up a little.”


      It was a long time before silence settled down in the Hall. Even after the lights were out, and she and Betty had stopped talking, Patricia lay in her bed as wide awake as if it were noon. What was she going to say at the investigation? Suppose Norman Young was the man she had seen, what possible object could he have had in setting fire to the Hall? It was certainly bold of him, in that case, to come and inquire so coolly about the damages. Yet it didn’t seem as if a perfectly respectable secretary, however much one might be inclined to dislike him, could be a fire bug.


      After another hour of restless tossing, she decided to tell the whole truth if questioned closely.


      CHAPTER XIV


      AN INVESTIGATION


      The official bulletin board was located near the head of the stairs which led down to the dining room in Horton Hall. Space in front of it was at a premium after meals; for everybody was anxious to keep in touch with campus news. On the day following the fire, an even larger group of students than usual crowded into the shallow ell where the board hung.


      “Look, Pat!” cried Anne, pointing to the top notice.


      The following students are requested to meet the Dean in her office at two o’clock:


      Patricia Randall


      Frances Quinne


      Katharine Weldon


      Patricia read the notice slowly. Although she knew an investigation would surely be made, nevertheless her heart sank to her very shoes when she saw her fears realized quite so soon. Turning away abruptly, she pushed out of the crowd and started for the door.


      “What’s the matter?” demanded Anne, who followed and caught up with her on the street.


      “Nothing,” replied Patricia quickly; “or—that investigation.”


      “But why get all ‘het up’ over that? Simply tell what you know.”


      “But that’s just it; I don’t know.”


      “Know what?” questioned Anne, linking her arm through that of her friend, and pressing close to her side. “Tell me all about it; you’ll feel better.”


      “I’m not sure that I should,” began Patricia doubtfully.


      “Oh, shucks! What’s a friend for? I’ll guess then. You know more about the fire than you told Dolly?” hazarded Anne, watching Patricia intently. “You don’t need to admit it; I can tell just by looking at you. We’ll walk over to the park so no one will interrupt us, and then you can unburden your mind. I’ll bet you didn’t sleep a wink last night. You look like nobody’s business.”


      Up and down the deserted paths of the little park they paced briskly, for the wind was cold, while Patricia told her story.


      “If I were you,” said Anne, when Patricia had finished, “I wouldn’t advance any information; just answer the Dean’s questions. If she doesn’t ask you whether you had any suspicions who the man was, you’ll be all right. In any case, don’t worry about it.”


      In spite of the comfort derived from confiding in Anne, the morning seemed endless to Patricia, who alternately longed for and dreaded the arrival of two o’clock. Promptly on the stroke of the hour, the three girls from Arnold Hall were admitted to Dean Walters’ sunny, spacious office. Hardly were they seated in the chairs given them by Miss Jolly, the Dean’s secretary, when Mrs. Vincent walked in.


      “The Dean will be in in a few minutes,” murmured Miss Jolly, placing another chair for the latest arrival. As she spoke, the door to an inner room opened, and a dignified, grey-haired woman crossed the room briskly to seat herself behind a large flat-topped desk, facing her callers.


      “It is most distasteful to me,” began the Dean without preamble, “to be obliged to question you regarding last night’s catastrophe. Arson is a serious matter, and you will do much harm if you try to shield anyone, or by withholding any detail which might help discover the culprit. So I ask that you be perfectly frank with me, and regard what is said in here as strictly confidential. Mrs. Vincent, I’ll hear first whatever you can tell me.”


      Nervously the chaperon of Arnold Hall told the events of her evening, passing rapidly over the fact that she had left Patricia practically alone in the house, and dwelling at some length on her own indisposition. The Dean’s face betrayed no indication of her thoughts, nor did she make any comment when Mrs. Vincent had finished her story.


      Little chills began to run up and down Patricia’s spine as she awaited her turn next; but Dean Walters turned slightly in her chair in order to face Frances more directly, and began to question her rapidly as to her whereabouts the previous evening; in what condition she had left her room; whether she or Katharine ever smoked there; if her or her room mate’s clothing and belongings were insured, and so on. Patricia shivered still more as she realized that the Dean intended to question them rather than to listen to their stories. Frances was so frightened that she stumbled and stuttered through her replies, and finally burst into nervous tears.


      “There is no reason for you to be so disturbed, Miss Quinne,” said the Dean calmly; “I do not accuse or suspect any one of you; but I must obtain all the information I possibly can, not only in order to apprehend the culprit, if possible, but to satisfy the insurance inspectors. Miss Weldon, can you add anything to the facts your room mate has just given me?”


      “No, Dean Walters,” replied Katharine promptly, “except that early in the evening as we were dressing for dinner, our lights kept jumping, going out and then coming on again, you know.”


      “Did you try the bulbs to see if they were screwed in tight?”


      “No, we didn’t, because it was late and we were in a great hurry.”


      “Have the lights ever acted that way before?” inquired the Dean thoughtfully, resting her chin in her hand, and fixing her keen blue eyes on the girl’s face.


      “A couple of times within the last week.”


      “Why did you not report them?” The question came a bit sharply.


      “Just carelessness, I suppose,” admitted Katharine frankly. “We never bother about things until they are entirely out of commission. You see we’re always just getting back from somewhere, or going out to something; so we really don’t have much time.” Katharine grinned in a friendly manner at the stern woman behind the desk; nothing could disturb or subdue Katharine. Dean Walters made a few notes on a small pad, then turned to Patricia.


      “Tell me exactly where you were last night, and every detail of your evening.”


      Slowly and coherently Patricia furnished the desired information, and then paused, hoping with all her heart that she would not be questioned further. False hope.


      “You say you were in your room for a short time before the fire broke out. Did you notice anything out of the ordinary then?”


      Patricia flushed up to the roots of her hair, opened her lips, and then closed them again.


      “I see that you did,” commented the Dean quickly. “Let me have all the facts, please.”


      Reluctantly Patricia told about the man she had seen, and his odd actions.


      “Describe him,” ordered Dean Walters, making notes rapidly.


      “I—I didn’t see his face,” began Patricia.


      “Do as well as you can, then, with his general appearance, clothing, etc.”


      As Patricia proceeded, hesitatingly, with the description, Frances gave a little gasp which, though immediately suppressed, did not escape the quick ear of the attentive woman.


      “Had you then, or have you now, any ideas as to the identity of that man?” inquired the Dean.


      “I’d—really—rather not say,” faltered the girl.


      “Neither the information nor your part in it will be made public. I am waiting, Miss Randall,” as poor Patricia still hesitated.


      “He looked to me like Mr. Young, Mrs. Brock’s secretary; but it doesn’t seem possible for him to be mixed up in such an affair.”


      A dead silence followed; then Dean Walters picked up her telephone. “Assistant Registrar, please,” she requested curtly, tapping nervously with her pencil as she waited for the connection. “Mr. Billings? This is Dean Walters. Please get in touch with Norman Young at once and send him to my office.”


      No one spoke or moved as all tensely awaited the arrival of the new participant in the inquiry. In ten minutes Miss Jolly admitted the blond youth, clad in his customary grey clothes, and carrying a soft grey hat.


      “Sit down, Mr. Young,” directed the Dean, indicating a chair. “We are trying to get some information regarding last night’s fire at Arnold Hall; and I wondered, since you live so near to it, if you could add anything to the facts I already have. I understand you sometimes cut through the yard to get to Mrs. Brock’s house. Did you happen to do so last evening?”


      “Yes, I did,” replied the boy frankly, “about half past eight, or maybe nine o’clock.”


      Patricia trembled. So it had been he. Quietly she wrapped her coat more closely about her so no one would notice that she was shaking violently.


      “Where were you going?” inquired the Dean.


      “Home, to work on my assignments for today,” answered Norman, letting his glance travel along the row of girls at his left. No one of them, however, met his eyes.


      “Did you notice anything unusual about the dormitory?”


      “Only that it was dark.”


      “How did you happen to notice that?”


      “The path which is always well lighted from the windows on that side was so dark that I involuntarily looked up to see what was the matter,” responded the youth glibly, gazing directly, and Patricia thought somewhat defiantly, into the Dean’s eyes.


      “Were you out again that night?”


      “Yes, Dean; I went over on an errand—for Mrs. Brock.”


      “Through the dormitory yard?”


      “Yes.”


      “And when did you return?”


      “I don’t really know the exact time, but it was after the Fire Department had reached the Hall; I could not get through the crowd to go home.”


      “How, then, did Mrs. Brock get in touch with you to deliver her message to Mrs. Vincent?”


      “After watching the firemen for a while, I went around the block and entered Mrs. Brock’s house just in time to prevent her going over to the Hall herself.”


      “Why didn’t you want her to go?” demanded Dean Walters sharply.


      “Well, she is an old lady, and it was a cold night for her to be out, and late for her to be out alone.”


      “What was your ‘errand’ for Mrs. Brock, and where did it take you?”


      “That I am not at liberty to disclose; it is my employer’s business,” was the decided response.


      Dean Walters opened her lips to speak, then abruptly closed them again. A moment’s silence followed; then, turning toward Mrs. Vincent and the girls, she said curtly: “You may go. Your testimony was quite satisfactory. Mr. Young will remain.”


      Single file, like Indians, the four women left the office, descended a short flight of stairs, passed through a doorway at the foot, and were out upon the street. Then everybody drew a long breath of the frosty air and began to speak.


      “Wasn’t it terrible?” demanded Frances. “I acted like a fool.”


      “Oh, forget it!” advised Katharine. “You were nervous; we all were.”


      “Not you,” contradicted Patricia. “I envy you your poise upon all occasions.”


      “What do you suppose the Dean will do about Norman Young, Mrs. Vincent?” asked Frances.


      “I imagine she may get in touch with Mrs. Brock,” replied the chaperon somewhat irritably; for she felt she had not made the best of impressions upon the Dean. It was advisable for her to have that lady’s goodwill; for the appointments as chaperon in the various dormitories were made yearly, and Mrs. Vincent had reasons of her own for wishing to remain at Arnold Hall at least two years longer.


      Several days passed, and the girls still gossiped among themselves about the investigation; for the officials were strangely silent upon the subject. No statement had been made public, and the students were consumed with curiosity.


      “Mrs. Vincent,” said Katharine one night when the chaperon came to her room to borrow a hat, “what did the Dean find out about the fire? We’re dying to know.”


      “I believe that upon the advice of Mrs. Brock, the whole affair has been dropped,” answered Mrs. Vincent, trying on Katharine’s hat before the mirror, her mind more upon what she was doing than upon what she was saying.


      “What on earth—” began Katharine.


      “I don’t know any more,” interrupted the chaperon quickly. “I’m not sure I should have told you that much. Don’t quote me, please.”


      “I won’t,” promised Katharine good-naturedly, “but may I tell the girls without saying where I got the information? They’re all wondering.”


      “Perhaps it would be well to do so; then maybe they’ll drop the subject.”


      A couple of weeks later, the Dean announced in chapel one day that defective wiring had evidently caused the fire in Arnold Hall, and asked the girls in all dormitories to be very careful in their use of electrical appliances.


      CHAPTER XV


      UNDER ARREST


      Spring came early that year, and the hills around Granard were a lovely haze of pale green. The woods were filled with delicate wild flowers, and streams which would be mere threads later in the season, now swollen by rapid thaws, were tumbling riotously along their rocky beds. Birds were darting madly back and forth across the landscape, seeking mates and places for cozy nests.


      “Pat,” suggested Jack, on one of the warm, bright days, “the spring has gotten into my blood. Let’s cut Shakespeare this afternoon, and go for a hike in the woods.”


      “Jack, you shouldn’t tempt me like that!” she cried reprovingly, stopping beside the bench where they had had their first talk. “I wonder if he’ll say anything important in class.”


      The boy laughed at her sudden change of tone and attitude. “I don’t believe so. He’ll talk on the last act. We know that pretty well, don’t we?” grinning mischievously down into the girl’s brown eyes.


      “We’ll take a chance anyhow! When shall we start?”


      “Right now. Shall you be warm enough in that thing?”


      “‘That thing!’ I’d have you know this is a perfectly good leather jacket which my father gave me for Christmas.”


      “My error! It’s good looking, anyhow.”


      “You can’t fix it up now.”


      Laughing and joking, as gay as the spring all around them, they swung briskly along the state road until they reached Tretton Woods; then they plunged in among the feathered trees.


      “Oh!” cried Patricia. “Arbutus! The darlings!” Sinking down upon a bed of last year’s leaves, she tenderly plucked a couple of sprays. “It always seems a pity to tear up a whole lot of it,” she observed, handing one piece to Jack, and fastening the other in her own buttonhole.


      A little deeper in the woods they came upon a merry little stream.


      “Look, Pat,” exulted Jack, “at that brook. Let’s make a dam—”


      “And a lake?” concluded Patricia, eagerly.


      Like two children they worked happily until a wide pond spread out in a fern bordered hollow.


      “Isn’t that lovely?” rejoiced Patricia, gazing proudly at the result of their labor.


      “It sure is! Gosh, Pat, look!” holding out his watch.


      “Half past five? It can’t be. How I wish now I’d brought the car.”


      “No, you don’t, young lady!” contradicted Jack masterfully. “A hike’s made on two feet, not on four wheels.”


      “We’ll be late for dinner—”


      “Never mind. I’ll take you somewhere to eat.”


      “Like this?” looking down at her soiled hands and muddy skirt.


      “Sure.”


      On the way out of the woods, Patricia’s attention was caught by a cluster of cup-like white flowers. “Aren’t those pretty, Jack? Let’s take them home as a souvenir. We’ve lost our arbutus.”


      Both stooped to gather a handful as quickly as possible.


      “Oh, the nasty things!” cried Patricia. “Their stems are just full of red juice.”


      “Looks for all the world like blood,” commented the boy, dropping his flowers into the stream, which quickly whirled them away, and wiping his hands on his handkerchief. Patricia followed his example.


      “It’s awful stuff to get off,” complained Patricia, still rubbing her hands vigorously, as they stepped out upon the state road almost under the wheels of a motorcycle.


      “Good Heavens, girl! Watch your step. That was a narrow shave.”


      “I’ll say it was. Why, it’s coming back,” added Patricia, as the car wheeled about and approached them again.


      “They’re troopers,” breathed Jack, as the car stopped beside them.


      Two young men gazed searchingly at the two disheveled figures before them.


      “What have you been doing?” demanded the man in the side car.


      “Gathering wild flowers in the woods,” replied the girl promptly.


      “Then where are they?” asked the other trooper, fixing his eyes on the red-stained handkerchiefs.


      “Some we lost, and some we threw away,” said Jack.


      “Give me those handkerchiefs,” ordered the red-haired trooper, hopping nimbly out of the side car.


      In speechless astonishment the hikers handed the crumpled rags to the man, who took them to the driver of the motorcycle, and both troopers examined them carefully.


      “Blood, without a doubt,” stated the auburn-haired man. “Guess we’ve made our catch. They certainly answer to the description of Crack Mayne and his pal, Angel. You’re under arrest,” he continued, turning toward the couple.


      “What utter nonsense!” exploded Jack angrily, but Patricia laid her hand on his arm.


      “We got those stains from flower stems,” she stated calmly.


      “You’ll have to show us.”


      “We can’t, now.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because we picked them all, and when we found that our hands were stained we threw the flowers away.”


      “Oh, yeah? Where did you throw them?” asked the driver, getting off and starting towards the woods.


      “They’ve gone down the stream,” giggled Patricia, her sense of humor unwisely getting the upper hand.


      In later days, when Jack wanted to tease her, he always said that Patricia’s giggle sealed their fate.


      “Quite clear they’ve been up to something,” muttered the red-haired trooper; “maybe a murder. You take ’em in, and I’ll poke about in there to see what I can find. Send Murphy out for me as soon as you get in.”


      Patricia and Jack were hustled into the side car, and rushed off toward town. Soon Jack took from his pocket a pencil and an envelope.


      “Better give middle names at the station,” he scribbled rather illegibly, due to the motion of the car. “Keep college out of it.”


      Patricia nodded; then Jack tore the envelope into little pieces, which the wind eagerly snatched from his hand and bore away.


      At the station, they registered as Peter Dunn and Alice Randall. The stained handkerchiefs were laid aside for expert examination, and the charges recorded.


      “Now may we go?” asked Jack, with elaborate innocence.


      “Why, sure,” replied the sergeant sarcastically. “Just walk right out.”


      “Hullo, Mac,” drawled an exceedingly tall, solemn-looking youth, letting the street door close with a bang. “What have you for me tonight?”


      “Only a couple of—” he began.


      The newcomer took one look at the pair; then announced without a trace of surprise: “You’re Jack Dunn, the football player.”


      “Twin cousin,” corrected Jack gravely.


      “Oh, yeah!”


      “Haven’t you ever seen cousins who looked just alike?” inquired Jack, raising his eyebrows in astonishment. “I have.”


      “That may be, but I didn’t see you on the field and off of it last fall for nothing. What’s the racket?”


      Before Jack could reply, the sergeant irritably gave the desired information, the last of which was drowned by a bark of laughter from the human bean pole.


      “This is rich! This is just too rich!” he chortled. “Brave troopers arrest couple of college students for gathering bloodroot. Oh! Oh!”


      “So that’s what it was!” exclaimed Patricia. “I should have known.”


      “You’re a reporter,” said Jack accusingly. “For the love of Pete don’t put us in the paper. We—”


      “Now listen, Bozo,” interrupted Craig Denton, “don’t kid yourself that nobody will know this story unless he reads it in the paper. One of your own fellows stopped in at the office before I came over here to say that a couple of college students had just been taken into the police station. That’s how I happened to breeze in so early, Mac.”


      “What did he look like?” demanded Jack.


      “Big blond; jaw sticks out like this; little bits of eyes.”


      “Tut!” breathed Patricia.


      “How the devil did he get hold of it?” exploded Jack.


      “Saw you brought in,” replied Craig, as he held the door open for them. “I’m taking these birds home, Mac,” he called to the sergeant. “So you see,” he continued, as they were out on the street, “you’d better let us present the story truthfully. It’s the best way.”


      “Of course,” replied Jack, ruefully, “you have us at your mercy.”


      “What did the troopers look like?” asked Craig.


      “I couldn’t describe them,” declared Jack emphatically.


      “Nor I,” agreed Patricia. “We were too much upset to notice details.”


      “I wonder,” mused the newspaper man, glancing from one to the other suspiciously; but both met his eyes with well simulated innocence.


      “We’re going somewhere to eat,” announced Jack; “better come along.”


      “Yes, we surely owe you something for your kind rescue,” laughed Patricia.


      “There’s an old saying about two being company,” began Craig.


      “Nonsense! Come along!” cried Jack, who had taken a liking to the grave youth with his keen sense of humor. “Where shall we go, Pat?”


      “Wherever we won’t meet anybody we know. We’re both sketches.”


      “No wonder we were regarded as suspicious characters,” agreed Jack. “Guess we’d better go downtown. Where’s a good place?” turning to the reporter. “We usually eat up on the hill.”


      “The Exeter, on Field Street, is good. Got stalls; you wouldn’t be conspicuous.”


      “Exeter for us,” decided Patricia; “and let’s hurry. I’m starved.”


      After a good dinner, accompanied by much joking and laughter, Jack escorted Patricia up toward College Hill, while Craig hurried back to the office of the Granard Herald, after promising to spare the principals as much as possible in his story.


      “Little did we think this noon what we were in for,” said Jack, as he was about to leave Patricia at the entrance of Arnold Hall. “I’m sorry to have gotten you into such a jam.”


      “You!” protested the girl. “Why, it was all my fault. If I hadn’t picked those flowers—bloodroot’s certainly the right name for them.”


      “But if I hadn’t urged you to cut—”


      “Oh, Jack, we had a good time; and, as for the unpleasant part, well, it didn’t last long. And it was an unusual experience.”


      “But it’s not over yet; all the publicity, and talk. Of course, I could stand it; but—”


      “You think I couldn’t!” finished Patricia with a flash of anger in eyes and voice. “I always try to be a good sport.”


      “You are; and I didn’t mean—” faltered Jack, distressed.


      “Listen!” said Patricia, her anger gone in a minute as she saw that he was really disturbed. “Everybody will laugh and joke about it for a while, and then—pouf! It’s all out, just like a candle. Nothing lasts very long.”


      “What about our benefactors’ opinion of the affair?”


      “Under the circumstances, he or she ought to take a sane view of the matter. We have done nothing of which we should be ashamed. Don’t worry about it.”


      With these words Patricia ran up the steps, and Jack strolled to the Frat House thinking what a sensible girl Patricia was, and what a good pal.


      A most amusing account of their escapade came out in the morning’s paper, and the college world rocked with merriment. Patricia and Jack were bombarded with jokes, questions, congratulations, and cartoons.


      The next day Jack and Patricia met on the stairs leading to their Shakespeare classroom.


      “I got a queer note,” began Patricia.


      “So did I.”


      “What did yours say?” asked Patricia eagerly.


      “‘Keep out of police stations in the future.’”


      “So did mine; but, some way, it didn’t seem cross.”


      “How could you tell that?”


      “I don’t know; but I just felt that whoever sent the note was smiling as he wrote it.”


      “You have a wonderful imagination, Pat,” said Jack, grinning down at her. “I only hope it’s a reliable one.”


      CHAPTER XVI


      A PICNIC


      “Could I hire any of you ladies to swim for me next Tuesday?” inquired Clarice, popping out of the back door and perching on the porch railing.


      It was Saturday morning. Patricia, Anne, Frances, Katharine, and Betty had washed their hair, and were strung along the sunny top steps drying it, preparatory to going to town for a wave.


      “None of us were keen enough about that swimming exam to be looking for chances to try it twice,” replied Katharine decidedly.


      “You ought not to mind it,” drawled Anne sleepily; “you’re a regular mer—maid,” her last word cut short by a huge yawn.


      “Look out, Anne,” cried Frances, grabbing her by the shoulders, “you’ll be sound asleep in a minute and roll down the steps.”


      “It’s this strong sunlight,” said Anne, leaning comfortably back against Frances’ knees, and closing her eyes.


      “What’s the matter with you doing your own swimming?” asked Betty, glancing up at Clarice through a tangle of brown hair.


      “Can’t. Don’t know enough about it,” replied the girl nonchalantly, swinging one foot. “I hate it.”


      “Do you mean to say that you’ve been in gym class all this year, and don’t know yet how to swim?” inquired Katharine bluntly.


      “Guilty!”


      “I should think Professor Wilson would have killed you off long ago,” remarked Frances. “He’s such an irritable creature.”


      “Yes,” agreed Clarice, “and also so near-sighted that he doesn’t know half the time who’s in the pool and who’s out of it. Haven’t you noticed how dependent he is on his class books?”


      “Then can’t you take a chance on his being too near-sighted to see that you can’t swim?” asked Betty.


      “No such luck! All women may look alike to him, but not all strokes in swimming.”


      “How did you manage all term?” inquired Patricia, shaking her yellow mop of hair vigorously.


      “Oh, he was always hollering at me.”


      There were two divisions of the Sophomore Gymnasium class. Clarice was in the second, while all the rest of the Alley Gang were in the first. To be able to swim was absolutely necessary for promotion to the Junior class at the end of the year, and the second week in May had been assigned for the final tests. Professor Wilson, a critical, quick-tempered little man, was an excellent teacher, but he did not like women and never bothered to get acquainted with the individual members of his classes, which did not at all add to his popularity.


      “When I can swim out of doors by myself, I think I shall like it,” commented Anne, “but not while Professor Wilson dances around the rim of the pool snapping like a turtle.”


      “That’s the way I feel about it,” agreed Patricia. “Why don’t we go out to Green Lake some Saturday and try our skill?”


      “Let’s go next Saturday,” proposed Katharine enthusiastically. “We’ll go in the morning, and have a roast.”


      “Who?” asked Betty.


      “Us and the rest of the Gang. Everybody willing, hold up the left foot,” directed Katharine.


      A laughing scramble ensued during which Clarice nearly fell off the railing. When they had settled back into their former positions, Patricia suggested hesitatingly, “Let’s take Rhoda. She’s so very nice to all of us.”


      “Good idea,” agreed Katharine promptly.


      “But who’d take her place?” questioned Betty doubtfully. “Could she get off for the whole day?”


      “I think so. That day she was ill, Sue Mason subbed for her; and she probably would again. Sue doesn’t have many dates,” said Frances.


      “I wish we could invite her, too, then,” said Patricia slowly. “It must be pretty lonely to be among so many girls, and not be in on their good times.”


      “I know, but you can’t start asking people from upstairs,” protested Anne. “If you do, there’ll be no stopping place.”


      “What’s the matter with Sue, anyhow?” asked Patricia.


      “Mostly her queer ways,” replied Clarice quickly. “Last year she was always rapping on people’s doors and asking them to keep quiet so she could study. Then she complained to the Dean every so often about how long some of the girls kept her out of the bathroom. She also felt it her duty to report the maid several times for being late in distributing the clean linen. In short, Sue just disapproved of the way everything was run, and got herself in most awfully wrong. She belongs in some boarding house, not in a dorm.”


      “How did she happen to come back here, since she found so much fault with the place?” inquired Patricia.


      “Don’t know. Maybe she found out that she liked it after all. Hasn’t opened her mouth this year, so the girls upstairs say; but she queered herself for good and all last year,” replied Clarice carelessly. “But to return to my original question, can’t I interest any of you in helping me out?”


      “I don’t know what we could do,” began Anne.


      “Go into the pool for me when my name is called,” answered Clarice boldly. “There’s a ten in it for anybody who will.”


      “You’re surely not in earnest,” said Patricia, pushing back her hair to look directly at the girl on the railing above her. Patricia was so easily embarrassed for others, frequently an embarrassment in which the “others” took no part.


      “Why shouldn’t I be?” retorted Clarice.


      “Why, Clarice!” cried Frances reprovingly.


      “I can’t help it if you are shocked. If it were as necessary for any of you to be graduated from this institution as it is for me, you’d go the limit, too!” Clarice’s tone was defiant, but as she slid off of the railing and hurried into the house, Patricia who was still watching her saw sudden tears fill the girl’s hard, black eyes.


      Anne shrugged her shoulders as the back door banged. Frances raised her eyebrows and looked troubled. Betty and Katharine nonchalantly continued the business of hair drying. Patricia sighed—“I wish we could help her out,” she said thoughtfully. “I know a little of what graduation means—”


      “Then why doesn’t she work?” demanded Betty sharply.


      No one was able to answer that question, so after a moment they began to discuss plans for the picnic. In the meantime a girl who had been sitting quietly at an open window above the back porch left her room and went in search of Clarice.


      By four o’clock on Tuesday afternoon, the swimming tests were over and the gym was filled with chattering girls discussing the probabilities of success and failure.


      “I won’t draw a full breath until I see the list posted,” declared Frances, as she left the building with Anne and Patricia.


      “I imagine we all passed,” observed Anne placidly.


      “Wish I knew how poor Clarice came out,” said Patricia. “Yet I hate to ask her right out.”


      “Haven’t heard her mention the subject since Saturday morning,” said Frances. “Have you?”


      Both girls shook their heads.


      “Maybe she took some time to practice, and managed to pull through,” suggested Anne. “Clarice can do almost anything if she tries.”


      “I truly hope so,” said Patricia fervently.


      That evening the Alley Gang was in such a furore over arrangements for the picnic that the test was not even mentioned.


      “Isn’t the water going to be awfully cold so early in the season?” objected Jane, when the question of “eats” had been satisfactorily settled, and that of bathing was under discussion.


      “If the day is fairly warm, and we go in where it’s sunny, I think it will be all right,” replied Katharine.


      “All right for an out-door girl like you,” retorted Betty, with a shiver, “but it doesn’t sound altogether attractive to me.”


      “Then stay out of it,” advised Katharine sensibly.


      “Yes; anybody who doesn’t want to go in can get busy around the fireplace and have a big feed all ready for us. We’ll be starved.”


      “Never saw you when you weren’t, France,” called Clarice, who just then appeared in the doorway of Jane’s room where the girls had congregated.


      “Know anybody who runs up to the Varsity Shoppe any oftener than you do?” retorted Frances quickly.


      “Don’t quarrel, children,” admonished Jane. “We can all do our share when it comes to eating.”


      “By the way,” inquired Anne, “what did Rhoda say when you asked her? Will she go?”


      “She wasn’t quite sure,” replied Patricia, “but will let us know on Friday.”


      “Say,” interrupted Frances, leaning forward to look at Patricia, “does anybody know why she goes over to Mrs. Brock’s early in the morning?”


      Patricia glanced at Jane and Ruth before she replied with a laugh, “I’m sure I don’t.”


      “How do you know she does go?” demanded Lucile quickly.


      “Saw her, this very morning.”


      “What were you doing, awake before the bell rang?” inquired Anne.


      “My shade was flapping; and if there’s anything I can’t stand, it’s a flapping shade. I got up to fix it.”


      “What time was it?” queried Ruth.


      “Five o’clock.”


      “You dreamed it,” jeered Lucile.


      “I did not!”


      “Maybe she was just coming home from a party,” suggested Mary’s mild voice.


      “I saw her one morning, too,” admitted Hazel. “I got up at five to study, wrapped a blanket around me, and was curled up in a chair beside the window cramming French verbs—”


      “Now I know that you were asleep, too,” interrupted Lucile.


      “When I saw Rhoda,” continued Hazel, throwing a pillow at Lucile, “she was coming out of the back door of Big House. When she passed our window, I said ‘Hello!’ and she jumped a foot.”


      “What did she say?” asked Jane.


      “Nothing; she just glanced up, put her finger on her lips, and hurried into the Hall. She is always so smiling and good-natured, but she didn’t look at all pleased to see me.”


      “How did she get in without ringing the bell?” inquired Clarice eagerly.


      Everybody laughed.


      “That interests you most, doesn’t it?” inquired Lucile sweetly.


      “She went around to the laundry door,” explained Hazel. “I think she has a key for it.”


      “That’s an idea!” cried Clarice. “Why can’t we borrow that key some night when we want to go out?”


      Four stone steps led down from the path on the east side of the dormitory to a small door which opened directly into the laundry, located under Frances’ and Katharine’s room.


      “And spend the rest of the night in the laundry?” exclaimed Hazel. “An ironing board for a bed doesn’t appeal to me.”


      “Why not come up?” inquired Anne idly.


      “Because, darling, Dolly herself locks that door at the head of the stairs on her eleven o’clock round every night,” replied Ruth.


      “Then I don’t see how Rhoda gets up,” said Frances, frowning in perplexity.


      “Oh, bother Rhoda!” cried Hazel impatiently. “Let’s plan how we’re all of us and our luggage going to get out to Green Lake and back, when we’ve only two cars available.”


      “Pat and I can take the eats and a couple of girls to guard them, and then come back for the rest of you,” proposed Mary, who owned the only other car in the Gang.


      “That’s a good idea,” approved Anne; and so the matter was settled.


      Saturday proved to be one of those warm, sunny days which often usher in an early summer.


      “See that haze on the hills?” said Katharine, as they were packing the cars in the driveway. “That means heat. We’ll be able to swim after all. Isn’t it fine that we all passed the test, even Clarice?”


      “Didn’t look much like a picnic at this time yesterday,” observed Patricia with a shiver at the recollection. “Wasn’t it a cold, dismal day?”


      “It sure was! Who’s going on this load?” inquired Anne, turning to the girls who were bossing the job of loading.


      “Katharine and Frances will go with Pat,” responded Jane, “and I’ll keep Mary company. Don’t any of the rest of you wander off and have us hunting all over for you when we come back. All aboard who’s going aboard!”


      By eleven o’clock the whole Gang, including Rhoda, was swarming over the picnic grounds situated on a wooded hill overlooking Green Lake, an oblong body of very deep water. At one end, the lake was bordered by flat, treeless meadows, and the low shore line provided a fairly good sandy beach. At the other end, heavily wooded land sloped down to the water on all sides, giving it a gloomy, deep green cast. A rough path followed the irregular stretch of water on the east side, and wound on up the hill into the woods where a depression between two steep slopes formed a small picnic ground. The few tables, benches, and stone ovens which occupied the space were unclaimed today; so the girls had their choice. They decided on a table from which they could look through an opening in the trees, directly down onto the still, green water.


      “Swim first,” announced Katharine, after the food had been placed upon one table, and the extra wraps upon another.


      “Will our things be safe here alone?” inquired Betty doubtfully, when they were ready to go down to the lower end of the lake.


      “I’ll stay with it,” offered Rhoda.


      “Oh, no,” protested Anne. “Come on down with us and swim.”


      “I can’t swim,” replied Rhoda, “and I don’t care for bathing. I brought a book along, and I’d just as soon as not stay here and read until you come back.”


      Seeing that the maid really meant what she said, Anne followed the rest of the girls who were already half way down the hill.


      “Where’s Rhoda?” asked Patricia, looking around, when they reached the beach and were about to dive into the water.


      “I should think she’d like at least to come and watch us,” said Patricia, when Anne had explained. “I’ll go up after a while and bring her down.”


      Swimming in the open was very different from swimming in a tank, and after fifteen minutes of strenuous exercise the girls came out to lie on the sand in the warm sun for a little rest.


      “Lend me your cloak, Anne,” requested Patricia, “and I’ll run up for Rhoda.”


      “Don’t believe she’ll come,” replied Anne, handing Patricia her woolly bath cape.


      “I’ll make her. The things will be all right. There isn’t a soul here today, except us.”


      Wrapping the cape closely around her, Patricia started briskly along the path toward the picnic grounds. Rhoda was sitting on a big stone, half way down one of the sloping sides of the depression, in a pool of sunlight which some broken branches let through. So deeply interested was she in her book, that she did not see Patricia until the girl stood right in front of her.


      “I came back to get you,” panted Patricia. “We don’t like to have you up here all by yourself. That’s no fun. Come on!” taking the book out of the maid’s hands.


      “I really don’t mind,” began Rhoda.


      “But we do,” Patricia cut her short, putting out both hands to help her up from the stone.


      Laughing a little in protest, Rhoda got up and the two started down the hill.


      “Why, there’s Clarice,” said Patricia, stopping short in surprise, as she caught sight of the girl, swinging carelessly along beside the lake just below them. “She’s all dressed. I thought she was with the rest of the crowd. I wonder what happened.”


      “She’s too near the ragged edge,” exclaimed Rhoda sharply.


      Hearing voices, Clarice looked up without checking her pace. Her foot struck a hole in the bank beside the path, and with a cry she slid down into the lake. Dropping Anne’s cloak, Patricia dashed down the hill and dove into the water.


      A treacherous current had immediately swept Clarice away from the bank and was bearing her out toward the center of the lake. “No use to call for help,” thought Patricia; “the rest of the girls are too far away. Lucky that Clarice learned to swim after all; for she’ll be able to help herself a little. She’s gone down!” Striking out frantically, with legs and arms, Patricia made what speed she could toward the place where she had seen Clarice disappear. Fear and necessity gave her extra strength and speed, so that she was near enough to Clarice when the girl came up to seize her by the collar of her sweater.


      With the irresistible inclination of a drowning person, Clarice tried to throw her arms around Patricia, who knew that meant disaster for both of them.


      “Stop that!” she snapped. “Swim!”


      “I can’t,” moaned Clarice, frantic with fear.


      “You’ve got to! We’ll both drown if you don’t. Put your hand on my shoulder and strike out as I do. If you try to grab me around the neck, I’ll leave you.”


      Clarice pulled herself together and tried to obey. It seemed to Patricia as if they made no progress at all, so weighed down was she with Clarice’s weight. Just one more stroke, she said to herself, when it seemed as if she could go no farther. Now one more. That wasn’t so bad. Now another. Encouraging herself, straining each muscle to the utmost, she at last reached the bank where Rhoda stood with one arm wound around the tree trunk and the other extended to help them scramble up the rough stones, slippery with moss.


      As soon as they were safe again, Clarice threw herself flat on the ground and burst into a violent fit of tears.


      “Let her cry,” advised Rhoda, as Patricia bent over the sobbing girl. “She’ll get over the shock more quickly.”


      “But she’ll take cold,” objected Patricia, throwing Anne’s cloak over the prone figure.


      “And so will you,” added Rhoda, removing her own coat, preparatory to wrapping it around the shivering girl beside her.


      “You keep that. I’ll get my own,” protested Patricia, running up the hill to where the wraps were piled on one of the tables. Pulling her long brown coat from under several others, she wrapped it around her and returned to Clarice and Rhoda.


      The former was still weeping with her face hidden in a bed of ferns.


      “Clarice, get up!” ordered Patricia sternly. “No sense in having pneumonia just because you won’t control yourself. Get up, I said.”


      Taking her firmly by the arms, with Rhoda’s help she raised the girl and wrapped Anne’s cape more closely around her.


      “It’s a judgment on me!” quavered poor Clarice, as they led her up the hill.


      “What’s a judgment?” demanded Patricia rather sharply.


      “Being drowned because I cheated.”


      “But you aren’t drowned,” objected Patricia, laughing in spite of herself. Clarice was such a child!


      “I would have been, if it hadn’t been for you. I’ll never cheat again; I’m sure of that.”


      “How and when and where did you cheat?” inquired Patricia, puzzled.


      “Swimming test. A girl from upstairs went in when my name was called, passed, and Professor Wilson never knew the difference. She’s about my size.”


      Patricia was speechless. What should one say under such circumstances? She shrank from the holier-than-thou attitude; yet to remain quiet might be taken as approval.


      “What can we do about dry clothing for her, Miss Randall?” inquired Rhoda, saving the situation.


      “I don’t know,” replied Patricia in a worried tone. “I guess I’d better drive her home to get some. It won’t take long.”


      “I’d rather stay home, if you don’t mind,” said Clarice, drying her eyes.


      “Why?”


      “Oh, because.”


      “It would be just as well if she’d take a hot bath and go right to bed,” advised Rhoda. “Shall I come, too, to help you?”


      “Oh, no,” said Clarice quickly. “I’ll be all right.”


      “And you’ll do as Rhoda suggests?” asked Patricia.


      Clarice nodded and went toward Patricia’s car, while Patricia said to Rhoda in a low tone: “If any of the girls come back while I’m gone, tell them Clarice didn’t feel very well and I took her home. No point in letting them in on poor Clarice’s story.”


      “You’re quite right,” agreed Rhoda.


      “Patricia,” said Clarice, when they were on their way out of the parking section, “I don’t know how to thank you.”


      “Don’t bother about it. I’m glad I happened to be there.”


      “Should I tell about the test?” inquired Clarice slowly after being silent for several minutes. “I’ve made up my mind to learn to swim before college closes for the summer.”


      “Good! Then under those circumstances, you’ll be getting your promotion fairly; and it seems to me that any revelation of your—your—”


      “My cheating,” supplied Clarice frankly.


      “Would involve too many people. You see, Professor Wilson’s near-sightedness would be revealed, and perhaps cause his dismissal; the girl who subbed for you would be drawn into it, and probably get into trouble—perhaps even be dropped; then the girls in your section who know about it—”


      “There aren’t any.”


      “How’s that?”


      “We were called out of the dressing room one at a time, according to numbered cards; and nobody paid any attention to who was out. It’s such a large section.”


      “I see. Well, anyhow, since you’re going to correct the wrong, as far as possible, I can’t see any object in broadcasting the story. That reminds me, I asked Rhoda to tell the girls that you didn’t feel very well and I had taken you home. So the three of us will keep our own counsel.”


      “Pat, you’re just the best sport I ever knew!”


      “What’s the matter with Clarice?” inquired Hazel, an hour later, as they all sat around the table disposing of steak, potatoes, sugared buns, fried cakes, and coffee.


      “She had a chill,” replied Patricia calmly, opening a box of marshmallows; “but she attended to it in time, so I think she’ll be all right tomorrow.”


      The subsequent devotion of the black sheep to swimming aroused much comment among the members of the Alley Gang. Many were the theories advanced, but the girl kept her own secret and worked doggedly until she was as proficient as most of her companions.


      CHAPTER XVII


      A ROBBERY


      “Have you seen the paper this morning?” demanded Jane excitedly, waving the Granard Herald overhead as Pat was hurrying down the corridor to her room after breakfast.


      “No, what’s in it?”


      “Look!” Jane held out the front sheet and pointed to a headline in heavy print:


      Daring Robbery. Thieves Make Big Haul.


      Victim of losses sits in library while men work in room above. No clews. Mrs. Brock, owner of property, offers reward.


      “Why!” gasped Patricia. “How awful!”


      A clock somewhere in the Hall struck the quarter hour.


      “Oh, I’m going to be late,” cried Patricia, dashing into her room, seizing a couple of books, and running down the corridor. “Have to hear the rest later,” she called back to Jane.


      “Pat!” cried Anne, catching hold of her at the door. “Have you seen the paper?”


      “Yes, Jane just showed it to me.”


      “Isn’t it exciting? All her jewelry, and a lot of money taken.”


      “I’m late, Anne; let me go, please!” pulling away from the girl.


      At the corner of Wentworth Street, Ruth caught up with her.


      “Heard the news?” she panted.


      “Yes, but can’t stop; most time for class.”


      As Patricia sank, breathless, into a seat in French class, which had already begun, Frances leaned forward from the row behind to whisper, “Know about the robbery?”


      Patricia nodded.


      “The paper says nobody heard a thing,” continued Frances. “Norman was in his room right next to the one where the robbers were working. Isn’t that thrilling?”


      “How do you know?” traced Patricia’s pencil on the margin of her note book.


      “Clarice met him this morning, and he told her.”


      “Mademoiselle Quinne, continuez s’il vous plait,” requested the Professor’s smooth voice.


      It must be confessed that Patricia heard little of the French lesson that day. Her mind was briskly working on the piecemeal information she had received about the disaster at Big House.


      “Seems awfully queer,” she commented to Jack later in the day, “that a person or persons would break into a house early in the evening like that. Why, Mrs. Brock or Norman might have walked in on them any minute.”


      Jack smiled. “He probably had worked out, by direct observation, when his chances of being undisturbed were greatest.”


      “Direct observation?” repeated Patricia.


      “Yes; whoever it was knew the layout of the house, the habits of its inmates, and where valuables were kept.”


      “Why, Jack!” cried Patricia, her eyes dilating with a dawning suspicion. “Who—”


      “Better not put anything into words, Pat,” Jack said quickly; “probably we’re all wrong. I hope so. Let’s try to forget all about it. The authorities will take care of it; it’s their business, not ours.”


      In spite of Jack’s good advice, Patricia could not keep from dwelling on the subject rather constantly for the rest of the week, especially since the robbery was the Gang’s principal theme of conversation.


      “Mrs. Brock,” announced Katharine on Thursday night, “is offering a large reward for the return of her grandfather’s watch alone. It’s a valuable heirloom, and she cares more for that than for the rest of the jewelry. Don’t I wish I could go out some morning, pick up the timepiece, and take it over to her!”


      “I guess none of us would object to some extra money,” laughed Anne. “If you weren’t going home this week end, Pat, we might organize a searching party and beat Kath out.”


      “Go ahead, anyway,” advised Patricia, pulling out her bag and beginning to pack it ready for an early start the next afternoon. “You’d better get your things together, Jane; we won’t have any time after lunch tomorrow.”


      “Jane going with you?” inquired Anne somewhat wistfully.


      “Yes. Want to come, too?”


      “Do I! You’re a peach.” Anne hugged Patricia, and departed for her own room, stumbling over the doorstop as she went out.


      “Look out, Anne; you’ll break your neck over my coach-and-four,” called Patricia. “She never fails to fall over that,” she added to the girls. “Kath, why don’t you come with us?”


      “I’d love to, but what will your mother say to so many of us?”


      “She won’t care. My room has twin beds, so I can have guests in comfort whenever I want to; and then we have the regular guest room. You won’t have to sleep on the floor.”


      “As if I’d care for that! I’ve done it at house parties.” Katharine departed to announce her good fortune to the rest of the Gang, and then went to pack.


      “I envy you, Patricia,” said Jane, the next afternoon, as they were riding through a stretch of woods, “being able to take this lovely ride home any week end you want to.”


      “Not whenever I want to,” corrected Pat, “but rather when I have money enough for the gas, and when my work can be left for a couple of days. I can’t do any studying at home, of course.”


      “Don’t think I’d care for these woods in the dark,” observed Anne.


      “Well, darling,” said Katharine soothingly, “you won’t be in them in the dark.”


      “Not a chance,” agreed Patricia. “Dad always starts me back in good time so I won’t be on the road after nightfall. He’s deadly afraid of a hold-up.”


      “Good place for wild flowers, I should think,” continued Jane, peering in between the tree trunks. “Don’t you want to stop and gather some, Pat?”


      “I do not! I’ve had quite enough experience with wild flowers for a while, anyhow.”


      “Ever see your reporter-rescuer?” asked Katharine.


      “Once in a while. Jack likes him a lot, and Craig has asked us out a couple of times.”


      “Hasn’t he a girl friend?” demanded Katharine.


      “I guess not; not a regular, anyhow. But why should you be interested? Aren’t you and the Professor good pals any more?”


      “Sure; but there are several nice girls in the Gang who haven’t boy friends. You see I’m being purely altruistic.”


      “Maybe the man in question would prefer to manage his affairs himself,” said Jane practically.


      “Maybe; in fact, he may have made a selection already,” suggested Anne, smiling at Pat in the mirror.


      Patricia kept her eyes on the road ahead, and feigned ignorance of Anne’s meaning. Presently she changed the subject by asking what her guests would like to do that evening. “The week end is so short that we have to use every minute of it.”


      “A movie,” proposed Katharine. “I haven’t seen a good one in a coon’s age.”


      “And double sodas all around afterward,” added Jane. “My treat.”


      “Sounds good to me,” agreed Anne, when Patricia looked inquiringly at her.


      “All right, then. That’s what we’ll do. Guess I’ll put on a little speed, so we’ll get home early enough to go to the first performance. This new road certainly has meant a lot to me—it shortened the distance so much. You know it’s quite a trip by rail; this road through the woods cuts off miles. Oh!” her remarks concluded with a shriek.


      “What’s the matter?” demanded Anne, startled.


      “A bee!” exclaimed Patricia. “For pity’s sake keep your eyes on him and try to put him out. I’m always afraid of being stung when I’m at the wheel.”


      “You have some opinion of our eyes if you think they are capable of putting out a full grown bee,” remarked Katharine. “Mine don’t even see him, to say nothing of pushing him out the window.”


      “Stop joking,” begged Patricia, “and find him.”


      “There he is!” cried Anne, drawing herself as far into the corner as she could.


      “Where?” demanded Jane, turning around to look at the passengers in the back seat.


      “Down on the floor,” said Katharine. “You girls make me tired; all so afraid of one poor little bee!”


      “Suppose you pick him up and throw him out, if there’s nothing to be afraid of,” suggested Patricia.


      “No—o; but, there! I’ve set my bag on him. He’ll be quite dead in a minute, then I’ll pick him up,” offered Katharine.


      “Most any one of us would be willing to pick up a dead bee,” offered Jane.


      Presently Katharine lifted the bag; but the action was followed by a squeal from Anne, who announced that he was just as much alive as ever.


      Katharine thumped her bag down again while Jane laughed breathlessly.


      Ten minutes later, Katharine again peered at her victim; and again he showed very definite signs of life.


      “Talk about cats having nine lives,” she commented.


      “Set that bag down,” begged Anne, “and leave him alone. If he’s not dead, he’s at least out of mischief.”


      “Toughest bee I ever saw,” commented Katharine, thumping the bag again on the unlucky insect. “There you stay until we get to our destination.”


      Mrs. Randall was on the porch waiting for them when the car pulled up at the steps.


      “I brought two extras, Mum!” cried Patricia, jumping out and hugging her mother.


      “That’s fine,” replied Mrs. Randall, smiling at her guests. “It’s pretty lonesome around here now, and Pat’s friends are always welcome.”


      When the introductions were over, the irrepressible Katharine said to their hostess, “One of our passengers is in there on the floor; where shall I put him?”


      Mrs. Randall looked puzzled, while the girls laughed.


      “See?” said Katharine, taking Mrs. Randall by the arm, and showing her the bee crawling along as if holding up heavy bags were just pastime for him.


      “Oh,” said Mrs. Randall, entering into the spirit of the fun. “Suppose you leave the door open and let him select his own room.”


      As she spoke, the big black and gold fellow spread his wings, blundered about a moment, then sailed out past the girls who dodged him with little shrieks and settled on a patch of lilies of the valley beside the porch.


      “Now that the stowaway is disposed of, let’s go in,” proposed Patricia, following her mother up the steps.


      “Better go right upstairs and get ready for dinner, Pat,” advised Mrs. Randall. “Daddy’s coming home a bit early, and I thought we would eat as soon as he gets here, so you girls will have a long evening for anything you want to do.”


      “Your mother’s a peach; isn’t she?” remarked Anne, as the four girls went up the long stairs together.


      “I think so,” replied Patricia, smiling with gratification. “Now this is my room, and the guest room is right opposite. We can divide up any way you please.”


      “Suppose we change around,” proposed Anne. “Katharine and I will take the guest room tonight; then tomorrow night we’ll put Jane in with Katharine and I’ll go with you.”


      “Ah—wa! Ah—wa!” lamented Katharine.


      “What on earth’s the matter with you?” demanded Anne.


      “I don’t have Pat at all, I don’t!”


      “Oh, you sleep all the time; so what difference does it make?” laughed Jane.


      “I’ll set the alarm,” offered Patricia in amusement; “and when the night’s half over, I’ll go in, roll Anne out, send her over to my room, and get in with you. How’s that?”


      “I’ll consider it,” replied Katharine in her most dignified tones; “but I think my feelings are irreparably damaged.”


      “Oh, go on!” cried Anne, shoving Katharine ahead of her into the guest room. “You’ll never be ready for dinner.”


      Mr. Randall loved company, and was always most entertaining whenever Patricia had guests; so the dinner hour was prolonged to such an extent that when the four girls reached the theater, the early performance was well under way.


      “I like it over on the right,” whispered Patricia, as they entered the darkened house. “Just follow me,” she added, ignoring the usher completely and hurrying down a side aisle. She was a bit careless in stepping up into a row of seats, and turned on her ankle. To save herself a fall, she grabbed madly at the seat in front of her, which was occupied by a very large and very dignified-looking man. Instead of grasping the back of his seat, as she intended, her hand came down very forcibly on the top of his bald head.


      “Ouch!” he cried out in astonishment and discomfort.


      Everybody within hearing turned around. Several people exclaimed in annoyance. Some nearby, who had witnessed the incident, laughed aloud. In the general disturbance, the girls managed to sink into their seats quite overcome with embarrassment. Presently Anne hid her face in her hands and began to quiver.


      “What is the matter?” whispered Patricia.


      Anne only shook her head, and Patricia realized that the girl was in a paroxysm of laughter. It was contagious, and before long Pat and Katharine were in the same state.


      “Stop that!” ordered Jane. “Think of something sad, and do it quick.”


      With much effort and several relapses they finally succeeded in pulling themselves together, and fixed their eyes determinedly on the screen, not daring to glance at one another.


      “That was just terrible!” exclaimed Jane in mock anger, when they were out upon the street again. “I’ll never go to a movie with you again, Patricia Randall!”


      “I’m—awfully—sorry,” gasped Pat.


      “You certainly act as if you were, quite overcome with grief,” said Anne.


      “Did you ever in your life hear anything so funny as the way that man hollered—he fairly bellowed!” said Katharine.


      “You do get into more scrapes, Pat,” commented Anne, “than anyone I ever met.”


      “Don’t I?”


      “Never mind,” said Jane soothingly, as they entered a confectionery store, “you mean well.”


      “I think,” said Katharine, “that is about the worst thing one can say. ‘Oh, he means well.’ It seems like sort of damning with faint praise. Not that Jane meant it that way.”


      Everybody laughed. Katharine was so unconscious of her inconsistency.


      While they were waiting for their order, Patricia’s eyes, which were roving about the room in search of possible acquaintances, came to rest on the back of a tall figure two tables beyond theirs. As if compelled by her questioning gaze, the individual turned around, immediately jumped up, and crossed the room in two strides.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      A WEEK END


      “Craig!” exclaimed Patricia, smiling up at the lanky youth. “Fancy seeing you here! And what are you doing?”


      “Here on business,” was the brief response, as he shook Patricia’s hand enthusiastically.


      “These are my friends—Anne Ford, Jane Temple, and Katharine Weldon,” continued Patricia, “who are spending the week end with me.”


      Acknowledging the introduction, Craig looked inquiringly at Patricia. “May I sit down here and have my sweet with the Sweets.”


      “We couldn’t possibly refuse after such a ‘sweet’ compliment as that,” laughed Patricia. “How long are you going to be in town?”


      “Well, that depends. If I find what I’m looking for, I’ll go back almost immediately; if I don’t, I’ll go Sunday afternoon, anyhow.”


      “How interesting and mysterious you sound!” remarked Katharine.


      “Reporting’s a great game. Now tell me about yourselves,” leaning both elbows on the table and looking from one girl to another. With flattering attention the boy listened to the story of their drive home; gave a couple of short barks of amusement at their movie experience, then inquired what they intended to do on the morrow.


      “Shop in the morning,” replied Patricia. “I always do the Sunday marketing when I’m home. I just love to poke around the stores and buy things. In the afternoon—I really don’t know yet.”


      “How would it be if you all went to the ball game with me?” proposed Craig, carefully rubbing a drop of chocolate sauce off of his tie.


      “Grand! But you’d be embarrassed to death escorting four females,” laughed Patricia.


      “Don’t you believe it. I’d be the proudest fellow in the stand, and the most envied. That’s settled then,” as all the girls manifested their pleasure in the plan. “I’ll call for you at two o’clock,” he added, as they rose to go. “I’d offer to see you home, but I suppose you have your car?”


      “Yes; it’s in a parking station. Why don’t we meet you at the Park tomorrow afternoon instead of your going way out to our house?”


      “Not a bad idea, especially as I haven’t the least idea where you live.” Everybody laughed.


      “97 Minton Road, in case you ever need to know,” said Patricia, smiling frankly up into the brown eyes and serious face above her.


      “Thanks,” he said, making a note of the address. “Wait a minute,” he added, taking hold of her arm and steering her toward a candy counter. “Make up five pounds of the kinds selected,” he directed the prim clerk who came to take his order. Then, waving off the girls’ thanks, he was gone.


      “Shall we each choose our favorites, to make up one-quarter of the box?” asked Patricia, turning to the other girls.


      “Fine; and in quarter-or half-pound lots, so as to get variety,” said Katharine; and they all assented.


      It was rather late when the girls finally reached home, but they settled down before the living room fireplace with the box of candy, and regaled Mr. and Mrs. Randall with chocolates and the story of their adventures. Mr. Randall finally drove them off to bed shortly after midnight.


      “I’m going to stay in the car,” announced Katharine the next morning, when Patricia drew up in front of a large department store in the grocery department of which she intended to make several purchases. “I don’t care for marketing, and I do love to watch people hurrying along the streets.”


      “As you like it,” replied Patricia, getting out, followed by Anne and Jane.


      “Can you park here?” inquired Jane in surprise, as Patricia slammed the door.


      “Not really supposed to, but I won’t be long; and I hardly think there’ll be any trouble.”


      “I’ll entertain the cop,” offered Katharine magnanimously, “if he shows up.”


      She had been watching the crowd for about ten minutes, when she noticed a big, red-faced policeman approaching, his eyes fixed indignantly upon the car in which she was sitting.


      “Now I’m in for it!” she thought. “Why in time doesn’t Patricia come? She’s been gone an age.”


      “You can’t park here, lady,” said the officer sternly. “Can’t you read?” pointing to the No Parking sign.


      “No, sir,” replied Katharine demurely.


      “You can’t!” exclaimed the man in surprise


      “Not a word!” was the reply, and Katharine looked innocently at him.


      “What nationality are you?”


      “American, sir.”


      The officer pushed back his hat in perplexity. He felt that something was wrong, but could not quite put his finger on it. With all our money spent on schools, and this young woman couldn’t read.


      “Well, anyhow, whether you can read or not, you can’t park here.”


      “But this isn’t my car, and I can’t drive.”


      “Where is the owner?”


      “In there,” pointing to the store. “She’ll be out in just a minute. I think she went in to buy—oranges.”


      “Well, if she isn’t out by the time I come around again, she gets a tag; and that’s flat!”


      Wrathfully the officer strode on, and Katharine sank back comfortably against the cushions again. Five minutes passed; ten; and still no signs of Patricia. Katharine began to fidget nervously and wish she had gone into the store with the girls. Still, if she had, the car would have been tagged at once; even now perhaps she could stave the man off again if he came around before Pat got back.


      There he was, striding along as if he meant business! “I wish Pat and her oranges were in Hades,” thought Katharine, preparing to smile sweetly at the irate officer.


      “She hasn’t come yet,” she said, leaning out of the window and speaking confidentially. “Something must have happened to her. I’m so worried. What ought I to do, do you think?”


      Momentarily disarmed by the unexpected greeting, the man removed his hat and scratched his head. Then suddenly realizing that he was being worked, he snapped:


      “What could happen to her except that, like all other women, she has no notion of time! This car’s been here half an hour now. I suppose she can’t read either!”


      “It’s been here only twenty-five minutes, officer,” corrected Katharine, showing him her watch.


      “So you can tell time, even though you can’t read,” commented the officer, rather admiring the girl’s poise despite his annoyance.


      “Well, you see,” began Katharine, resting both arms on the opened window, “when I was a little girl—(if I can only keep him interested until Pat comes!)—I was—” She broke off to gesticulate madly to her friends who were just coming out of the store.


      The policeman wheeled sharply and saw three girls racing madly toward him. Just as Pat reached the car, the bag she was carrying broke, and a dozen oranges rolled in all directions.


      “There!” cried Katharine triumphantly. “Didn’t I tell you she just went in to get some oranges?”


      What could the man do but help gather up the fruit and toss it into the car? Scarlet with exertion and embarrassment at the comments of passers-by, he finally faced Patricia sternly.


      “Lady, you’ve been parked here half an hour, right under that sign. Can’t you read either?”


      “Why, yes, a little,” replied Patricia, with a suspicious glance at Katharine. “But those signs are placed so high that if you’re in a low car, you really have an awful time seeing them at all. You can see for yourself that this one is directly over the top of the car. Get in and see.”


      “Of course it is if you drive directly under it!” grumbled the man. “And the next time I see this car where it doesn’t belong, it gets a tag right away; whether your passengers can’t read, or you think the signs are too high, or—or anything else.”


      “Thanks for your patience, and assistance,” replied Patricia, smiling at him in such a friendly fashion that he had a hard time maintaining his expression of outraged dignity. He was still a bit doubtful as to whether or not the girls were making fun of him. These women!


      “Goodbye,” called the irrepressible Katharine, as Patricia stepped into the car and started the engine. “Hope I meet you again sometime.”


      The officer strode away without comment, while Katharine reported her encounter to the girls.


      “I’m an absolute wreck!” she declared in an injured tone, as her companions laughed heartlessly. “I’ll never keep car for you again.”


      “Your own choice,” retorted Patricia flippantly. “We wanted you to come with us.”


      “That’s all the thanks I get,” sighed Katharine, “for risking my life to protect your property.”


      “Policeman, spare this car; touch not an ancient wheel!” giggled Anne.


      “In youth it carried me,” continued Jane.


      “And I’ll protect it now,” carolled the three.


      “I’ve a good mind to dump you all out,” declared Patricia in mock indignation. “I know it’s not exactly a latest model, but it really isn’t so ancient as all that.”


      “Never mind, Patsy,” said Katharine. “We’ll ride in it, even if it is old.”


      “There’s where we’re going this afternoon,” remarked Patricia a few minutes later, pointing down a side street; “you can see the baseball park from here.”


      Long before the game started, they were in their seats watching the crowds pour into the stands.


      Patricia, who sat beside Craig, soon noticed that he was scanning faces with more than casual interest. When he pulled out a pair of opera glasses with which to view the opposite stands, her curiosity got the better of her.


      “Looking for someone special?” she inquired, making pleats in her handkerchief.


      “Yes.” He moved closer, put his head down, and spoke softly. “We got a tip that the principal in the Brock affair might be around here, and my chief sent me out to see what I could pick up. Keep it under your hat, though.”


      “Of course,” breathed Patricia, quivering with excitement.


      “Come home to dinner with us?” asked Patricia, when the game was over and they were headed for the parking station.


      Craig shook his head. “Like to a lot, but I want to look around a bit more tonight; so I’ll eat in a one-arm lunch that I know about where perhaps I’ll overhear something. Thanks a lot.”


      “If you’d care to come, suppose you make it tomorrow instead. We have dinner at one on Sundays.”


      “I’ll be glad to come then.”


      “Any luck?” Patricia inquired, as she met Craig in the hall of her own home the next noon.


      “Not a bit,” looking so dejected that Patricia could hardly keep from smiling.


      “Too bad; but don’t be quite so downcast.”


      “Good advice; perhaps I’ll run across something on the train. You get into a conversation with strangers, and oftentimes a clew slips out.”


      Dinner was a hilarious affair. Craig exerted himself to be entertaining, and Katharine had a silly streak which kept the company in gales of laughter.


      “Hate to break away,” said Craig, looking at his watch after they finished their coffee before the fireplace in the living room.


      The day had turned cool, and a wood fire was very welcome. “This is awfully cozy,” he went on; “but my train goes in twenty minutes.”


      “Why don’t you let Pat tuck you into her machine, and go back with the girls?” suggested Mr. Randall.


      “Like nothing better,” replied Craig, unfolding his long body slowly as he rose reluctantly from a big easy chair; “but I have my return ticket, and ‘Waste not, want not’ is one of my mottoes.”


      “See you when you get back to town,” were his last words to Patricia, after taking leave of the rest of the party.


      “Very likely,” she replied carelessly.


      Had she been wise in inviting the boy to her house? She wondered, closing the door. He was inclined to be a bit possessive and might think she was more interested in him than she really was. But the end of the college year was fast approaching, and with it a breaking off of many Granard associations. Her face was very sober as she rejoined the group in front of the fire; for the fear of not being able to go back next fall was a very poignant one.


      “What’s the matter, Pat?” inquired Katharine bluntly. “You look as if you’d just buried your last friend.”


      “Haven’t,” replied the girl, perching on the arm of her father’s chair, and twisting his hair into a Kewpie knot.


      “Pat always looks like that when it’s time to leave home,” commented Mrs. Randall, after a searching glance at her daughter.


      “I don’t mean to appear inhospitable—” began Mr. Randall.


      “But you think we should be on our way,” finished Patricia, “so as not to be on the road long after dark.”


      “Well, you know it always takes longer than you expect.”


      “Yes, darling; we’ll get started. Come, girls, get your things together.”


      When they were about twenty-five miles from home, Patricia gazed anxiously ahead at a bank of dark clouds, rapidly spreading all across the sky. “Afraid we’re going to run into a storm, girls.”


      “As long as it isn’t a thunder storm,” began Anne, in a worried tone.


      “Safe enough in a car if you keep out from under trees,” commented Katharine.


      “Can’t, if you happen to be in the woods,” objected Jane, who was watching the clouds gathering so rapidly.


      “We’re not going to be in the woods,” said Patricia. “We’ll strike the storm long before we reach them.”


      As she spoke a wave of chill wind swept across the country as the darkness shut down like the cover of a box, and huge hailstones began to bounce off the hood and patter on the top of the car with such force that it seemed as if they must break through.


      CHAPTER XIX


      A WEIRD EXPERIENCE


      “I’ll have to pull off the road and stop for a while,” declared Patricia. “Trying to drive in this is too nerve racking.”


      The shoulder was wide and smooth; so she had no difficulty in finding a safe place to park. In fact, almost any place would have been safe, so far as traffic was concerned; for nearly all drivers stopped to await the end of the storm. For three-quarters of an hour the sky was dark, while hailstones, big and little, pelted down covering the ground with an icy white carpet; then they ceased almost as abruptly as they had begun. The sun was trying to break through the clouds when Patricia started the engine and turned out onto the road again.


      “We’ll get as far as we can while it’s pleasant,” she said.


      “Why, are we going to have another?” inquired Anne nervously.


      “Can’t tell for sure; but the sky looks pretty black ahead of us. Maybe it’s only rain though.”


      She was right. Five miles farther on they struck rain which was falling steadily as if it meant to continue indefinitely. The road was crowned and slippery, which made careful driving advisable.


      “Good thing your father can’t see us now,” remarked Katharine, as Patricia turned on her headlights.


      “Yes, isn’t it? Going to be dark awfully early tonight. I don’t like night driving any better than he does.”


      None of the girls liked the prospect of driving the rest of the way in rain and darkness. The little party became a very silent one as time went on, and even Katharine had almost nothing to say. Only the windshield wiper squeaked regularly as it swept back and forth across the wet glass. At Braggs Corners a couple of Boy Scouts stood in the middle of the road directing traffic from Main to Pearl Streets.


      “What’s the matter?” inquired Patricia, sticking her head out of the window.


      “Bridge washed out. Have to go around by Millersville,” replied the boy.


      “At least twenty miles longer than this route,” groaned Patricia; “and not so well traveled. But, no help for it, I guess.”


      The new route was indeed a lonesome one—a country road through flat, drenched farm lands, alternating with stretches of dripping woods.


      “What’s the matter with the lights, Pat?” inquired Katharine, after they had covered about ten miles.


      “Something, certainly, but I don’t know what,” was the worried reply. “They keep going out. I’ll just have to drive as fast as possible while they’re on, and slow down when they go off.”


      “Hope they’re on the job while we’re in these woods we’re coming to,” remarked Anne, eyeing the dark tree shapes ahead with no inconsiderable apprehension.


      “They probably will,” said Patricia encouragingly; “and I think Millersville must be on the other side of them. I’ll stop there and have the lights fixed.”


      The girls sat with bated breath as they plunged into the gloomy woods, but all went well until they had nearly reached the last of the trees. Suddenly the lights flickered out, and there was a terrific bump which jarred startled cries out of all of the passengers.


      “What on earth was that?” demanded Jane, as Patricia slowed up.


      “A hole, I suppose,” replied Patricia with feigned carelessness.


      “Then it must have been an out-growing hole,” said Anne, rubbing her elbow which had come into sharp contact with the window frame. “It felt as if we went over an elephant.”


      “More likely the limb of a tree,” declared Katharine.


      “Well, whatever it was, it can stay there,” declared Patricia. “I’m not going back to see. There are lights ahead, and I’m quite sure we’re almost in Millersville.”


      “Hurrah!” cried Katharine, clapping her hands.


      With great care Patricia drove her dark car into the little town, and stopped at the first garage she came to.


      “Drive right in,” directed the mechanic who came out to see what they wanted.


      Inside the garage, the girls all got out of the car and walked around while Patricia explained her difficulties. After a hasty examination, the man stood up facing Patricia sternly.


      “Lady, there’s blood and part of a man’s clothing on your car! You must have run over someone.”


      “Of course I didn’t!” began Patricia indignantly; then stopped short, clutching the fender to steady herself.


      “Look here!” persisted the man.


      Patricia forced herself to walk around to the other side of the car, and saw a strand of grey cloth twisted in the wheel, and stains on the body of her car. They were partly washed off by the rain, but enough remained to show that it was blood.


      “That awful bump,” offered Anne incoherently.


      “Didn’t feel big enough for a man,” objected Katharine.


      “What shall I do?” cried Patricia, biting her lips to keep from crying.


      “Better report it at the station, and get an officer to go back with you,” advised the man. “I’ll fix your lights; then you drive on one block and you’ll see the station.”


      “Would you go up with us and tell your part of the story?” begged Patricia, feeling very much in need of male support in such an emergency.


      “Sure,” was the hearty response. “I’ll walk up and be there as soon as you are.”


      “Never mind, Pat,” said Katharine consolingly. “You’ve got to run over somebody sometime, and now it’s over.”


      Patricia shivered.


      The mechanic was as good as his word, and when the frightened girls entered the police station, he was leaning on the desk in earnest conversation with the officer on duty. The few questions which were put to Patricia and her friends were answered so promptly and frankly that they made a most favorable impression; and in twenty minutes, Patricia, was driving back to the woods with a pleasant young policeman sitting beside her. The mechanic and the coroner followed in a small truck.


      “There is something!” cried Katharine, as they approached the scene of the jolting, and the headlights showed a dark bundle toward one side of the road. Patricia shuddered as she saw that it was the figure of a man. As soon as she had come to a stop, the policeman leaped out and bent over the prone figure. With the help of the coroner he rolled the body onto its back, and made a hasty examination while the white-faced, trembling girls watched from the car.


      “You ran over him all right,” called the officer.


      Patricia gave a frightened gasp and clutched the wheel tightly to save herself from succumbing to a wave of dizziness which swept over her.


      “But,” he continued, “you didn’t kill him. Somebody evidently stabbed and left him here. His partner, no doubt. Probably took whatever he had on him, too.”


      Patricia breathed a prayer of thanksgiving.


      “I thought so,” continued the officer, as he hastily ran his fingers through the pockets of the dead man, and found nothing. “Cleaned out.”


      “We’d better get him on the truck and take him to the morgue,” said the coroner. “Give us a hand, Jones,” to the mechanic. “Drive ahead a little, lady, and give us more room.”


      Patricia moved on a few feet and discovered that there was not space enough in that particular spot to turn around; so she proceeded slowly until she came to a place where the trees were a little farther back from the road.


      “Think you can make it?” inquired Jane, lowering the window to watch the tree trunks on her side of the car.


      “By going off the road a bit; it looks fairly level here.”


      It took some maneuvering to get the car headed in the opposite direction, and Patricia’s arms ached before the feat was finally accomplished. Suddenly she stopped the machine, opened the door, and jumped out.


      “What on earth is the matter now?” called Jane, sliding over the driver’s seat and sticking her head out of the open door.


      Patricia, who was stooping over something a few feet ahead, in the glare of the headlights, made no reply.


      “Don’t tell me there’s another man!” wailed Anne, covering her face.


      “No, no!” assured Katharine, patting Anne soothingly. “Nothing so big as that. What did you find, Pat?” as the girl ran back to her companions.


      “Look!” she cried, stumbling into her seat, and holding up a glistening object.


      “A watch!” exclaimed the girls in chorus.


      “Yes, and it’s Mrs. Brock’s grandfather’s watch!” Her words fairly tumbled over one another in her excitement. “At least it answers to the description given in the papers.”


      “Oh, Pat, you lucky girl!” ejaculated Jane, hugging her.


      “It was right under the headlights. The man’s pal must have dropped it!”


      “Heavens! Maybe he’s still around here!” shuddered Anne, as a dire thought occurred to her.


      “Never thought of that!” admitted Patricia, starting the car again.


      “Never fear!” asserted Katharine. “A criminal may return to the scene of his crime, but he never stays there.”


      “Better go back and tell the men, Pat,” advised Jane sensibly.


      In a minute or two the girls were tumbling out of the car, all talking at once to the officer who was standing in the road waiting for them to return. The body had been placed in the truck, and the coroner and Jones were ready to start off.


      “One at a time!” pleaded Policeman Tyne, covering his ears with his big hands.


      The other three girls stopped immediately, and allowed Patricia to tell the story without interruption.


      “Must have lost this when he dodged into the woods,” remarked the coroner, who, with Jones, had left the truck and rejoined the group.


      “Suppose perhaps he’s keeping under cover not too far from here,” said the officer.


      “Going in the woods to look for him?” inquired the coroner.


      “Not the least use in the world,” offered Jones promptly. “You’d never find your way around in there at night. It’s bad enough in the daytime. I got lost in there once. You’d just be a target for him, officer,” he added, as Tyne hesitated.


      “He’s probably miles away by now, anyhow. We have no means of knowing when the crime was committed. We’ll go back, I guess, and I’ll make my report; then all surrounding towns and roads will be watched. Ready, girls?”


      “Congratulations, Pat!” said Anne, generously, as they started off. “I’m awfully glad that you’ll get the reward.”


      “I don’t know—” began Patricia doubtfully, watching the road closely.


      “You will,” said the policeman. “You found it. Of course it will be held up for a while until after the investigation, but then you can claim it. Maybe there’ll be a reward for that fellow, too,” nodding toward the truck. “I’m pretty sure he’s Crack Mayne.”


      “Oh!” exclaimed Patricia. “He’s—” then stopped abruptly.


      “He’s what?” demanded Frank Tyne suspiciously.


      Patricia forced an unsteady laugh, then told the story of Jack’s and her adventure in the woods. The man shook with amusement over the trooper’s mistake.


      “So they took you for ‘Angel’ and your friend for Crack!” he chuckled. “Wait till I tell the boys that story.”


      “Who on earth is ‘Crack’ and what did he do?” demanded Katharine.


      “He’s an A-1 burglar, Miss. Wanted for lots of jobs, but he’s so d— blamed clever that nobody’s been able to lay hands on him. They say he comes of a good family; sort of black sheep, you know. Somebody said he has a sister living in Granard; of course that may be just talk. He was in town a couple of times last winter; that we know.”


      “Lock up your class pin, Anne,” laughed Jane, as Anne’s eyes grew bigger and bigger.


      “Yes, he might try the dorm next,” giggled Patricia.


      “I have a horror of burglars. Imagine! Waking up to find one in your room. Ugh!” shuddered Anne.


      “But he’s dead, you geese!” Katharine reminded them.


      “That’s so,” sighed Anne with such evident relief that they all laughed.


      “I’ll bet that’s who Craig was looking for,” thought Patricia, as she made the turn into Millersville for the second time.


      “How much do you suppose it will be?” asked Katharine suddenly.


      “What?”


      “The reward, of course.”


      The girls laughed a bit hysterically; for the events of the afternoon and evening had been a severe strain on the nerves of everyone. The truck turned down a side street, and as they reached the station the officer got out without waiting for Patricia to come to a full stop.


      “Good luck, girls!” he cried, as he slammed the door.


      “I’m hoping,” said Patricia soberly, as she put on speed, “that the reward will be enough to help me come back here next year.”


      “Why, you’ve just got to come back!” declared Anne emphatically. “We can’t possibly get along without you.”


      “I should say not!” agreed Katharine, reaching forward to pinch Patricia’s ear affectionately.


      “I do hope you’ll get enough to be of considerable help,” said Jane earnestly.


      “Time will tell,” replied Patricia, a bit shakily.


      It was wonderful of the girls to be so anxious to keep her in the dear old Gang! She had known, of course, that they liked her; but she had never realized how much until she saw how shocked they were at the possibility of her not being able to return next September.


      The rain stopped, and traffic was light; so they were able to make good time all the rest of the way. It was about eight-thirty when they drew up in front of Arnold Hall.


      “Let’s walk down to the Coffee Shoppe and get some supper before we go in,” proposed Katharine. “If the girls once get hold of us we’ll never get out again; and I’m starved.”


      “A good idea,” agreed Jane.


      “Are you going to tell the Gang all about our adventures?” inquired Anne, as they walked the short distance down the street.


      “Why, I thought so,” replied Patricia. “Why not?”


      “Just as well,” counseled Jane. “They’ll see it in the papers, or hear it some way; and they would think it queer that we said nothing about it.”


      “There’s Rhoda!” exclaimed Katharine, as they entered the restaurant. “Let’s go and sit with her. She looks lonesome.”


      “Hello, Rhoda,” said Jane, sliding into the seat beside the surprised maid, while the other three girls squeezed into the seat on the opposite side of the table. “Haven’t finished, have you?”


      “No; just beginning.”


      “Good!” approved Anne. “Eat slowly until we get our supper.”


      Rhoda obediently laid down her knife and fork, while the girls ordered; then she asked: “Did you miss your supper at the Hall?”


      “I’ll say we did!” said Katharine fervently.


      “We had the most exciting time!” cried Anne.


      “And Rhoda,” interrupted Patricia, leaning across the table to whisper confidentially—“Just think; I found Mrs. Brock’s watch!”


      “Miss Randall!” gasped the maid. “Wherever—”


      “Listen!” And Patricia plunged into the story, aided by various comments from her companions. Rhoda’s eyes widened, and a deep flush crept across her face as the tale reached the discovery of the dead man.


      “How—awful!” she faltered. “What—what did he look like?”


      “We didn’t look at him,” responded Katharine; “but the officer thought—” she broke off abruptly, silenced by a sharp touch of Patricia’s sturdy shoe.


      “We were scared to death,” interrupted Patricia hurriedly, “and glad to have a chance to leave the scene for a few minutes. And wasn’t it lucky that I had to go farther on to turn around?” Rapidly, excitedly, she proceeded to the finding of the watch.


      “Now let’s eat,” proposed Katharine, when Patricia paused for breath at the end of the tale.


      Rhoda merely played with her food, and drank two cups of strong coffee, while she waited for the girls to finish their meal. Then they all strolled slowly back to the Hall together. The moon had come up, and was shining through the lacy foliage of the trees, making delicate patterns on the walks.


      “Why the kick?” whispered Katharine to Patricia as they fell back of the others, to let some people pass in the opposite direction.


      “We don’t know for sure who the man was,” said Patricia; “and it seems to me it’s better not to mention names. Let that come out in the papers first.”


      “You’re probably right, Miss Prudence,” laughed Katharine; “but don’t go quite so heavy on the kicks hereafter.”


      There was bedlam in Arnold Hall when the girls told their story to the Alley Gang and Mrs. Vincent in the big parlor. Students from the second floor hung over the stair railings to listen in; and before the subject was exhausted, Ted Carter, Craig Denton, and Jack Dunn walked in. Then everything had to be gone over again.


      Suddenly the outside door was flung open impatiently, and Mrs. Brock walked in and stood viewing the crowd.


      CHAPTER XX


      THE REWARD


      For an instant nobody spoke or moved; then Mrs. Vincent got up and crossed the room to greet the unexpected visitor.


      “Won’t you come in and sit down, Mrs. Brock?” she asked, pulling forward a rocking chair which Katharine had just vacated.


      “Not going to stay, thank you,” was the crisp response. “Just came after my watch.”


      “How the dickens did she know that it had been found?” whispered Anne to Frances, who was standing beside her on the opposite side of the room.


      “Can’t imagine,” began Frances; then stopped short, as Jane, who had heard the question, looked back and formed the one word “Rhoda” with her lips.


      “Well, where is it?” demanded the old lady, looking at Patricia as if she suspected her of having sold it for old gold.


      “It’s at the police station in Millersville, Mrs. Brock,” replied Patricia.


      “That’s fine!” commented the old lady sarcastically. “Whatever possessed you to let it out of your hands?”


      “Why, I had to,” faltered Patricia, somewhat timidly. This fierce old lady was enough to intimidate a far bolder person than Patricia.


      “Had to! Had to!” began the caller, when Jack spoke up in order to shield Patricia a little.


      “The police take charge of all articles until after a case is settled.”


      “Oh, they do, do they? And who are you?”


      “Jack Dunn,” replied the boy, flushing at the bluntness of the question.


      Mrs. Brock gazed at him fixedly for a full minute; then wheeled about and started for the door.


      “Won’t you stay a while, and have a cup of tea with us?” asked Mrs. Vincent hospitably.


      “No, thanks,” was the curt reply. “I get tea enough at home.”


      The door opened and closed, and she was gone.


      “Did you ever!” exclaimed Katharine.


      “Never!” responded Jane promptly.


      “Not a word about the reward, either,” lamented Anne.


      “Hope she doesn’t forget all about it after she gets the watch back,” remarked Frances.


      “Why, Frances,” interposed Patricia reprovingly.


      “Well, she’s so queer, who can tell what she’s likely to do.”


      “Let’s forget about her and have that tea you mentioned a minute ago, Mrs. Vincent,” suggested Ted.


      “And while you’re getting it ready, we’ll run out and get some cakes or something to go with it,” proposed Craig. “Come along, fellows.”


      Mrs. Vincent good-naturedly waived the ten-thirty rule, and the rest of the evening passed happily. So exhausted was everyone by excitement and merriment, that heads were hardly on the pillows when their owners were sound asleep. Only Rhoda tossed restlessly, and fearfully awaited the morrow.


      Monday morning’s paper contained a full account of the discovery of “Crack” Mayne on a lonely detour by several Granard students who were returning to college after a week end out of town.


      “Bless his heart!” cried Patricia, as she read rapidly through the article.


      “Whose!” inquired Anne. “Crack’s?”


      “No; Craig’s. I begged him to keep our names out of the paper, but I was afraid he wouldn’t. You know reporters just can’t help using everything they can get hold of.”


      “He owed you something, I should think, for telephoning him the story right away for his paper. He got a—what do they call it?”


      “Scoop!” said Patricia, smiling at the recollection of Craig’s fervent, “You darling girl!” when she had called him up from the Hall as soon as they got in the night before. “He was especially sporting about it, since he was on the trail of Crack himself when we met him at home.”


      “He was? Now if he’d only come with us instead of going by train!”


      “That’s what he said.”


      The evening paper was not so considerate, and the names of all the girls were mentioned, along with the finding of the famous watch by Patricia Randall who would, the paper stated, receive the reward offered by Mrs. Brock. All four girls would share in the $500 reward offered for the capture of the burglar.


      “Capture is good!” jeered Katharine, as the Gang was poring over the paper in Jane’s room. “Anybody could capture a dead man.”


      “Well,” said Frances belligerently, “if Pat hadn’t run over him you’d never—”


      The rest of her remark was drowned by a burst of laughter; for Frances’ hostility was as funny as that of a small kitten who arches her back at imaginary foes.


      A couple of days later, when the Gang came in from lunch, Rhoda handed Patricia an envelope.


      “This was left for you this morning,” she explained.


      “Thank you, Rhoda,” said Patricia, smiling in her usual friendly fashion; but there was no answering smile on the maid’s grave face.


      “What’s the matter with Rhoda?” asked Anne, as they went on down the hall to Patricia’s room.


      “I don’t know; she isn’t a bit like herself, and sometimes she looks as if she’d been crying. I wish I knew what’s troubling her.”


      “Yes; perhaps we could do something.”


      But what was disturbing Rhoda would never be revealed to the inmates of Arnold Hall. Little did they suspect that “Crack” Mayne was their maid’s brother; that he had been the one to rob Mrs. Brock of her money and jewelry; and that, maddened by his sister’s refusal to give him access to the Hall, he had, in a spirit of revenge, set fire to it. That was information which Rhoda would keep strictly to herself. Sorrow for her brother’s violent death was tempered by relief that no longer need she shiver with fear each night as she wondered where he was and what he was doing.


      “Open it quick,” begged Anne, when they were safely inside Patricia’s room.


      Tearing open the envelope, she drew out a sheet of note paper upon which was written in an old-fashioned cramped hand: “The promised reward for finding my watch.” Inside the double sheet were laid five ten dollar bills.


      “Congratulations!” cried Anne, jumping up from the bed and flinging open the door. “Girls,” she called to the corridor at large, “Pat’s got her reward!”


      From all the rooms on that floor flocked various members of the Gang to gather joyfully around Patricia, exclaiming over the crisp new bills as happily as if they were the property of each individual there.


      “You’ll have to go over and thank Mrs. Brock, Pat,” declared Katharine mischievously.


      “I shall express my gratitude in a very formal, but sincere, note,” replied Patricia, tucking the bills into her hand bag.


      “How are you going to spend it!” inquired Clarice, who was wandering restlessly around the room, examining articles on dressers and desks.


      “I’m not sure. Probably lay it aside for a while.”


      “You might donate it to the scholarship fund, and then this house wouldn’t have to take part in the annual entertainment to raise money for it,” suggested Lucile.


      “Don’t you do it!” was Frances’ prompt veto. “Spend it on yourself.”


      “Speaking of our stunt for the 25th, we’ve got to have a meeting and decide what we are going to do,” declared Jane firmly.


      “Let Pat and Jack do that dance they put on the other night,” suggested Anne.


      “The very thing! It could be part of a ballet,” agreed Katharine.


      “Will you?” asked Jane, as Patricia looked doubtful.


      “If Jack will; but maybe he won’t want to.”


      “Why not?” demanded Betty.


      “I don’t know; but you can never tell what ideas a fellow has about that sort of thing.”


      “Well, I hope he agrees to it; for you’re both a peach of a dancer,” commented Katharine.


      “Kay! Your English!” objected Frances.


      “I don’t care. You know what I mean.”


      “Ask Jack today, will you, Pat?” asked Jane. “Then we can build up the rest of our stunt around you two. We’ll need some of the other boys, too; so Jack need not fear being conspicuous.”


      “I’ll see him after Shakespeare class,” promised Patricia.


      She was as good as her word, and reported to the committee that evening that Jack had accepted, after much urging. Rehearsals began immediately amid great secrecy; for each group tried to keep its contribution to the entertainment a secret until the night it was presented. Besides Patricia, only Anne, Katharine, Hazel and Frances of the Alley Gang were to take part, with Jane as director of the Arnold Hall production.


      “There are loads of better actors than we are among the girls upstairs,” was Jane’s reply to Frances’ protest at not having all the Gang in the affair. “And it’s only right to use as many as we can. They think we’re too prominent in the house as it is, and it wouldn’t look well to keep the whole show to ourselves. They have exactly as much right to be in it as we have.”


      Frances pouted, flounced out of the room, and disappeared for the rest of the evening.


      “What’s the matter with her?” inquired Betty, who had collided with Frances in the doorway.


      “Peeved because the whole Gang isn’t to be used in our act.”


      “I must confess I thought you had your nerve with you to leave Clarice out,” commented Betty, helping herself to a piece of candy from a box on Jane’s dresser.


      “I suppose I have brought down Mrs. Vincent’s disapproval on myself; but while I have nothing against Clarice personally, it seems to me hardly fitting for a girl who is always behind in her studies, and who has been quite so talked about, to represent Arnold Hall in the big entertainment of the year.”


      “Jane always stands by her guns,” remarked Anne admiringly, as she shook out the costume she was working on.


      “How well I know that,” laughed Ruth. “I have yet to see her back down from any stand she has taken.”


      “Well, I hate people who are always changing their minds,” admitted Jane, gazing critically at a poster she was making for the entertainment. “Make a decision, and then stick to it. That’s my motto.”


      Nemesis, the goddess of vengeance, who the ancient Greeks believed listened to the boasts of mortals and promptly punished them, must have made a heavy mark against Jane’s name just then.


      CHAPTER XXI


      PAT’S SACRIFICE


      “But, Dean Walters, she does not seem really bad.”


      “There have been many complaints of her, Mrs. Vincent, and her actions are causing most unfavorable comment outside as well as inside college circles. It is not desirable for the institution to retain such a girl.”


      “It seems to me that the crowd she was in with for a while is largely responsible. I feel quite sure that Clarice was not entirely to blame in that last affair.”


      “Might it not have been better to have verified your suspicions at the time, and brought them to my attention, instead of waiting until now to mention them?”


      “Well—she—she naturally would not wish to betray her friends—and I—I—”


      “Be that as it may, one more escapade will automatically sever Miss Tyson’s connections with Granard College. I leave it to you to make my decision known to the young lady.”


      Patricia drew a long breath of relief as the two women left the library alcove next to the one in which she had been an unwilling eavesdropper.


      Not long ago, a noisy party on the top floor, one night when the chaperon was at a concert, had brought a shower of complaints from private houses surrounding Arnold Hall. Exactly who else beside Clarice had attended the spread, no one knew; for she was the only one who owned up when the matter had been made the object of a very solemn house meeting a couple of days later. The affair had crystallized Clarice’s standing in the Hall; for the law-abiding students felt that the honor and reputation of their house had been tarnished. Secretly they wished that the ringleader might be sent to room elsewhere, but gossip whispered that the chaperon was especially interested in Clarice by reason of a long-standing friendship with one of the girl’s relatives.


      Patricia was sure, however, that underneath the veneer of lawlessness, the girl was fine and true. She was the only one who had “owned up” and she wouldn’t divulge the names of the other culprits. Too bad she got in with that crowd of girls who roomed outside of the dormitories. They were less hampered by rules and regulations, and gladly welcomed Clarice with her generous allowance and her readiness for all kinds of fun. She was always easily led by anyone who was friendly toward her, and on several occasions she had been taken advantage of by the crowd. It was a pity that a girl who was capable of doing good work, and possessed of qualities which, if developed, would make her amount to something, should be playing around with those idlers who had come to college principally for a good time. Somebody really ought to rescue her.


      “I suppose I might undertake the job,” thought Patricia reluctantly. “Clarice responds to flattery and petting like a pussy cat. Yet even if I wanted to (which I really don’t) I haven’t the time. It would mean constant attention, and would probably ruin my standings.”


      Patricia shook herself, as if to be rid of the whole troublesome business, and resolutely opened her book. Next day’s assignment was difficult, and required perfect concentration.


      “One more escapade—sever connections—”


      Bother! Why need those relentless words ring in her ears? It was the duty of Mrs. Vincent, as chaperon, to advise and guard the girls under her care. Inefficient little Dolly! The only methods she knew how to use were reprimands and warnings, neither of which would do in this case. The redemption of Clarice must be effected by one who would win and hold her affection; who could, and would, detach her from the outside crowd, and unite her to the girls from Arnold Hall.


      Patricia gave up further attempts to study, and sat arguing with herself until a bell rang and the janitor came in to close the building. With a start she packed up her books, hurried out, and walked briskly across the campus in the direction of the Hall. The girls, unless special permission had been granted, were expected to be in the house at ten o’clock, and it was within a quarter of that hour. A passing automobile forced her to pause at the corner where a street light clearly revealed the faces of the occupants of the car: Clarice and Bert King!


      Quick anger filled Patricia’s heart. How could anyone, with any sense at all, go right out on top of a warning? She could not have obtained permission, because all her privileges had been used up. Calender Street led directly out to Driftwood Inn, where there was a dance every Thursday night. Evidently that was their destination. No use bothering one’s head about a girl who was quite so reckless. A sheer waste of time and energy!


      Thursday night? This was the evening that the chaperons played bridge at the Faculty Club. Possibly Mrs. Vincent had gone directly there from the library. In that case, very likely she had not yet seen Clarice. That put a different face on the matter. Poor Clarice! Rushing so gayly away to the Inn for a good time, she would return to find herself expelled. Hardly fair; yet the Dean had said distinctly that one more escapade, and she always kept her word. In view of her recent reprimand, Mrs. Vincent would not be likely to spare Clarice this time.


      Mechanically Patricia entered the Hall and walked down the empty corridor to her own room. She was alone tonight; for Betty had gone home for the week end a day early. Mechanically she undressed, her brain busy creating and discarding ways and means of shielding the truant.


      There was little doubt about Clarice’s ability to enter the house and get to her room unseen and unheard. That she had accomplished before by secret methods of her own. The greatest danger lay in room inspection, recently inaugurated. Every night, now, Mrs. Vincent made a tour of rooms about eleven o’clock to see if any of her charges were missing. In all probability, after the Dean’s recent hint that she had not been sufficiently on the alert, tonight would be the time for greater thoroughness than usual.


      If there were only someone who could be placed in Clarice’s bed until after the ceremony had been concluded. No one of the girls, of course, would risk a demerit by absence from her own room, especially for Clarice; they disapproved of her too strongly.


      Her own hair was almost exactly the shade of Clarice’s. There seemed no way except to sacrifice herself to the cause, and she rebelled against it.


      “It is being deceitful, and that is wrong,” admonished an inner voice.


      “It’s being very charitable,” contradicted another little voice. “By doing this, you’ll give Clarice a chance to complete her year’s work.”


      “And next year,” came back the sneering suggestion, “she’ll act just the same as ever.”


      “No such thing! You are going to help her keep away from undesirable companions, and develop her real self.”


      The fact that she might not be back next year herself was entirely lost track of in the conflict between the opposing impulses.


      When she was all ready for bed, Patricia opened her door quietly, paused to listen, then slipped noiselessly along the corridor to Clarice’s room. Cautiously turning the knob, she slipped into the dark room. Safe so far. Rolling herself in the bed clothes, she turned her face to the wall and burrowed deep into the pillows. Shaking with excitement, and too much disturbed to sleep, she lay listening to the trolley cars and automobiles which passed and repassed on the busy street, and to the little movements and noises inside. She heard Mrs. Vincent come in and go directly to her own room. Finally the clock in the hall sounded its soft chimes, then gave forth eleven measured strokes. Like a cuckoo, Mrs. Vincent promptly emerged from her room and crossed the hall to the table where the register lay. Presently, Patricia heard her put down the heavy book and start along the corridor. Now she was at Lucile’s door; now Anne’s; then Patricia’s own. A pause. Quick step around the room. Return to the register. Silence. Then the steps re-crossed the hall and stopped at Clarice’s door. The knob turned softly. Patricia held her breath. Suppose, after all, she should be caught, and Clarice’s absence discovered! The ray of a little flash light wavered over her head, darted about the room, and—disappeared. Half an hour later, Mrs. Vincent was in bed, fast asleep; then Patricia crept noiselessly back to her own room.


      The students had just returned from breakfast the following morning, when Mrs. Vincent called Patricia into her room.


      “Miss Randall,” she began, without preamble, “did you have permission to go out last night?”


      “No, Mrs. Vincent.”


      “You were not in your room at room inspection.”


      Patricia was silent. The chaperon looked surprised.


      “Where were you?” she asked at last.


      “That I am not at liberty to tell you; but I can truthfully say that I was not doing anything of which I should be ashamed.”


      “You realize, of course, that I shall have to report this to the Dean?”


      “Yes, Mrs. Vincent.”


      Baffled, rather annoyed, and wholly puzzled, the chaperon dismissed her.


      By dinner time that evening the whole college seethed with the report that Patricia Randall had been required to withdraw from participation in the spring entertainment which was to be given the following Saturday. Little groups were gathered here and there excitedly discussing the astounding news.


      “My dear, Patricia was out without permission last night—”


      No one knew where!


      “Her room was empty at inspection.”


      “Dean Walters and Mrs. Vincent are furious because they couldn’t get her to say where she was.”


      “Jack Dunn’s terribly upset, because they say she had one of the most important dance numbers with him!”


      “Yes, and nobody else knows how to do it; and it’s too late to coach anyone.”


      “It is a shame! That part will just have to be omitted.”


      “What do you suppose possessed Patricia, of all people, to start breaking rules, and then be so secretive about it?”


      In the little reception room of Arnold Hall sat the object of their discussions.


      “I feel just as bad as you do, Jack,” she was saying to the serious-faced youth opposite her; “and I’d explain if I could; but I really can’t. The worst of it is cutting you out of the dance.”


      “What about yourself?”


      “Oh, that doesn’t matter—much.”


      Patricia was examining the pleats in her skirt, laying each one carefully into its exact crease. If only she wouldn’t feel so like crying every time she talked about the entertainment. She had never been in anything as large as this before, and was looking forward to inviting some people down from home. How glad she was that she had held up the invitations!


      “There is a way,” she continued, as soon as she could control her voice, “that the dance could be given just the same, if you will only agree.”


      “I won’t make a solo of it, because it would be a complete frost. Anyhow, I don’t want to go on without you. I need you for inspiration,” he added, with a mischievous grin.


      “It’s nice of you to put it that way, but your desire to make the affair a success should furnish enough ‘inspiration.’ The omission of that dance leaves an awful gap in the performance.”


      “Don’t I know it?” gloomily.


      “Well, then, ask Clarice Tyson to take my place.”


      As if shot, the boy sprang from his chair. If Patricia had hurled a bomb at his head, he couldn’t have been much more shocked.


      “Nothing doing!” he exclaimed violently.


      “Hush! Don’t get so excited. Sit down and listen to me.”


      The look of mingled astonishment and disgust on his face was so funny that Patricia almost had to laugh. Just in time, she succeeded in choking back her amusement. This was not a time for mirth; the case required diplomatic handling.


      “In the first place, Clarice is perfectly familiar with that dance; and since she is a born dancer, she won’t embarrass you by ignorance and awkwardness.”


      “She’ll not have a chance to,” muttered the boy.


      “Don’t say that,” pleaded Patricia. “Jack, we’ve been good pals for some time now; can’t you do this for me, if we must put it on a purely personal basis? There is a special reason why I very much want to place Clarice before the public in a new role and under different auspices. Your position in the college is so solid, your reputation so—so irreproachable, that what you do or sponsor meets with the complete approval of the Powers-that-Be.”


      “Baloney; but I’m beginning, I think, to see through your scheme.”


      “And you will do it?” Eagerly the girl leaned forward and waited for his reply.


      “I can’t take her by the hand and just drag her onto the stage with me Saturday night,” objected Jack irritably.


      “Of course not. Tell Jane you know a girl who is well able to take my place, and ask if you may substitute her. Jane is so busy and worried over the affair that she’ll be delighted, and probably will ask no questions.”


      Jack considered the question gravely, while Patricia watched his face hopefully.


      “Will you, Jack?” she begged. “Please say you will.”


      “All right,” he agreed gruffly. “I’m not at all keen, I must confess, at appearing so publicly with the celebrated Clarice; but if you say so, it must be done. Probably will cause a tempest in a teapot, but—”


      “I’ll take care of that,” cried Patricia joyfully; “and thanks a lot. I’ll do something big for you some day.”


      Jack drew from his pocket a small note book and scribbled a few lines on one of its pages.


      “What are you doing?” asked Patricia curiously.


      “Just making a note of that promise.”


      At that moment the clock struck half past ten.


      “I must get out of here before I’m put out,” said Jack, getting up and starting for the hall. At the outside door, he paused.


      “By the way, Pat, how does Clarice happen to know that dance?”


      “I taught it to her this afternoon,” was the startling reply, as Patricia closed the door.


      On her way to her own room, she stuck her head into Jane’s.


      “Jack knows a girl he can get to sub for me Saturday night,” she said. “Will it be all right?”


      Jane jumped up with a sigh of relief. “I’ll say so!” she ejaculated. “Oh, boy! How worried I’ve been at the idea of leaving out that dance!”


      “I’m so very sorry to have made all this trouble for everybody,” faltered Patricia, with tears in her eyes; “but I just couldn’t help it.”


      “Don’t, dear!” whispered Jane, putting both arms around the girl. “The Gang’s back of you, whatever you do.”


      “It’s good of you to say that, especially when I can’t clear myself.”


      “Maybe later on something will happen to clear things up for you,” suggested Ruth.


      Pat looked at her quickly, wondering if the girl suspected anything; but Ruth, who was placidly combing her hair, smiled at her in the mirror so innocently that her fears were allayed.


      “Pat’s shielding some one,” declared Ruth, after Patricia had gone. “We’ll have to find out who it is.”


      “Oh, Ruthie,” groaned Jane, distractedly, “don’t suggest my doing anything until after this blamed entertainment is over.”


      Ruth said no more, but she made up her mind that Pat must be cleared.


      CHAPTER XXII


      CLARICE


      Rehearsals for the ballet in which Jack and his partner were featured had ended before Patricia was banned; so it was not until Saturday night that Jane discovered who the sub was to be.


      “What is she doing here?” whispered the harried director to Frances, who had sufficiently recovered from her annoyance to help with the make-up.


      “Who?” inquired Frances, busy laying out grease, paint, and powder.


      “Clarice. She’s out there on the stage as large as life. We can’t have any unnecessary people back here.”


      Just then Jack approached his partner, and as they practiced a couple of difficult steps together, the awful truth dawned upon Jane. Though usually slow to anger, her temper suddenly flared up at the trick which had been played on her.


      “I think that’s just contemptible!” she exclaimed, rapping a brush sharply on the table.


      “What on earth is the matter?” inquired Ruth, who had just entered with an armload of costumes.


      “For Pat and Jack to have given Clarice a part in the dance without telling me.”


      “But,” said Ruth, “you didn’t ask Pat who was to take her place. I wondered at the time.”


      “I never dreamed of its being Clarice! I thought it was some friend of Jack’s.”


      “I have an idea,” cried Frances. “It isn’t for nothing Pat’s turned over her boy friend to Clarice. It’s my opinion that it is Clarice Pat is shielding.”


      “What makes you think that?” asked Ruth.


      “I just have a hunch, and I’m going to ferret out the truth.”


      “What’s the use of that now?” asked Jane.


      “Lots of use; for it would restore Pat to the good graces of—”


      “But we couldn’t go out and squeal on someone else,” objected Jane.


      “For cats’ sake, girls, stop talking and get busy,” pleaded the harassed director. “We’ll never be ready for the curtain at eight-fifteen.”


      It was not until the very end of the long program that the Arnold Hall girls went on. A series of dances made up the scene, which was in a forest. The dance specialty by Jack and Clarice was just over when little Sylvia, the niece of Dean Walters—as a lost princess—danced to the front of the stage.


      Excited by the crowd, she flung out her arms and fluffy skirts as she came forward. A sudden whirl brought her up against a torch held by one of the woodsmen, and in an instant she was ablaze. Like a flash, Clarice upset a huge jar of daisies and rolled the child back and forth on the soaked rug. While the curtain was hastily rung down, Clarice picked up the child and tried to soothe her. The fluffy dress was a wet, charred rag, but Sylvia was unharmed.


      “Darling,” choked Dean Walters, snatching the child, “it was the quickest—” she began. Then turning to Clarice, she said, “Come in to see me tomorrow.”


      “Isn’t it lucky I had to give up the part!” said Pat to Jack. “I should never have known what to do. And since the kiddie wasn’t harmed, how wonderfully it will help to reinstate Clarice.”


      Frances, who was in the woodsmen’s hut just back of them, heard no more; but this much was enough.


      “Clarice,” cried Mrs. Vincent, “are you burned at all?”


      “Not a bit,” replied the girl, a bit shaky, now the excitement was over.


      “What ever could I have said to Albert—to your father—if any harm had come to you!”


      “Well, none did,” said Clarice, starting for the dressing room.


      “She’s tired and excited,” said Jane kindly, as the chaperon’s lips quivered and her troubled eyes followed the progress of her favorite across the stage.


      “Did you ever know anybody to act so quickly?” demanded Mrs. Vincent proudly. “Most people didn’t know what had happened. I guess the Dean won’t be quite so ready to—” Realizing suddenly that she was saying too much in her excitement, she stopped abruptly and hurried off the stage.


      The following day, Jane, Anne, Frances, and Ruth were sitting on a bench in Reservoir Park, facing the west. A beautiful sunset was dyeing the sky a brilliant crimson and gold. They had gone for a walk after dinner, and now were resting and discussing the events of the preceding evening.


      “It’s very clear to me,” Frances was saying emphatically, “that the Dean must have decided upon something drastic regarding Clarice; that Pat knew about it, and got into trouble helping her out.”


      “And then thought it might show the Dean that the girls liked and trusted the real Clarice if she had a big part in the show,” continued Anne, tracing a pattern in the dust of the path with a small twig.


      “I know that she, herself, taught Clarice that dance,” contributed Ruth, who was industriously pulling a daisy apart, meanwhile saying to herself, “‘He loves me; he loves me not.’ Clarice told me so when I pressed the question last night as to where she had learned it.”


      Jane, who had been listening silently with thoughtfully knitted brows and a puzzled expression in her honest grey eyes, now sprang up and faced the three on the bench.


      “I think I have it!”


      “What?” demanded Ruth in alarm. “Not measles!” In one of the dormitories there was a mild epidemic of that disease of childhood.


      “Oh, no,” laughed Jane, “but listen! The night Pat was missing from her room, I was in the bathroom between ten-thirty and eleven. You remember, Ruthie, I told you that the salad we had at dinner made me feel sick?”


      Ruth nodded.


      “While I was in there, I heard someone cross the hall and go very softly into Clarice’s room—it’s right next to the bathroom, you know. It didn’t sound like Clarice, for she puts her heels down so hard; and the person was very quiet. At the time, I didn’t pay much attention, or try to figure it out; I was feeling pretty sick. But since you’ve been talking, this suddenly all came back to me. Do you know what I think? I’ll bet that Pat discovered Clarice was out for a good time somewhere, and took her room so her absence wouldn’t be noticed. Their hair is about the same shade, and in the dark it would be easy to—”


      “Jane! Jane!” cried Anne joyfully. “I believe you have solved the puzzle.”


      “Listen,” Frances broke in, “to what I overheard Pat say last night!” And she repeated what she heard of Patricia’s conversation with Jack.


      “I’ll bet the Dean intended to drop Clarice if she got another demerit,” said Ruth, when Frances had finished.


      “And it fits right in with what Dolly started to say last night,” said Jane, nodding with satisfaction.


      “Now all we need to know is whether Clarice was out after hours last Thursday,” concluded Anne; “and when we get home, I’m going to ask her.”


      “And if she was?” queried Jane.


      “Then—I think—” replied Anne slowly, “that I shall tell her what we suspect. I was with Clarice quite a bit the first of last year, and got to know her fairly well. There’s more good in her than one would suspect, and she’s the last person who’d let anybody else take her punishments.”


      “But, Anne,” protested Jane, as they rose to go. The brilliant colors of the sky had faded, and it was beginning to get dark. “Won’t you be undoing all that Pat tried to bring about?”


      “No, for the Dean had a long talk with Clarice this afternoon, and they understand each other perfectly. I imagine that Clarice was quite frank about herself, for she told me the Dean was just lovely to her, and regretted their not having understood each other before. Clarice has pretty much of a crush, and she’ll do anything for a person she loves. You see, Clarice’s mother died a number of years ago, and Mr. Tyson has lived in boarding houses and hotels ever since. He adored Clarice, and simply spoiled her, until she became very headstrong. Then he decided to send her to college in the hope that its discipline and associations would sort of make her over—”


      “But, Anne,” interrupted Jane; “if you knew all this, why didn’t you tell us before? We might have helped, instead of sitting in judgment on her so often.”


      “I didn’t know all of it until this morning, and you’d never guess who told me. Dolly.”


      “Dolly!” exclaimed the other girls simultaneously.


      “You remember the break she made last night about ‘Albert’? Well, I think she wanted to explain that a bit; so she waited for me after church, and on the way home told me what I have just repeated to you. She met Mr. Tyson and Clarice at the seashore, somewhere in Massachusetts, a couple of years ago; and I guess, again last summer.”


      “Then that’s why she’s so fond of Clarice,” remarked Frances; “and I’ll bet my last dollar she’s fond of ‘Albert’ too. Where does he live?”


      “Boston.”


      “Ah, ha! She gets a letter from Boston every week!” cried Frances triumphantly.


      “How do you know?” demanded Jane.


      “Have you forgotten that I bring down the mail at noon every day?”


      Jane did not reply; for they were by that time at the door of Arnold Hall. As soon as they entered, Anne went in search of Clarice; and nobody saw either of them again that night.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      SOLUTIONS


      The girls of Granard College had finished Monday night’s dessert of chocolate blanc mange, and were restlessly waiting for the signal to leave the dining room, when Clarice, who was sitting at the end of the Arnold Hall table, rose quietly and stood facing her companions.


      “I’ve got something to say, girls,” she began abruptly, her big black eyes turned on one after another of the members of the Alley Gang, and coming to rest on Patricia. “Last Thursday night I stayed out after hours without permission. Accidentally Pat found it out—also, what I didn’t know at the time, that if I got another demerit I’d be dropped from college. Like the good sport she is, she occupied my bed until after inspection that night. You all know what a jam she got into, but I was so dumb that I didn’t put two and two together until last night.” Clarice’s fixed gaze here shifted from Patricia’s flushed face to Anne’s. The friendly smile which flashed to her from Anne’s red lips made her falter for a moment. Quickly, however, she recovered her poise, and continued. “I’ve seen the Dean, and explained the whole affair to her; as well as to Mrs. Vincent. And, Pat’s slate is clean.”


      Clarice turned from the table, and before the astonished girls could move, had darted out of a side door which was directly behind her. Then pandemonium broke loose.


      “Three cheers for Clarice and Pat!” cried Katharine, waving her arms excitedly.


      An immediate and hearty response centered the attention of the entire dining room upon the Arnold Hall table; and as the girls left the building they were besieged by the other students to know the cause of the demonstration.


      Although examinations loomed in the near future, no one could study in Arnold Hall that evening; everyone was too excited, and too happy, to settle down. The members of the Alley Gang roamed restlessly in and out of one another’s rooms, talking incessantly, while sampling the “eats” which had arrived in several boxes from home that day. Patricia had managed to get Clarice for a few moments alone in order to say some things which couldn’t be said in public.


      “Please don’t, Pat,” protested the other girl. “I’m so far in debt to you that—”


      “But, Clarice,” interrupted Patricia, putting her hand forcibly over her friend’s mouth to check further talk about indebtedness, “I want to know how things stand with you. You won’t be dropped?”


      “No, everything’s all right. The Dean was lovely, and from now on I’m going to make good.”


      “I’m so glad,” began Patricia, “and I know that you can.”


      Just then Anne appeared, and announced that Rhoda had a telephone message for Patricia.


      Sliding off the porch railing, on which they had been perched, the two girls followed Anne into the house.


      “Mrs. Brock would like you to come right over, Miss Randall,” said Rhoda, when the trio presented themselves before the Black Book table where the maid was sitting.


      “How exciting!” cried Anne. “What do you think she wants?”


      “I’ll have to go and find out, I suppose,” sighed Patricia wearily. The strain of the week was beginning to tell on even her sturdy constitution, and she longed to go to bed.


      “Come back as soon as you can,” begged Anne, going as far as the door with her, “and tell us all about it. We won’t have many more talkfests.”


      “No; and it makes me just sick to think of leaving here the last of next week,” whispered Patricia sadly, dashing away a couple of tears.


      “Never mind, old dear,” said Anne. “Maybe something will turn up to bring you back next fall.”


      When the maid at Big House ushered Patricia onto a large screened porch, she was astonished to see Jack sitting beside a lamp whose soft light illuminated the entire veranda. After brief greetings had been exchanged, Mrs. Brock said abruptly:


      “I have a story to tell you children.”


      Her visitors exchanged amused glances over the appellation.


      “I’ll make it brief; for I know that the reminiscences of old people bore the young. When I was a girl, about your age, I had two very dear chums: one was Mary Pierce.”


      Patricia leaned eagerly forward in her chair at the sound of her mother’s maiden name, but Mrs. Brock continued without appearing to notice the girl’s surprise.


      “The other,” she went on, “was Gertrude Neal.”


      Here Jack started up in astonishment, as he, too, recognized the name of his mother. Again Mrs. Brock went on without a pause.


      “That surprises you, for I seem much older than your mothers. As a matter of fact, I was several years older than the other girls, and a long illness a few years ago makes me appear much more ancient than I really am. But to go on with my story. We were very congenial, and almost inseparable.” A smile at some memory flickered across the woman’s face, completely transforming the immobile features with which her listeners were familiar. A look of regret and sadness almost immediately replaced the smile, as she continued:


      “Unfortunately, it was too happy a friendship to last. We had a serious misunderstanding, in which I was mostly to blame. In fact the affair was the cause of considerable injustice being suffered by Mary and Gertrude. I’m not going into details—it’s over now, and they probably forgot all about it; but anyhow, we separated, and I have never seen either of them since. An aunt took me abroad, and one thing or another detained me there until last year. My return revived old memories and affections; yet my pride kept me from going directly to my friends. I felt, however, that I wanted to do something to make up, at least in part, for the trouble I had caused; so I decided to make you children a little gift and at the same time find out what you were like. I bought Big House because it was located so close to the college my father attended, then sent you the money for the year’s expenses.


      “Rhoda, my secretary and companion, I managed to place in Arnold Hall as a maid, so she could give me all kinds of information about Patricia; and I hired a private detective, Norman Young, to do my secretarial work and at the same time spy on Jack. The game is played out now, and I hope the year has been as satisfactory to you as it has to me. Wait a minute,” as Patricia again tried to speak. “I have an offer to make. I’m going to get a car; for I find I cannot walk as much as I used to; and if Jack cares to take the position as chauffeur in return for his next year’s college expenses, I fancy we can come to a satisfactory agreement. The hours would not interfere at all with college work, and,” she paused and looked questioningly at the boy, “you won’t have to live with me.”


      “Mrs. Brock, I don’t know what to say, except to thank you for all your kindness to me, and to accept gratefully your most generous offer. I—”


      “All right then; that’s settled,” interrupted Mrs. Brock, turning toward Patricia. “I need someone to look after my library and read to me. If you could fit that work in with your college duties, I shall be responsible for your next year’s expenses. Of course you’ll live at Arnold Hall.”


      “Mrs. Brock,” began Patricia; then much to everyone’s distress she burst into tears. “If you only knew,” she sobbed, “how much I wanted to come back here, and how afraid I have been that I couldn’t—”


      “Then I’ll expect you both to report here on September 20,” interrupted Mrs. Brock, “four days before college opens. Don’t try to tell me how grateful you are. I guess I know. Good night.”


      Patricia kissed the white face of the little woman, and Jack followed her example. Neither spoke until they were out on the street.


      “Some fairy godmother!” exclaimed Jack.


      “Oh, Jack, isn’t she wonderful?”


      “And the best of all,” said Jack, “is that we’ll be here together again. You’ve become a sort of habit with me, I guess.”


      Patricia smiled happily in the darkness. “And now,” she exulted as they reached Arnold Hall, “I must go in and tell the girls the joyful news.”

    

  


  
    
      THE MYSTERY OF CARLITOS, by Helen Randolph


      CHAPTER I


      THE MYSTERIOUS BLUE-EYED BOY


      Jo Ann jerked the crude, hand-made chair off the oxcart and set it down in the shade of the thatched roof of the house.


      “Your throne’s ready, Your Majesty,” she called over gaily to the pale, worn-looking Mrs. Blackwell whose daughter Florence was helping her off the burro.


      “Whoever heard of a throne looking like that?” laughed the slender, hazel-eyed girl beside Jo Ann. “Wait a minute.” She spread a bright rainbow-hued Mexican blanket over the chair. “Now that looks more like a throne.”


      Jo Ann nodded her dark curly bob. “You’re right, Peg—as usual.” She turned to Mrs. Blackwell. “I know you’re dead tired. That long automobile trip over the rough roads was bad enough, but the ride up the mountain on that poky donkey was worse yet.”


      “Poky’s the word,” put in Florence, her blue eyes twinkling. “That burro, or donkey as you call it, is all Mexican—slow but sure.”


      Just as she had finished speaking, the burro flapped his ears, threw back his head, and brayed such a knowing “heehaw” that the girls laughed merrily and even Mrs. Blackwell smiled broadly.


      As Mrs. Blackwell dropped down in the chair, Jo Ann remarked to her, “No queen ever had a more beautiful kingdom to look upon from her throne than you have.”


      “It’s marvelous!” exclaimed Peggy as all four gazed over the far-flung view stretching out before them: rugged, cloud-tipped mountain peaks, the deep valley covered with tropical growth, and a gleaming, silver waterfall to their right.


      “Gracious!” broke in Florence finally. “We’ll never get the house straightened at this rate. And will you look at that driver! I believe he’s sound asleep. He hasn’t taken a single thing off the cart yet.”


      As Jo Ann reluctantly turned away, she called over to Peggy, “We’ll have three or four weeks to enjoy all this beauty—let’s get busy now and help Florence straighten up the house. You just sit here, Mrs. Blackwell, and draw in deep breaths of this invigorating air,” she added. “Dr. Blackwell said you weren’t to turn your hand to do a thing.”


      “You girls wait on me as if I were a complete invalid. Although I am tired now, I know I’m going to regain my strength rapidly up here.”


      While Florence gave orders in Spanish to the driver and the boy in charge of the burros, Jo Ann and Peggy went inside the small, one-room house which was built from stone cut from the mountain side.


      While they were waiting for the equipment to be brought in, the girls looked about the room curiously.


      “Isn’t this the queerest little house!” Peggy exclaimed. “Not a single window in it. It’s built exactly like the little adobe huts the peons live in.”


      “Florence said they bought the place from a Mexican—anyone’d know that at a glance.” Jo Ann walked over across the room to the back door and looked outside. “This must be that funny little kitchen Florence told us about,” she said, gesturing to a small stone building about fifteen feet beyond.


      Just then the driver sauntered in and piled some cots and bedding in the center of the cement floor.


      Jo Ann wheeled about. “Come on, Peg, let’s sweep out the house and make up the cots. We can do that much, at least.”


      By the time they had the cots made up, the Mexicans had finished unloading and were starting off leisurely down the trail behind the oxcart and burros.


      “Let’s stop working now and eat our lunch,” called Florence from the kitchen door. “It’s siesta time right now, and it’ll do all of us good to take a nap.”


      Peggy grinned over at Florence. “Maybe Jo Ann’ll take a siesta up here. Remember the trouble she got into up on the roof in town during a siesta hour?”


      “Don’t worry about me this time. There’s no mysterious window in this house for me to investigate, as there was there.”


      “I bet we won’t be here three days before you’ll find some mystery to solve, Sherlock,” teased Peggy.


      “Well, Sherlock’s too hungry to look for mysteries now. Let’s eat.”


      “That’s what I say,” agreed Florence. “You girls unpack the eats while I go to the spring for some cool water.”


      After they had eaten their lunch and had their siestas, the girls worked another hour putting down rugs, arranging gay pillows and blankets on the cots, and making a dressing table out of a packing box.


      “Before we start straightening out things in the kitchen, I believe I’d better go down to the goat ranch,” Florence remarked. “I want to see if I can make arrangements to get milk there every day.”


      “You mean—goat’s milk?” Peggy asked in dismay, stopping in the middle of slipping a gay cretonne cover on a pillow.


      Florence’s eyes twinkled roguishly. “Well, what’s the matter with goat’s milk? That’s what the Mexicans use. When in Mexico do as the Mexicans do.” Seeing the sick-looking expression on both Peggy’s and Jo Ann’s faces, she hastened to explain: “I was just teasing. They raise the goats for market. The natives are as fond of goat’s meat as they are of the milk. They had a cow at this ranch when we were here last year, and—”


      “Let’s hope they still have that cow,” put in Peggy quickly.


      “So say I,” added Jo Ann emphatically.


      Florence picked up the bucket from the rough board table. “Do either of you girls want to go with me?”


      “Jo, I know you’re just dying to get out of doors and tramp a bit,” Peggy remarked. “You go with Florence, and I’ll stay here with Mrs. Blackwell.”


      “Fine! I’d love it.”


      “We won’t be gone long,” Florence told her mother as she and Jo Ann started out the door.


      A few minutes later they disappeared down a winding trail back of the house. About halfway down the trail Jo Ann halted a moment to enjoy the beautiful scenery. “This is the life for me!” she exclaimed. “I had a good time in the city, but give me the outdoors. I can hardly wait to begin exploring these mountains.”


      About ten minutes later they came in sight of a little pink adobe hut perched on a narrow ledge jutting out from the steep rocky cliff. It looked to Jo Ann as if the hut might topple off any minute and fall into the valley below.


      “That’s the goat ranch,” explained Florence.


      “The goat ranch! All I see is a hut and a stone wall. Why’d they build a house way up there instead of in that fertile valley?”


      “I suppose it’s because that steep cliff back of the hut saved them from so much work in making an enclosure for their goats.”


      “I don’t see any goats. Where are they?”


      “The little goat herder takes them out every morning to graze on the scrubby mesquite that grows on the mountain side. Goats love to climb, you know. I’ve even seen one on top of an adobe hut.”


      The girls followed the trail across a narrow ravine and up to the house.


      Just then several dogs began barking, and a black-eyed, olive-skinned Mexican woman and two scantily dressed, barefooted children appeared in the doorway.


      The next moment the woman’s face lit at sight of Florence. “Florencita!” she cried, then went on in a rapid flow of Spanish to ask her numerous questions about her family.


      As soon as Florence had answered these questions she inquired if they still owned the cow.


      The woman nodded assent and urged her and Jo Ann to sit down and rest till Pablito brought the cow and she could milk.


      Florence shook her head and handing her the bucket asked if it would be possible for her to send the milk up later by one of the children.


      “Sí, Florencita. Muy bien,” she agreed, smiling.


      As the girls turned to go, the woman reached down and picked a fragrant, waxy-white flower from the jasmine growing in a pot by the door. “For your mama,” she explained, handing it to Florence.


      With a word of thanks and an “Adios” to her and the children, the girls started back down the trail.


      “Let’s go home the long way through the valley,” suggested Florence when they reached the ravine. “There’s a cave down this way that I want to show you.”


      “Fine! The longer the way, the better. That cave sounds interesting, too.”


      Slipping and sliding down the rocky mountain side, they soon reached the broad valley; then they followed the path around the base of the cliff, stopping now and then to gather ferns and flowers.


      When they came to a sparkling, crystal-clear spring bubbling out from under the rocks, Jo Ann dropped to her knees and drank thirstily of the icy cold water.


      While Florence was drinking, Jo Ann heard a snapping of twigs near by. She wheeled about and, peering through the bushes, saw two small boys gathering wood. One of them was bent over by the weight of a large bundle of the wood, held in place on his back by a rope passed across his forehead; the other was chopping sticks with a machete, a long heavy knife. At first glance Jo Ann thought they must be twins, as they were dressed alike in the loose white trousers and blouse worn by the peon.


      A few minutes later the boys stepped back into the narrow trail, but on seeing the girls they quickly moved to one side to let them pass.


      With a smile, Florence greeted the boys with the customary salutation, “buenos tardes.” Their little brown faces under their frayed straw sombreros grinned back at the girls as they returned the greeting; then they turned and went on down the trail.


      As soon as they were out of sight Jo Ann exclaimed, “That’s the first blue-eyed Mexican I’ve seen! I didn’t know they ever had blue eyes.”


      “They don’t! What do you mean?”


      “Didn’t you notice that one of those boys had dark-blue eyes?”


      “No.”


      “Well, he did.”


      “They were both dressed alike, and dirty and ragged. All I noticed was how frail-looking the one was who had the bundle of wood on his back. I couldn’t help wondering why the other boy, who looked stronger, didn’t take part of the load.”


      “That’s the one with the blue eyes. Do they belong to the family at the goat ranch?”


      “No, I’ve never seen them before. You must be mistaken about the boy’s having blue eyes.”


      Jo Ann shook her head vigorously. “I’m positive his eyes were blue—his features were finer too, but his face was so dirty I couldn’t tell much about them.”


      Florence smiled. “You’ve a fine imagination, Jo—trying to find another mystery already.”


      “I didn’t try to find this mystery. It bumped right into me. If that boy lives around here, I’m going to find out more about him.”


      At Jo Ann’s emphatic words, Florence laughed merrily. “All right, but don’t start now. If we’re going to stop at the cave, we’ll have to hurry.”


      CHAPTER II


      NEIGHBORS IN THE CAVE


      The two girls hurried along the trail, and a few minutes later Florence pointed to a dark, shadowy place about fifty feet up the side of the cliff. “There’s the cave I was telling you about.”


      “All I can see through the bushes is a black hole under some rocks. Can we climb up there? I’d like to explore it.”


      “Yes, there’s a path leading up to it. It isn’t very large and won’t take you long to look it over.”


      After rounding a curve in the trail, Florence led the way up the winding path toward the cave.


      “That’s strange!” she exclaimed a moment later. “There’s a burro tied right outside the entrance. Someone must be in there.”


      “And I smell smoke from a campfire, don’t you?” asked Jo Ann in a low voice as she moved over closer to Florence. “Do you suppose we’d better go on?”


      “Yes, I think it’ll be all right. If we have neighbors, I want to see what sort of people they are.”


      Just then they saw, silhouetted against the dark cave entrance, the bent form of an old woman leaning on a stick. On coming closer the girls were able to make out the features of a brown, wrinkled face, which was almost hidden by the folds of the black shawl-like rebosa about her head and shoulders.


      “Buenos tardes,” greeted Florence, then went on to explain in Spanish that they had come up to see the cave, not knowing that it was occupied.


      While Florence was talking to the old woman, Jo Ann was peering into the dark opening beyond. By the light of the fire in the middle of the floor she could see a woman kneeling by a stone metate grinding corn for tortillas, and near by, lying on a straw mat on the floor, was a tiny naked baby.


      Just then several little stair-step children ran to peer up at the visitors from behind their grandmother. Jo Ann took some of the flowers from her bouquet and offered one to each of them. With smiles spreading over their thin, grimy faces, they reached out timidly for the flowers, then drew back behind their grandmother again.


      “What is your name?” Jo Ann asked the largest of the children in her best Spanish, but either the child could not understand or else she was too timid to reply.


      Hearing a slight noise behind her, Jo Ann turned in time to see the two boys she had noticed gathering wood. The one with the heavy burden on his back passed on into the cave without looking around, but the other hesitated and stared up at her curiously before disappearing into the dim interior. In that short interval Jo Ann had an opportunity to see that his eyes were unmistakably a deep blue; moreover, she noticed that, although his skin was brown, it was not as dark as the other boy’s and the little girls’.


      While she was pondering over this difference, Florence reached over and touched her on the arm. “Come on, Jo, we’d better go now. We’ll come down again sometime.”


      Both girls waved good-by to the children, then started off down the trail. “Did you notice those boys as they came in?” Jo Ann asked. “One of them has blue eyes, just as I said.”


      “I was so busy talking to the grandmother that I didn’t see them till they had passed on into the shadows. Evidently they belong to this family.”


      “Well, that blue-eyed one certainly doesn’t look as if he belongs to them. There’s something strange about him. Do you suppose they live in that cave? They didn’t have a stick of furniture—not even a bed or table or chair or anything.”


      “Oh, that doesn’t matter to the peons. They never sleep on a bed, and they eat off the floor. But those people did look awfully poor. I don’t believe they had a thing for supper but those tortillas the woman was making.”


      “Let’s come down here tomorrow and bring them something. Those children looked half starved to me.”


      “We’ll do that very thing, but if we’re going to eat tonight, we’d better be getting back to camp. Mother and Peg’ll wonder what’s happened to us.”


      “And we haven’t finished straightening up the kitchen, either,” Jo Ann sighed. “How about cooking supper in that outdoor fireplace? It’s too gorgeous up here to stay in the house any more than absolutely necessary.”


      “All right. That’s what I’d planned to do anyway.”


      “Isn’t this the road we came up this morning?” Jo Ann asked a moment later, as they came to a cart road winding back and forth up the steep mountain side.


      “Yes, we’re almost home. If it weren’t for the trees, we could see the house from here. There’s a short cut straight up the mountain.” She pointed to a narrow path between the trees and rocks. “Since you’re so fond of climbing, we’ll take that and be back at the house before you know it.”


      In a short time they arrived at the house, puffing and panting from the exertion of their steep climb.


      “Did you—think we—were never—coming?” asked Florence, dropping down beside her mother, who was lying on a cot out in front of the house; then, without waiting for an answer, she asked, “Have they brought the milk yet?”


      Her mother nodded. “Just a few minutes ago. Did you and Jo Ann have a nice walk?”


      “Yes, indeed! It seemed so good to be tramping over the mountains again.” Florence smiled. “I had to recount the family history from A to Z to the woman at the goat ranch, and she said it gave her much sorrow to learn of your illness. She and all the children’ll probably be up to see you tomorrow. Here’s a jasmine she sent you—we picked the fern down by a spring.” She sniffed the fragrant perfume a moment, then handed the dainty spray to her mother.


      “And while we were at the spring,” put in Jo Ann, “we saw two little Mexican boys gathering wood; and I’m sure one of them had blue eyes.”


      “Yes, Jo thinks she’s on the trail of another mystery,” laughed Florence.


      “Oh dear,” sighed Peggy with a roguish twinkle in her eyes. “I told you we wouldn’t be here three days before she’d find a mystery, and here it’s hardly been that many hours.”


      “Then, when we were at the cave,” Jo Ann went on, unruffled by Peggy’s teasing, “the boys came in, and I got a good look at that one’s eyes, and they were blue—a deep, deep blue—bluer than yours, Florence.”


      “Well, what’s your solution?” grinned Peggy. “Has your blue-eyed boy been kidnaped, or is he a prince in disguise?”


      “I’ll tell you later. Give me a little time, and I’ll find out. Florence and I are going down to the cave tomorrow to carry some food to those children—there were several thin, dirty, half-starved little ones there. Come along, Peg, and if that boy is there, you can see for yourself that his eyes are blue. I hope he is—I want to prove to you and Florence that I’m not color blind.”


      “I’m ’most as hungry as those children looked,” put in Florence. “Let’s get supper.”


      Jo Ann sprang up. “I’m a swell fire-builder. I’ll build the fire this minute—in the outdoor fireplace.”


      “No, you won’t. I’ve beat you to it,” laughed Peggy.


      As they went through the house, Jo Ann noticed that a gay red-and-white checked cloth had been spread on the table and places set for four. “You have been busy, haven’t you?” she said motioning toward the table.


      “Sure. Mrs. Blackwell told me what to do with things, and I’ve straightened up the kitchen and put some rice on to cook for supper.”


      Just as they reached the kitchen door, Florence came up and slipped her arm around Peggy affectionately, “Peg, you’re a grand person to have around; Jo’s been dreading straightening this kitchen all the way home.” She smiled over at Jo Ann, then went on to the kitchen and took several articles out of a box near the door. “Here, Jo, if you’ll fry the bacon and scramble some eggs, I’ll make some real Mexican chocolate; then if you’ll open this jar of preserves, Peg, we’ll have supper ready in a jiffy.”


      “Even that won’t be soon enough to suit me,” laughed Jo Ann. “That climb up the mountain and this invigorating air have made me hungry as a bear.”


      In a very short time supper was ready, and as Jo Ann placed the platter of bacon and eggs on the table, she called over to Peggy, “Catch hold of the other end of this table and let’s carry it outside. That sunset’s just too gorgeous to miss, and then Mrs. Blackwell won’t have to walk so far, either.”


      Carefully Peggy and Jo Ann carried the table out in front of the house and set it down near Mrs. Blackwell’s cot; then Florence brought a chair and placed it at the head of the table.


      “The banquet is served, Your Majesty.” She turned to help her mother into the chair.


      “No banquet hall was ever as beautiful as this.” Jo Ann waved her hand toward the deep purple valley, the gold-tipped mountain peaks, and the rainbow-hued canopy overhead. “And listen—the music of the little mountain folk singing their farewells to the sun!”


      “You surely have a good, imagination, Jo,” commented Peggy, laughing. “It is perfectly grand, but all I can hear is the croaking of bullfrogs.”


      “Your appreciation of the beauties of nature seems to be sadly lacking.” She smiled condescendingly at Peggy, then turned to Mrs. Blackwell. “I don’t wonder that the doctor at the sanitarium, and your husband, too, ordered you up here to recuperate after your long illness. You couldn’t help but get well here.”


      Mrs. Blackwell nodded assent. “Yes, this is a wonderful place to rest. I really begin to feel stronger already—and with three such thoughtful girls to look after me I’m sure I shall be as well as ever in a few weeks.”


      “I’m so glad you’re here with us and not ’way off there at that sanitarium,” said Florence, reaching over to squeeze her mother’s hand. “We’re going to take such good care of you that you’ll just have to get well.”


      Tired out from the busy, strenuous day, they lingered long over their supper, watching the ever changing colors of the slow tropical sunset. Carmine melted into rose, amber, violet, finally fading away into a soft tender green. Deep purple shadows settled over the mountains as the colors faded, and a slender crescent of a moon peeped down at them from a star-flecked sky.


      Suddenly the spell was broken as Florence jumped to her feet. “Gracious! I forgot all about fixing that box down at the spring to keep our milk and butter in. Does anyone know where my flashlight is?”


      “Yes, I put it on the dressing table right beside your cot. I’ll get it.” Peggy jumped up and ran inside the house. A moment later she returned with the flashlight and handed it to Florence.


      “I’ll go with you and fix the box if you’ll tell me what to do,” offered Jo Ann.


      “First we’d better light some candles so we can see what we’re doing,” Florence said as the three of them went into the kitchen. She dived down into the box and brought out two tallow candles and handed them to Jo Ann. “When you get those lit, Peg and I’ll put the milk and butter in jars.”


      “What’ll I do with them now I’ve got them lit, Florence—hold them?” grinned Jo Ann a moment later, holding a lighted candle in each hand.


      “Stick them on these lids and put them on the table. Here’s the box I’d planned to use. We’ll put the things in it and then carry it down to the spring.”


      “The spring! Do you mean that spring where we saw the two boys—my blue-eyed boy?” Jo Ann asked.


      “Of course not, silly. I mean the spring back of the house where we get our drinking water. There’re springs all over these mountains.”


      They placed the things in the box, then, with Florence leading the way with the flashlight, they carried it to the near-by spring.


      After they had moved several stones aside, they placed the jars of milk and butter in the icy water, placed the package of bacon on top of the jars and then turned the box over all.


      “Pile some stones around the box and put this big one on top, and then our refrigerator’ll be fixed,” Florence said.


      As soon as they returned to the house and had washed the dishes, they began getting ready for bed.


      “I didn’t realize how tired I was till now. I won’t need any rocking tonight, I’m sure,” Jo Ann said as she crawled under the blankets.


      Her thoughts drifted back to the blue-eyed boy. Who was he, and why was he with those peons? There must be some mystery back of it all. Could it be possible that he had been kidnaped as Peggy had jokingly suggested? “I’m going down there early tomorrow morning and find out more about it,” she told herself before dropping off to sleep.


      CHAPTER III


      AN UNWELCOME VISITOR


      When Jo Ann opened her eyes the next morning, the sun was already shining through the open doorway. She lay still a moment and tried to think why she had wanted to get up early. What had she planned to do? Then it all came back to her. She was going down to the cave to find out more about the blue-eyed boy.


      She threw back the covers and sprang up quickly, but the next moment she dropped back with a stifled groan.


      “What’s the matter, Jo?” whispered Peggy. “You’re not stiff or sore, are you?”


      “Oh no—of course not! I just groaned for the fun of it.”


      “That’s the reason I didn’t want to go with you girls down to the goat ranch yesterday. I knew I wouldn’t be able to move today if I did. I’m going to take my climbing in smaller doses, so it won’t be so painful.”


      Just then they heard a groan from the other end of the room, and both girls raised up on their elbows to look over at Florence.


      “Are you sore too?” Jo Ann called out loud when she saw that Mrs. Blackwell was also awake now.


      “I’ll say I am! It’s agony to move. We’ll have to climb some more today to get limbered up.”


      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do just as soon as breakfast’s over. You remember we planned to take some food to those children down at the cave. I want to show you and Peggy my blue-eyed boy, too.”


      Peggy laughed. “I surely hope you get to satisfy your curiosity about him—we won’t have a minute’s peace till you do.”


      “Well, if we’re going down there this morning, we’d better roll out.” Florence screwed up her face and began slowly crawling out of bed.


      Peggy smiled at the ridiculous contortions Jo Ann and Florence went through as they got up and began dressing.


      Finally Jo Ann picked up a shoe and pitched it across at her. “You will laugh at me, will you?” she said good-naturedly. “Roll out yourself, or I’ll pour some cold water in your face.”


      Jo Ann finished dressing first, and as she went out the door she called back, “I’ll make the fire while you girls finish dressing; then it won’t take us long to get breakfast.”


      A few minutes later she was joined by Peggy and Florence, and all three girls set to work getting the breakfast started.


      “I’ll set the table,” offered Peggy.


      “And I’ll get the things from our refrigerator at the spring,” added Jo Ann, and started off stiff-legged down the path. “The walk’ll help to limber me up.”


      “Jo ought to have a prize for her graceful walk,” smiled Peggy as she started into the house to set the table, while Florence went for some wood to replenish the fire.


      A few minutes later Jo Ann came running back empty-handed, her sore muscles forgotten. “Our food’s gone—everything’s gone!” she called excitedly to Florence.


      The wood dropped from Florence’s hands and sent up a shower of sparks as it fell into the fire. “Gone!” she gasped. “Are you sure you looked in the right place?”


      “Sure. The box’s turned over, and there’s nothing under it.”


      By this time Peggy, hearing the excitement, rushed out of the house, and all three girls raced back to the spring, then stood staring at the overturned box.


      “What do you think happened?” asked Jo Ann. “Do you suppose someone stole the things and left the box there so it’d look as if a dog had done it?”


      “I hardly think so,” replied Florence thoughtfully. “There’s no one up here who’d—” She stopped abruptly.


      “Could it have been those people down at the cave who—” began Jo Ann; then the next moment she answered her own question: “No, I know they didn’t do it. They’re poor, but I don’t believe they’d steal.”


      Peggy looked over at Jo Ann. “How do you know? You can’t prove it.”


      Dropping to her knees beside the spring Jo Ann began examining the moss-covered stones. “The moss is scraped off this rock where something heavy stepped on it, but then we could’ve done that last night when we put the things in here.”


      Florence turned and started back toward the house. “It won’t do any good to stand here talking about it. Come on, we’ll find something else to cook in place of the bacon for breakfast. It’s a good thing we brought some canned milk along for an emergency, but we’ll have to do without butter for several days, till I can get some sent out from the city.”


      Jo Ann ran to catch up with Peggy and Florence. “Why can’t you get some butter from the people down at the goat ranch?” she asked.


      Florence laughed. “Why, they probably wouldn’t even know what I was talking about.”


      “Don’t they use butter?”


      “No, the peons never use it.”


      “Well, then, let’s get extra milk and make it ourselves.”


      “How? We haven’t a churn.”


      “I’ve seen my mother make butter by stirring the cream in a bowl or jar,” Jo Ann explained.


      Just then they reached the house, and all three ran on inside and began telling Mrs. Blackwell of their loss.


      “Mrs. Blackwell, what is your opinion about the mysterious visitor—was he man or beast?” asked Jo Ann finally.


      “I couldn’t say, of course, but it seems to me an animal would hardly carry off the glass jars of milk and butter.”


      Jo Ann stared at Mrs. Blackwell a moment. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, then turned and went on outside.


      Peggy glanced over at Florence. “Everything seems to point to those people as the guilty parties, doesn’t it? Jo hates to admit it, though.”


      “Oh well, it wasn’t much, and anyway, we can’t prove that they are the guilty ones. Let’s forget about it and see what we can find for breakfast.” She got up and went out in the kitchen with Jo Ann.


      A few minutes later Peggy joined them, and before long they had the emergency breakfast ready: coffee, dry cereal with canned milk, batter cakes with brown sugar syrup, and oranges.


      “This isn’t half bad, if you ask me,” bragged Peggy as they sat down to the table.


      Jo Ann grinned. “Just see who fixed it! Why, we’re the best cooks for miles around.”


      “That isn’t saying much, is it?” smiled Florence, then all four laughed merrily as they caught Florence’s hidden meaning.


      As soon as the breakfast things were cleared away and the house straightened up, Jo Ann asked, “Florence, do you and Peg still want to go down to the cave with me?”


      “Why, of course. Come on, let’s see what we can find to carry to those children.”


      The three girls hastened to the kitchen, and Florence began searching through the provision box for something to take to the children at the cave.


      “Here’re some frijoles—that’s their principal food, and I know they’ll like them. We’ll put in some rice, and with these onions and garlic and this can of tomatoes they can make sopa de aroz—a kind of stew.” As Florence handed the things to Jo Ann and Peggy, they packed them in a split-cane basket.


      She looked about the kitchen a moment, then reached over on the table and picked up a bag of oranges and handed it to Jo Ann. “Here’re some oranges. They ought to have some fruit, too. There’re only half a dozen in there, but that’ll be enough for each of the children to have one apiece. Let’s take these batter cakes we had left from breakfast. They’ll love them. They’ll think they’re some kind of a cake. We’ll put in this cone of brown sugar and tell the woman how to make syrup—but they’ll very likely eat the sugar as it is, thinking it’s candy.”


      “I wonder if I couldn’t get milk from the goat ranch for them,” put in Jo Ann. “I’m going to see about it the next time we go down there.”


      When they had finished, Jo Ann picked up the basket and followed Florence and Peggy out on the front porch, where Mrs. Blackwell was lying in a hammock stretched between two of the crude peeled posts supporting the thatched roof.


      Florence leaned over to drop a kiss on her mother’s pale cheek. “Do you mind if we leave you alone for a little while? We’re going down to the cave to carry some food to those poor little children—we won’t be gone over half an hour.”


      “I want to prove to Florence and Peg that I’m right about that blue-eyed boy,” added Jo Ann. “Maybe we’ll be able to find out something that’ll throw some light on the mystery of his blue eyes.”


      Mrs. Blackwell smiled. “You girls run along—I’ll take a nap while you’re gone. I’m very glad you’re adopting those children. From what you’ve told me they must be badly in need of a helping hand. You see evidences of real poverty down here among the peons, and yet, as a general thing, they’re very happy.” As they started off down the trail she called, “Jo, I wish you luck in solving the mystery of your blue-eyed boy.”


      Florence and Jo Ann found it very painful going down the steep path. Their leg muscles were still stiff and sore from their long tramp over the mountain side the day before. They were glad when they reached the foot of the cliff and started on a smooth wooded trail around its base.


      At the first curve they stopped to gaze across the broad valley stretching out before them.


      “Isn’t this glorious!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “We almost beat the sun up—down here, didn’t we?”


      “Yes, it wasn’t much ahead of us,” agreed Peggy, “and doesn’t the air smell good?”


      All three girls drew in deep breaths of the fragrant, woodsy odor of leaf mold and dew-kissed ferns.


      A few minutes later they turned and hurried along the trail till they reached the narrow, unused path leading up to the cave. As they came in sight of it, Jo Ann stopped abruptly and stood staring before her.


      “What’s the idea of stopping so suddenly?” Peggy demanded, as she bumped into Jo Ann.


      “What’s the matter?” chimed in Florence, crowding up behind Peggy and trying unsuccessfully to look over their shoulders.


      CHAPTER IV


      THE CAVE FAMILY DISAPPEARS


      Jo Ann pointed to the rugged arched opening before her. “Look! The donkey’s gone and there’s no sign of anyone. I don’t believe that family’s here now.”


      Quickly all three girls walked on to the cave and stood staring inside. With the rays of the morning sun shining directly on the entrance, they could easily see into the farthest corners.


      “There’s not a soul here!” finally ejaculated Jo Ann. “They’re gone—bag and baggage.”


      “But it’s strange they’d leave so suddenly,” put in Florence. “They must’ve left before daylight.”


      Peggy stepped inside the cave and kicked the pile of ashes with her foot. “There hasn’t been a fire here for hours—these ashes are as cold as charity.”


      Jo Ann sighed as she set the basket down on the floor. “Those poor little children won’t get any of this food, after all. Isn’t that a shame?” She turned to Florence. “Do you suppose our coming here yesterday had anything to do with their leaving so suddenly?”


      Florence shook her head. “No, I hardly think so. Now and then an Indian family spends the night here when they’re on their way farther up the mountain.”


      “If they intended to leave so early, then why were those two boys gathering wood yesterday? They couldn’t have burned all of it in such a short time.”


      Florence shook her head. “I don’t know.”


      “Maybe I was right, after all, about the blue-eyed boy having been kidnaped,” put in Peggy.


      Silently the three girls stared around the cave, each busy with her own thoughts.


      A few minutes later Jo Ann reached down and picked up the basket. “Come on, let’s see if we can find which way they went. They couldn’t’ve got very far with the old grandmother and all those little children. Maybe we can overtake them and give them these things—then they’ll know we want to be friends.”


      In the damp earth of the narrow path they could see distinctly the prints of bare feet and the small half-moons made by the donkey. They easily followed the trail till they came to the rocky cart road up which they had ridden the day before.


      Here Jo Ann and Peggy dropped to their knees and began examining the tracks in the dust.


      “Now which way do you suppose they went?” queried Jo Ann. “These tracks could have been made here yesterday by our donkeys and the peon driver.”


      “The tracks seem to go in both directions, and they’re so indistinct it’d be impossible to follow a trail. You might as well give up, Jo.”


      Florence smiled over at Jo Ann. “I believe the blue-eyed Mexican boy is one mystery you won’t be able to solve. You’ll have to use your detective ability in finding out what became of our milk and butter.” She hesitated a moment, then continued thoughtfully, “If those people followed this road up the mountain they’d pass within about fifty feet of our box at the spring.”


      Peggy’s eyes widened. “Oh, do you suppose they really did get our things, then?”


      Jo Ann jumped quickly to her feet. “Well, since they’re gone, I hope they did get them. Those little children need the milk and butter much more than we do—only I hate to think of their having stolen them.” She glanced down at the basket. “I wish we could have given them this food—they need it so badly. I wanted to see that boy again, too.”


      “It won’t do any good to stand here in the sun talking about it,” Florence called over to Peggy and Jo Ann. “Come on. Let’s drop the whole business and go home—it’s almost time to start getting dinner, anyway.”


      “Maybe Mrs. Blackwell can help us explain the mystery of their sudden departure,” Jo Ann remarked as she picked up the basket and started off behind Florence, while Peggy brought up the rear.


      The three disappointed girls began slowly climbing in single file up the steep, narrow, winding path to the camp. Bending forward like saplings blown by the wind, they trudged silently up the trail, Jo Ann carrying the basket on first one arm, then the other.


      When they were within a short distance of the top of the cliff Florence suddenly leaped backward, gasping, “Ugh! A snake!”


      She bumped against Jo Ann with such force that the basket was knocked from her hands and rolled clattering down the mountain side. Unmindful of the basket, Florence kept pushing Jo Ann down the narrow trail.


      The next moment Jo Ann stumbled and half fell against Peggy. Simultaneously a terrified shriek rent the air. Jo Ann wheeled about in time to see Peggy swaying dangerously over the outer edge of the cliff.


      With eyes dilated with horror she saw her clutch wildly at a stunted tree growing out of the rocky ledge. The next instant Jo Ann reached out to grab Peggy. Her fingers touched her skirt, but before she could grasp it, the tree suddenly swayed outward over the cliff under Peggy’s weight.


      Involuntarily Jo Ann shut her eyes tightly. “Oh, Peg’ll be killed!” she thought frantically.


      The snapping of branches and the crashing of rocks down the mountain side came to her ears. Was Peg falling—falling—


      She forced her eyelids open. Thank goodness! Peg was alive! Hanging to the tree. But oh, that awful abyss she was hanging over! She must help her out of that terrible plight if humanly possible. The tree might pull out by the roots at any moment.


      “Hold on, Peg!” she cried. “We’ll help you!”


      To Jo Ann’s great joy, Peggy began cautiously inching her way along the bent tree trunk.


      “Just a little nearer and I can reach you,” encouraged Jo Ann. She called over to Florence. “Grab hold of me and steady me while I pull Peg.”


      Years—ages passed, it seemed to Jo Ann, as she leaned forward with outstretched hands. The instant Peggy’s feet barely touched the rocky ledge she reached down and pulled her safely over the edge.


      With tears rolling down her cheeks, Florence threw her arms about Peggy. “Oh, Peg, you might’ve been killed! And it was all my fault!”


      “Well—I—wasn’t—killed.” Peggy took a step backward and leaned against the bank for support. “I—feel—shaky, though.”


      “No wonder,” agreed Jo Ann. “I’m wobbly-kneed, too.”


      “What—in the world—got into you girls—to push that way?”


      “I saw a snake—a huge snake, right across our path, and I almost stepped on it,” answered Florence. She cupped her hands to make a circle. “He was that big around. He was so long I couldn’t see either his head or his tail.”


      Peggy uttered a little gasp of surprise.


      “You’re imagining things, Florence,” put in the practical Jo Ann. “You know perfectly well there’re no snakes that big—except boa constrictors in the jungles.”


      “But he was huge. I wouldn’t have been so frightened by a smaller one. I’ve never seen one this large here before. He must be at least eight or ten feet long.”


      A little twinkle entered Peggy’s eyes. “You girls ought to be even now. Jo insists a Mexican boy has blue eyes, and you insist you saw a huge boa constrictor right in sight of the house.”


      “If that snake’s still there—and I imagine it is—I’ll prove to you that I’m right.”


      Both Peggy and Jo Ann drew back slightly, and Peggy spoke up. “I, for one, am not going back up this trail with any kind of snake—big or little—waiting for me.”


      “How’re we ever going to get to the house, then?” asked Jo Ann. “Will we have to go back down to the cart road and walk all the way around the mountain? Why, that’s miles, and in this hot sun!”


      “I think I know a place where we can manage to climb up the cliff,” Florence told them. “How about it? Want to try it?”


      “Sure,” replied Jo Ann. “’Most anything’d be better than walking miles out of the way when the house is only a few hundred yards from here.”


      Florence led the way back down the trail a short distance, then began climbing the sheer surface of the cliff. By sticking their toes in the crevices of the rock and catching hold of the scraggly shrubs growing in the cracks, all three finally reached the top of the cliff.


      After they had walked along the ledge for a short distance, Florence remarked, “I think we ought to be able to see the snake from here—if it’s still there.”


      Cautiously she pulled the bushes aside and peered down on the path.


      “Ugh! There he is—right in the same place!”


      Peggy and Jo Ann leaned over to look.


      “See that big black thing that looks like a log?”


      Jo Ann gasped, “Gosh! What a snake!”


      “That’s the biggest one I ever saw, except in a zoo,” declared Peggy, wide-eyed.


      Florence pointed to the snake. “See those bumps in him. He’s probably had some squirrels or rabbits for his dinner and is lying there in the sun digesting them.”


      “I didn’t dream there were such snakes around here,” Jo Ann added.


      Before they started for the house, all three girls picked up stones and pitched them down at the snake. When one of the stones struck him, the huge reptile slowly disappeared over the edge of the path.


      “It’s a good thing you saw it in time,” said Jo Ann. “I’d hate to have that terrible thing get after me in a place like that, where I couldn’t run.”


      As they hastened across the mesa to the house, Florence remarked, “Maybe we’d better not tell Mother how big that snake was—she’ll worry every time we’re out of sight, if we do.”


      “All right,” Jo Ann and Peggy agreed.


      CHAPTER V


      FOOTPRINTS


      When the girls neared the house they were surprised to hear several people talking in Spanish. Perhaps the family from the cave have come up the mountain by the cart road, Jo Ann thought, and have stopped to talk to Mrs. Blackwell. But a moment later a shadow of disappointment crossed her face as she recognized the woman and children from the goat ranch.


      “For a moment I thought it was those people from the cave with the blue-eyed boy,” Jo Ann said in a low voice to Peggy.


      Peggy shook her auburn head. “Forget it, Jo. There’s no such luck.”


      The girls exchanged greetings in Spanish with the visitors, then dropped down on the floor beside the two little girls. Jo Ann, in her poor Spanish, attempted to carry on a conversation with the children, while Peggy looked on, amused.


      She was interrupted a few minutes later by Mrs. Blackwell. “Girls, María says a bear carried off one of their pigs last night. Isn’t that too bad? They had them in an enclosure against the cliff just back of the house here.”


      Jo Ann jumped quickly to her feet. “I bet that’s what got our things at the spring. A bear! Why didn’t we think of that before?”


      “We’ve never been bothered with one before,” put in Florence.


      “María’s husband, Juan, said the continued drouth up in the mountains has caused the wild animals to come down into the valley in search of food,” Mrs. Blackwell continued. “The bear had evidently followed the river, because they found tracks up the ravine.”


      María, who had been watching the expression on their faces intently, now began to shake her head and to talk rapidly in Spanish.


      “She says that bears like much the pork,” translated Florence for the girls’ benefit. “She’s afraid he’ll come back for the rest of the pigs, and she doesn’t know what to do to keep him away.”


      “What to do!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “Why, shoot him, of course.”


      Mrs. Blackwell smiled. “I doubt if Juan has ever owned a gun. About the only weapon the peon ever uses is a stiletto, and it would not be an easy matter to kill a bear with a stiletto—or even with a machete.”


      Peggy shivered as if she were cold. “I should say it wouldn’t. I’d hate to get that close to one, especially a real wild bear! It gives me the creeps to think about it.”


      “I’ve got a grand idea,” burst out Jo Ann. “Why can’t we go on a bear hunt? We have a gun, and I can shoot.”


      “I can shoot pretty good, too,” added Peggy. “Daddy taught me when we lived in the country. I killed a possum once when he got in our henhouse.”


      Jo Ann smiled. “He probably just played possum when he heard the report of your gun, and you thought he was dead. They’ll do that sometimes.”


      “No, I killed him—sure enough.”


      “Well, that’s not like killing a bear—a real, live, wild, grizzly bear.”


      “They don’t have grizzly bears down here, silly.”


      “How do you know they don’t?” retorted Jo Ann. “Grizzlies are found in the mountains of North America, and this is North America, isn’t it? Besides, you haven’t seen his tracks.”


      As the argument continued, Florence explained to María and the children what it was about. The two little girls stared wide eyed at Jo Ann and Peggy. They had never in all their lives heard of a girl’s going out to hunt a bear. They decided a gun must be one of those terrible things which their grandmother had told them about. A stick which shot forth a deadly fire that killed everything before it. She had warned them never to touch a fire stick and to hide if they saw anyone with one.


      Peggy burst out just then with, “Well, young lady, you’re not going on a bear hunt without me, that’s sure.”


      Mrs. Blackwell stared at Jo Ann and Peggy in horrified amazement. “Girls! What are you talking about? A bear hunt! The idea!”


      “But, Mrs. Blackwell, we wouldn’t be in any danger,” protested Jo Ann. “We’d hide in a safe place and watch for the bear; then, when he came for another pig, we’d shoot him—that’s all.”


      “I’m afraid, my dear, that it wouldn’t be as simple as that.”


      Florence, seeing the worried expression on her mother’s face, changed the subject. “The bear must’ve smelled the bacon, and that’s the reason he found our box at the spring. By the way, I wonder what time it is.” She got up and walked to the door. As she looked in at the clock sitting on their improvised dressing table, she gasped, “Good gracious! I had no idea it was so late. If we’re going to have any dinner around here today, I’ll have to start the fire this very minute.”


      She went on through the house toward the kitchen, Peggy and Jo Ann following a moment later.


      “I’ll build the fire, Florence,” offered Jo Ann, taking the wood out of her hands. “I’ll have it burning before you and Peg get something ready to cook on it—and I’ll start it Mexican fashion, too.”


      “Don’t be too sure, Jo,” teased Peggy. “Suppose there aren’t any live coals left?”


      “We’ll see.”


      Peggy and Florence disappeared into the kitchen, and Jo Ann placed her armful of wood down beside the outdoor fireplace. She stirred the coals left from their breakfast fire then carefully laid several small pieces of wood over them. Leaning down, she began blowing on the coals as she had seen the peon women do. Soon, to her delight, tiny flames began licking at the wood. She kept on blowing a few minutes longer, then sat back on her heels to look with satisfaction at the fire which was now burning brightly in the fireplace.


      “When in Mexico do as the Mexicans do,” she called gaily to Florence and Peggy. “I’m getting good. I beat you, and I didn’t have to use a match, either. Now bring on your dinner.”


      “You didn’t beat us much. Here, put these potatoes on to boil,” Peggy replied as she handed a pot of potatoes to Jo Ann. “I used the last of the water over them. Hadn’t I better get some more?”


      Jo Ann stopped in the act of setting the pot of potatoes over the fire as a thought suddenly flashed into her mind. “I’ll get the water,” she offered quickly. She put the pot down and hurried to the kitchen for the bucket. A moment later she disappeared down the path to the spring.


      Jo must be up to something, thought Peggy.


      When Jo Ann reached the spring, she set the bucket down on a rock and stood gazing at the overturned box which they had so proudly called their refrigerator the night before. If a real live bear had been the thief, then what had he done with the jars of milk and butter? she asked herself. “I’m going to see if I can find a clue. There ought to be tracks somewhere around here.”


      She began looking among the ferns and rocks along the bank of the river beyond the spring in search of some sign of the marauder. Carefully she examined every track. Here were their own tracks made the night before, and the tiny footprints of a squirrel, but not a sign of big padded footprints made by a large, heavy animal.


      Still unwilling to give up, she jumped from stone to stone across the swiftly flowing stream, and began searching the opposite bank. A moment later, with a cry of satisfaction, she dropped to her knees and began examining some huge tracks in the soft earth.


      “It was a bear, all right!” she exclaimed out loud. “Here’s where he crossed the river—but, gee, what a big one!” Instinctively she glanced all around as though expecting to see the bear. “I bet he smelled our bacon and crossed right here.” She began slowly jumping back over the stones, watching for any sign left by the recent thief.


      When in midstream she caught a glimpse of a familiar-looking object a short distance ahead. So suddenly did she stop that she lost her balance and toppled off into the swiftly rushing stream.


      Gasping from her sudden plunge into the icy water, she scrambled back up on the rock. “Gosh, that water’s cold!” she shivered. “But since I’m already wet I might as well go on and see if my eyes are deceiving me.”


      With the water foaming about her knees, she carefully picked her way down the stream to a large boulder hidden under an overhanging tree. Then, reaching down, she picked up the object that had been wedged between the boulder and the bank.


      “Just as I thought,” she said to herself. “Here’s our jar of butter. It won’t do anyone any good because the jar’s broken and there might be glass in the butter, but at least I have proof now that those people at the cave didn’t steal our things—I can show Florence and Peg the bear tracks, too.”


      She hastened back up the stream to the spring, and forgetting the bucket of water she had come after, ran on to the house. So eager was she to tell the girls of her discovery that she did not notice that her wet skirt was flapping about her legs and the water sloshing in her shoes.


      “Why, Jo, what in the world’s happened?” began Peggy as she saw the bedraggled figure running toward her. “Did you see the bear?”


      “No, but I found his tracks! And look what else I found!” she held up the broken jar, partly filled with butter. “I told you those people at the cave didn’t get our things.”


      On hearing the noise, Florence ran from the kitchen. “What on earth—” she began, then saw what Jo Ann was holding in her hand. “Where did you find that?”


      While Jo Ann was explaining the details of her discovery, they heard a slight noise behind them and, turning, saw Mrs. Blackwell standing in the doorway. “I heard all this chatter and had to find out what it was about. You’re a real Sherlock, I see, Jo—you’ve solved the mystery.”


      “Yes,” beamed Jo Ann, “and I’ve proved that I was right about the people at the cave not stealing our things.”


      After they had talked a few minutes longer, Florence asked, “What’d you do with the bucket of water, Jo? I want to make Mother’s tea, so we can have dinner.”


      Jo Ann stared in blank amazement a moment, then said sheepishly, “I forgot it. I was so excited about my discovery that I forgot all about it. I’ll bring it in a minute.”


      She was off like a shot and a few minutes later returned with the bucket of water. “I’m sorry I kept dinner waiting so long,” she told them, as she set the bucket on the table, “but I’m glad I’ve solved that mystery. I’m going to solve the other one, too, before I stop.”


      Peggy grinned mischievously. “Which mystery do you mean, Jo? The disappearance of those people at the cave or the mystery of the blue-eyed boy?”


      “Both. Just give me time.”


      “Dinner’s ready,” Florence called shortly afterwards as she came from the kitchen with a pot of tea, which she placed on the table beside her mother’s plate.


      “Be there in a minute,” called back Jo Ann. “I’m simply starving.”


      She took a plain little print dress out of her bag, then jerked off her wet clothes. “Can I—may I—eat barefooted?” she asked in a muffled voice as she pulled the dress over her head. “It’ll take too long to put on shoes and stockings.”


      “When in Mexico do as the peons do,” quoted Peggy, laughing. “That’s your motto, is it? You’ll probably want to use the floor for your table and your fingers for knives and forks, too.”


      “No; I haven’t any tortillas to use for knife and fork as they do. Only my feet are peon, anyway, and you can’t see them under the table.” Jo Ann slipped quickly into her place at the table where the others were already seated.


      Mrs. Blackwell laughed gaily. “You girls are as good as a tonic,” she declared a little later. “I haven’t laughed so much for months. I feel much stronger today, too. I think I’ll take a short walk later on when it gets cooler.”


      Florence beamed as she leaned over and squeezed her mother’s hand. “I knew you’d get well up here. I’m going to write Daddy this very afternoon and tell him what a good patient you are and how much better you look already.”


      “You can do that right after dinner,” put in Jo Ann. “I’m going to wash the dishes to make up for running away and leaving you and Peg to get dinner alone. I promise to be good after this.”


      “You mean till next time,” laughed Florence.


      “Well, of course, when there’s something important—” began Jo Ann.


      “We understand, Jo,” smiled Mrs. Blackwell.


      CHAPTER VI


      A MYSTERIOUS LIGHT


      As soon as they had finished eating and the girls had stacked the dishes and carried them to the kitchen, Jo Ann turned to Florence. “Now get out of here, young lady. I told you I was going to wash the dishes. You go and write that letter to your father.”


      She caught Florence by the shoulders and playfully pushed her out of the kitchen and across the yard.


      “Peg, I might let you wipe the dishes if you’ll promise to be good,” she told her as she returned to the kitchen.


      “That’s really quite considerate of you, my dear,” smilingly retorted Peggy. “I appreciate the honor very much.”


      Gay chatter accompanied the rattle and clatter of dishes as the two girls made quick work of their dishwashing. As they worked, their conversation drifted back to the subject of the bear and the pigs.


      “I can’t imagine living out in a wild, lonesome place like this and not owning a gun, can you, Peg?” asked Jo Ann. Without waiting for an answer she went on: “It’d be a shame to let that old bear come back and get the rest of those pigs when we have a gun and know how to shoot it. I’m going down there this afternoon and look the place over. If I can find a ledge or some place where I can be practically out of danger, I’m going to give Mr. Bear a warmer reception than he’s looking for.”


      “I’m not very keen about a bear hunt myself, but if you go, I’m going with you. I have my doubts about Mrs. Blackwell’s letting us go, though.”


      Jo Ann let her hands lie idly in the soapy dishwater while she pondered over how to meet Mrs. Blackwell’s objections. “I wonder,” she said finally, “if she would be willing to let us go if we get María’s husband—Juan—to go with us. I believe she would. I heard her say that she thought Juan was one of the most dependable, trustworthy peons she ever knew. We’d be safe enough if he’d go with us, because he’d have his dagger—stiletto, I believe it’s called. The Mexicans’re mighty keen and quick about using them, I’ve heard. Of course, no one’s planning to get at such close quarters with a bear, but if worst came to worst—”


      “Don’t mention such a thing,” protested Peggy. “It scares me just to think about it. I’d run for the nearest tree.”


      “You would! Don’t you know that’s the worst thing you could do? Never turn your back on a bear. He’s not likely to attack you, if you hold your ground.”


      “Well, if you think I’m going to stand perfectly still and let Mr. Bear look me over and decide whether he likes nice juicy white meat as his diet, you’re mistaken. Nothing doing, Jo.”


      “Don’t be silly. I’d shoot him before he got near you, anyway.”


      “But suppose you missed him?”


      “Quit talking such foolishness and wipe the rest of those dishes. Let’s hurry and finish in a jiffy and go on down to the enclosure where they have the pigs and look about for the safest spot in which to wait for Mr. Bear.”


      “Well, I s’pose it won’t do any harm to go down and look, but I believe Mrs. Blackwell won’t let—”


      “Don’t be a wet blanket, Peg. I’m going to ask her right now, and you’ll soon see that she will.” Jo Ann hastily took her hands out of the dishwater, dried them, and then went over to the door of the bedroom. In another moment she came back. “Mrs. Blackwell’s asleep, so I’ll have to wait to ask her. Florence is sound asleep too. I’m sure Mrs. Blackwell wouldn’t object to our going down now just to look at the enclosure.”


      “Do you know where it is?”


      “Not exactly, but I think I can find it. We’ll follow the path down toward the goat ranch.”


      They finished the dishes and put the kitchen in order, then slipped quietly around to the back of the house.


      “Here’s the path, Peg. Follow me.” Jo Ann led the way down the path she and Florence had taken the afternoon before.


      As they neared the goat ranch Jo Ann began looking for some sign which might lead them to the enclosure.


      “It’s bound to be up this way somewhere,” Jo Ann said finally. “Let’s follow this ravine a little ways.”


      “But suppose we get lost.”


      “We can turn around and go back, can’t we?”


      They followed a narrow path leading into the cool, shady depths of a deep ravine, a rugged, precipitous wall towering on their right.


      “What a beau-ti-ful place,” breathed Peggy, a few minutes later, as they stopped to rest and cool off.


      “Listen! Doesn’t that sound to you like the roar of water?” asked Jo Ann. “The river must not be far away.”


      Both girls listened a moment. “It surely does,” agreed Peggy, “but how could that be?”


      “We must’ve gone around in a circle and’ll come out not far from our spring. Come on, let’s see.”


      They started eagerly up the steep narrow path. A moment later they were startled by the sound of a shrill squeal above the roar of the river.


      “Oh, do you suppose the bear’s after another pig?” whispered Peggy, grabbing Jo Ann by the arm. “What’ll we do?”


      “I don’t know. I wish I’d brought the gun.”


      “Let’s go back,” begged Peggy, but Jo Ann shook her head. “Wait a minute.”


      They listened intently a moment, then, to their relief, the squeals changed to contented grunts.


      Jo Ann laughed. “Juan must be feeding the pigs, but it did frighten me for a minute.”


      A moment later they came in sight of a crude enclosure built against the overhanging wall of the cliff. Tall poles were lashed together around a recess in the wall, making a small circular pen. The next moment they spied Juan working at strengthening a weak place in the wall. It appeared impenetrable, as it was, to them, and they wondered that any animal, even one as large as a bear, could break through such a barricade.


      Juan turned from his work as he saw the girls approaching. After the customary salutation he went on in Spanish. “The bear very bad—very ferocious. He like much the pig.”


      Jo Ann nodded her head. “Sí, sí—but why can’t we shoot him? I’ll kill him for you.”


      Juan shook his head and looked puzzled, and Jo Ann realized he had not understood a word she had said.


      She racked her brain for a way to make her meaning clear to him. Finally she picked up a stick and, after pointing to herself, put it to her shoulder and pretended to pull a trigger. “Pling! See! El oso muerto [The bear dead].”


      Juan smiled approval; then, jabbering rapidly, he pointed to himself and shook his head.


      “No—not you,” Jo Ann tried again, motioning to herself. “Me! See—I’ll shoot him!”


      Finally, after several attempts, she succeeded in making him understand.


      But Juan shook his head. “The Señora no like,” he said.


      “I know,” agreed Jo Ann, “but if you come with Peg and me”—she pointed to each of them—“I think it’ll be all right.”


      For a while Peggy enjoyed watching the pantomime, interrupted now and then with a few English and Spanish words. Never before had she seen anyone go to so much trouble to make herself understood. Jo Ann certainly was a determined person.


      After a little, however, Peggy became restless and began gathering some of the dainty little ferns growing at the base of the cliff. She wandered over to the bank of the mountain stream and stood for a few moments watching the water as it rushed and tumbled down the rocky gorge. Then her thoughts drifted back to the bear. She wondered if he could be hiding somewhere near, waiting for a chance to steal another pig.


      She glanced nervously about, then called over to Jo Ann, “Aren’t you ready to go? They’ll be wondering what’s become of us.”


      “Yes, I’m ready,” Jo Ann called back. “Everything’s all set for the surprise party tonight. See that ledge up there?” She pointed to a narrow ledge about fifteen feet straight up the side of the cliff. “That’s where you and I are going to wait for Mr. Bear. We couldn’t be in any danger there—unless you got scared and tumbled off.”


      “But how’re we going to get up there?” Peggy asked quickly. “I’m not a bird or a lizard.”


      “That’s easy. Juan’s going to cut notches in a pole for us to climb up on,” explained Jo Ann. “But come on, I’ve got lots to do to get ready for tonight.”


      She turned and called to Juan, “Don’t you forget.”


      He nodded his head vigorously to reassure her, and then she and Peggy started down the path for home.


      “Where on earth have you girls been?” Florence called to them.


      “Exploring,” Jo Ann called back.


      As soon as they reached the porch Jo Ann began talking as rapidly as her tongue could fly, explaining about Juan’s consent to help them on their bear hunt, the ledge above the enclosure where they could wait in safety, and the other details of her plans. She ended with a vigorous appeal to Mrs. Blackwell: “You’ll let us go, won’t you, now that Juan’s consented to go with us and that we’ll be in no danger? We’ve got to help Juan kill that bear before he gets the rest of the pigs.”


      Mrs. Blackwell was silent for several moments before answering. After what seemed to Jo Ann to be an age, she said slowly, “If Juan’ll be with you—and if you’ll promise not to take any unnecessary risks, I’ll let you two go.”


      “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Blackwell. That’s grand!” cried Jo Ann.


      “I’ll see that Jo Ann doesn’t do anything rash,” put in Peggy.


      Florence smiled over at Jo Ann. “Maybe you won’t be so enthusiastic by the time that bear hugs you. I’m glad I’m going to stay here with Mother.”


      Jo Ann merely smiled back at Florence and caught Peggy by the arm. “Come on, let’s go in and get our things ready for the hunt.”


      The two girls went on into the house, and Jo Ann quickly opened her bag and took out several garments and handed them to Peggy. “We’ll need these knickers. We can’t be bothered with skirts flapping about our legs tonight,” she said.


      “No, we surely can’t. They’d be a terrible nuisance.”


      “Get the flashlight, and I’ll get the gun. This is a peach of a gun,” Jo Ann added a moment later, running her hand lovingly over the polished surface of the stock. “I wish it were mine.”


      “Why? Is it different from any other gun?” Peggy asked.


      “Different! I should say it is. It’s two guns in one, a double-barrel shotgun and a 30-30 rifle. This little barrel underneath is the rifle barrel.” She opened a box and held it out to Peggy. “See what vicious-looking cartridges you shoot in it. They’ll blow a hole clear through that bear.”


      Peggy’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “I’ve never seen a gun like that before.”


      “I never have, either. They’re very expensive. Florence said her father ordered this one so he wouldn’t have to carry two guns when he went hunting. You see, in the mountains you never know whether you’ll run into wild turkeys or mountain lions, and with this gun you’re ready for anything. I want to get started as early as possible tonight.”


      They hurried outdoors, built the fire and began preparations for supper.


      Later that evening, after the supper things were cleared away, they sat out under the stars, watching a full round moon rise from behind the mountain range across the valley. As it rose higher and higher the shadows began to disappear, and soon it was almost as light as day.


      Jo Ann was very thankful for the bright moonlight. It made their daring adventure seem a little less dangerous. Now that it was so light she decided it was time to leave. She sprang up, saying, “I believe it’s light enough for us to see now, Peg. Come on; let’s change our clothes and get started.”


      In a few more minutes two knicker-clad figures disappeared down the path.


      When they neared the deep gorge which had looked so beautiful to them that afternoon, the girls began to feel a little nervous. They peered at every shadow, almost expecting it to rush at them. Jo Ann held the gun ready to throw it into position in a second. She had the safety on, but the gun was loaded, ready to use. Peggy stayed as close behind her as she possibly could without getting in her way.


      When they saw Juan coming to meet them they breathed a sigh of relief. He wore the usual white trousers and loose white shirt of the peon, and they made him look like a ghost walking in the moonlight. But Jo Ann and Peggy were not afraid of ghosts just now. They were looking for something big and black and terrifying.


      Jo Ann started to speak, but Juan motioned to her to be quiet. He led them to the base of the cliff, then pointed to the crude notched pole which he had placed against the ledge.


      A few minutes later both girls had climbed up the narrow rocky ledge and were wriggling about trying to find a comfortable position. Statue-like Juan took his place just below. Jo Ann held the gun across her lap, ready to throw it into position in an instant.


      The moonlight, filtering through the trees, cast grotesque shadows on the ground below them. Several times Jo Ann was sure she saw a dark hulk shambling toward the enclosure, only to discover it was the shadow of a tree swaying in the night breeze. She strained her eyes till they hurt, trying to peer into the dark depths of the ravine from which they expected the bear to appear.


      In the excitement of making plans for the bear hunt, Jo Ann had forgotten about the blue-eyed boy, but now her mind drifted back to him and the mysterious way in which he and the rest of the family had disappeared. It was almost as though the earth had opened and swallowed them, she thought. She went over the events of the last two days in her mind and tried to plan some course of action. She did not intend to leave one stone unturned that might help in solving the mystery.


      While she sat there dreaming, she was startled by a tiny stone hitting her on the arm. She glanced around quickly and saw Peggy pointing questioningly to the high range of mountains on their right. With difficulty Jo Ann turned partly around on the ledge. A tiny light flickering against the blackness of the mountains caught and held her attention. For a moment she thought it was a star falling; then she noticed that it did not move. What could it be? She looked at Peggy and shook her head to indicate that she did not know what it was.


      For a while they watched the light. There was something mysterious about the way it flared up brightly then almost flickered out, only to brighten up again. That could not be a campfire, she decided. Florence had said no one lived up on the side of that mountain. It was too wild for habitation. At that distance a tiny campfire could scarcely be seen.


      Suddenly a thought flashed through her mind. It was a signal light. Someone was trying to send a message across the valley. Perhaps the blue-eyed boy had been kidnaped, after all, and that was why the family had disappeared so suddenly.


      She turned to tell this to Peggy, then realized she must not talk. The next instant she was half ashamed for being so suspicious. If that boy had been kidnaped, she felt sure those people had not done it—they were merely tools in the employ of someone else, she decided.


      CHAPTER VII


      THE CHARCOAL MAKER


      Peggy and Jo Ann continued to wait silently for the stealthy appearance of the bear. Myriads of tiny stars winked down at them as they watched the full round moon sail slowly across the deep sapphire sky. Now and then the chirp of a near-by cricket or the croak of a frog could be heard above the constant splashing of the river.


      In their hasty preparations for the bear hunt they had forgotten their sweaters, and now they shivered a little, both from excitement and the chill mountain air. The jagged edges of the rock felt anything but comfortable, and their muscles ached from sitting in one position so long. Jo Ann felt dizzy from trying to watch the light high on the mountain side and the dark shadows below her at one and the same time. Was there some connection between this new mystery and the mystery of the blue-eyed boy? she wondered.


      When the girls felt they could keep still no longer, Juan stepped out from the shadows and called up to them in Spanish, “The bear no come tonight.”


      Jo Ann shook her head. “No, I don’t think he’s coming either. Come on, Peg,” she said, turning around on the ledge. “Let’s get down and stretch our legs.”


      Stiffly the two girls scrambled down the pole and began kicking and stretching in an effort to relax their cramped muscles.


      Juan began jabbering rapidly in Spanish, and Jo Ann stopped a moment to listen. “The bear no have hambre tonight,” he told her.


      She gazed at him questioningly. “Hombre? Man?” she repeated. “No sabe [I do not understand].”


      Juan shook his head and began rubbing his hand over his stomach. “No—no hombre, h-ambre.”


      Jo Ann’s face broke into a smile, “Ah, sí,” she replied, then turning to Peggy she explained: “He’s trying to tell us that the bear isn’t hungry tonight.”


      “I guess he’s right,” agreed Peggy. “Anyway, I’ve had enough. I’m going to the house.”


      She started off but had only gone a few steps when she realized Jo Ann was not following. “Aren’t you coming, Jo?” she called to her.


      “Yes, in a minute. I want to ask Juan about that light.” Pointing to the light, she asked, “What is it, Juan?”


      “Ah, that. It is the light of a carbonero.”


      “But what is a carbonero?” she asked again.


      Juan rattled off more Spanish, but Jo Ann shook her head.


      “Oh, well, I’ll ask Florence,” she said to herself, then turned to follow Peggy. “Buenas noches, Juan,” she called back to him. “Tomorrow night we watch again, sabe?”


      Juan nodded his head, “Sí, señorita.”


      The two girls hurried back to the house, and on entering they found Florence and her mother fast asleep. They quickly slipped into their pajamas and snuggled up under the warm blankets. Peggy, worn out from their long vigil, soon fell asleep, but Jo Ann kept wondering about the light. Why was it there? And why did it flare up and die down as it had? The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that it had something to do with the blue-eyed boy. She would climb the mountain the next day and find the answer to these questions, she decided. If that really was a signal light, she was going to find out what it was all about. Finally, when the faint rose of dawn was beginning to show in the east, Jo Ann drifted off to sleep.


      It seemed to her that she had scarcely closed her eyes when she was conscious of someone calling, “Jo, Jo, wake up. If you want any breakfast you’ll have to hurry.”


      There was a strong aroma of coffee and the clatter of dishes being placed on the table. Jo Ann opened her eyes and stared around in surprise as she saw Peggy putting the finishing touches to the breakfast table and Florence helping her mother to her chair.


      She sprang quickly out of bed. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner? I didn’t mean to sleep so late. I don’t know what made me—”


      She stopped suddenly. The events of the night before flashed through her mind: the bear hunt, the mysterious light, the trip of investigation she had planned up the mountain. If she were to accomplish all she wanted to do today, she had no time to waste.


      After a brief sketchy toilet, she slipped into her place at the table and began eating rapidly, scarcely conscious of the food she was putting into her mouth. In spite of Peggy’s and Florence’s pointed remarks, she ate in unruffled silence, her mind apparently a million miles away. “Jo’s on the trail of another mystery,” Peggy laughingly remarked to Florence and Mrs. Blackwell.


      Just then Jo Ann looked up and asked, “What does carbonero mean, Florence?”


      “A maker of charcoal.” Florence smiled. “I know why you’re asking that question. Peggy told me all about your mysterious light and how you killed the big bad bear.” She laughed teasingly, then added, “That light was just from a charcoal maker’s fire.” Jo Ann felt a wave of disappointment sweep over her. She had been so sure there was some mystery about the light and that it would lead her to the blue-eyed boy, and now Florence said it was only the light of a charcoal maker’s fire. “Every now and then an Indian family will go up in the mountains and stay there several days to make charcoal; then they carry it to the villages to sell.”


      At these words a sudden new idea leaped into Jo Ann’s mind. It was so simple that she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before.


      “Girls, I believe I’ve solved the mystery!” she exclaimed. “That Mexican family of the cave have gone up there on the mountain to make charcoal. I’m on their trail again.”


      “I shouldn’t wonder but that you’re right,” agreed Florence. “That would explain why those two boys were gathering wood the other afternoon. They were going to use it to make charcoal.”


      Jo Ann burst out impulsively, “I’m going up there on the mountain and see if that really is our family of the cave. Who wants to go with me?”


      “I think you’re probably going on a wild-goose chase, but I’ll go with you,” Florence replied. “It’ll not be any easy matter to locate the family, even if we can see the smoke from their fire.” She turned to her mother, “You don’t object, do you, if we go up there?”


      Mrs. Blackwell hesitated a moment, then answered, “Oh, I think it’ll be all right for you to go if you’ll be very careful and be back before dark.” She smiled over at Jo Ann. “I know you’ll never be satisfied till you find out if your blue-eyed boy’s up there.”


      “It won’t take us long,” Jo Ann said confidently. “That light didn’t look as if it were very far away.”


      Florence and her mother exchanged amused glances, and then Florence remarked, “We’d better take some lunch with us. It’s lots farther than you think, Jo.”


      “I’m not going,” spoke up Peggy. “I’m going to stay here with Mrs. Blackwell.”


      Jo Ann sprang up from the table. “Well, let’s get busy this minute and get our work done and get started.” She began stacking the dishes hurriedly.


      A few minutes later she was washing the dishes so vigorously that Florence prophesied there wouldn’t be enough left unbroken to set the table for supper. In a surprisingly short time they had finished the dishes, packed the lunch, and were ready to start.


      “I believe I’ll carry the gun along,” Jo Ann remarked. “We might see a rabbit or squirrel—or something.”


      Soon the two girls were winding their way up a donkey trail that led up the mountain side. From the very first they kept stopping now and then to scan the mountain for the smoke from the charcoal maker’s fire.


      Finally Jo Ann cried triumphantly, “I see it! Look, right up there!”


      “Yes, that’s it!”


      Both girls began searching for a path leading toward the spiral of smoke.


      “I know they couldn’t have climbed up this steep place,” Jo Ann remarked. “They’d have had to be human flies to do that. That old grandmother and the little children couldn’t possibly have made it up here.”


      “Well, the only thing to do is to follow this trail a little farther and see if we can’t find some trace of the way they did go.” Florence started along the path, Jo Ann close at her heels.


      “What on earth made them go to such an outlandish place to make their charcoal, Florence? It looks as if they could’ve found a much better place.”


      “Well, you see, the Indian has no way to cut his wood except with a machete—that’s just a big, long butcher knife. He hunts for the fallen limbs and trees that don’t require much chopping.”


      “Believe me, if I were a charcoal maker, I’d hunt an easier place to reach than that.”


      After they had walked for some distance without noticing any sign of another path leading up the mountain, Jo Ann called, “Say, I believe we’ve gone too far. We must’ve missed their path. That smoke’s back of us now.”


      “You’re right. So it is. We’ll have to turn around and go back. If we don’t find that path soon, I think we’d better go back home. The sun is terrifically hot now.”


      They began retracing their steps, searching more carefully than before.


      “That family would’ve been bound to leave some sort of a trail,” Jo Ann kept saying.


      When at last they reached the spot where they had first seen the smoke, Florence said in a discouraged tone, “How about giving it up and going back home now? I’m tired and hot.”


      “Not yet,” Jo Ann urged as she wiped the perspiration from her forehead. “Let’s sit down in the shade of this cliff and rest for a while, and then we’ll feel more like going on.” She dropped down on the ground and leaned back against the cool rock.


      Wearily Florence followed her example and began fanning herself with her hat.


      After she had rested a few minutes, Jo Ann rose, saying, “I’m going to take another look around here while you rest awhile longer.”


      She wandered down the trail a short distance beyond the cliff, searching for a place where it would be possible to climb up the mountain side. “If we can’t find their path, then I’m going to find another way to get up there,” she told herself determinedly.


      A few minutes later she started up the steep bank, steadying herself now and then by catching hold of the scrubby bushes growing out of the crevices of the rocks. After climbing about twenty-five or thirty feet she found herself on a rocky ledge above the cliff.


      Her eyes suddenly began to twinkle. “I believe I’ll slip around this ledge till I’m right above Florence and drop a pebble or two on her, just for fun.”


      As she was slipping quietly along the ledge she heard a faint moaning sound. She stopped instantly and listened. “What on earth is that? Sounds like someone in distress. Just suppose it’s a wild animal!” She strained her ears again to listen. Once more the moaning sound floated down to her a little more distinctly.


      “That’s a human being!” she told herself excitedly. “I believe it’s more than one person. Sounds as if there must be several in distress. I wonder if it could be that family from the cave in some kind of trouble.”


      She leaned over the edge of the cliff and called down excitedly, “Florence! Oh, Florence!”


      “Where are you?” Florence called back in a surprised voice.


      “Right over you.”


      Florence stepped out hastily and stared up at Jo Ann. “How did you ever manage to get—”


      “Did you hear that queer moaning sound a minute ago?” Jo Ann broke in.


      “Why, no—what—”


      “I believe someone’s in terrible trouble. Come on up here and let’s see if we can find them. Be sure to bring the gun.”


      “How can I get up there?” Florence asked hesitatingly.


      “Go down the trail a little way, and I’ll show you.”


      In a few minutes Jo Ann was helping to pull Florence up the bank. No sooner had she reached the ledge than Jo Ann ejaculated, “Listen! There’s that sound again.”


      Florence’s eyes stretched to their widest as the cry of distress reached her ears.


      “Mercy! That’s awful,” she murmured, low voiced.


      “That sound’s coming from right up there!” Jo Ann pointed almost straight above. “Come on, I believe we can get up around this way.”


      CHAPTER VIII


      FRIENDS AT LAST


      Jo Ann started climbing the steep bank, Florence following as closely as possible. After they had struggled upward a short distance, Jo Ann caught sight of a faintly marked trail which showed signs of having been used recently.


      “Here’s the way they went!” she exclaimed. “We’re on the right track at last.”


      “I believe you’re right, because it seems to be winding up toward that smoke,” Florence agreed.


      Just as she had finished speaking the moaning sounded again, more clearly than ever.


      “Let’s hurry!” cried Jo Ann.


      After starting up the faintly marked path, the girls were able to make much better time. Without wasting a moment in conversation they hurried on as fast as they could go. A few minutes later at a turn in the path they came in sight of a crude shelter of boughs thrown up in a hurried fashion against the steep face of rock.


      Simultaneously the piteous wailing of several voices burst upon their ears with such heart-rending sadness that involuntarily both girls were filled with sympathy.


      The next moment, through an open space in the shelter, Jo Ann saw the white-clad figure of a boy stretched out on the floor. Huddled around him were two women and several little girls, their heads bowed and their faces almost concealed by their black rebosas.


      Catching Florence by the hand, Jo Ann quickly led her to the entrance of the shack. As they stepped inside, the mourners raised startled eyes.


      Immediately the two girls recognized the two women as the mother and grandmother they had seen in the cave. Swiftly then Jo Ann’s eyes flew to the still, white-clad figure lying on a mat on the ground.


      “He’s dead!” flashed through her mind as she dropped on her knees and placed a comforting hand on the mother’s shoulder.


      Before she could think of a single Spanish word of sympathy, the poor mother began wailing, “A Dios! My son—my Pepito! He is dead!”


      Over and over she intoned this lament, along with the groaning of the grandmother and the little girls.


      “How could that boy have died so suddenly?” Jo Ann thought. “He looked frail and undernourished, but—”


      Her train of thought was broken by hearing Florence begin questioning the mother. She listened intently to see if she could discover what they were saying. She could catch only a few words now and then, but she understood the mother to say that the boy had died that morning. He and the other boy had gone higher up on the mountain the night before to help the father to gather the wood and start the fire for making the charcoal. The boy had taken sick suddenly—the father had brought him down and he had died soon afterwards.


      Before the mother had finished speaking, Jo Ann saw Florence kneel down beside the still figure of the boy and feel first his pulse then touch his forehead and cheek.


      “How strange!” Jo Ann thought. “He’s dead—why is she doing that?”


      The next moment Florence exclaimed, “Jo, find me a piece of glass this instant! Hurry!”


      “Why on earth does she want a piece of glass?” Jo Ann thought, but without stopping to question she began looking about the scantily furnished hut.


      “There’s no sign of any kind of glass here. Won’t this do instead?” she asked a moment later as she handed her a small glazed pottery mug.


      “It’ll have to do. Break it—I want only a small piece.”


      “Why do—” Jo Ann checked the question at the end of her tongue and quickly broke the mug against the stone metate, then handed her one of the pieces.


      Wide eyed, she watched Florence place the piece of pottery, glazed side down, over the boy’s mouth. After a short interval she saw her take it up and examine it.


      “Look here, Jo! There’s a tiny speck of moisture on this! Don’t you see it?” Florence exclaimed excitedly.


      “Yes, but—”


      “That means he’s not dead! There’s a fighting chance for him yet.” She turned and repeated this to the mother.


      “Let’s try artificial respiration,” Jo Ann put in excitedly. “I know how! I can help you.”


      Florence nodded assent as she began lifting the thin little arms up and down, being careful to press them against his sides each time. While she was doing this, the mother and grandmother were mumbling their prayers, the tears rolling down their cheeks.


      After Florence had worked for several minutes, she heard sudden footsteps back of her, then a deep voice demanding, “What are you doing? My son is dead. Why are you disturbing him?”


      She turned about quickly and saw a dark, grimy, bearded man and behind him the blue-eyed boy. With a gesture to Jo Ann to continue the artificial respiration, Florence rose and began explaining why she thought the boy was alive. She picked up the piece of pottery, saying, “Look! I’ll show you.”


      Just as she was placing it over the boy’s mouth, she noticed a tiny flickering of his eyelids. “See!” she cried triumphantly, pointing to his eyelids. “He is alive!”


      A look of mingled joy and awe came over the man’s face. “Madre de Dios! My son lives!” he cried. “You are an angel of mercy. You have brought him back to life!”


      “Sí, Papá! They have performed a miracle!” the mother agreed, smiling through her tears.


      Florence placed her hand over his heart, then she looked up at the parents, saying, “His heart very bad. It is necessary that you take him down from here immediately. It is too high up here.”


      “Si—sí, señorita. Whatever you say I will do,” the father said.


      Florence and Jo Ann lifted the boy gently and placed him, head lowered slightly, over his father’s shoulder.


      As he began to shift the child into a more upright position, Florence spoke up quickly, “No, no—you carry him like this, and the blood will run to his head—then he will get better more quickly.”


      “Bien,” the father assented, and started down the path at the easy rhythmical pace of the peon, Florence and Jo Ann following closely.


      When they had gone a short distance, the mother caught up with them. “I come with my Pepito,” she said.


      “Florence, what made you think that boy might not be dead?” Jo Ann asked a moment later.


      “Daddy has told me of several cases like that one. Some people, he said, could not stand the high altitude. That boy was frail and undernourished to begin with, and I figured that the hard work and the high altitude combined were too much for him.”


      “How did you happen to think of putting that piece of pottery over his mouth?”


      “Well, there’s a law in this country that requires a corpse to be buried within a few hours after death. Daddy told me that several times he has used a piece of glass in this way to prove to the officials that a patient was not really dead.”


      “It’s a blessing you knew about that. I’ve never seen people more helpless in my life than those poor peons.”


      “Daddy says most peons know nothing of modern medicine and are ignorant of some of the simplest remedies.”


      By this time they had reached a cool, shady spot beside a spring, and Florence called to the father to stop. “Put him down here.”


      No sooner had he laid the boy on the ground than she and Jo Ann began bathing his face with their dampened handkerchiefs.


      “One minute, señorita. I bring you water,” spoke up the father. He lined the deep crown of his hat with large green leaves and filled it with water, then brought it over to the girls.


      Florence dipped her hands into the water and let it drip gently on the boy’s face and neck.


      As soon as the cold water touched his face the boy’s eyelids fluttered open.


      Florence turned to the father. “Bring me more water—I want to give him a drink.”


      With a nod of assent, the man stooped down, broke off a large leaf from an elephant’s-ear plant near by and folded it into a cup which he quickly filled with water.


      Florence then lifted the boy’s head slightly and held it while Jo Ann held the improvised cup to his lips. After she had laid him down again, his eyes opened wider, and he stared blankly at the girls for a moment.


      Then his gaze fell upon his mother, and he murmured faintly, “Mi—Ma-má!”


      With a cry of joy, she exclaimed. “Ah, my Pepito. You have come back to me!”


      “It is necessary that we be very careful,” Florence cautioned the parents. “The boy must not talk yet. After he rests longer, then he can talk.”


      “Bien! Just as you say.” The tears began to flow down the father’s cheeks again as he added in a choked voice, “If it had not been for you, señoritas, my Pepito would have been buried. Carlitos and I were digging his grave when you came.”


      A shudder of horror swept over both girls as they realized how narrow had been the escape from such a tragedy.


      “You must not take your little boy back up on the mountain,” Florence went on. “He will be sick again, if you do.”


      “Ask him to move his family down to the cave,” spoke up Jo Ann eagerly. The thought darted through her mind, “I could find out about the blue-eyed boy, then.”


      “Good idea!” Florence replied, then translated her suggestion to the father.


      He hesitated a moment then began haltingly, “But my charcoal—”


      The mother broke in rapidly, “You can come Up here and make your charcoal. We will stay at the cave.”


      “But—who—” A strange expression of fear passed over his face as he glanced at the girls, then at his wife.


      She stepped over hastily to his side and began talking to him in a low tone.


      Surprised at these strange actions, the girls looked questioningly at each other.


      As Florence turned to see how the boy was faring, she overheard the mother say, “It will be all right, Papá. These are our friends.”


      CHAPTER IX


      “I’M GOING TO SOLVE THE MYSTERY”


      Jo Ann, who had been watching the play of expressions on their faces intently, now experienced a feeling of relief as she saw the father nod and smile.


      He then addressed Florence, “Bien. I go bring my family. You wait here.”


      “All right,” Florence agreed.


      After the father had left, Jo Ann remarked, “Now that the boy is so much better we can take time to eat our lunch while we’re waiting for the father to bring the rest of the family down. I’m beginning to get hungry.”


      Florence glanced up at the sun and noted its position. “Why, it must be after two o’clock! No wonder you’re hungry. The suspense has been too great for us to think of ourselves.”


      “Yes, this has been the most exciting experience I’ve ever been through. It does seem almost like a miracle, doesn’t it?” Her gaze fell on the boy, whose great black eyes were glancing from one face to the other.


      Florence picked up the package containing their lunch and offered some to the mother.


      After a moment’s hesitation she took out a small chocolate cake, looked at it curiously, then bit off a tiny piece. Her face beamed. “Ah, caké! For my Pepito.” She leaned over and touched the cake to the boy’s mouth.


      Florence spoke up quickly, “No, no. You eat that one. That kind very bad for Pepito. I’ll give him one of these.” She picked up a graham cracker and handed it to the mother to give to him.


      No sooner had the boy tasted the cracker than he began to eat rapidly, as if he were very hungry.


      “I believe that child was about starved,” said Jo Ann. “He must have been weak from lack of food to begin with.”


      “He’s probably not had anything to eat except some cold tortillas since we saw them the other day.”


      “Let’s not eat another bite,” said Jo Ann quickly. “Let’s save the rest of our lunch for those children. I’m hungry, but I’m not half as hungry as they must be. I can wait to eat till we get back home.” She handed the rest of the lunch over to the mother saying, “For your children.”


      “Ah, gracias, señoritas. You are too good,” the mother said, smiling. In a rapid flow of Spanish she began telling Florence that they had been traveling for days and had had very little food. “When Papá make the charcoal, then we will have food.”


      In the pause that followed, Florence told Jo Ann what the woman had said.


      “It’s strange they came away up here to make the charcoal. It looks as if they’d have stopped sooner,” Jo Ann remarked. “Hurry up and ask her about the blue-eyed boy, Carlitos. Ask her if he and Pepito are twins.”


      The mother shook her head when Florence asked, “Which is the older one—Carlitos?”


      “No. Pepito.”


      “They don’t look a bit alike.”


      A strange expression passed over the woman’s face; then she said slowly, “Carlitos is not my child.”


      Jo Ann caught this last remark and spoke up eagerly: “Ask her if he is related to her family.”


      When Florence obediently asked this question, the mother merely shook her head without saying a word.


      “Ask her if his eyes aren’t a deep blue, just as I said,” put in Jo Ann.


      “No, I can see she doesn’t want to talk about him. You can find that out for yourself in a few minutes. He’ll be coming down with the family soon.”


      “Well, believe me, I’m more convinced than ever that there is something strange about that boy, and I’m going to solve the mystery.”


      “You’ll have plenty of time to do your investigating while they’re back in the cave.”


      Shortly afterward they heard the clatter of the donkey’s feet on the trail, and soon the family arrived at the spring. The mother ran to meet them and quickly divided the girls’ lunch among them; then she took the baby from the father’s arms and sat down with it beside Pepito again.


      While the hungry children were eating, Jo Ann got a good look at Carlitos’s eyes. “See, Florence,” she murmured. “I was right. The boy’s eyes are a beautiful deep blue.”


      “Yes, you’re right. His eyes are blue and his features are finely cut. He’s entirely different from the others.”


      Noticing that the father was watching them closely, Florence changed the subject by saying, “It’s time we were starting home this minute if we’re going to get there before dark, as we promised.” She turned to the father. “Are you ready to start?”


      “Sí, señorita,” he replied, then stooped down quickly and picked up Pepito, who was struggling to rise to his feet.


      In a few more minutes the long procession started down the narrow trail, the father with Pepito at the head, and Jo Ann in the rear with Carlitos and one of the little girls.


      Florence smiled as she noticed that Jo Ann was beside the blue-eyed boy and trying to talk to him.


      It did not take Jo Ann long to discover that Carlitos knew no English. “He can’t be an American, then,” she thought. “He’s probably a German or some other kind of a foreigner.” She asked him a few questions in her broken Spanish but, as it was very difficult for him to understand her, she gave up trying to talk finally and turned her attention to the little girl, who kept looking up at her adoringly.


      When at last they drew near their house, Florence pointed it out to the father, saying, “This is where we live. We will have to leave you now. You must be very careful with Pepito, remember. Don’t let him go back up the mountain with you.”


      The man nodded a vigorous assent. “All right, señorita. We will take much care of Pepito.”


      Jo Ann spoke up eagerly just then: “Florence, tell them that we’ll come down to the cave tomorrow to see how Pepito is getting along.”


      After Florence had translated this message, the two girls called, “Adios!” to the family and a special one to Pepito, then hurried on to the house.


      No sooner had they greeted Mrs. Blackwell and Peggy than they began recounting their adventures excitedly.


      When Florence told of discovering that Pepito was still alive, both her listeners gasped in amazement.


      “I’m so thankful you girls knew what to do and could save that boy from being buried alive,” Mrs. Blackwell said, after Jo Ann and Florence had finished their entire story.


      “And I am, too,” agreed Peggy.


      “It was a good thing we carried a lunch along with us,” Jo Ann added. “Those poor children were almost starved. They’d had hardly anything to eat for days. You should have seen the way they gobbled up the cakes we gave them—even Pepito.”


      “If you gave your lunch to the children, you must be very hungry by this time,” Mrs. Blackwell said.


      “Oh, we are,” both replied together.


      Peggy smiled. “I thought you’d be about starved, so I have supper all ready. Maybe you’ll be too excited to eat, though, Jo, since you’ve discovered that there really is a mystery about the blue-eyed boy.”


      “Not so you’d notice it. We’ll be ready to eat as soon as we wash our hands and faces,” Jo Ann said, rising. As she started toward the door she suddenly stopped and wheeled about. “I just thought of something! Those poor little children won’t have a thing to eat tonight or in the morning. All their possessions were in those little bundles on the burro.”


      “That’s so.” Florence drew a long sigh. “Well, I certainly can’t enjoy my supper knowing that they’re not going to have any.” She turned to Peggy. “What have you got for supper that we can take to them?”


      “Well—I made a lot of potato salad, for one thing.”


      Florence shook her head. “They wouldn’t like that, I’m sure. They’ve probably never tasted any.”


      “Well, we know they like beans and rice and tomatoes,” put in Jo Ann. “We can take those.”


      “Why not take a box of crackers, Florence?” Mrs. Blackwell suggested. “They can eat them while they’re waiting for the other things to cook.”


      “All right.” Florence at once began helping Jo Ann to gather up the food, and soon the two girls were starting down the short cut to the cave.


      “Hurry up, or it’ll be dark,” Mrs. Blackwell called after them.


      “She needn’t worry,” smiled Jo Ann. “We’ll step on it. We’ve got to go right past where we saw that snake yesterday.”


      Florence’s brows drew together in a frown, but she replied determinedly, “I’m not going to let that stop me. We can watch more closely this time. I wasn’t paying as much attention as I should have yesterday.”


      “Snake or no snake, I’m not going to drop this food down the mountain as I did my basket yesterday.”


      Cautiously they made their way down the steep path. When they reached the base of the cliff and started around toward the cave, they heard the sound of voices.


      “There’s the family,” exclaimed Jo Ann. “If we run we can catch up with them and won’t have to go all the way to the cave.”


      They started off at a swift pace and soon reached the little procession.


      Florence called to the mother, “Wait a minute. We’ve brought you some things to eat.” She and Jo Ann handed the packages to the mother and Carlitos.


      The mother’s face broke into a wide smile. “Muchas gracias, señoritas,” she said as she took the packages.


      The grandmother and the father also joined in thanking the girls.


      As they turned to leave, Florence remarked to the father, “We’ll help to look after the family while you go up and make your charcoal. We’ll come again tomorrow. We hope Pepito will be much better by then.”


      The man’s face broke into a smile. “Our friends, you are most kind. We have much gratitude.”


      CHAPTER X


      A SOILED YELLOWED ENVELOPE


      The next morning, when they were at the breakfast table, Jo Ann suggested that they go down to the goat ranch to see if they could get some milk to take to Pepito. “Do you want to go this time, Peg?”


      “We-ell, if I thought I’d get to see your mysterious boy, I’d go.”


      “I don’t think you’d see him, because he and the father are going back up the mountain to finish making their charcoal.”


      “Well, I’ll stay here, then. You two go on.”


      After they had washed the dishes and finished their other tasks, Florence and Jo Ann set out toward the goat ranch, Jo Ann swinging a bucket on her arm.


      When they came in sight of the little pink adobe house, Florence remarked, “While we’re here getting the milk, I believe I’ll see if I can buy some corn to take to the cave family for their tortillas.”


      “Good idea,” approved Jo Ann.


      After they had exchanged greetings with the woman at the house, Florence asked about the milk and corn, explaining their reason for wanting them.


      “Poor little boy,” the woman exclaimed. “I give you some milk to take to him. It is not the kind of milk you get—it’s goat’s milk.”


      Florence explained her answers to Jo Ann, adding, “That’ll suit Pepito better, anyway. He’s probably never tasted cow’s milk.”


      After the woman had filled the bucket and had given them several ears of corn, they started off toward the cave.


      As they neared the cave opening, Florence remarked, “The family’s here this time. I smell food cooking. I’m glad we brought that down last night, aren’t you?”


      Jo Ann nodded an emphatic assent.


      In a few more moments they stepped into the entrance of the cave.


      The mother looked up quickly, then smiled broadly as she recognized the girls. “Ah, good morning, friends.”


      “How’s Pepito this morning?” Florence asked a moment later.


      “Much better.” Her face was beaming. “He ate much of the food that you brought.”


      “That’s fine. We brought you some corn for your tortillas and some milk for Pepito. He must eat lots and drink much milk, then he will get strong.”


      The mother caught hold of Florence’s hand, saying, “A thousand thanks, señorita.”


      With a smile of greeting to the family, Jo Ann crossed over to Pepito, who was lying on the petate beside the baby watching his grandmother knot a long slender fiber rope.


      “What are you doing?” Jo Ann asked the grandmother curiously, after she had talked a moment.


      “Making bags for the charcoal,” she replied.


      “But how can you—” she began, then, not knowing the word for carry, she called over to Florence, “Does she mean they’re going to carry charcoal in that thing? I should think it’d fall through such big holes.”


      Florence came over beside Jo Ann and smilingly translated her question into Spanish.


      “No, it won’t fall through,” Pepito replied earnestly. He raised up and took the partly finished bag from his grandmother and held it up for Jo Ann to see. “The charcoal is big. We pack it with much care, and it no fall through these holes,” he added, shaking his head.


      “They fasten a large bag of charcoal on each side of the burro so that all you can see is his long ears sticking out between the bags,” Florence explained. “It looks as if the bags of charcoal were walking down the road.”


      After watching how deftly the grandmother’s gnarled old hands tied the knots in the wiry rope, Jo Ann said, “I’d like to have a hammock made like that. Ask her, Florence, if she could make me a long strip that I could use for a hammock. Tell her I’ll buy it from her.”


      “All right. You catch hold of one end of the strip and I the other, and we’ll show her exactly what you mean.”


      After Florence had translated Jo Ann’s request and the two girls had demonstrated their meaning by gestures, the grandmother’s brown wrinkled face began to beam. She took the strip from them, saying, “Sí, sí. I understand. I finish this one for you. You have been so good—you give us back our Pepito.”


      “Oh, but you need these bags for the charcoal right away,” put in Jo Ann, who had caught the meaning of the grandmother’s words. “Tell her I’m not in a hurry for the hammock. I can wait till after they sell the charcoal.”


      After Florence had passed this remark on, the grandmother replied, “I make you one. When my son sell the charcoal, he will bring me more rope.”


      After talking for a few minutes more Jo Ann remarked to Florence, “Ask the mother something more about Carlitos, now. If he isn’t their child, ask her where they got him and what nationality he is—he doesn’t understand English.”


      Florence began to laugh. “Hold on! I can’t ask all of those questions at once. I’m a little dubious about asking any at all. They don’t seem to like to talk about him.”


      “Yes, I know, but I’ve got to find out about him.”


      “We-ell, I’ll see what I can find out, but I can’t promise you much.”


      Florence walked back to the mother, who was cooking beans over the fire in the middle of the cave. After chatting with her awhile she tactfully brought up the subject of Carlitos. “How long has Carlitos lived with you?”


      “Oh, for a long time. He is as one of our family.”


      “How old was he when you took him?”


      “Like Rosita over there.” The mother gestured toward the smaller one of the two little girls.


      Florence glanced over at the child, who, she judged, must be about a year and a half old. So Carlitos had been with this family about seven years, she thought. “Where is his mother?” she asked.


      “Ah, she died and left her baby with me. I was his nurse.”


      “That was too bad. Wasn’t there any relative to take him?”


      The woman shook her head. “No one.”


      The thought darted through Florence’s mind that perhaps after all Carlitos was American or English. Since he had been so young when he was taken into this family, he could not have remembered any of his native language.


      “Was his mother an American?” she asked.


      “Yes, and she was so good to me and so beautiful. She had eyes of blue just like Carlitos’.”


      Just then Jo Ann crossed over to Florence’s side. “Did I hear right? Did she say Carlitos was an American?”


      “Yes.”


      “So I was right at first about his not being a Mexican. What else did she say?”


      Florence quickly recounted all that the mother had told her.


      When she had finished, Jo Ann said, “Well, there’s something queer about a beautiful American woman leaving her baby with an ignorant Indian nurse. Ask her where his father is. That child’s bound to have some relatives somewhere. Looks strange to me that, as poor as this family is, they’d keep Carlitos when they can hardly feed their own children.”


      “Well, all right, I’ll ask her. She doesn’t seem to mind talking about him today as much as she did yesterday.”


      Florence turned to the mother. “Why did you have to keep Carlitos when you have so many children? Where was his father?”


      The woman shook her head. “I don’t know. He no come back.”


      “Where did he go?”


      “To the mine. The beautiful American woman go every day to watch for her husband, but he no come. It was cold, and she got sick. She had much cough, and one day she died.”


      To the girls’ surprise the woman walked over to the grandmother and began talking in a low, rapid voice. The grandmother nodded and smiled over at the girls.


      “She said something about us, or the grandmother wouldn’t have looked over at us that way,” said Jo Ann. “At least she’s smiling—that’s encouraging.”


      They noticed the woman go over into a dark recess, then come back shortly. In the light of the fire they could see that she held a soiled yellowed envelope in her hand.


      On coming closer the woman said earnestly, “You are American like his mamá and papá. You have been good to us like they were.” She touched Florence on the cheek first, then Jo Ann. “And you are beautiful like his mamá.”


      She held up a sealed envelope. “His mamá give this to me. I keep it for Carlitos. When he get big, I give it to him.”


      Florence took the envelope into her hand. She uttered a little gasp. “Why, this is a letter! It is addressed to a man in New York.” She read the name out loud. “Mr. E. P. Eldridge.”


      “Well, for Pete’s sake!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “Why didn’t she mail that?”


      Not stopping to listen to Jo Ann, Florence asked the woman quickly, “Is Carlitos’ name Eldridge—Carlitos Eldridge?”


      The woman hesitated a moment; then, after Florence had repeated the name Eldridge several times, she nodded her head. “Yes, I think that was the name. It has been many years—I forget.”


      “This is a letter. Why didn’t you put it in the mail?”


      The woman looked blank at this question.


      “Didn’t Carlitos’ mother tell you to put this in the mail?” Florence asked.


      “No. His mamá speak very little Spanish. She only been in Mexico a little time. When she was dying she give this to me and tell me, ‘No let big mean man get this.’”


      “Who was the big mean man?” Florence asked, puzzled at this new turn in her story.


      The woman broke into a confused account which Florence later translated to Jo Ann. “I can’t make out exactly what she’s talking about, but she says some big man who had something to do with the mine was mean to Carlitos’ mother after her husband had disappeared. She said they were all afraid of him.”


      “But that’s no excuse for her not mailing the letter,” Jo Ann said.


      “All she understood was to keep this from that man,” Florence explained. “She’d never seen a letter before in her life. She couldn’t read or write. And the American woman couldn’t explain it to her, you know. The only other people at this mine were Indian peons like themselves, so there was no one she could go to.”


      “It’s hard to realize that she didn’t know what a letter was when she saw one,” Jo Ann remarked, then looked down at the envelope with renewed interest. “I wish we dared to open this and read it, but of course we can’t do that.”


      “No; the only thing for us to do is to mail it now.”


      “I’m not so sure of that,” Jo Ann replied quickly. “It might get lost. It has to be carried so far before it even gets to a postoffice. Besides, it’s about seven years since this letter was written. Why not write a letter to this address explaining the situation?”


      Florence pondered over this plan a moment, then spoke up briskly: “I have a better idea than that. I’ll write to Daddy and explain it all to him and have him telegraph to this Mr. Eldridge in New York. That’ll save lots of time.”


      “You’re right, it certainly will.”


      Florence turned and explained to the woman that she and Jo Ann were going to send word to this man whose name was written on the envelope. “It may help Carlitos,” she ended.


      “Ah, you are so good to want to help Carlitos,” the woman exclaimed.


      “I wish we could find something to write this address on, but we can’t,” said Florence. “We must look at it very carefully so as to be sure we get it right.”


      Both girls read and reread the address, then repeated it aloud to each other.


      “Now let’s hurry and get home before we forget it,” said Jo Ann.


      After a hasty “Adios” to the family, the two hurried out of the cave.


      CHAPTER XI


      THE BEAR RETURNS


      When the girls reached the house, almost breathless from their rapid climb, Jo Ann immediately burst out, “I was right! There is a mystery—about the blue-eyed boy!”


      “Wait a minute, Jo,” put in Florence. “Let’s get that address down first of all.” She grabbed up a piece of paper and scribbled down the address, then showed it to Jo Ann. “Is this right?”


      Jo Ann studied it carefully. “Yes, I’m sure it is.” She turned back to Peggy and Mrs. Blackwell. “That boy’s an American! He’s an orphan.”


      “Why, I thought you said he couldn’t speak English!” exclaimed Peggy.


      “I did—and he can’t. He was left with this family when he was a baby, and so naturally doesn’t know anything but Spanish. This Indian woman, María, was his mother’s servant while she was up at the mine.”


      “That sounds as if the boy must have come from a well-to-do family.”


      “I’m sure he did,” Jo Ann replied, and Florence added, “I gathered from what María said that his father was either the owner of the mine or had an interest in it.”


      “Suppose you tell us the whole story from beginning to end, Florence,” suggested Peggy. “It sounds so unlikely that an American boy of good family would be left with poor ignorant Indians like this.”


      “I haven’t got it straight in my mind either. It’s a mystery all right—a mystery that’s far from being solved. I’ll tell you all we found out.” Florence recounted all that María had told her and showed both her mother and Peggy the piece of paper with the address which they had seen on the envelope at the cave.


      “Jo and I think we ought to write to Daddy at once and ask him to telegraph to this Mr. Eldridge,” she ended. “What do you think of that plan, Mother?”


      “I believe it’d be a wise thing,” Mrs. Blackwell answered thoughtfully. “It’d save a great deal of time, I’m sure.”


      “I know it would. Fortunately today’s the day we get our mail. I’ll write my letter right away and when the man comes, I’ll give it to him to take back. We won’t get our mail again till next Tuesday—four whole days to wait before we can hear from Daddy!”


      “He ought to have some interesting information for us by that time,” put in Jo Ann.


      While Florence busied herself with writing the letter to her father, Jo Ann kept up a steady chatter about the mystery of the blue-eyed boy. “I’d certainly like to find out more about that man that María kept calling the ‘mean man.’ What reason could he have had for having been so hateful to Carlitos’ mother? From what María said everybody else liked her. Another thing I want to know is why his father disappeared so suddenly and where he went. A mystery within a mystery.”


      Peggy smiled. “You ought to be satisfied this time, Jo. It’ll keep you busy for a long time if you untangle all this mix-up.”


      About a half hour later, Jo Ann caught sight of a man with a big sombrero riding a burro leisurely up the cart road toward the house.


      “Somebody’s coming,” she called to Florence. “Is it the man that brings the mail?”


      Florence came running out on the porch. “Yes—that’s the one. He’s bringing us some groceries, too.”


      “Let’s run down and meet him. I can’t wait to see if I have any letters.”


      The three girls tore off down the road.


      “Got any mail for us?” Florence asked on nearing the rider.


      The man nodded his head. “Ah, many letters!”


      “Give them to me,” Florence cried in Spanish, then added to Peggy and Jo Ann, “I know Mother and I’ll have one from Dad.”


      “And I ought to have two or three!” exclaimed Peggy.


      “Here too,” added Jo Ann.


      The Indian slipped off the back of his burro and slowly began untying one of the bundles.


      “I wish he’d hurry,” grumbled Jo Ann. “He’s the slowest thing I ever saw.”


      “Just have patience. You can’t hurry him.”


      “One thing’s certain, none of the mail could’ve been lost out of that bundle—it’s tied so tightly,” smiled Peggy.


      Finally the man handed a bunch of letters and papers to Florence, and she sorted them out quickly and gave Peggy and Jo Ann their share; then all three hurried back to the house. Several minutes later the man brought in the groceries and other articles that they had ordered sent out from the city.


      Florence gave him the letter she had just written to her father, saying, “Be very careful—don’t lose this letter. It’s very important.”


      “Sí, señorita, I sabe! I’ll be careful.” The man nodded, then went back to his burro.


      As soon as the girls had finished reading their mail, they picked up their groceries and carried them out to the kitchen.


      When Jo Ann unwrapped the butter and the bacon, she remarked, “What’ll we do with these things? We won’t dare put them in our refrigerator box down at the spring. That old bear would be sure to find them again. We’ve just got to get him. I was too excited over saving Pepito yesterday to think about anything else. But we must watch again tonight for that bear. He’ll be getting hungry by this time and’ll come back for another pig. Your mother’ll let us go, won’t she, Florence?”


      “I imagine so.”


      “Well, if we go, I’m going to take a sweater and a cushion,” spoke up Peggy. “I got cold the other night, and it was so uncomfortable sitting on that rough hard ledge.”


      The other two began to laugh, and Jo Ann added, “Whoever heard of taking a cushion on a bear hunt?”


      “If you get too comfortable, you’ll go to sleep and tumble off the ledge,” put in Florence. “Then the bear won’t have to break into the pen for his supper.”


      “Not with Jo around,” Peggy laughed teasingly. “Why, she’s such a good shot she’d have the bear killed before he could take a step toward me!”


      Jo Ann grinned. “You just wait till I get a chance to demonstrate my marksmanship, Peg. I’ll show you that I am a good shot.”


      “Changing the subject—what’re we going to do with this butter and bacon?” Florence queried, looking at the two packages on the table.


      “Let’s don’t leave the bacon in the kitchen,” Peggy cut in. “The bear might smell it and come snooping around here.”


      “How about putting both the bacon and butter in jars and hiding them down in the water under a rock?” suggested Jo Ann. “That way he could neither smell nor see the food.”


      “Good plan,” approved Florence.


      “She does get a brilliant idea once in a blue moon,” laughed Peggy.


      They set to work at once to carry out Jo Ann’s plan and soon had the bacon and butter safely hidden down in the stream just below the spring.


      After the girls had eaten their midday meal and washed the dishes, they stretched out on their cots for a siesta.


      Jo Ann called over to Peggy teasingly, “Be sure to take a long nap today. I don’t want you to go to sleep and tumble off the ledge tonight. You’d make so much noise that you’d scare the bear away, and I want to get him tonight sure.”


      “You’ll need plenty of sleep yourself to keep your eyes open to watch for him.”


      Florence called over, “You both’d better stop talking and go on to sleep, or you’ll both tumble off the ledge.”


      Shortly after dark that evening Peggy and Jo Ann started off toward the enclosure where the pigs were kept.


      “We certainly need the flashlight tonight,” Peggy remarked. “It’s dark, isn’t it? The moon isn’t up nearly so high as it was the other night.”


      They had not gone far till they spied the white-clad figure of Juan coming toward them.


      “I certainly am glad to see him,” exclaimed Peggy. “I’ve been dreading crossing that ravine. It’s so dark and spooky down there.”


      “I’m not sorry to see him myself,” admitted Jo Ann.


      When Juan drew near, he motioned to them to be quiet. In a low voice he said to Jo Ann, “I think the bear come tonight.”


      “What’d he say?” asked Peggy curiously.


      “I don’t know for sure, but it was something about the bear.”


      Juan turned and led the way to the enclosure. As he drew near he pointed over to it, saying something about the pigs and the bear.


      “I believe he’s saying something about the pigs being restless,” Jo Ann told Peggy in a low voice. “Don’t you hear them? They didn’t do that way the other night. Sometimes animals know instinctively when danger’s near, and I believe those pigs do.”


      “Well, let’s hurry and get up on that ledge before the bear comes,” Peggy whispered.


      They climbed up the notched pole as rapidly as they could and settled themselves on the ledge, Jo Ann with her gun cocked, lying across her lap. Juan remained below at the foot of the pole, as he had before.


      For what seemed an interminable time to them they sat perfectly still waiting for the coming of the bear. Every now and then Jo Ann would fancy that she saw a dark shadow moving below and would raise her gun, only to discover that it was merely the shadow of a tree swaying in the breeze. She noticed, too, that the pigs were growing more restless. “That old bear must be prowling around near here,” she thought. She leaned over and strained her eyes to peer into the darkness of the ravine beyond the moonlit space directly below her.


      Not long afterwards she heard a slight cracking sound. She peered instantly in the direction from which it had come. Her eyes widened as she saw a black shaggy head rear up above the enclosure, one paw tearing at the poles.


      Simultaneously she heard Peggy gasp in fright.


      Jo Ann raised her gun, waiting to get a good aim before pulling the trigger. “I mustn’t miss him. I’ve got to kill him the first shot,” she told herself. “If I miss, he’ll get back in those dark shadows, and I can’t see him then.”


      Just then there was a loud crashing noise. The bear’s head dropped out of sight as he pulled out one of the poles.


      A few seconds later the bear reared up again and Jo Ann saw a long black arm reach through the narrow opening. Just as he was jerking out another pole she pulled the trigger.


      Almost simultaneously with the report of the gun Jo Ann heard a deep growl, then the thud of a heavy body falling. A few moments later she was amazed to see a dark hulk shamble off toward the darkness.


      Instantly she pulled the trigger again. “Oh, shucks! I’ve missed him!” she thought.


      After the reverberations had died away she turned to Peggy. “I’m sure I hit him. He must be wounded or he wouldn’t have fallen so hard.”


      “I heard him make a queer choking noise, above the squealing of the pigs!” Peggy declared excitedly.


      Just then Juan called up, “You hit him! You hit him!”


      “Sí, sí. I think so too,” Jo Ann replied.


      The three listened intently to the snapping of branches and the clatter of loosened stones as the bear made his way up the ravine. When the sounds finally died away, Peggy started climbing down the pole. When she was about halfway down there sounded a loud crashing, and she hurriedly scrambled back up the pole to the ledge.


      “I believe the bear’s coming back again,” she cried.


      After listening intently for a few moments, Jo Ann said, “No, I don’t think he’s coming back. I believe he’s wounded—badly wounded.” She called down to Juan. “Is it all right for us to come down now?”


      “Sí, señoritas,” he called back. “The bear gone.” He waved his hand in the direction of the ravine.


      The girls cautiously climbed down the pole.


      Jo Ann reloaded her gun and, holding it in readiness, she made her way with Juan and Peggy to the hole the bear had torn in the enclosure.


      “Shine your flashlight down here, Peg,” she ordered. The next moment she exclaimed, “Oh, look, here’s some blood! I knew I hit him!”


      “You certainly did!” Peggy cried.


      “Sí, señorita, you much good!” Juan ejaculated, then began jabbering so fast that Jo Ann could not understand a single word. He kept gesturing toward the trickle of blood leading toward the ravine.


      Jo Ann shook her head. “Not tonight, Juan. Mañana we go.”


      “Sí, mañana,” he agreed and then set to work repairing the hole the bear had torn in the enclosure, while Peggy held the flashlight for him.


      “I believe it’ll be a long time before Mr. Bear comes back here,” Jo Ann declared in a satisfied tone.


      As soon as Juan had finished, the girls, with a “Buenas noches,” to him, started off toward the house.


      CHAPTER XII


      JO ANN’S TROPHY


      When Jo Ann and Peggy reached the house, Florence met them at the door. “My, I’m glad to see you!” she exclaimed. “Ever since we heard those shots, Mother and I’ve been worried. Did you kill the bear?”


      “I’m not sure. I know I wounded him, because I saw the blood on the ground,” Jo Ann replied, “and I kind of believe I killed him. We heard him shamble off up the ravine, but I don’t believe he went very far.”


      “Judging by that stream of blood, I feel sure he couldn’t have lasted long,” Peggy added.


      “That’s fine!” praised Florence. “Now Juan won’t lose any more of his pigs.”


      “As soon as it’s daylight, I want to follow his trail and see if I can find him,” Jo Ann said. “Peggy wants to go, too.”


      “You’re not going to leave me behind this time,” Florence put in, smiling. “I’m going with you.”


      “O. K.,” Peggy and Jo Ann agreed together, and Jo Ann added, “Whoever wakes up first in the morning calls the other two.”


      Shortly after the first faint rays of dawn had appeared the three girls set off down to the enclosure, Jo Ann carrying the gun as before. On reaching it they picked up the bloodstained trail and followed it up the ravine.


      After they had gone a short distance, the trail led to the bank of the stream.


      “Look here!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “Here’s a great big spot of blood. This must be the place where we heard him stop last night.”


      Florence pointed down to the prints made by the bear’s paw. “Poor thing! He was trying to stop his wound with mud.”


      Jo Ann’s and Peggy’s eyes widened in surprise. “I never heard of such a thing!” declared Peggy.


      “I never did either,” said Jo Ann. “I didn’t know bears had that much sense.”


      “Daddy told me they did it, and he’s had a good deal of experience hunting. You can see for yourself how the bear scraped up the mud here.”


      “He succeeded pretty well in stopping the flow of blood,” observed Jo Ann. “The trail isn’t nearly as plain now.”


      They followed the faint marks upward a short distance. Suddenly they heard something moving just ahead of them. They stopped instantly. Jo Ann threw the gun to her shoulder, then cautiously crept around a boulder so she could get a better view.


      Just at that moment she saw Juan rise up to his feet.


      “Oh, Juan!” she cried. “I thought you were the bear! I nearly shot you.”


      Juan did not understand a word of what Jo Ann had said, but he pointed excitedly, “Look! Here is the bear! You killed him!”


      The three girls hurriedly climbed up beside Juan. Their eyes widened in amazement as they saw the size of the shaggy black animal lying on the ground before them.


      “My, isn’t he immense!” gasped Florence.


      “No wonder he could tear down those poles so easily,” Jo Ann remarked.


      “If I’d known he was that big I’d have been scared to death!” exclaimed Peggy.


      Hunter-like, Jo Ann stooped down and pointed to the bullet wound in the animal’s left side. “See! Here’s where my bullet came out. I hit him in the right shoulder when he was reaching for that other pole.”


      “I can breathe much more freely now that he’s actually dead,” put in Peggy.


      “Isn’t he a beauty,” Jo Ann admired. “It’s too bad I had to kill him, but we just couldn’t have him prowling around here. I’m going to have a bearskin rug to take home with me now, to show what a good hunter I am. Florence, I wish you’d tell Juan to skin him for me. Tell him to be careful about skinning the feet and to be sure to leave on the claws.”


      Florence quickly relayed Jo Ann’s request to Juan, and he nodded assent, “Bien, señoritas,” and went on in a rapid flow of Spanish.


      “He wants to know if we want some of the meat,” Florence translated to the girls.


      Peggy tilted her nose disdainfully. “Bear meat! That doesn’t sound good to me.”


      “I never have tasted bear steak,” Jo Ann put in. “I’d like to try it, wouldn’t you, Florence?”


      “We might try a little. I’ll tell him to cut us off a small piece.”


      “Oh, tell him to take a great big piece to the cave family.”


      “That’s a fine idea!” Florence praised. “They’ll have a feast. That’ll probably be the first meat they’ve had in many a day.”


      After Florence had delivered this message to Juan and they had exclaimed over the size of the bear again, they turned around and set off for the house.


      When they came near they saw Mrs. Blackwell waiting for them on the porch.


      “Oh, Mother!” Florence called. “Jo got the bear all right! You just ought to see him. He’s huge!”


      “He must’ve been the old granddaddy of all the bears in this part of the country,” Peggy added impressively.


      Mrs. Blackwell smiled. “Well, I’m relieved to hear that. I’ve been worried every time you girls’ve been out of sight.”


      Every now and then the rest of the day the girls’ conversation would drift back to the subject of the bear.


      The next morning, when they were eating breakfast, Jo Ann suggested that they go down to the cave and see how the family was getting along.


      “That’s a good idea,” agreed Florence. “I hope they haven’t let Pepito eat too much of that bear meat.”


      “We’ll get to see Carlitos again, and the father, José,” Jo Ann added. “I have lots of questions that I want to ask José. I believe he can tell us more about Carlitos than María could. I want to find out more about that big mean man that she kept referring to.”


      “Well, I’m going without fail this time,” put in Peggy. “I want to see that wonderful blue-eyed boy.”


      “We’ll hardly have time to go this morning—we got up so late. Let’s have lunch a little earlier so we’ll have a long time this afternoon to stay with the cave family,” suggested Florence.


      Mrs. Blackwell spoke up, smiling: “I’m as curious as Peggy is to see the blue-eyed boy. I wonder if you couldn’t bring him up here and let me take a look at him. I’d like to see Pepito too.”


      “All right, we’ll do that very thing,” Jo Ann replied.


      “Pepito’ll probably not be strong enough to come yet,” Florence said quickly. “We’ll see how he is today, and maybe he’ll be able to make the trip up here in a few more days.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes began to shine. “I know what let’s do! As soon as Pepito’s well enough to come, let’s have a little party for the cave children and the ones at the goat ranch.” She asked hastily, “Would that disturb you too much, Mrs. Blackwell?”


      Mrs. Blackwell shook her head. “No; I’d love to have a party for them. I doubt if they’ve ever had one in all their lives.”


      “I feel sure they haven’t,” agreed Florence, “and it’ll be almost as much fun for us as it will be for them. Don’t you think so, Peggy?”


      “Indeed I do. I’m strong for the party.”


      Just after they had sat down to eat their lunch, a few hours later, they heard the clattering sound of hoofbeats coming down the road. “Listen! That isn’t a burro—sounds like a horse!” exclaimed Florence. “Who in the world would be riding a horse around here? I’m going to see who’s coming.”


      She sprang up and started to the door, the other two quickly following her example. They had not watched long before they saw a horse and rider appear over the edge of the mesa.


      A few minutes later Florence suddenly cried excitedly, “Why, it’s Daddy!” Off she flew down the trail, fleet as a deer, to meet him. Peggy turned to Mrs. Blackwell and passed on the good news of Dr. Blackwell’s coming.


      “Oh, I’m so glad!” ejaculated Mrs. Blackwell, her eyes sparkling. She hurried out on the porch and waited eagerly for him and Florence.


      As soon as the first greetings had been exchanged, Dr. Blackwell gazed down at his wife appraisingly and remarked, “How well you look! You’re recuperating much more rapidly than I’d thought possible.”


      “With this invigorating mountain air and such good nurses I couldn’t help but get well in a hurry,” Mrs. Blackwell replied, with a smile that included all three girls.


      In a little break in the conversation Florence spoke up, “You’re just in time for lunch, Daddy. We had just sat down to the table. Come on before everything gets cold.”


      “I won’t need a second invitation. I’m terribly hungry after that long hot ride,” Dr. Blackwell replied as he escorted his wife to the table.


      No sooner were they all seated than Jo Ann asked Dr. Blackwell, “Did you send that telegram to that Mr. Eldridge?”


      He nodded. “Yes, I sent it, but I got word there was no one by that name at that address.”


      “Oh, that’s terrible!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “I was so in hopes we could find some of Carlitos’ relatives. What’ll we do now?”


      “I’ve already written to the chief of police to see if he can trace this Mr. Eldridge,” Dr. Blackwell replied. He smiled over at Florence. “I couldn’t make much out of part of your letter—I couldn’t get the connection between a blue-eyed boy in the poor Indian family and the man in New York. Suppose you girls start at the beginning and tell me all you know about them.”


      Florence nodded over at Jo Ann. “It’s your story. You tell it. You’re the one who discovered the blue-eyed boy and became interested in him.”


      “All right.” Jo Ann plunged into an account of seeing Carlitos and Pepito the first time, then on till she came to the trip up the mountain. She stopped and smiled over at Florence. “It’s your turn now. You were the star actor and doctor in this part of the story.”


      Florence obediently took up the account where Jo Ann had broken off.


      Dr. Blackwell listened attentively to their every word, and when they had finished he praised both girls highly, Jo Ann for her detective ability, and Florence for her first-aid skill in saving the boy’s life. “I’d like to see this sick boy while I’m up here and give him a thorough examination. And I certainly want to see the blue-eyed boy. I’m as interested in his story as you are. All the time you’ve been talking about this mysterious boy I’ve been racking my brain to recall a rumor I heard some time ago about an American who was down here searching for a brother whom he had not heard from for several years. I was wondering if there could possibly be any connection between him and your story. When I go back to the city, I’ll see if I can find out anything more about this man.”


      “We’d already planned to go down to see the cave family this afternoon, and so we’ll take you with us,” spoke up Florence. “It’s not very far to the cave.”


      Dr. Blackwell looked over questioningly at his wife, saying, “I don’t like to go off and leave you.”


      “That’ll be all right,” Mrs. Blackwell replied. “I always take a nap right after lunch.” She smiled and added, “Your orders, you know.”


      Dr. Blackwell turned to Florence again. “I’ll go with you girls while your mother’s taking her nap, but I won’t stay long.”


      CHAPTER XIII


      JOSÉ’S STRANGE STORY


      A short time later the three girls and Dr. Blackwell went down to the cave, reaching there just as the family were finishing their feast of bear meat and the other food the girls had given them.


      “Let me go in and talk to them first and tell them who you are, Dad,” Florence murmured.


      She walked on inside and quickly explained to José that her father, who was a doctor, had come down to see how Pepito was getting along.


      José stepped forward and politely shook hands with Dr. Blackwell; then each member of his family timidly followed his example.


      “I’m much interested in your son Pepito,” Dr. Blackwell told José in his fluent Spanish. “I’d like to see if there’s anything I can do to help him.”


      José hesitated a moment, then began apologetically, “I no have money and—”


      With a little gesture of his hand Dr. Blackwell dismissed this objection. “That’s all right. I don’t want money.”


      On hearing this José turned and called Pepito to his side.


      Knowing the nature of the Indian so well, Dr. Blackwell realized that he must win Pepito’s confidence first before he could make a complete examination.


      While he was busy with Pepito, María called the three girls to the back of the cave. She gestured proudly to the baby lying in a rope hammock. “See, my Pepito fix this like you say.”


      Jo Ann smiled approvingly. “That was clever of Pepito to use my idea of a charcoal bag for a hammock, wasn’t it, girls?”


      “It was clever of him to fasten it to these stalactites, too,” added Peggy. “Aren’t they beautiful? They’re so white and sparkling back here where the smoke hasn’t reached them. Stalactites always remind me of big icicles hanging from the roof.”


      Noticing Carlitos at her side just then, Jo Ann remarked to Florence, “Before you forget it, you’d better tell Carlitos and the other children about the party.”


      “All right.” As Florence knew that the word party had no meaning for the children she began explaining about the cakes and dulces that she and the girls would have up at the house for them. Immediately their faces began to beam.


      “Oh, señorita, we’ll be most happy to come!” Carlitos explained, acting as spokesman for the younger children.


      As soon as Dr. Blackwell had completed the examination of Pepito, he came over beside the girls. With the keenest interest he eyed Carlitos and talked to him for a few minutes; then he turned to Florence and said, “I’m going back to your mother now, but you girls may stay as long as you like.”


      “We’ll be along in a little while,” Florence replied. “We’re not quite ready to leave.”


      After he had given the parents a few directions about caring for Pepito, he bade them all “Adios” and left.


      No sooner had he gone than Jo Ann suggested to Florence that she ask José about the part the big mean boss had played in Carlitos’ life. “Ask him what made that man so mean to Carlitos’ mother and if he has any idea what became of his father.”


      “Well, I’ll do my best, but first I want to tell María about Daddy’s not being able to find that Mr. Eldridge.”


      After Florence had talked to María a few minutes, she began questioning José. Jo Ann listened intently to their conversation, but José talked so rapidly that she could catch only a word now and then. Finally, discouraged, she remarked to Peggy, “Why is it that foreigners always talk so much faster than Americans?”


      Peggy laughed. “It does sound that way, but I suppose they really don’t.”


      In spite of her failure to understand much, Jo Ann persisted in listening and watching the expression on their faces. All at once she saw Florence’s eyes widen as if in surprise. “What is it, Florence?” she broke out impulsively. “What did he tell you then?”


      Florence turned quickly. “Oh, he said this mean boss was plotting to get rid of Carlitos! That’s why he took his family away from that mine and has been hiding up here in the mountains.”


      “But why did that man want to get rid of Carlitos?” Jo Ann asked quickly.


      “I can’t figure that out yet. He said that this mean boss had given orders for all the boys who were large enough to help at the mine. José and María sent Pepito up to work but kept Carlitos away—they were afraid the man would mistreat him.”


      “But why should this man want to mistreat Carlitos?” Jo Ann queried curiously.


      “One reason, José said, was that this man had been so mean to Carlitos’ mother. They had also suspected that he’d had something to do with the disappearance of his father and so were afraid to let him know that they even had Carlitos. José said they moved ’way back up in the mountains to keep him from finding out about Carlitos. José himself kept on working at the mine, though. All went well till one day when Pepito was sick and couldn’t go to work and Carlitos slipped off to the mine and took his place, because he was afraid the boss would beat Pepito when he returned.”


      “That man must’ve been a terrible creature,” put in Jo Ann indignantly. “But go on. What happened?”


      “Well, while Carlitos was working at the mine, the boss saw him and became suspicious about him. He asked José all kinds of questions about Carlitos, but José wouldn’t answer. He just shrugged his shoulders, threw up his hands and kept saying, ‘No sabe.’ That made the boss furious, as well as more suspicious, and he ordered José to make Carlitos work all the time thereafter. That evening, when José was leaving the mine, he chanced to overhear one of the miners bragging to another about the easy money he was going to get from the boss for kidnaping the blue-eyed boy for him. José was immediately terrified, because he knew that the boy was Carlitos.”


      “Horrible!” Jo Ann ejaculated.


      Florence turned back to José, and after talking to him again she translated to Jo Ann and Peggy, “José said on hearing this that he rushed home and told María and the grandmother that they must all leave immediately. They packed up their few possessions on the burro and left that very night. They wandered over the mountains then till they came here.”


      “Isn’t that terrible!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “That man’s a demon. I feel sure he had something to do with the disappearance of Carlitos’ father. Ask José, Florence, what Carlitos’ father did at the mine—if he was the owner and if this mean boss had been in his employ.”


      “Well.” Once more Florence translated Jo Ann’s questions to José. All eagerness, the two girls waited for his reply.


      This time Jo Ann was able to catch the answer. Her eyes shone with excitement as she broke out, “That’s why that mean boss wanted to get rid of Carlitos. Carlitos is by rights the owner of the mine!”


      “You’re right—he is!” Florence exclaimed.


      “Gee, Jo, you’ve run into a thrilling mystery this time, sure enough!” Peggy burst out in an excited voice.


      “I feel sure this mean boss was responsible for the disappearance of Carlitos’ father, too,” Jo Ann went on. “He wanted to keep the control of the mine in his own hands. He wanted to get rid of Carlitos so there’d be no possible chance of anyone’s ever claiming the mine. Ask José, Florence, how long Carlitos’ father had lived at the mine—where the mine is and what the name of it is.”


      Florence nodded. “All right.”


      After talking with José a few minutes, she explained to Jo Ann, “Don Carlos—that’s what José calls Carlitos’ father, had come down from the United States to inspect his mine and had been there only a short time. I gathered from what he said that Don Carlos had not liked the way the Mexican boss was handling things and had dismissed him. It was only a short time after that, he said, that Don Carlos disappeared and the boss took charge of the mine again.”


      “That proves to me that the boss did steal the mine,” Jo Ann said in an emphatic tone. “Doesn’t it sound that way to you, Peg?”


      “Yes, it does.” Peggy shook her head dubiously and added, “You’ll never be able to unravel this mystery—it’s too complicated for you.”


      “José said it was a silver mine and that they called it La Esperanza,” Florence went on. “He couldn’t tell me where it was. All he did was to wave his hand toward the range of mountains across the valley and said it was beyond that. He could find it himself, of course. I asked him how they carried out the silver ore from the mine—if there weren’t a railroad near—and he looked blank and then shook his head and said they carried it out on burros.”


      “That’s certainly a poky way to carry the ore,” observed Jo Ann. “It looks as if they ought to be able to build a railroad.”


      “But it might be too steep for a railroad. And this is Mexico, remember. Labor’s cheaper than modern machinery. Come on, let’s hurry up to the house and talk it all over with Daddy before he leaves.”


      “All right,” Peggy agreed.


      As the girls started off, Florence called over her shoulder to the children, “Don’t forget to come to my house mañana.”


      CHAPTER XIV


      THE PIÑATA


      Early the next morning the three girls began making preparations for the party for the little Mexican children.


      “I’ll make some fudge,” suggested Peggy.


      “That’ll be something new to them,” Florence told her. “I can make some molasses candy out of this brown sugar. Maybe they’ll know what that is.”


      “I think we ought to have some kind of cakes, too,” put in Jo Ann. “I can make pretty good doughnuts. Do you think the children would like them, Florence?”


      “I’m sure they would. They won’t know what they are, but they’ll like them. I doubt if these children even know what candy is. Living out in the mountains as they have, they’ve probably never tasted many sweets. I know this party will be a real treat to them and their mothers, too.”


      When they had finished their cooking, Florence remarked, “Now we must decorate the olla for the piñata.”


      Peggy smiled. “I know what an olla is—it’s just a big earthen water jar, but what is a pin—pin—or whatever you called it?”


      “That’s what I’m wondering, too,” added Jo Ann.


      “Well, when we fill this olla”—she pointed to the big pottery jar on the table—“with the candy and doughnuts and decorate the outside with gay colors, then it’ll be called a piñata.”


      “What do you do with it then?” queried Jo Ann.


      “Hang it up by a rope and blindfold the children and let them see which one can break it; then they all scramble for the contents.”


      The girls laughed, and Peggy added, “Sounds like a lot of fun. What’re we going to decorate the olla with?”


      “The only thing I can think of is to cut some colored pictures out of magazines and paste them on it. Can you think of anything better?”


      Both girls shook their heads.


      Soon the three had selected the brightest advertisements from some magazines and had decorated the jar till it looked quite festive.


      That afternoon, before they had finished their siestas, the guests began to arrive. First were the children from the goat ranch with their mother; then shortly afterwards María and the grandmother with their line of little stairsteps.


      Jo Ann noticed at once that Carlitos was missing and asked Florence to inquire about him.


      A moment later Florence explained to Jo Ann that Carlitos had gone up on the mountain with José to get the charcoal. “María says they’ll be down later—they’ll stop on their way down with the charcoal.”


      “Let’s wait to have the piñata game till Carlitos gets here,” Jo Ann suggested to Florence. “I don’t want him to miss that. Let’s show them how to play some simple game like drop the handkerchief while we’re waiting.”


      Florence smiled dubiously. “We can try it, but I’m sure they’ve never played it before.”


      In spite of their strenuous efforts to start the game, they failed, as the children merely stared timidly with their big black eyes, not seeming to know how to enter into the fun.


      “These are the quietest children I’ve ever seen in all my life,” Jo Ann declared. “Don’t they ever play, Florence?”


      “Very seldom. They work most of the time. The older ones take care of the babies and help their mothers. I believe we’d better go ahead with the piñata. It’ll take them a long time to break the olla, and maybe Carlitos’ll be here before anyone succeeds.”


      Florence blindfolded the largest one of the little girls and handed her a stick, then turned her around several times. “Now see if you can break the piñata.”


      The girl took a few steps, then timidly struck out with her stick, only to miss the piñata by several feet.


      “Don’t be afraid,” called Pepito. “Go closer.”


      Florence smiled. “No, she gets only one turn this time. You come on, Pepito, and try.”


      With his black eyes shining Pepito stepped forward to be blindfolded. Jo Ann was delighted to see how much stronger he seemed to be and was as pleased as he when he hit the piñata, even though he did not succeed in breaking it.


      Jo Ann and Peggy clapped their hands in applause, and the little Mexican children, thinking that was part of the game, timidly followed their example.


      Before all of the children had had a turn in trying to hit the piñata, Carlitos came running up to the porch, his hands and face streaked with the black charcoal dust.


      Pepito pointed up to the piñata. “Look, Carlitos, a piñata! And I hit it!” He went on rapidly to explain about the game.


      With the keenest interest the three girls watched Carlitos’ face brighten and his blue eyes sparkle bluer than ever against the black of his face.


      “I’ll break it for you, Pepito,” he replied confidently.


      Peggy turned to Jo Ann and Florence, smiling. “Say, Jo, your little blue-eyed Mexican seems to have turned into a little nigger. Don’t you think you’d better introduce him to some soap and water before the refreshments?”


      “Not a bad idea,” Florence replied. “Jo, take him back and show him how to use the soap.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes stretched to their widest. “Show him how to use soap! What do you mean?”


      “He’s probably never seen toilet soap before.”


      “Gracious! To think of an American boy living like that—not even having seen toilet soap!”


      After she had demonstrated to Carlitos how to wash his hands with soap, she watched almost unbelievingly his evident delight in the white foamy suds and its magic effect.


      “I’ve got to get that boy back to civilization. Something must be done right away,” she told herself.


      As soon as he had finished, they hurried back to the porch, and Florence placed the blindfold on Carlitos. As he started toward the piñata Pepito called eagerly, “Hit it hard, Carlitos—very hard!”


      With almost uncanny accuracy, Carlitos neared the piñata, then struck out vigorously.


      There was a crashing sound as the pottery vessel cracked open and the contents scattered over the floor.


      Carlitos jerked the blindfold off, while the children uttered little squeals of mingled excitement and delight.


      Smiling, Florence pointed to the scattered sweets. “Go get them!” she exclaimed.


      The children needed no more urging. Straightway they began scurrying about, their black eyes shining with delight as they picked up the candy and cakes and tasted them. With their usual unselfishness they took some of them over to their mothers and the grandmother.


      Just then Jo Ann noticed José leaning against a near-by tree, a pleased expression on his face as he watched the children’s fun. “Come on and get some dulces,” she called to him.


      Smiling, he came over to the porch and took the sweets Jo Ann offered.


      While both the older people and the children were enjoying the treat, Jo Ann went out to examine the huge bags of charcoal that almost completely covered the small burro. She laughed aloud as she noticed that only his ears and his feet were visible.


      “It’s a good thing that charcoal’s light, or that burro’d never be able to get to town with that load,” she thought.


      When she went back to the porch she told José, chiefly by gestures, that she was glad he had made so much charcoal. “When are you going to take it to the village to sell?” she asked him.


      “Mañana in the mañana,” he replied.


      “That means early in the morning, doesn’t it?” she asked Florence.


      Florence nodded.


      Jo Ann put her hand on Carlitos’ shoulder. “Are the boys going with you, José?”


      José shook his head. “No, I think it better that they do not go.”


      Shortly after the children had finished eating their refreshments, each one politely thanked the girls and offered a grimy, sticky little hand in a farewell shake.


      As María was leaving with her family she remarked to Florence again, “You have much kindness, señoritas—like Carlitos’ mamá. I have much joy that he has friends Americanos now.”


      After they had all left Jo Ann said determinedly, “We’ve simply got to find Carlitos’ relatives right away. María and José are as kind to him as they can be—they treat him as if he were their own child—but they’re so pitifully poor and ignorant.”


      Florence shook her head dubiously. “I wish we could find some of his relatives, but it looks as if we’re up against a stone wall now. We’ve done everything we could.”


      “Oh, Jo’ll solve the mystery—she’ll climb right over the stone wall,” laughed Peggy. “She’s great on climbing.”


      The next day, when the girls were busily preparing dinner on the outdoor fireplace, Jo Ann happened to glance down the road. “Good gracious!” she exclaimed. “Is that Pepito, running like that? It is! Why, he oughtn’t to run like that.”


      She rushed out to meet him. “No, no, Pepito! You mustn’t run like that,” she called to him.


      Gasping for breath, Pepito ejaculated, “Carlitos! Oh, Carlitos!”


      CHAPTER XV


      “CARLITOS—GONE!”


      Before Jo Ann could ask any more questions Florence and Peggy came flying out.


      “What is the matter, Pepito?” Florence asked quickly. “Why were you running so hard?”


      “Car—li—tos—gone!” he panted, his eyes filled with tears.


      “Gone!” Florence repeated. She wheeled about. “Girls, he says Carlitos is gone—lost!”


      She turned back. “How could he be lost? What’s happened?”


      Realizing how exhausted Pepito was from running, Florence led him up to the porch and made him sit down. “Rest a few minutes, then tell me what’s happened,” she ordered.


      After he had partially regained his breath, he began telling between sobs that Carlitos and the burro had been stolen. Carlitos, he said, had begged José to let him go to town to help sell the charcoal and that while there both he and the burro had disappeared.


      Florence rapidly translated his broken story to the impatient girls.


      “Carlitos stolen!” Jo Ann repeated, puzzled. “Does he mean kidnaped?”


      “Sounds like it.” Florence began questioning Pepito again. “Where is your papá now?”


      “At the cave. When mi papá tell us that Carlitos is lost, I come to you. You can help us find Carlitos.”


      Florence repeated his words to the girls, saying, “Poor child, he thinks we can help them because we did before.”


      “We’ve got to help,” Jo Ann spoke up emphatically. “We’ve got to find Carlitos. Let’s go down to the cave right now and talk to José and find out exactly what’s happened. Tell Pepito to stay here and rest while we go to the cave.”


      When Florence suggested to him that he stay and rest, Pepito shook his head. “No, no, señorita. I go with you.”


      Before starting to the cave Florence ran inside to tell her mother what had happened. “Peggy says she’ll stay and finish getting dinner while Jo and I go down and find out the details from José.”


      “All right,” her mother replied. “I hope they’ll be able to find Carlitos before night.”


      By the time Florence came back, Jo Ann was hurrying down the trail, Pepito following. Suddenly realizing that Pepito must not walk so rapidly, Jo Ann checked her pace, although she could hardly wait to find out from José what had really happened.


      “I wonder if it’s possible that Carlitos has been kidnaped,” she thought anxiously. “That mean mine boss tried to get him once—maybe he’s had something to do with his disappearance.”


      Just then Florence caught up with her and began talking over this new trouble. “We’ll have to do something to help find Carlitos, Jo. Had it occurred to you that that mean boss might’ve had a hand in his disappearance?”


      Jo Ann nodded. “I was just thinking that very same thing. The fact that Carlitos is the rightful owner of the mine would give him a reason for wanting to get him out of the way.”


      “That sounds terrible,” Florence shuddered, “but it’s possible, all right.”


      As they neared the cave, the girls could hear the mother and grandmother talking rapidly in shrill excited voices. On entering they saw José crouched disconsolately in a corner, his face buried in his hands.


      They stepped across to his side, and Florence began quickly, “José, Pepito has told us about Carlitos. Tell us all about what happened to him—how he disappeared—and where you saw him last. Maybe we can help you find him.”


      José raised his head, his dark troubled eyes lighting a little at sight of the two girls who had helped to save his son’s life only a few days before.


      “Ah, Papá,” put in María just then. “The señoritas—our friends—they will help us find Carlitos.”


      “We hope we’ll be able to help,” Florence told them earnestly.


      Brokenly then José began by telling how after several efforts he had succeeded in selling only a few centavos’ worth of the charcoal, and so he decided to exchange some of it for food. Leaving Carlitos outside to watch the burro, he had gone into the little general store of the village. After he had bargained with the storekeeper to exchange corn, frijoles and coffee for a bag of charcoal, he had hurried out to get it.


      To his amazement Carlitos and the burro were not in sight. Thinking they might have wandered down the street, he started off to look for them. They were nowhere to be seen, and after he had searched in vain all over the few streets of the village, he was in despair. Finally, after inquiring of several people, he found a man who said he’d seen a boy and a man go by driving a burro—only there were no bags of charcoal on the burro.


      “I search much then, but I cannot find Carlitos or the burro,” he ended sorrowfully. “I have much fear that harm has come to Carlitos.”


      As soon as José had stopped talking, Florence translated his story to Jo Ann.


      When she reached the part about the man’s having seen a boy and a man driving a burro without any charcoal, Jo Ann spoke up quickly, “Maybe that boy was Carlitos.”


      Florence turned back to José. “Do you suppose that boy was Carlitos who was helping to drive the burro?”


      José shook his head. “No, no. The man say this boy hit much the burro. Carlitos no hit our burro.”


      Jo Ann, who had caught the meaning of José’s words, put in, “Florence, maybe the man was making the boy hit the burro so he could hurry him out of the village. He probably wanted the burro too.”


      When Florence translated this idea to José, he replied, “I thought of that too. I try to find them, but it was impossible. I hunt for many hours, but I find nothing.” He shook his head mournfully. “Carlitos gone—the burro gone—the charcoal gone—no have money to buy food for my children. Ah Dios, it is terrible!”


      “I believe it’s that man from the mine who’s back of it all,” Jo Ann declared again. “He could easily have taken the charcoal off the burro and hidden it, and have frightened Carlitos into going with him.”


      “That’s true,” agreed Florence. “He might’ve forced him to go at the point of a gun. That mean boss wouldn’t stop at anything.”


      “Well, we must do something about it right now. Let’s go to the village and see if we can’t find out more about that man and boy. Will your mother let us go to the village with José?”


      “Yes, I’m sure she will. It’s not so far there.” She turned to José and said, “We want you to go back to the village with us and see if we can find out something more about Carlitos. Go to the goat ranch and tell Juan to let us have two burros. We’ll go up to the house to tell my mother and then meet you at the cart road.”


      José nodded assent. “Bien, señorita, I go immediately.”


      The girls hurried up to the house, and Florence quickly explained their plans to her mother.


      “I think it’ll be all right for you to go,” Mrs. Blackwell replied. “I hope you can find Carlitos, but be very careful. That man is probably capable of doing anything.”


      “Oh, Mrs. Blackwell, he can’t be more dangerous than that bear,” put in Jo Ann. “We’ll be careful. I believe I’ll take the gun along. I’ll feel safer.”


      “No, let’s take the pistol instead,” Florence put in. “The gun’s too heavy.” She took a pistol out of her bag and handed it to Jo Ann, then they set off down the trail and a little later found José at the road waiting for them with the burros.


      Jo Ann hesitated a moment before getting on her burro. “This is my first experience riding without a saddle or a bridle.”


      “Oh, it’s easy after you get used to it,” Florence encouraged. “You guide a burro, you know, by hitting him on the neck with a stick.” She sprang up nimbly onto the pack on the donkey’s back.


      After Jo Ann had mounted on her burro she remarked, smiling, “This burro’s so small and my legs’re so long that they almost drag on the ground.”


      “Sit farther back, the way the Mexicans do,” Florence called back. “It’s much easier riding that way.”


      José followed, walking closely behind Jo Ann, having no difficulty in keeping up with the donkey’s pace.


      “Isn’t there any way to make these animals go faster?” Jo Ann called to Florence impatiently a few minutes later.


      “They’ll trot a little ways, but they really make as good time by keeping their steady pace. Remember you’re in Mexico, Jo.”


      As soon as the three had reached the village, José took the girls to the store in front of which he had left Carlitos and the charcoal-laden burro a few hours before. “I know this storekeeper,” Florence told Jo Ann. “He’ll probably know if any strangers have been in the village lately. His store’s a meeting place for everybody in the village, and he hears all the gossip.”


      She went inside and began questioning the storekeeper. “Have you heard of any strangers being in the village in the last day or two besides this man?” She pointed to José.


      The storekeeper nodded his head, “Sí, señorita. I saw a man this morning that I have never seen before. He bought some cigarettes from me.”


      “Did he come in before this man—José—did?”


      “Sí. He said he was looking for a family that had lived at a mining camp across the mountains.”


      Florence gave a little start. “Did he say why he wanted to find this family?”


      “He say they were his friends.” The storekeeper shrugged his shoulders Mexican fashion and added, “I tell him I know nothing, and then he leave.”


      Florence hurriedly recounted this information to Jo Ann, ending indignantly, “I believe that man was either the mean boss or someone he’d sent to get Carlitos. José knows what the boss looks like, so we can find out if the stranger was he.” She wheeled around to José and asked, “What’d that mean boss look like?”


      “Very fat.” José gestured with his hands to indicate a Santa Claus figure, then twisted an imaginary mustache, adding, “and a big black mustache.” He turned to the storekeeper. “Did that man look like that?”


      The storekeeper shook his head. “No. He very small—no mustache.”


      “I’m glad it’s not the boss,” exclaimed Jo Ann.


      “I am, too,” Florence agreed. She turned to José and said, “Take us down the street now where that man you talked to said he saw the strange man and the boy driving the burro.”


      While José was guiding them to this street which led to the outskirts of the village, Florence caught sight of a familiar figure standing in an open doorway. “Wait a minute,” she explained. “There’s a woman I know. I’ll ask if she saw them pass.”


      Florence hurried across the street and began explaining to the woman about their search for Carlitos and the burro. “Have you seen anybody of his description or heard anything about him?”


      The woman shook her head, “No.”


      Florence’s face fell. “Well, have you heard about anyone’s finding any bags of charcoal? This boy’s burro was carrying two bags of charcoal when he came to the village.”


      The woman’s black eyes lit with interest. “Sí, señorita. Adela, the woman who lives at the corner, told me she had found two bags of charcoal in her yard this morning. She did not know how they got there.”


      “Will you take us to her house and ask her to let us see the bags of charcoal? This man”—she nodded over at José—“will know if they’re his bags. His mother made them herself.”


      The woman readily agreed to go with them, and in a few minutes they were shown the bags of charcoal.


      A gleam of recognition immediately shone in José’s eyes. “Sí, señorita. These are the bags made by my mother.” His voice changed to a mournful note. “That boy was Carlitos. That man was making him beat the burro—he throw this charcoal over the wall. He very bad hombre.”


      Jo Ann, who had caught the meaning of José’s words, put in quickly, “We’ve got to find that man and get Carlitos away from him. There’s no telling what he’ll do to him.”


      “But José said he followed him for some distance out this way.” Florence wheeled about. “José,” she asked, “which direction do you go to get to that mine you came from?”


      “You follow this road.” He gestured toward the winding road leading across the valley to the range of mountains.


      Jo Ann spoke up impatiently, “Let’s start after Carlitos this minute. If we could find some horses to ride, we could overtake that man and Carlitos even if they did have several hours’ start. That man wouldn’t have taken the burro if he hadn’t intended using it. I know he can’t be traveling fast with a burro along. Come on, let’s see if we can find some horses.”


      “We can get some horses here, I’m sure. Dad always gets his horse here when he comes to see us—a burro’s too slow for him.” Florence stopped a moment, then added hastily, “I believe I’ll call Dad—I can phone to him from here—and tell him what’s happened and—”


      “Oh, Florence,” Jo Ann broke in, “ask him if we can’t go straight on to the mine. Tell him we’ll take José with us, and tell him if we don’t follow that man and Carlitos at once we’ll never see Carlitos again!”


      “Well, all right. Come on. We’ll go back to the store—that’s where the only telephone in the village is. Come on, José.”


      CHAPTER XVI


      ON A DANGEROUS TRAIL


      As Florence led the way back to the store, she told José of their plans to get the horses and follow the man and Carlitos. “Can you guide us across the mountains to the mine?”


      “Sí, señorita, I sabe. I take you there.”


      A few minutes later the three were back at the store, and Florence had succeeded in getting her father on the telephone. It was anything but easy for her to make him understand at first about Carlitos’ disappearance and their desire to hunt for him. When she finally made the situation clear, a note of excitement came into his voice.


      “I’m glad you’ve phoned,” he told her, “because I’ve just got in touch with a man by the name of Eldridge who, I believe, is Carlitos’ uncle. Ask José again the name of that mine Carlitos’ father owned, and get him to tell you as nearly as possible where it is. I want to be sure that that is the mine and Carlitos the boy that this man Eldridge has been hunting.”


      Florence quickly turned to José. “Didn’t you say the name of the mine was La Esperanza?”


      “Sí,” José nodded.


      “Tell me again how you get there.”


      With many gestures José told her as nearly as he could where the mine was located. “Over that mountain to the east,” he kept saying, pointing to the range beyond.


      As soon as Florence repeated José’s answer to her father, he replied that he would telegraph at once to Mr. Eldridge. The name and location of the mine, he said, corresponded with what he had told him.


      “But, Daddy,” Florence put in, in a pleading tone, “if we don’t find Carlitos right away I’m afraid it’ll be too late. We’re afraid that mean boss’ll do something terrible to him—maybe kill him. We’re sure the boss is back of this kidnaping. The reason José left the mine was to keep that man from getting Carlitos. We must go right now and hunt for him. We know the kidnaper has started toward the mine with him.”


      “Tell your father if we get horses we’re sure we can overtake the man and Carlitos, because they had only a burro,” burst out Jo Ann eagerly.


      Florence nodded and repeated her words over the telephone.


      After a momentary silence Dr. Blackwell answered slowly, “Well, as soon as I send the telegram to Mr. Eldridge, I’ll start for the mine too. I’m sure I can get there before you do, as I’ve found an Indian guide who knows where it is. I want to be there before you arrive, in case any trouble should come up. I can’t have you girls risking your necks, even to save Carlitos.”


      “Oh, I’m so glad you’ll be there!” Florence replied.


      Jo Ann’s eyes shone as she heard Florence’s answer. She knew that meant that they could start following the kidnaper and Carlitos right away. As soon as Florence put up the receiver, she caught her by the hand, saying, “Let’s hurry as fast’s we can and get the horses.”


      “Not yet. I’ve got to write a note to Mother first and give it to the man who brings our mail. He can take the burros back to Juan, too.”


      While Florence was still speaking, Jo Ann began looking about impatiently for some paper. “I can’t get used to stores not having wrapping paper as they do back home,” she said. A few moments later the storekeeper unearthed a scrap of soiled brown paper and proudly handed it to Florence.


      She hastily scratched a few lines to her mother, explaining the situation and the new plan.


      To Jo Ann’s annoyance a half hour passed before they could find the man who carried the mail and arrange to get the horses and everything else they needed.


      When, at last, they were actually mounted on the horses and had started off down the road, Jo Ann gave a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness we’re on the way at last. Let’s ride fast now, because we’ll have to slow down when we reach the mountain.”


      She tapped her horse sharply on his neck with her switch, and off she galloped, Florence and José following closely.


      When they reached the foot of the mountain, Florence called to Jo Ann, “We’ll have to let José lead the way from now on. He says we leave the road here.”


      Somewhat reluctantly Jo Ann checked her horse’s pace to allow José to lead. Slowly and in single file they began winding their way up a rocky trail. After about an hour’s climb it became so steep and narrow that even Jo Ann, experienced rider that she was, began to grow nervous.


      With the towering wall of rock on her right and the deep canyon below, she realized that if her horse should make a single misstep it might be fatal. She shuddered at the thought of how easy it would be for the kidnaper to make away with Carlitos in such a place as this. One little push would mean death.


      “Florence,” she called back, “I’ve been thinking how easy it’d be to make away with anyone in such a wild, lonesome spot. You don’t think that man’d push Carlitos off this precipice, do you?”


      “No, no,” Florence called back quickly. “I’m sure he’ll take him on to the mine. That mean boss wouldn’t pay him a large sum of money till he was sure he had the right boy.”


      “I believe you’re right.” Encouraged by Florence’s words, Jo Ann rode on in better spirits. “If that kidnaper takes Carlitos clear to the mine, then we’ll be sure to overtake them,” she thought.


      About half an hour later, as the horses were struggling up an unusually steep place, Jo Ann suddenly cried out a sharp, “José, stop!”


      Startled, José checked his horse and looked back.


      Jo Ann pointed down at a boy’s hat caught on a sharp point of rock jutting out from the edge of the cliff. “See! Carlitos’ hat!”


      “Ay Dios! I have fear that it is the hat of Carlitos.” He leaped off his horse and began hunting about for a stick with which to reach the hat. Finally, having found a long stick, he leaned over as far as he dared and carefully worked the stick up under the frayed edge of the hat. Both girls sprang off their horses to watch his efforts.


      When at last he had the hat in his hands, he exclaimed, “Dios mio! It is his hat!” He pointed to the cord around the crown. “The grandmother made this cord for him.”


      Jo Ann suddenly gasped and pointed down into the abyss-like gorge. “Oh, José, do you think Carlitos—” She broke off in the middle of her sentence, shuddering at the thought of Carlitos hurled down over the jagged rocks to the bottom of the gorge hundreds of feet below.


      Florence broke in quickly, “Maybe his hat just blew off. If he had fallen over, we ought to be able to see some sign of loosened rocks or broken bushes where he slipped.”


      She and Jo Ann, as well as José, began searching for some sign along the edge of the precipice. After a few moments Jo Ann walked up the trail a short distance and, leaning over, examined the path.


      All at once her face lit. “Florence! José! Come here—look!” she called.


      At the joyous note in Jo Ann’s voice both Florence and José came up to her side and stared down at the footprints in the limestone dust.


      “See,” she said. “These small prints were made by Carlitos’ bare feet. They’re just his size.”


      “Sí, sí,” José agreed. He pointed to some larger footprints beside them. “And these are made by the sandals of the man who is taking him off. And here’re the burro’s marks.”


      Both Jo Ann and Florence drew deep sighs of relief. “I feel more certain than ever now that the man’ll take him clear to the mine.”


      The next moment Jo Ann frowned and pointed to the ground a few feet ahead. “That rascal made Carlitos get off the burro so he could ride. See! There’re no signs of his footprints from there on—just Carlitos’ and the burro’s.”


      “I believe you’re right,” Florence agreed. “I wonder if it’s very far to the mine now.” She turned to José, “How much farther is it to the mine?”


      “Three or four more hours and we’ll be there.”


      “I didn’t think it was that far. Why, it’ll be dark before we get there.” There was a note of anxiety in Florence’s voice.


      Jo Ann shivered. “How in the world will we ever get over this trail in the dark? It’s scary enough in the daylight. Let’s hurry and get going.”


      Soon all three were on their horses again and climbing steadily upward. After they had ridden about an hour, the trail began to drop downward.


      “Wh—ew!” Jo Ann ejaculated. “I’ve ridden horses in lots of places, but nothing like this toboggan slide.”


      Just as she was finishing this sentence, José’s horse dropped back on his haunches, his four feet braced together, and began sliding in the loose gravel of the almost perpendicular incline.


      Both girls caught their breath.


      The next moment Jo Ann felt her horse begin to slide. A feeling of horror overwhelmed her. She realized that she had no control over him whatsoever. Would her horse and Florence’s be able to keep from slipping over the edge of that horrible precipice?


      CHAPTER XVII


      A STARTLING CRY


      It seemed to Jo Ann that years passed before her horse came to a stop. She drew a quick breath of relief, then turned about quickly to see if Florence were safe.


      “Thank goodness!” she ejaculated as she saw that Florence’s horse, though still slipping, was over the worst of the incline, and that Florence was hanging on pluckily.


      “O—oh, José!” Jo Ann ejaculated. “This is terrible!”


      “Sí, sí,” José agreed, watching Florence anxiously.


      Shortly after Florence’s horse had come to a safe halt, she called out between gasps, “José—are there—any more—places—this bad?”


      “No, señorita. This is the worst.”


      In spite of the fact that their horses were getting tired they urged them on, as darkness was beginning to settle down over the mountains.


      “I thought surely we’d have caught up with Carlitos and that man by this time,” thought Jo Ann. “The poor child must be nearly dead, walking so fast. I’m tired, and we’ve been riding all the way.”


      When she saw how swiftly the shadows were deepening, she wondered how they would ever be able to follow the trail from now on. But they must.


      “If that mean boss ever gets his hands on Carlitos, that’ll be the last we’ll ever see of him,” she thought. “That boss wants to keep the mine, and he won’t stop at anything to have his way.”


      After they had ridden for about an hour, the darkness grew so thick that it was almost impenetrable.


      Jo Ann called back in a low anxious voice to Florence, “I can’t see a thing—it’s so black. I’m glad, though, the trail’s not so dangerous along here. It must be almost time for the moon to be up.”


      “I’m sure it is,” Florence answered, then called to José, “Isn’t it time for the moon to come up?”


      “Sí, señorita, but I have much fear there will be no moon tonight. I think there will be a storm.”


      Even as he was speaking the girls saw a flash of lightning and heard the distant rumbling of thunder. A few moments later great drops of rain began to pelt into their faces as a gust of wind blew against them. With almost incredible swiftness the storm broke in all its fury. Blinding flashes of lightning darted in every direction, deafening rolls of thunder echoed and re-echoed over the mountains.


      Never had Jo Ann heard such thunder—it growled and raged like some horrible monster. The rain began sweeping down in torrents, lashing them furiously.


      In a brilliant flash of lightning Jo Ann was horrified to see streams of water rushing down the mountain side carrying stones and debris. She realized at once that they were in grave danger.


      The next moment José was beside her. Without a word he caught her horse’s bridle and began leading him over the treacherous, slippery trail.


      “Is Florence coming—” she began, but her words were drowned by the storm.


      In a few more moments José turned off the trail and started leading the horse almost straight up the rocky mountain side.


      “What—where are you going?” Jo Ann gasped, unheard.


      When her horse had climbed a little farther, lightning illuminated the darkness enough to show her an overhanging ledge of rock jutting out just ahead of them.


      Instantly she grasped José’s plan. Here was a shelter—a refuge from the storm!


      As soon as he had led her up under the cliff she sprang off her horse, crying, “Get Florence! Hurry!”


      “Sí, sí,” he nodded.


      With that José was off again down the trail. After what seemed to Jo Ann an endless time, he reappeared leading Florence’s horse and his own.


      The moment Florence leaped off her horse Jo Ann caught her in a warm embrace.


      “Oh, Florence, I’m so thankful you’re safe!”


      “And I’m thankful we’re all safe.”


      “If only we had Carlitos here with us, too! Oh, Florence, where do you suppose he is now? He might get washed off the trail if that man forces him on in this storm.”


      “I believe that kidnaper’ll do exactly what José is doing—seek refuge till the storm checks,” Florence comforted.


      “I hope so. He and Carlitos might be under just such a rocky ledge as this right now. What puzzles me is how they could’ve got this far without our overtaking them.”


      As soon as José had tied the horses to some scrubby bushes he hurried over to Florence’s side and shouted, “I go now to look for Carlitos. We are getting near the mine, and I must find him.”


      “But, José, the storm is terrible. Wait a little while.”


      After the rain had checked a little, José turned to Florence and said, “Wait for me here, sabe? I go now.” With that he started off and disappeared in the darkness once more.


      “Oh, if he can just find Carlitos!” Jo Ann said wistfully.


      She drew back hastily against the rocky wall in an effort to escape a sudden gust of rain, as did Florence.


      “This isn’t as good a shelter as I thought,” Florence gasped. “The wind—must be changing—to another direction. It’s cold, too.”


      “Yes, it is. Let’s move over farther this way.”


      “All right.”


      Keeping close to the wall they made their way farther on around a sharp projecting rock, which protected them a little better.


      After they had stood there several minutes, an unusually brilliant lightning flash lighted the surrounding blackness long enough for them to see that back to their right was what appeared to be the opening of a cave.


      “If that’s a cave back there and we can get in it, we’ll be entirely out of the rain,” Jo Ann told herself as she wiped her rain-drenched face on her sleeve.


      When at last the thunder’s reverberations were beginning to die away, she leaned over closer to Florence and said, “Did you see that cave-like opening back there on your right?”


      “Yes.”


      “Let’s go on back and see if it is a cave.”


      “No—no. There might be a bear—or some other animal in it.”


      “That’s right! I didn’t think of that.”


      In a sudden lull in the rain and thunder just then a wailing sound floated to them.


      Both girls uttered little gasps of fright.


      That was the cry of a human being! The same thought struck them—could that be Carlitos?


      Jo Ann leaned over and whispered excitedly in Florence’s ear, “That sounds like Carlitos’ voice. Do you think—?” She halted to listen to the wailing notes again. “I believe that is Carlitos! It’s a boy’s voice!”


      “You’re right—it is. There probably wouldn’t be any other child up here in this wild place on a night like this.”


      “Let’s slip up closer and see if we can tell whether it’s Carlitos. If it is, we’ve got to get him.”


      “But that man! We couldn’t get Carlitos away from him without José to help us.”


      Jo Ann caught Florence’s hand in hers. “Come on. Let’s slip on up closer and see if we can find out for sure if it’s Carlitos.”


      Together they stealthily crept along the wall till they could see two figures crouched about a small fire on the floor of the cave.


      Jo Ann squeezed Florence’s hand tightly to indicate to her that she had recognized Carlitos. Quickly Florence returned the pressure, then began pulling her backwards.


      Jo Ann obediently turned, and silently the two girls retraced their steps out of hearing distance.


      “We’ve got to get Carlitos away from that man right away,” Jo Ann whispered excitedly.


      “But José isn’t here to—”


      “I’m afraid to wait for him. That man might leave with Carlitos before he gets back. I’m going to get the rope and pistol out of the saddle-bag, and we can capture that man ourselves.”


      “Oh, but, Jo!” Florence’s voice was filled with horror.


      “All you’ll have to do’ll be to hold the gun on him while I tie him.”


      “Oh, Jo! Let’s wait for José.”


      “No. You wait here while I get the things.”


      Without waiting to hear Florence’s whispered protest, she hurried back to the horses and returned with the pistol and rope.


      As she handed Florence the pistol she whispered, “Don’t get so excited you forget to throw off the safety. As soon as I fix my rope, we’ll be ready.”


      She hastily tied a slipknot in the rope, then ordered, “Come on. Stay right behind me and hold that gun on the man. We’ll wait till it thunders again, so he won’t hear us.”


      Slowly and cautiously they slipped on toward the cave. Jo Ann could see that the man and Carlitos were still crouched around the fire.


      When they had gone as close as they dared, they waited till there was a loud crash of thunder. Immediately Jo Ann crept forward till she was directly behind the man.


      With amazing swiftness she dropped the noose over the man’s head and down over his shoulders, then jerked back on the rope. Automatically his hand flew toward his stiletto as he leaped forward. But the rope tightened—his arms were pinioned to his sides. He wheeled partly around only to find he was looking into the barrel of a 32-caliber automatic.


      “Stand still or I’ll shoot,” Florence ordered in Spanish. “Carlitos—get back. You might get hurt.”


      Jo Ann quickly slipped a loop of the rope over the man’s right hand and drew it behind his back, then his left, and tied the two together securely.


      “Tell him to lie down on the ground now,” Jo Ann said.


      Florence quickly repeated the order.


      The man’s eyes blazed angrily. “No—no. I no—” His protest was lost in a clap of thunder.


      “Do as you’re told or I’ll shoot,” Florence commanded a moment later.


      As the man made no move, Jo Ann quickly gave him a hard shove and sent him sprawling headlong on the ground.


      “You do what we tell you,” she scolded in English as she jerked the rope about his feet and began tying them together. “What do you mean by running off with this little boy?”


      As soon as she had finished tying him, she remarked to Florence, “Ask him where he’s taking Carlitos and what he was going to do with him.”


      Just as Florence had begun asking him these questions, Carlitos suddenly cried out in terror and pointed to the entrance.


      The same instant Florence felt a strong hand clutch her shoulder as the gun was snatched out of her hand.


      At Carlitos’ cry of terror Jo Ann’s gaze turned toward the cave entrance. Then cold fear clutched her heart as she saw towering over Florence a great hulk of a man with a long mustache who she instinctively felt must be the mean boss.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      PRISONERS


      Before Jo Ann could spring to her feet, Carlitos was crouching behind her crying piteously, “El jefe! El jefe!”


      Jo Ann immediately recognized the name “el jefe” as meaning the boss. She was right. That man was the mean boss!


      Just then the boss broke into a burst of coarse derisive laughter that sent shivers down her spine. “Ah, the señoritas muy bravo! They bind the peon who thinks he’s a man but has not the strength of a woman.”


      It seemed to Jo Ann that the boss’s huge body almost filled the narrow opening as he stood there with Florence’s gun aimed directly toward them. What could she do now? How could they save themselves and Carlitos? Oh, why hadn’t she taken Florence’s advice and waited for José before coming in here! If only José would come now!


      A sudden idea flashed into her mind. When the boss stooped over to untie the peon, maybe she’d have a chance to slip his gun out of his holster; then she’d watch her chance to take him by surprise.


      Her thoughts were broken into by the boss seizing Florence roughly by the arm and starting toward her.


      “Here’s my chance to get his gun,” Jo Ann thought, feeling sure that he was going to untie the peon now.


      To her consternation, instead of untying the peon, he kicked him viciously and snarled, “You no good—you let the señoritas bind you up—now I leave you here for the wild beasts to gnaw on your bones.”


      Although Jo Ann could not understand all that he said, she realized immediately that he was going to leave the peon here to die. “What a beast that man is,” she thought.


      “Get on out—all of you,” the boss growled, pushing Carlitos roughly in front of the girls and pointing his gun menacingly.


      When the peon saw them all starting out of the cave, leaving him there alone, bound and helpless, he began struggling and rolling about, trying to free himself.


      “Don’t leave me here! You can’t leave me! I did what you told me. I brought the boy back. Where is the money you promised me?”


      “The wild animals cannot eat money,” the boss flung back, then laughed callously.


      Jo Ann gasped in horror as she caught the meaning of his cruel words. “That man isn’t human. No wonder José with his family had fled from the mine.”


      With the peon’s piteous cries ringing in their ears the two girls silently walked on in front of the boss.


      “Go and get on your horses—pronto,” the boss ordered.


      As Carlitos whimpered softly, Jo Ann caught hold of his hand to silence and comfort him.


      Too terrified even to speak to each other, the three stumbled along in the darkness around the ledge. Instead of three horses, they found four.


      “One must belong to the boss,” Jo Ann thought. “I wonder if he has guessed that José came with us.” She caught her breath as a new fear overwhelmed her. Had he already found José and made away with him—pushed him over the precipice, perhaps?


      “Go on, pronto!” the boss growled.


      In a brilliant flash of lightning Jo Ann saw Carlitos struggling to reach the horn of his saddle. She leaned over quickly and half lifted, half pushed him up on the horse.


      “Infante! Can you not ride without Pancho?” the boss growled tauntingly.


      “He must think that the peon and Carlitos came here on a horse,” Jo Ann thought with a feeling of relief, as she mounted one of the other horses. “That means he must not have seen José or know that he’s with us. But where can José be now? Could he have slipped on the trail and fallen over a precipice?”


      “Andale—mas pronto!” ordered the gruff voice again.


      “He’s in a big hurry to get away from here,” thought Jo Ann. “He evidently has some strong reason for rushing us this way. I’m going to delay him in every way I can so Dr. Blackwell’ll be sure to be at the mine before we get there. If he isn’t there—” She shuddered at the thought of what might happen to Florence, Carlitos, and herself.


      Just then the boss broke into such a rapid flow of Spanish that Jo Ann could catch only a word or two.


      At his threats Florence shook so she could hardly get on her horse. He would kill all of them, he had said, if any one of them tried to escape.


      “We no sabe,” Jo Ann spoke up. “We Americanos—no sabe.”


      The emphasis Jo Ann had placed on the word “we” made Florence understand at once that she did not want her to let the man know that she could speak or understand Spanish. Though she could not guess Jo’s reason, she decided to pretend not to understand him.


      Just as they were about to start off down to the trail Jo Ann heard the faint but heartrending cry of the deserted peon.


      “Suppose the boss should tie us and leave us to die of thirst and starvation like that,” she said to herself. “Perhaps that’s what he did to Carlitos’ father, José said no one knew what had become of him.”


      “I’m glad I’m first,” she thought a moment later. “That’ll give me a better chance to delay him.”


      On reaching the trail, she deliberately turned her horse back in the direction from which they had just come. That would delay them a little bit.


      The horses of both Carlitos and Florence followed her lead.


      No sooner did the boss realize that they were going in the wrong direction than he roared out angrily, “Wait! That’s not the direction to go!”


      Jo Ann paid no attention to this gruff command but kept on.


      A few moments later her horse was stopped by being crowded against the rocky wall. Then she felt her arm seized in a vise-like grip and heard the boss’s shouts in her ear. A flash of lightning showed her his anger-contorted face only a few inches from her own.


      Though she was terrified, she controlled herself enough to cry out, “No sabe. No sabe.”


      “I make you sabe!” He blocked the trail in front of her with his horse, then leaped off and grabbed her horse’s bridle and turned him around. As he struck him sharply with his quirt, the animal leaped forward.


      Instantly she realized the danger of pushing one of the other horses off the narrow trail and drew back on the reins in time to avert a disaster.


      With Florence in the lead they set off toward the mine.


      “At least I made him waste a little time,” Jo Ann thought, “but if he finds out I’m deliberately trying to delay him there’s no telling what he’ll do. He’s the meanest man I ever saw.”


      Having come to an unusually slippery stretch she could think only of the danger of riding on the treacherous winding mountain trail in the darkness. One thing lifted her flagging spirits. The storm was abating—abating almost as rapidly as it had begun. “Now if only the moon’ll come up,” she thought.


      Shortly afterwards she noted a light shining from behind the fast-sailing storm clouds. Even as she looked, the moon came into full view, lighting up the mountain side.


      “Thank goodness!” she exclaimed to herself. At least they could see where they were going now. It would be safer traveling for José, too. But where was he? Would they meet him soon? But if they did, what would the boss do to him? He might treat him as badly as he had the peon.


      Even as she was wondering, José was struggling up a steep bank not far below the cave. In his haste to get back to the girls he had, Indian fashion, left the trail and had struck straight up the mountain side, scaling almost perpendicular rocks and pulling himself up by anything that offered a finger hold.


      Just before reaching the rocky ledge under which he had left the girls and the horses, he heard a wailing sound that made him stop as rigid as if frozen. Who was that? What was the matter? The señoritas! He must get to them at once.


      Cautiously but rapidly he crawled up to the ledge. As soon as he saw there was no sign of the girls or the horses there, his eyes widened in horror. What had happened to them? That cry—but that was a man’s voice.


      All at once it flashed through his mind that it might be the very man he had been hunting. Was Carlitos there with him? The señoritas—


      Just then the cry, half wailing, half groaning, sounded again.


      Silently José started in the direction of the cry. That might be only a trap, and he must not be caught.


      When he neared the cave he saw through the opening the dying embers of a fire. By its faint glow he could make out the figure of a man struggling and rolling about on the ground.


      As soon as José saw that the man was tied and that there was no one else in the cave, he called out, “What is your trouble? Who are you?”


      At the sound of José’s voice the man instantly stopped struggling. “Come and release me! Release me!”


      José made no move to enter, “Who are you?” he demanded again. “Who tied you?”


      “Two señoritas tie me up. Then that man take them away—and leave me here to die. Release me! I kill him!”


      Immediately José knew that this must be the man who had stolen Carlitos. “Where is the boy—Carlitos? What have you done with him?” he demanded sharply.


      “El jefe take him. Release me and I go kill el jefe. He no give me the money he promised. And he leave me here for the animals to eat.”


      “Did he take the señoritas to the mine?”


      “Sí—I think so.”


      After José had asked him a few more questions the man promised to show him a short cut to the mine so they could overtake the boss and his prisoners. “I help you get the señoritas and the boy.” Convinced, finally, that the man was in earnest, José quickly untied the rope that bound him and coiled it over his arm.


      A few minutes later the two men set off together down the steep, rocky mountain side.


      CHAPTER XIX


      A DARING PLAN


      In spite of all Jo Ann’s efforts to slow their progress down the trail, she met with little success. Every time she slowed her horse the boss would ride up close behind and strike her horse with his quirt.


      When the first faint rays of dawn were tingeing the eastern sky, the boss suddenly ordered them to stop. Pointing down into a dark ravine, he indicated by signs that they were to leave the trail and ride into it. Involuntarily Jo Ann gasped. The steepness of the sharp descent terrified her. Even more alarming was the thought that this was the place where he had planned to leave them as he had the peon back in the cave.


      If Dr. Blackwell or José should come along this trail they never would think of hunting down there for them. “Unless I leave some clue up here on the trail,” she told herself.


      When both Jo Ann and Florence kept repeating, “No sabe—no sabe,” to all of his commands, the boss, with an angry, “Follow me, pronto,” started his horse down into the ravine. He glanced over his shoulder to see if they were following.


      In the short interval in which he was not looking at them, Jo Ann jerked off her belt and tossed it back on the trail. “If José or Dr. Blackwell sees that, they’ll search all around here,” she thought.


      Slipping and sliding over sharp rocks and scrubby mesquite bushes they finally succeeded in reaching the bottom of the ravine.


      After they had ridden some distance out of sight of the trail, the boss leaped off his horse and ordered them to follow his example.


      For an instant it seemed to Jo Ann that her heart had stopped beating; then it began pounding away so rapidly that she had difficulty in breathing.


      Was this to be the end? Was this silent dark ravine the spot where Florence and Carlitos and she were to be left to die?


      As soon as they had all dismounted, the boss gestured to them to take the saddles off their horses.


      “No sabe—no sabe,” Jo Ann began repeating.


      The next instant the boss growled and raised his quirt threateningly.


      Without another protest she pulled the saddle off and then helped Carlitos remove his.


      “Mas pronto,” the boss kept commanding.


      As soon as they had removed the saddles, he indicated some bushes near by under which they were to hide them; that done, he had all three tie their horses a little farther down the ravine.


      “He’s trying to cover up all trace of us,” Jo Ann thought, shaking. “He must be going to make away with us now. Poor Florence! Poor Carlitos! What can I do? Isn’t there something I can do?”


      To her amazement just then the boss gestured to them to climb back up on the trail. What was he going to do with them now? Where was he taking them?


      On reaching the trail he urged them on forward as fast as they could walk. Not long afterward they came to a little rise in the trail from which they could see in the valley below a huge white stone house outlined against the dark gray background of the mountains. Involuntarily the girls stopped to stare down at it in surprise.


      “Who’d ever think of seeing such a palace as that way out here!” Jo Ann exclaimed.


      For once the boss forgot to urge them on. He pointed down proudly to the house. “My casa. It cost me mucho dinero,” he bragged, then gestured to some tiny shacks on the mountain side. “I no live like the peons.”


      “No wonder he can have such a fine house,” Jo Ann thought. “He stole the mine from Carlitos’ father in the first place and makes the peons live in little old shacks.”


      By this time the boss had leaped off his horse and had tied it to a near-by bush. He turned back to the girls and Carlitos. “Move along. Pronto!” he ordered, gesturing up to a narrow path cut into the steep mountain side.


      Jo Ann intuitively realized that this path led to the mine. A feeling of terror swept over her again. This must be the end! He was taking them up to the mine to make away with them there so no one would know what had become of them. That was why he was hurrying them so fast—so he’d get rid of them before it was daylight and the men came to work. What would he do with them? If he left them bound as he had the peon in the cave, some of the workmen would be sure to find them.


      A sudden thought flashed into her mind that left her panic-stricken. In nearly all mines, she’d heard, there were old, deep unused shafts. Was it possible that he was going to leave them in one of those old shafts? If he did, no one in the world would ever find a trace of them. She must fight to the very last. There must be something she could do. Dr. Blackwell—where was he? He had said he would get here ahead of them. He might be down there in the valley waiting for them this very minute, she told herself.


      By this time they had reached a spot in the path directly above the house. “One could almost throw a stone down into the patio of that house from here,” she thought. “If I could only attract the attention of someone down there. He seems to be trying so hard to get us up here without anyone’s seeing us.”


      A daring plan darted into her mind. She’d risk the boss’s anger. No matter what he did, it could not be as bad as what awaited them at the mine. The next instant she began to put this plan into action.


      She stumbled and with a piercing shriek fell prostrate, pushing several large stones over the edge of the trail. As they rolled down the mountain side, loosening other stones on their way, they made a terrific crashing noise.


      “Oh, my foot! My foot!” she groaned, grabbing her ankle.


      Florence was at her side the next moment. “Oh, Jo Ann! Are you hurt badly?”


      Before Jo Ann could answer, the boss was standing over her, shaking his quirt threateningly. “What you mean? You make too much noise. Move on—pronto.”


      Jo Ann shook her head, crying again, “My foot!”


      As he started to strike her with his quirt she turned over and began crawling on hands and knees.


      “Oh, if only Dr. Blackwell or someone heard those rocks and would come to our rescue,” she thought. “My crawling this way will delay us some. I wish, though, that I dared tell Florence that I’m not hurt. She’s so worried because she thinks I’ve really sprained my ankle.”


      Every few moments she kept looking back toward the boss as an excuse to get a view of the valley.


      “Surely, if Dr. Blackwell’s down there and heard all that noise, he’d look up here and see us,” she thought. “If I don’t see somebody soon, I’ll risk knocking some more stones over.” She slowed her crawling pace.


      “Mas pronto!” came the growling command, then she felt a sharp lick across her back. Only her thick sweater kept her from being cut by the boss’s quirt.


      In spite of this, she ventured to look around again a few moments later. To her unbounded relief she caught a glimpse of three men on horses riding rapidly toward the foot of the trail. They were not dressed like Indians, she noticed. The rider ahead looked as if he might be Dr. Blackwell. Oh, if only he were! If he could only get to them right away. “That black hole up ahead on the path—that must be the opening to the mine,” she thought.


      Just then Carlitos exclaimed in a frightened voice, “La mina [The mine]!”


      Terrified at the sight of this black yawning hole so close above them, Jo Ann cried out frantically, “Florence, stop! Don’t go any farther.”


      At her sharp command Florence halted, white-faced and trembling. The next instant she reached out to catch hold of Carlitos.


      The boss burst forth in such a rapid flow of Spanish that neither one of the girls could understand a word. His face was so distorted with rage that Florence and Carlitos huddled together against the rocky wall, frozen with fear.


      As the boss raised his quirt to strike her, Jo Ann caught a glimpse of a white-clothed man stealthily slipping along the trail close behind him. Instantly she recognized the man as José. “I must keep the boss from knowing José is behind him,” she thought quickly.


      “No, I won’t go on!” she cried, and jumped to her feet just in time to dodge a blow from his quirt.


      As he lurched forward to strike again, she saw a coil of rope sail through the air and fall over his head and shoulders. The next instant his arms were pinioned to his sides.


      Before the boss could realize what had happened, José and the peon sprang forward and threw him down on the ground. With deft fingers they bound him securely.


      CHAPTER XX


      THE NEW HOPE MINE


      Everything had happened so quickly that Florence and Carlitos were still standing motionless by the wall.


      While José and the peon held the boss, Jo Ann cautiously led Florence and Carlitos past him. So fiercely was he roaring that shivers ran down their spines.


      Jo Ann scarcely drew a long breath till all three of them were out of his reach. Even then she was terrified for José and the peon. Would they be able to get him down that narrow trail without danger to themselves?


      A few moments later, as the three rounded a curve, they saw Dr. Blackwell running up the trail toward them.


      “Oh, Daddy! Daddy!” Florence cried.


      The next moment she was in her father’s arms.


      “How thankful I am that I’ve found you girls and Carlitos alive!” he exclaimed, hugging her tightly. “I was frantic when I got here and didn’t find you.”


      Now that she realized that Dr. Blackwell was here and they were all safe, Jo Ann felt such a surge of weakness creep over her that she leaned against the wall for support. Now she could relax—all the responsibility was the doctor’s from now on.


      Just then two other men came running up the trail, one of them wearing the uniform of a rurale.


      “Tell the officer to go up and help José and the peon,” Florence told her father. “They have the mean boss tied, but—”


      “He’s so terrible—so savage, he’s liable to escape yet,” Jo Ann put in. “Tell him to hurry.”


      The rurale hurriedly slipped past them and rushed on up the narrow trail.


      Dr. Blackwell now turned to the tall thin man who had been standing quietly behind him. “Girls, this is Mr. Eldridge, Carlitos’ uncle. He reached the village about the same time I did.”


      Florence turned and in rapid Spanish explained to Carlitos that this was his uncle.


      Carlitos’ blue eyes widened in amazement. “My uncle!” he repeated, gazing past them to the tall man. Slowly then the boy edged around the girls toward his uncle.


      Mr. Eldridge reached out and took Carlitos’ hand in his. “I’m so happy—happy that I’ve found you at last,” he said in English. “I’ve searched for years for you.”


      Carlitos stared blankly, not understanding a single word. Florence turned to Carlitos and translated what his uncle had said.


      Immediately Carlitos’ face began to brighten.


      “It seems terrible that my own nephew can’t understand his native language,” Mr. Eldridge remarked.


      “We’d better hurry on down off this narrow trail,” put in Dr. Blackwell. He turned around and led the way down, the others following in single file.


      As soon as they neared the great white house, Dr. Blackwell explained that they had better go on inside and wait till the men brought the boss down. “Mr. Eldridge wants to question him about Carlitos’ father and mother. There are also several things about the mine he’d like to find out.”


      When the girls saw the three men bringing the boss in, they slipped out into the patio.


      “I’ve seen all I want to of that terrible creature,” declared Jo Ann. “I never want to lay eyes on him again.”


      “Neither do I,” agreed Florence.


      “Aren’t you thrilled over Carlitos’ finding his uncle and his prospect of getting the mine back? Just think how his life’ll be changed now! From poverty to comfort. And now he’ll have his uncle to look after him and see that he has all the advantages he should.”


      “I’m just as happy as can be over his good fortune. And José’s and his family’s, too, because I’m sure Mr. Eldridge’ll help them for taking care of Carlitos and saving his life.”


      While they were waiting, Jo Ann began to gaze about, noticing the number of rooms, each opening onto the patio. “Isn’t this a strange place? And this is Carlitos’ house now. Some contrast with the cave he’s been living in, isn’t it? Let’s take a look around.”


      The two girls walked down the corridor to the first open door and peered in.


      “My stars!” gasped Jo Ann. “A grand piano! What do you know about that! And look what’s tied to one of the legs—a fighting rooster!”


      “Oh yes, that man’d be sure to have some fighting roosters. Cock fighting’s one of the principal amusements down here. That’s a strange place to keep the rooster, though.”


      They wandered on down to the next open door, and to Jo Ann’s utter amazement there was another piano with a rooster tied to one of the legs.


      “Am I seeing double?” she exclaimed.


      “That’s typical of the peon. They’re very fond of music and of cock fighting.”


      After going to three more rooms and finding three more pianos and each with a rooster tied to it, Jo Ann exclaimed, amazed, “Is that man crazy? That’s the funniest thing I ever heard of in all my life.”


      Florence was not nearly as surprised. “It’s just his idea of wealth,” she explained. “Those are his most valued possessions.”


      Just then Dr. Blackwell stepped out in the corridor and called to them to come to the office. “Mr. Eldridge wants to talk to you girls,” he said.


      “I hope we won’t see that mean boss again,” Jo Ann remarked as she and Florence started to the office.


      On entering they glanced hurriedly about to see if he were there.


      Dr. Blackwell spoke up quickly. “The men have gone with their prisoner. They’re taking him on to the city to turn him over to the authorities there.”


      “Did you find out anything about what happened to Carlitos’ father before he left?” Jo Ann asked the doctor.


      “Yes, the peon told us that he knew that the boss had made away with him by pushing him down into a deep unused shaft.”


      “That’s awful!” Jo Ann exclaimed, a look of horror in her eyes. “And that’s what he was going to do with us, too.”


      “That’s where we might be right now if you hadn’t come to our rescue, Dad,” Florence added. “But let’s don’t talk about it any more. I can’t bear to think of it.”


      Jo Ann caught her by the hand and led her over to Carlitos’ side. “Tell him how happy we are that his uncle has found him at last.”


      As soon as Florence had translated these words to Carlitos, Mr. Eldridge moved over closer to the three. “If it had not been for you girls, I never would have found my boy,” he said patting Carlitos’ shoulder affectionately. “You risked your lives for him, and I’ll never cease to be grateful to you. Since, with your help, we’ve got the mine back for Carlitos, we want you to have a share in it. As soon as I get back to the city I’m going to send each of you several shares of the stock.”


      “Oh, thank you!” Jo Ann cried. “But we really don’t deserve it.”


      “That’s so good of you and Carlitos,” Florence added. She turned to Carlitos then and told him how glad she and Jo Ann were to be partners with him in his mine. “We want always to be your friends,” she ended.


      “Don’t forget the other señorita,” Carlitos said, shining eyed. “I want her to be a partner in my mine, too. Tell my uncle that.”


      Florence turned and repeated this to Mr. Eldridge.


      He smiled back at her, then at Dr. Blackwell. “We have already arranged for her to have some shares also. I’m going to see that José and his family are well taken care of the rest of their lives, too. They have been so good to my boy.”


      “That’ll be fine!” exclaimed both girls together.


      Jo Ann pressed Florence’s hand. “I’m so glad! They deserve to, after all they’ve been through.”


      Jo Ann squeezed Florence’s hand tightly, her eyes like twin stars. “Didn’t you say that Esperanza means hope? It’ll mean new hope now for Carlitos and José and his family—and for us too. Let’s call it the New Hope Mine from now on.”


      “A grand idea!”

    

  


  
    
      THE SECRET OF CASA GRANDE, by Helen Randolph


      CHAPTER I


      THE MYSTERIOUS WINDOW


      Aroused by a slight noise in the room, Jo Ann sleepily tossed back the turbulent black curls from her forehead and slowly opened first one eye, then the other. She lay staring half dazedly as the solid doorlike shutters swung back, letting the rays of the morning sun filter into the room through the iron bars of the window. Where was she? Why the iron bars?


      Slowly her gaze traveled over the room, taking in the high, heavily beamed ceiling, the bare plastered walls, and finally resting on Peggy sleeping peacefully beside her. Everything floated again before her mind’s eye: their long trip to Mexico, their midnight arrival at this great old stone house, and their warm welcome by Peggy’s friend, Florence Blackwell, whom she had never seen before.


      The next moment the Indian woman, who had wakened her by opening the heavy shutters, noiselessly crossed the room and began arranging dishes on a small table beside the bed.


      “Buenos dias, señorita [Good morning, miss],” she said softly in Spanish as she noticed that one of the girls was awake.


      “Ah—buenos dias,” stammered Jo Ann.


      Again the woman spoke to her, but Jo Ann shook her head. After the woman had repeated her words very slowly, she was able to understand a few phrases.


      Disturbed by their voices, Peggy suddenly sat up in bed, opening wide her dark-fringed hazel eyes. She, too, was startled for a moment by the unfamiliar surroundings; then, noticing the servant and the expression on Jo Ann’s face, she burst out laughing. “What’s the matter, Jo?” she asked teasingly a moment later. “Can’t you understand what she’s saying?”


      “I think she’s trying to tell me something about Florence, but I’m not sure. I wonder where she is.”


      Almost simultaneously there burst into the room a small trim girl with smooth fair hair and gentian-blue eyes. “Good morning, sleepy-heads,” she laughed, dropping down on the foot of the bed and fanning herself with a large sun hat. “Girls, this is Juana. Did she deliver my message?”


      “She tried to,” Jo Ann replied, “but I’m afraid she wasn’t very successful.”


      Turning to the servant, Florence spoke rapidly in Spanish.


      Juana grinned broadly, bowed to the girls, and jabbered something they could not understand.


      “She’s trying to tell you how happy she is that you have come to stay with her Florencita,” explained Florence.


      “Tell her that we’re delighted to be here,” put in Peggy promptly.


      “How I envy you—being able to speak Spanish that way, Florence,” Jo Ann sighed. “I’d give anything to do half as well.”


      Florence smiled. “Oh, you’ll get on to it in no time.” As she had lived more than half of her sixteen years in Mexico, Spanish was perfectly natural to her. It seemed so simple that sometimes she found it easier to express herself in Spanish than in English.


      “Though I’ve studied it two years, I have my doubts about ever being able to speak it fluently,” said Jo Ann slowly. Noticing Florence’s flushed face she added, “Where’ve you been? What time is it?”


      “Almost ten o’clock. I’ve just been to market.”


      “To market? Why didn’t you call us?”


      “Well, I knew you girls would be tired and sleepy after your trip, so I didn’t disturb you. I go to market early every morning. I like to do the buying myself.”


      “Promise you’ll call me next time. I didn’t come down here to lie in bed and sleep all the time. There’s too much to do and see.”


      “All right, then; I’ll call you tomorrow. But come on, let’s have breakfast. I’m ravenous after my walk, and I know you two must be starving.”


      “If having breakfast served in bed is your idea of our helping you to keep house, then I’m all for it,” declared Peggy gaily as she flopped her pink-pajamed legs over the side of the bed. “It suits my taste exactly.”


      Florence nodded smilingly toward Juana. “It wasn’t my idea. It was hers. She’d be terribly hurt if we didn’t let her wait on us. After you two get rested from your trip, though, I’ll set you to work planning meals and cooking—and everything.”


      “Well, I’m going to enjoy being waited on as long as I can,” laughed Peggy.


      Sitting on the side of the bed, clad in their gay pajamas and eating their breakfast from an exquisitely inlaid tea table, Peggy and Jo Ann felt very sophisticated indeed.


      “This is the most delicious orange juice and the best toast I’ve ever tasted,” declared Jo Ann, a moment later.


      “It’s the best breakfast I’ve ever eaten in my whole life,” added Peggy with her usual exaggeration.


      Florence turned to the servant, who had just returned with a plate of hot toast, and repeated their remarks in Spanish.


      From that moment Juana was their devoted slave, anticipating their every wish.


      As soon as they had finished breakfast, Jo Ann and Peggy dressed for the street, Florence insisting, much to their disapproval, that they wear hats. “The sun is too hot here in the middle of the day to go out without something on your head,” she explained.


      While Peggy was arranging her hair in neat auburn waves, Jo Ann, who had finished her hasty toilet, stepped to the door leading into the hall and stood taking in every visible detail of the strangely constructed building. The immense rooms, each opening onto the long central hall, seemed dark and gloomy, owing to the thick walls, the concrete floor, the heavy doors, and the iron-barred windows. Though the bright-colored rugs, the gay-flowered chintz, and a few well-chosen pictures added a cheerful homelike note, the general effect was one of austere simplicity.


      Having noticed Jo Ann’s interest, Florence came up beside her and, slipping her arm around her waist, asked, “How do you like our house? It’s very old, you know.”


      “I love old houses,” Jo Ann replied quickly. “This one is extremely interesting—so different from anything I’ve ever seen.” She hesitated, then added, “I’ve been thinking of studying architecture when I go to college.”


      “Would you care to see the rest of the house? There are some rather unusual features about it.”


      Jo Ann’s dark brown eyes sparkled. “I’d adore it!”


      “I, too,” put in Peggy, who had come out in time to hear Florence’s words.


      Florence pointed to the open door on the right. “This is the sitting room, but Mother and I stay in the office with Dad more than in here. Come on and I’ll show you the office.” She led the two girls across the hall, but stopped a moment later, saying, “The office door’s closed—Dad probably has a patient—but I can show you the other rooms. The kitchen is the most interesting room in the house, I think.”


      She took them into the dining room and on to the end of the long hall, then turned into an immense room having three large windows all heavily barred.


      “My goodness, you could ’most put our whole house into this one room!” exclaimed Peggy. “I’ve never seen such a huge kitchen before in a private residence. Why do you suppose they built it so large?”


      “I don’t know, I’m sure. It’s the strangest house I’ve ever seen. Just look at that fireplace, for instance.” Florence motioned toward one side of the room, which was entirely taken up by a huge fireplace set back in a broad arched recess. “It’s large enough to belong to some big hotel—and yet we’ve only two bedrooms in the house.”


      “But why did they build the fireplace in three sections? All the fireplaces I’ve ever seen were built on a level with the floor. This one reminds me of the ‘Three Bears.’ This section belongs to the great big bear; and this one—”


      Florence broke into a peal of laughter at Peggy’s whimsical idea. “No one but you would have thought of that,” she said.


      Juana glanced up from her preparations for lunch, smiling to herself. She had not seen her Florencita happy for months—not since her mother had been taken ill and had been sent to a sanitarium for a several weeks’ stay.


      As their laughter died away, Florence went on to explain, “You see, the lowest section—in the middle—was where they built their fire to cook the food; this section here, of medium height, was where they made their tortillas. It’s just the right height for the metate, the stone on which corn is rubbed or ground into a paste. There’s room here for several women to work at the same time.”


      “But what was the great big bear’s section used for?” interrupted Peggy.


      “The highest one was used for draining the dishes and earthen cooking utensils. Each section is covered with smooth hard stones, and here in the corner is a small hole left to let the water drain off. It was a very well-equipped kitchen in its day.”


      Florence was delighted to find that her guests were so interested in the old house which had been her home for many years. She went on to explain that although modern equipment had been installed wherever possible, they had tried to leave the quaint old atmosphere undisturbed.


      While she was answering Peggy’s questions about the new equipment, Jo Ann was busily taking in the details of the architecture, especially noting the absence of woodwork in the queer windows that had iron bars and no glass.


      As her gaze wandered to the window at the end of the room, she caught a glimpse of something which sent a little thrill of excitement over her. She crossed the room quickly and stared through the iron bars at what seemed to be the ruins of an ancient building. Could this be the ruins of one of those old cathedrals which she had read about and had wanted to see for so long?


      “What’s this old building back of your house, Florence?” she asked eagerly.


      Peggy rushed over to the window to see the building that had caused the note of excitement in Jo Ann’s voice, while Florence merely smiled and replied, “That’s a part of a very old church, now used only by the poorest peons.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes opened in surprise. “I don’t see how they can use it—it looks as if it were falling down.”


      “The main part of the church is all right, but they never use the other part. I don’t know whether it was partially destroyed in a war or whether it just caved in from old age.”


      “How old do you think this church is?”


      “I don’t know exactly, but it’s several hundred years old. I’ve heard that it’s one of the oldest buildings in this part of Mexico. All the better classes of people attend the large modern cathedral across the Plaza.”


      “May we go over to the old church? I’d love to see it.”


      “Why, yes, we’ll have time to go over there before lunch. There isn’t much to see, so it won’t take us long.”


      Florence turned and said something in Spanish to Juana; then the three girls started out of the kitchen door. “Before we go,” Florence added, “I’ll show you this other room just across the hall—there’s nothing interesting or unusual about it, though. It has only one window looking out on the back street. There’s nothing but the back of that old church to be seen from it.”


      After glancing about this room they hurried on down to the street, Jo Ann in the lead. She could scarcely wait to visit the old church.


      As they started across the street, Peggy looked longingly toward the Plaza and the crowded streets of the business section of the city. She much preferred sightseeing in that direction, but she knew Jo Ann had set her heart on seeing the old church and that there was no changing her.


      A few minutes later the girls passed under the old stone arch and into the vestibule with its font of holy water, then walked softly on into the church.


      Having come in from the bright sunlight, they were unable at first to distinguish anything except the candles burning on the altar. A reverent silence lay over the entire building. With her finger to her lips Florence motioned Jo Ann and Peggy to a bench. They sat down quietly, careful lest they disturb the peacefulness of the place.


      As their eyes became accustomed to the dim interior, they noticed several figures with black shawls about their heads and shoulders, kneeling at the altar. A woman with a baby in her arms and a tiny, half-naked tot beside her was kneeling before the statue of Mary, Mother of Jesus, her lips moving in silent prayer. Direst poverty was evident among all the worshipers.


      Many minor details that had escaped Peggy’s eyes caught and held Jo Ann’s attention. The benches, altar rail, and pedestals, she noticed, were hand hewn and decorated with exquisite carving; the statues were different from any that she had ever seen; and even the candles were unusual—probably, hand dipped, she decided.


      For almost an hour they sat there silent, Jo Ann intent in absorbing the atmosphere of this ancient building.


      “I feel as if I’d actually stepped back through the centuries into the Mexico of ages past,” she thought dreamily.


      By this time Peggy had begun to get restless. To her the place seemed close and stuffy, the odor and fumes of the candles suffocating. Without saying a word she rose and went outside. Leaning against the wall in the shadow of the stone arch, she waited for the girls and amused herself by gazing idly at the rear of Florence’s home across the street.


      “Florence, I don’t like to make remarks about your house,” she said, half smiling as Florence and Jo Ann drew near, “but from the rear it looks more like a fort or a prison than a home.”


      “It reminds me of an old castle with its high stone walls and heavy iron bars at the windows,” added Jo Ann, gazing over at the house.


      Florence smiled good-naturedly. “It doesn’t look very homelike, I’ll admit. I don’t believe I’ve ever noticed it before from this viewpoint. I never come to this old church—at least, I haven’t been here for several years. As I said before, only people of the lowest classes attend this church.”


      “I didn’t see a window in your hall,” Jo Ann suddenly remarked to Florence. “I thought I noticed a shaded light burning on that little table at the end of the hall.”


      “There isn’t a window in the hall—it’s dark as pitch there, and we have to keep a light burning day and night.”


      “Then how do you account for that little narrow, crosswise opening up there in the wall? There it is on a level with the top of the kitchen and back bedroom windows.”


      “I don’t know.” Florence gazed puzzledly at the small opening. “I’ve never seen a window like that on the inside of the house, and I know I’ve seen every inch of the walls inside.”


      “Well, there it is—a tiny window, just as plain as the nose on your face.”


      In silent amazement Florence stared at this narrow opening high up in the bleak stone wall.


      “That certainly is strange!” she said finally, her brows drawn together in a thoughtful frown.


      “It certainly is,” agreed Jo Ann and Peggy, equally mystified.


      Everything was forgotten now except this queer window. Why was it there? Into what did it open?


      CHAPTER II


      THE SEARCH BEGINS


      “This is the strangest thing I’ve ever heard of,” declared Florence as they hurried back to the house, eager to examine the rear wall from the inside.


      “How long have you lived here, Florence?” asked Jo Ann. “I’m sure I’d have seen that window long before this if I’d been in your place.”


      “We’ve lived here about eight years, but, as I told you, I’ve only been in that church a few times, and I’ve never walked down that back street.”


      “Lived here eight years and never walked back of your own house!” exclaimed Jo Ann in surprise. “Who ever heard of such a thing?”


      “But you don’t understand,” Florence replied. “It isn’t exactly proper for me to wander down that back street.”


      Both girls opened their eyes wide in astonishment.


      “Not proper to go back of your own house!” ejaculated Peggy. “The very idea!”


      “Yes, you see it’s only a narrow street leading to one of the poorest sections of the city. Only the very lowest class of people live on it. Mother and I drive down on the next street sometimes, accompanied by Felipe, to carry food and clothes to the destitute families, but I’ve never been down that narrow street.”


      “It must be something like it is on the street cars at home,” Jo Ann said thoughtfully, coming to Florence’s assistance. “You know how they are, Peggy—one section marked ‘Colored,’ and you never sit there.”


      Up the long flight of stairs they ran to the Blackwells’ apartment, each girl eager to be the first to solve the mystery. Jo Ann’s long legs carried her ahead of Florence and Peggy, who arrived a moment later out of breath.


      There stood Jo Ann staring blankly at the solid plastered wall at the end of the hall.


      “I’m sure this is where that window ought to be,” she said finally in a perplexed tone.


      “There certainly isn’t any sign of one that I can see,” added Peggy, while Florence gazed silently at the spot where she thought the opening should be.


      Just then Juana ran in from the kitchen to see what had caused so much commotion in the silent old house. “Florencita! Que es [What is it?]?” she asked in alarm.


      “It’s nothing,” replied Florence in Spanish. Understanding the superstitious nature of the Indians, she thought it wiser not to tell Juana about this mysterious window for the present.


      Juana stared in shocked surprise. Something was wrong, she was sure. Young ladies of the best families did not deport themselves in such a manner. Her Florencita had never acted this way before—racing into the house like mad. Finally, shaking her head and mumbling to herself, she returned to the kitchen to finish her preparations for lunch.


      The moment she disappeared through the kitchen door, Jo Ann hastened through the one opposite and called to Florence and Peggy, “Come on, maybe we can see something from the window in this back room.”


      Much to their disappointment, the iron bars, set in the deep recess of the thick walls, prevented them from seeing anything except a part of the ruins of the old church directly across the narrow street.


      “And so the mystery deepens,” laughed Jo Ann. “I’ve heard of bumping your head against a stone wall, but I’ve never understood what it meant till now.”


      “Do you know what I think it is?” remarked Florence as they wandered back to the hall. “At one time there probably was an opening here”—she motioned toward the solid wall at the end of the hall—“then, sometime when they were fixing the house over, they closed it up. This house is very, very old, you know.”


      “But why would they leave a hole on the outside?” Peggy asked.


      “Oh, they probably didn’t think it mattered on that back street, and maybe the stones didn’t fit or something. These walls are so thick, you know, it wouldn’t make any difference. It’s too small to be a window, anyway.”


      “Maybe so,” commented Peggy, “but it sounds funny to me.”


      Jo Ann was silent. She was thinking—thinking hard. She thoroughly agreed with Florence that the house was old, but she was sure that the opening had not been left by a careless mistake.


      “There’s a reason for it,” she told herself, “and I’m going to find out what it is.”


      Just then Florence’s father, Dr. Blackwell, a tall, distinguished-looking, gray-haired man, came up the stairs. “Good morning, young ladies,” he greeted them pleasantly. “You look quite fresh and rested after keeping such late hours.”


      “We’re feeling the best ever,” Jo Ann answered.


      “Well, you certainly look it,” he declared, glancing from one to the other. “Florence, you have more color in your cheeks than I’ve seen for a long time. Miss Jo and Miss Peggy are having a good effect on you already.”


      “Oh, Daddy, we’re having a wonderful time! But did you know there’s a mystery about our house? We’ve just made the queerest discovery!”


      Dr. Blackwell laughed. “What is it, may I ask—some mysterious writing on the wall, or a pot of gold?”


      “Neither. We’ve found a window that isn’t a window. It opens on the outside of the house but not on the inside.”


      “Well, now, that’s strange, isn’t it?” he replied smilingly, as though humoring a small child.


      “Really, Dr. Blackwell, there’s a mysterious window that should open at the end of this hall!” exclaimed Jo Ann, “but we can find no trace of an opening ever having been there.”


      At that moment Felipe, combination chauffeur and house boy, announced lunch, and the subject was dropped as they all hastened into the dining room.


      Peggy and Jo Ann were surprised to find, after their late breakfast, that they were quite hungry. As Felipe and Juana passed back and forth waiting on the table, Jo Ann thought how convenient it was to have servants who could not understand what you said. You didn’t have to be nearly as careful as you did at home with the Negro servants.


      “I thought you girls might like to see something of our city,” Dr. Blackwell remarked as they were eating their dessert. “I’ve arranged for Felipe to take you for a drive this afternoon. I’d thought I’d be able to accompany you, but a doctor’s time’s never his own, so I’ll have to depend on Florence and Felipe to show you the city.”


      “That’ll be fine!” exclaimed Peggy. “But we’re sorry you can’t go with us. Aren’t we, Jo?”


      Jo Ann nodded an emphatic assent and then went on to remark to Dr. Blackwell, “We saw something very interesting this morning—the old church back of your house. I’ve been reading early American history a good deal lately, and this church seems very much the same type as the old missions in California.”


      “Well, well!” smiled Dr. Blackwell in surprise. “I thought the modern young girl used her pretty head solely for thinking of frocks and furbelows.”


      Peggy laughed. “Jo Ann hates dress-up clothes. She’d live in jodhpurs or knickers and shirts, if her mother didn’t make her get out of them occasionally. Jo’s enthusiastic over horses and dogs and swimming, but her chief hobby is nosing around old buildings.”


      “There’s so much mystery and romance connected with historic buildings,” Jo Ann put in, shining-eyed.


      “If you’re looking for mystery and romance,” Dr. Blackwell remarked, “there’s plenty of it to be found in this part of the country—that is, if you can only find the key to unlock it. I’ve been so busy studying the ancient system of sanitation—or lack of it—that I’ve had no time for anything of that sort.”


      “If you get Jo started along that line she’ll never stop,” put in Peggy with a teasing glance at Jo Ann.


      Dr. Blackwell smiled. “Then I’ll turn her over to a friend of mine—a prominent lawyer, who’ll be delighted to discuss the early history of this country with her. You know whom I mean, Florence—Señor Rodriguez.”


      Florence nodded.


      “He has the best equipped library in the city,” continued the doctor, “and you can dig into the past to your heart’s content, Miss Jo.”


      “That’ll be wonderful!” cried Jo Ann excitedly. “I know I’ll enjoy meeting him and seeing his library. I adore books—especially about old historic buildings.”


      As they rose from the table Peggy remarked, “Jo and I want to run across the Plaza to buy some postcards to send home. Do you want to go with us, Florence?”


      Florence and her father exchanged smiling glances as she replied, “You can’t buy postcards now—the stores close for an hour or two in the middle of the day.”


      “Oh, I forgot I’m in Mexico,” laughed Peggy.


      “In tropical countries it’s the custom to take a siesta after lunch,” Dr. Blackwell explained. “People sleep in the hottest part of the day and do their work in the cool of the evening. It’s a very good custom, too, since the sun has a tendency to cause fever if one is in it too much.”


      On hearing this the girls meekly followed Florence to their room, and when she removed her dress and shoes and dropped down on the bed, they followed her example.


      “How still it is!” thought Jo Ann. Not a sound floated up from the street below; not a leaf stirred on the trees in the park across the way. Even nature seemed to be sleeping, so deep, so intense was the stillness.


      Florence, from habit, was soon sound asleep. The other two girls whispered quietly for a while; then Peggy’s eyelids drooped, and she, too, succumbed to the restful quiet.


      But Jo Ann could not sleep. There were too many things to think about. A visit to the Señor’s library—she’d love that. And that old church across the street—there must be some very interesting facts connected with it. She’d find out more about that later from the Señor’s books. But that window! It still puzzled her. There was something curious about it. What was that Dr. Blackwell had said about finding the key to unlock the mystery?


      “That’s what I’ll do—find the key and unlock the mystery of this strange window,” she told herself. “Won’t Dr. Blackwell be surprised when I tell him I’ve solved it?”


      Acting on a sudden impulse she slipped out of bed quietly so as not to disturb Peggy and Florence. What she was going to do, she wanted to do alone. She put on her dress and some rubber-soled shoes, then, picking up a large sun hat from a chair, softly opened the door.


      There at the head of the stairs sat Felipe, sound asleep. She hesitated only a moment, then crept softly past him and on down the stairs.


      “One good thing about these houses is there’s no danger of a loose board or a creaky step giving you away,” she thought.


      Not a soul was in sight outside—not even a dog. Quickly she ran down the street and around the corner, but drew back as the terrific heat struck her face. Heat waves radiated from the cobblestones, and the white stone walls, acting as double reflectors, turned the narrow street into a veritable furnace.


      But nothing could stop her now. There was something she wanted to find out about the rear wall of the house. Pulling her hat down farther over her face, she squinted her eyes and gazed up at the glaring white walls above her. Quickly she scratched three marks on the wall, one directly below the kitchen window, one beneath the back room window, and the third beneath the mysterious opening; then she paced off the distance between the marks. She was positive now that she could mark the exact spot on the inner side of the wall where the opening should be.


      Eager to escape from the intense heat, she hastened back to the house.


      “Whew, it’s hot!” she exclaimed to herself. “These Mexicans show good judgment in sleeping at this time of the day. I don’t blame them in the least.”


      Fanning herself with her hat, she dropped down on the lower step to cool off a moment. How refreshing was the coolness of the great hall! She wondered how it was possible to be so cool here and so hot outside.


      She listened intently for a moment, but not a sound came from above. Apparently everyone was still asleep.


      Softly she slipped up the stairs, step by step, till she caught a glimpse of the sleeping Felipe just as she had left him, his chair tipped back against the wall and his head dropped forward.


      There was only one more step now. Holding her breath, she lifted her foot; then suddenly there was a loud bumping noise. She was so startled she almost lost her balance. Clutching at the wall, she stared before her. Felipe, roused by some strange instinct, had let his chair down with a bang.


      “No—no—no! Muy mal [Very bad]!” he exclaimed, pointing to her face. He patted himself on the head and talked rapidly in Spanish in an effort to make her understand that the sun was “bad for the head,” as he expressed it.


      Much disgusted with herself for getting caught, and eager to escape, she called back “Sí, sí [Yes, yes],” and hastened on to her room. Now that her plan to measure the hall had been interrupted, she would have to wait till a more opportune time for that. Searching for paper and pencil, she decided to do the next best thing—put the outside measurements down so there’d be no danger of forgetting them.


      She was sitting by the window busily drawing a plan of the house when Florence called in a surprised voice, “Why, Jo Ann! Where have you been? Your face is as red as a beet.”


      “It’s nothing,” she replied. “I just went down and measured the position of those windows on the back wall. And was it hot!”


      “You mean you’ve been down there in the sun!” Florence could hardly believe her ears. “Jo, you shouldn’t have done that.”


      At the sound of voices Peggy opened her eyes, then sat up in bed to stare at Jo Ann. “For goodness’ sake, Jo, what’ve you been up to now?” she asked.


      “Oh, nothing,” Jo Ann answered crisply. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? She hadn’t committed a crime.


      “But, Jo, your face! You’re so hot.”


      “Well, if you must know, I’ve been searching for the key with which to unlock the mystery—as Dr. Blackwell suggested.”


      CHAPTER III


      A NEW DISCOVERY


      Looking cool and dainty in their fluffy summer dresses, the girls came lightly down the stairs, ready for their drive around the city.


      Florence smiled as she noticed the car waiting at the curb. It had been rubbed and polished till it shone, and Felipe, beaming like a child with a favorite toy, was leaning over, brushing a speck of dust off the hood.


      Snatching off his hat on seeing the girls and grinning widely, he hastened to open the door of the car; then, standing very straight, he waited for them to be seated. His effort to uphold the dignity of his position as chauffeur was amusing. After tilting his hat—an old one of Dr. Blackwell’s—at a rakish angle, he proudly took his place at the wheel. Although the car was not as new and expensive as some they passed, he was sure none carried more beautiful passengers.


      To the girls’ delight it was much cooler now; soft breezes were stirring, and the heat was vanishing with the sun, which was sinking behind the high range of mountains to the west of the city.


      Slowly Felipe passed the cathedral and circled the attractive little plaza, while the girls gazed admiringly at the formal beds of brilliant blooming flowers and drank in the perfumed air, heavy with the fragrance of wild orange and oleander. Now and then through the foliage of the trees they could catch a glimpse of the bandstand in the center of the trees.


      “They have band concerts two nights a week here,” Florence explained. “We’ll promenade awhile tomorrow night. I know you’ll enjoy it.”


      “Promenade? What do you mean?” asked Peggy.


      “Why, walk around the Plaza. On the nights when the band plays, the people of the better classes gather here and either promenade around the broad walk outside the square or sit on the benches to talk and listen to the music.”


      “That sounds as if it’d be lots of fun,” approved Peggy.


      At this moment the car came to a sudden stop. In attempting to turn off the broad drive around the Plaza into one of the old narrow streets of the business section, they were held up by the congested traffic. The enforced rest did not bother Felipe in the least. Calmly resting his elbows on the steering wheel, he waited for the way to become cleared.


      “Why doesn’t he blow his horn?” asked Jo Ann. “Maybe that’d make them move.” She noticed, however, that of all the persons in the near-by cars held up in the traffic jam, not one seemed the least bit impatient.


      “These people must have the patience of Job,” said Peggy. “If this were at home, you’d hear the horns blowing all down the line.”


      “It takes more than a little thing like this to ruffle the slow, easy-going Mexican,” explained Florence. “He’s never in a hurry.”


      In a short time they were on their way again, moving slowly through the narrow, busy streets. All classes of people and many nationalities were here, their different modes of dress interesting Peggy and Jo Ann, as did the stores with their queer signs and window displays. Although this was the busiest time of the day, they noticed that there was none of the bustling rush characteristic of American cities.


      On through the less crowded streets Felipe steered the car into the residential section, passing several beautiful cathedrals and small parks, artistically laid out around the statue of some noted general or other war hero.


      Near the outskirts of the city Jo Ann noticed with the keenest interest that there were all types of architecture, from plain stone structures built centuries ago and looking dull and drab, on to modern bungalows, gay with bright-tinted stucco and tiled roofs. Now and then she could catch glimpses of richly furnished rooms behind the iron bars of a window, and a flower-adorned courtyard or patio through an open door.


      “I love the courtyards,” she remarked. “The great arches, the fountain in the center, and the tropical plants make them beautiful and restful-looking.”


      “Yes, they are delightful,” agreed Florence. “Señor Rodriguez, the lawyer Daddy told you about, has one of the most beautiful patios in his house that I’ve ever seen. You’ll enjoy seeing it when we go over to see his library. I’ve wished many times that our house had a patio.”


      “I’ve been wondering why it doesn’t, since all the other old houses have them. There’s something strange about the way your house is built. I believe when we solve the mystery of that queer little window, we’ll find out some interesting things about the rest of the house.”


      “Is that the cathedral and the Plaza already?” asked Peggy in surprise just then. “How did we get here so soon? I’ve had such a wonderful time that it seems that we’ve only started.”


      “May I ask a favor, Florence?” asked Jo Ann as they drove up before the house. “Let’s drive down that street back of your house before we go in.”


      “Why—I—I don’t think—” began Florence stammeringly, then stopped, hardly knowing what to say.


      “You said we couldn’t walk down there, didn’t you?—and I do so want to see it,” Jo Ann urged.


      After talking to Felipe a few moments Florence answered with a half-apologetic smile, “Felipe says mañana he’ll take us.”


      “Mañana?” repeated Jo Ann. “Oh, you mean tomorrow?”


      “Yes, it’s too late now.”


      Jo Ann turned to Felipe, who was opening the door for them. “Por favor, Felipe,” she begged.


      “Please, Felipe,” added Peggy quickly. She was not particularly interested in going down that back street, but it was so pleasant to be out at this time of the evening that she disliked the idea of going back into the gloomy house.


      “He says he’ll take us if we insist,” translated Florence a moment later, after talking to Felipe again. “But really, girls, I feel that we shouldn’t go now. It’ll be better to go some morning.”


      “I can’t see what difference it’d make when we go. Come on.” Jo Ann could not understand the Mexican’s way of putting off till tomorrow anything he did not care about doing. When she made up her mind to do a thing, she wanted to do it right now. “It’s silly to make so much fuss about such a simple thing,” she thought. “Why can’t you drive down a street when you want to?”


      “Well—all right,” Florence reluctantly agreed at last.


      Dusk was falling as they turned into the cobblestoned street back of the house. Slowly they made their way over the stones—century-old stones, worn smooth by the tread of many feet.


      The farther they drove the more thickly populated the street became. Jo Ann and Peggy were shocked by the utter wretchedness and abject poverty which they saw on all sides. Dirty, half-clad peons with their empty baskets or trays were shuffling homeward after their day’s labor in the city; old crippled men and women, who had begged all day on the streets, were wearily dragging themselves to a place of shelter for the night. The small windowless adobe huts which lined each side of the street seemed overflowing with people. Women with babies in their arms squatted in the narrow doorways, while dogs, pigs, and goats wandered in and out of the houses at will, as much at home as the children. As for children, they were everywhere—dirty, naked, half-starved looking.


      “I never imagined anything could be so terrible,” shuddered Peggy. “Did you, Jo?”


      Jo Ann shook her head soberly. “I didn’t realize there was such poverty anywhere.”


      A shout rose down the street: “Americanas! Americanas!”


      Children appeared from every direction. They crowded around the car. Some of the larger ones climbed up on the running board and the fenders.


      “Centavo, mees! Centavo, mees [A penny, miss! A penny, miss]!” they cried, holding up dirty, scrawny little hands to them.


      “Oh, Florence!” begged Jo Ann. “Let’s stop and give them something.”


      “If we stopped now, we’d never be able to start again.” Florence explained quickly. “They’d climb all over us. Let’s throw some pennies out the windows.”


      Hurriedly they emptied their purses of all the pennies they could find and threw them far into the street.


      Such shouting and scrambling as followed! The children fought and knocked each other down in their effort to find the pennies, the tiniest ones crying because they could get nothing.


      “It’s pitiful—heartrending—these children fighting over pennies as starved little animals over a bone,” thought Jo Ann. How was it possible for such things to exist, almost at your very door, and yet to be absolutely unseen and unknown? Was this really a part of the beautiful city they had enjoyed seeing such a short time ago?


      Felipe could scarcely drive without hitting some of the children, yet he dared not stop. He had not wanted to bring the girls down here, as he felt sure Dr. Blackwell would object, but since they were here he must take care of them. While the children were busily searching for the scattered pennies, Felipe managed to escape the crowd. Quickly he drove to the end of the street and turned down an old, dry, rocky river bed, the car bumping and swaying as it sped along over the rough cobblestones.


      “Florence!” shouted Jo Ann above the noise as she clung to the side of the car to keep from falling over on Florence. “I take back everything—I said—about you coming down—here alone. I understand—a lot that I thought foolish—before I saw this with my very own eyes.”


      “We won’t have to go far—on this rough river bed,” Florence called back a moment later. “We’ll turn—at the next corner.”


      “This is the—widest river bed I ever saw—to have so little water in it,” put in Peggy above the noise.


      As the car turned into the next street Florence replied, “Sometimes when it rains hard in the mountains this river’s full of water.” She paused and added, “This is the street Mother and I’ve come down frequently to bring clothing for the poor families.”


      Just then some ragged little children near by began to wave their hands and call out, “La Señorita! La Señorita!”


      Florence smiled and waved back. “Those are some of the children we’ve given clothes. They look as if they need some more.”


      “I wish we had some pennies to give to these children, too,” said Jo Ann. “Let’s come back here sometime and bring them something.”


      In a few more minutes the adobe huts were left behind, and they began passing the plain stone houses of the middle class. With long-drawn sighs the girls settled back against the cushions, each thinking of the distressing poverty she had seen.


      Suddenly down the street directly in front of them Jo Ann spied a tall, ungainly object against the high stone wall.


      “What’s that, Florence?” she asked.


      “That? Oh, that’s a scaffold the workmen are using in doing some repair work on a house.”


      “But why don’t they use ladders?”


      “They’d have a time to get a ladder long enough to reach the top of these houses. When they build them, they use big derricks to lift the heavy stones.”


      “Then why do they build their houses so high?” asked Peggy.


      “It makes them cool,” Florence answered as the car turned off the narrow street onto the pavement around the Plaza.


      “Why, we’re almost home!” exclaimed Jo Ann in surprise. “Is it possible that this is part of your house?”


      “Not exactly, but it’s all connected into one long building,” she replied, wondering at Jo Ann’s interest.


      “Oh, then that’s the very thing!” Jo Ann cried, beaming.


      “Whatever are you talking about, Jo?” asked Peggy.


      “Why, how to get up on top of the house, of course! Don’t you see—I can climb up that scaffold to the top of the house; then it’ll be easy to let a rope down to the mysterious window. I’ve been wondering how I’d ever get on top of the house—it’s so high.”


      “But, Jo, you can’t do that!” gasped Florence in alarm. “It’s too high, and anyway—”


      “You’re not going to do it,” declared Peggy emphatically. “You might get hurt.”


      “Don’t be silly,” scoffed Jo Ann. “I haven’t broken my neck yet.”


      “No, but it isn’t your fault,” Peggy retorted.


      “But, Jo, suppose someone should see you!” exclaimed Florence. “You must give up this foolish idea.”


      “Would it be a disgrace if someone did see me?”


      “Well, it isn’t considered proper here for a young lady to do anything on the street which would attract attention. You’d be a regular circus, climbing that scaffold. The street’d be jammed with people before you’d get halfway to the top.”


      “I’ll promise not to give a free performance for the natives,” laughed Jo Ann. “But what’s to keep me from climbing up there when I wouldn’t have an audience? There are times, you know, when people sleep.”


      “You couldn’t go out in the street at night—alone!” The very idea of such a thing was shocking to Florence. “That scaffold’s nothing but some rough poles fastened to the wall, and it’s so high it’d be dangerous—not at all like climbing a ladder.”


      The car drew up before the house, and Florence and Peggy jumped out and hurried up the stairs without waiting for Felipe to open the door for them, but Jo Ann lingered a moment to thank him for granting her request. She knew he couldn’t understand a word she said, but from the broad grin which spread over his face she felt she had made her meaning clear to him.


      The ride had meant much more to her than she had expected, since she had discovered a way of getting up on the roof. All she needed now was a length of rope so she could lower herself from the roof.


      “It isn’t going to be hard to do,” she told herself as she went up the stairs. Of course, she would not do anything to disgrace Florence or Dr. Blackwell—they had been so kind to her—but give it up now? Never! Not with her goal almost in sight.


      CHAPTER IV


      JO ANN’S SECRET QUEST


      According to her promise to take the girls to the market with her, Florence called Peggy and Jo Ann the next morning as soon as she awoke. It was only half-past six, but the sun was already making a geometric pattern across the floor where it shone through the iron bars of the window.


      Jo Ann was impatient to start the minute she had finished dressing. Yesterday she had looked forward to the trip only because it would be interesting, but now she was eager to find a store where she could buy the rope she needed for exploring the mysterious window. She knew that it would be difficult to make this purchase without Florence’s finding out about it, but if she could only find where to get the rope she could return later, alone, and buy it.


      “Oh, hurry up, Peg,” scolded Jo Ann as she stood in the doorway, waiting. “You’ve primped long enough. We’re just going to market—no one’ll see you.”


      “But what’s the hurry?” calmly inquired Peggy as she patted the waves of her auburn hair into place. “It wouldn’t hurt your appearance any if you spent a little more time primping, as you call it.”


      “Well, if I were as fussy as you are—” Jo Ann began; then, leaving the sentence unfinished, she disappeared into the hall. There was no use arguing with Peggy. She just wouldn’t hurry—every hair must be in place.


      A few minutes later, when Peggy and Florence joined her in the hall, Jo Ann asked with a meaning glance toward Felipe, who was waiting with a split-cane basket on his arm, “Do we have to take him along?”


      “Why, yes; he always goes with me to carry the basket,” explained Florence in surprise.


      “I’ll carry the basket for you, and we won’t need him,” Jo Ann volunteered quickly.


      Florence shook her head vigorously. “You’re not a servant, Jo. I wouldn’t think of letting you carry the basket. That would never do.”


      “Oh, well—all right, then. Just as you say.”


      Although she had smilingly agreed with Florence, she realized that it would be more difficult to carry out her plan with Felipe along. His keen eyes saw everything.


      “Felipe reminds me of a faithful watchdog,” she remarked as they started down the stairs. “I’m glad he can’t understand English—there’s some consolation in that.”


      This would complicate matters considerably, having Felipe along; still, she could not say more about leaving him at home.


      “He’s just eager to be of service, that’s all,” explained Florence.


      “You should’ve seen him yesterday when he caught me slipping up the stairs. You’d have thought he was a contortionist or something, from all the motions he went through in trying to tell me the sun was bad for my head.”


      “I can easily imagine how he looked,” smiled Florence. “He is comical when he gets excited. I hope you girls don’t mind walking,” she added as they reached the street.


      “No, we don’t mind, only I won’t be responsible for my appetite when we get back,” replied Peggy lightly.


      “I think it’ll be wonderful to walk this morning,” put in Jo Ann. “It’s so cool and pleasant, and we can see more when we walk—not that I don’t like to ride, of course.”


      Although the sun was painting the tops of the buildings with gold, the narrow tunnel of a street still held the cool freshness of the night. As Jo Ann drew in deep breaths of the invigorating morning air, she wondered what Florence would say if she knew her real reason for wanting to walk.


      Chatting gaily, they strolled arm in arm, while Felipe followed a short distance behind.


      All along the way there were many curious, interesting things that caught both Peggy’s and Jo Ann’s attention—peons with trays or baskets either balanced on their heads or set on little portable stands; women squatting on the sidewalks selling flowers and fruits, tortillas, tamales, and other foods; beggars waiting on every corner trying to rouse the sympathy of the shoppers.


      While the lively, talkative Peggy plied Florence with question after question about the people and their strange customs, Jo Ann had an opportunity to peer into each of the queer little shops they passed. She even stared at all the little stands in the street, almost expecting to see a rope dangling from one of them, so intent was she upon her search. Even though everything imaginable seemed offered for sale, she found nothing that in any way resembled a rope.


      “Where do they sell rope in this curious place?” she wondered. If she could persuade Florence to return home along another street, perhaps she’d find a store there where she could get it.


      Her perplexing problems were forgotten a moment later as the market loomed before them. It was a huge old building occupying an entire block. The immense roof was supported by heavy stone columns and broad arches which showed signs of having been, at one time, tinted in bright colors but now looked dull and faded. The plaster was cracked and soiled, and in places great slabs had fallen off, leaving the bare stones exposed.


      “Oh, I love this!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “It’s one of the most interesting places I’ve ever seen. The people—their dress—their customs—the very atmosphere is different. It’s hard to realize this is the twentieth century when you look around here.”


      “Yes, it is very old and much the same as it was centuries ago,” replied Florence.


      Stalls had been set up in every inch of available space inside the building. Some were piled high with golden tropical fruits—oranges, mangoes, guavas, bananas, pineapples; others were festooned with strings of onions, garlic, and red chili peppers—all very necessary to add a piquant flavor to the limited fare of the Mexican.


      Slowly they made their way along the narrow, crowded passageways between the stalls, Peggy and Jo Ann stopping every few minutes to question Florence about the different things they saw.


      Finally, after glancing at her watch, Florence stopped abruptly and exclaimed, “Gracious! It’s after nine o’clock—I’ll never get through at this rate—not if I stop to answer all of Peggy’s numerous questions.” She laughed and gave Peggy’s arm an affectionate pat. “Would you girls like to wander around and take in the sights while I finish my marketing?”


      “Yes, we’d love to,” promptly answered Jo Ann. “Wouldn’t we, Peg?”


      “Yes, indeed!”


      “If you’re sure you don’t mind being left alone, I’ll hurry on. Stay in this section of the building so I can find you.” In a moment Florence and the faithful Felipe disappeared in the crowd.


      Jo Ann was delighted to be free to carry on her search for a rope without fear of being questioned. Although she felt sure that Peggy would enter into her plans, she decided not to tell her about them just yet.


      Grabbing her by the arm, Jo Ann jostled and pushed their way through the crowd, up one aisle and down another.


      Suddenly the breathless Peggy halted. “Say—where’s the fire?” she scolded. “I can’t see a thing, trying to keep up with you. Why the rush?”


      “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to hurry so fast,” Jo Ann replied; then, realizing she dared not waste time arguing if she was to accomplish what she had started out to do, she added, “Can you keep a secret, Peg?”


      “A secret!” repeated Peggy staring at her in surprise. “Of course I can—why?”


      “Well, I’m trying to find a shop or a store—or whatever it is—where you buy rope in this place. You see, all I need is a rope—then I can explore the mysteries on the other side of that curious window.”


      “But why so secretive about—” Peggy stopped abruptly, it having dawned on her why Jo Ann had acted so strangely all the morning. “So that’s why you didn’t want Felipe along, is it?”


      “Yes, he gets on my nerves. All the way here I could feel his eyes boring into my back every time I craned my neck to see something.”


      “You’re imagining things, Jo. It’s just your guilty conscience. He’s really the perfect servant—very quiet and accommodating, but not inquisitive.”


      “Maybe you’re right—but still I’m glad he’s out of the way. Come on, we’ll have to hurry, or they’ll be back.” She caught hold of Peggy’s arm to keep from getting separated in the crowd, then continued, “You remember how horrified Florence was yesterday when I mentioned my plan to climb that scaffold—well, I don’t want her to find out what I’m doing. It’d only worry her, and I have no intention of giving it up.”


      A dubious expression crept into Peggy’s hazel eyes. “I still think you’re foolish to risk breaking your neck for something no more important than a hole in a wall.”


      “You never can tell, though, what might be behind the hole,” said Jo Ann with an air of mystery.


      “But, Jo, how’re you going to get a rope without Florence’s seeing it? It’ll make a bulky-looking package, won’t it?”


      “If it does, I won’t get it now. If we can only find where to buy it, we can slip back later. You’ve got to help me get it without Florence’s and Felipe’s seeing it.”


      “Well, all right, I suppose I’ll have to do it if you’re determined to go on with your plans—but really I feel terrible about doing anything Florence doesn’t approve of. She and her father’ve been so lovely to us.”


      “But I’m not going to do anything to disgrace them. I wouldn’t do that for anything. I really feel that they won’t object at all after I’ve solved the mystery. Florence is just afraid I might get hurt climbing up on that roof. You know well enough I’ve done lots more dangerous things many a time.”


      Suddenly spying an Indian woman with a basket of exquisite roses, Peggy stopped, saying, “Forget about your old rope for a minute, Jo, and help me buy some of these beautiful roses. Aren’t they the most gorgeous things you’ve ever seen? Ask her how much they are.”


      Jo Ann quickly raked her memory for the proper Spanish words to use in buying the flowers. “Cuanto rosas?” she asked finally.


      While talking rapidly in Spanish, the woman picked up a long-stemmed, beautifully shaped bud of shell-pink color edged with silver, and then held up three fingers of her left hand.


      “She says they’re three centavos each,” explained Jo Ann.


      “Tell her I’ll take a dozen.”


      “Un dosena,” she repeated in Spanish.


      “Is that all you do—just add an a to the English words—rose-a, dozen-a? I could do that,” laughed Peggy.


      “Don’t ever think it’s that simple, but there are several Spanish words which are much like the same words in English,” Jo Ann explained, feeling quite proud of her superior knowledge.


      As the woman had seldom sold more than three or four flowers at a time, she had great difficulty now in figuring the cost of a dozen. Finally Jo Ann offered her assistance, and after arguing for some little time, Peggy received her change and the roses, and they started on their way again.


      “Gracious! I feel like a bride with all these flowers,” laughed Peggy. “Suppose you take half of them.”


      “All right—that’s the very thing.” Jo Ann’s eyes sparkled. “If I can only find the rope now, I can carry the bundle under these flowers, and it won’t be noticed.”


      A moment later Peggy called to Jo Ann to stop again. “Just look at these beautiful blankets! Feel how soft they are and see how beautifully the colors are blended.”


      “Yes, they are lovely. I’ve heard that they’re all hand made by the natives—that the designs are handed down in the families for generations. But, Peg, we haven’t time to stop here now.”


      “Just look at that blanket hanging over there! It looks like the rainbow, the way the colors are shaded into each other. Don’t you love it?”


      On receiving no answer from Jo Ann, Peggy turned around just in time to see her disappear in the crowd. Quickly she began pushing her way to the spot where she had last seen her.


      “I don’t relish the idea of getting lost in this crowd of people who can’t understand a single word I say,” she told herself, as she darted in and out among the slow, deliberate Mexicans.


      After looking about in all directions, to her great relief she spied Jo Ann standing before an enclosed booth, piled high with baskets, sombreros, hand-made chairs, and various other articles. Coming nearer she saw what had attracted Jo Ann’s attention—several long coils of rope hanging near the back of the booth.


      “Jo Ann Cutrer, what do you mean by running off like that!” she scolded.


      With only a nod at Peggy, Jo Ann stood gazing at the rope, her forehead wrinkled in deep thought.


      “Oh dear!” she murmured. “I can’t think of the Spanish word for rope. What can it be?”


      “Why don’t you add an a to rope as you did before,” suggested Peggy, smiling.


      “Rope-a, rope-a,” repeated Jo Ann several times; then her face brightened. “I believe that is the word. I’m sure I’ve heard that word before.”


      Turning to the man in charge of the booth, she repeated in Spanish, “Cuanto la ropa?”


      The man looked amazed at first, then stared blankly at her.


      “I want la ropa,” she repeated impatiently.


      With a shrug of his shoulders, the man shook his head and pointed to another booth farther down the aisle. The next moment his face brightened, and, reaching over, he handed her a basket.


      “No—no!” exclaimed Jo Ann, frowning more deeply than ever.


      “Maybe he doesn’t understand what you’re saying, Jo,” Peggy suggested, smiling. “Maybe that’s not the right word for rope.”


      “Something’s wrong, that’s certain,” Jo Ann replied.


      Turning to the man again, she pointed to the back of the booth behind a stack of sombreros. “See, I want that rope back there.” A broad smile spread over his bronze face as he picked up several of the hats and handed them to her.


      Jo Ann shook her head vehemently. “No—no.”


      Since the only thing left near the hats was the coil of rope hanging on a peg behind them, he handed her the rope.


      “Sí, sí,” she replied, and reached over to take the rope from him. “How much is it?” she asked in Spanish.


      As soon as he replied she answered promptly, “Bien—I’ll take it,” and handed it back to him to be wrapped.


      To her amazement he unfastened the coil and spread the rope out before her to show her how long it was, then jerked on it to show its strength.


      “Sí, sí—that’s all right, but wrap it up—and hurry, please.”


      “He’s the slowest person I ever saw,” she murmured to Peggy. “I’m afraid Florence’ll find us before I get it wrapped. I hardly think she’ll notice it under these roses, do you?”


      Once more the Mexican handed her the rope without any sign of wrapping and with one long end dangling from the loose coil.


      “Jo, look!” Peggy put in quickly, pointing to the next booth. “They don’t wrap their packages here. That’s why he didn’t understand you.”


      “Horrors! I can’t carry it this way—what’ll I do? I’d like to—” She stopped suddenly as a familiar voice behind her exclaimed, “Oh, here you are! I’ve been searching everywhere for you.”


      Jo Ann dropped the rope as if it were a hot coal.


      “I was beginning to think you girls were lost,” Florence went on.


      “Not lost, just misplaced,” put in Peggy quickly to cover Jo Ann’s confusion.


      “Come on, we’ll have to hurry now,” Florence urged. “I know Juana’s had breakfast waiting for us for a long time.” She turned and led the way out of the market.


      When they had gone only a few steps, Jo Ann suddenly gave a little gasp and catching Peggy by the arm exclaimed in a low voice, “Gee! I made a ridiculous mistake. I’ve just remembered what the word ropa means—it’s clothes. I was asking the man for clothes! No wonder he couldn’t understand what I meant!”


      CHAPTER V


      THE SIESTA HOUR


      All the way home from the market Jo Ann kept wondering what excuse she would make to Florence so that she might go back after the rope.


      To her delight the opportunity came sooner than she expected. While the three girls were at the table lingering over their late breakfast, Felipe entered with a message for Florence from her father.


      “Daddy needs my help for about half an hour in the office,” she explained. “I often assist him in the simple cases. You girls amuse yourselves any way you wish while I’m busy.”


      “All right,” Peggy answered promptly. “I believe I’ll run across the Plaza to that curio store we saw yesterday and buy some postcards. I’d like to look at the curios, too.”


      “The sun’s getting so hot now that you’d better carry my parasol, if you’re going out,” Florence suggested over her shoulder as she left the room.


      Although Jo Ann had not said a word, she immediately decided that here was her chance to go back to the market after the rope.


      Jo Ann got the parasol and then hastened out the door, Peggy at her heels.


      “Let’s go back to the market for the rope first before we go to the curio store,” Jo Ann suggested as soon as they reached the street.


      “All right, but let’s hurry so I’ll be sure to have time to stop and get the cards,” replied Peggy.


      When they reached the market the crowd had thinned considerably, and without much difficulty they found the booth and bought the rope.


      Peggy smiled widely as they left the booth and remarked teasingly, “I notice you didn’t ask for ropa this time.”


      Jo Ann grinned good-naturedly. “No, I looked it up in my dictionary and found the right word for rope.”


      As it had taken longer to make the trip than they had anticipated, Jo Ann hurried Peggy along.


      “I’ve got to get this rope inside the house and hidden before Florence finishes helping her father.”


      Just as they turned the corner by the Plaza, Jo Ann halted abruptly. “Peg, look, standing there in the doorway—Felipe! I can’t go past him, carrying the rope loose like this.”


      “Well—I’ll tell you, Jo. We’ve forgotten the postcards. Let’s go to the store and get them, and maybe by the time we get back he’ll be gone.”


      To their vexation, when they returned to the same corner fifteen minutes later, they found that Felipe was still standing in the doorway.


      “Look, Peg! The watchdog is still there. I’m not going to throw this rope away now that I’ve got this near home with it. What shall I—” She stopped abruptly. “I’ve got it! I’ll slip it inside the parasol.”


      Putting her words into action, she closed the parasol and slipped the coil of rope inside.


      Peggy laughed, “That’s a funny-looking parasol, I must say.”


      “I don’t care if it is funny. You walk close to me, and I’ll carry the parasol between us. Now, how’s that?”


      “All right, I suppose—only I’m sure Felipe is wondering why we’re not carrying it over our heads as we’re supposed to do.”


      With an effort to conceal their amusement, they hurried on past Felipe and up to their room.


      Quickly snatching the rope from its hiding place, Jo Ann threw it into her trunk and slammed the lid down with a bang.


      “There now—I’m glad that much is done,” she remarked with a sigh of satisfaction. “I hope I don’t have as much trouble using this rope as I’ve had getting it.”


      Even as she spoke these words she began thinking of the many problems she still had to solve before she could reach the mysterious window. Would she be able to climb the crude scaffold? How would she be able to fasten the rope after she got to the roof? And how could she manage to do all this without being seen?


      All through lunch and later that afternoon during the siesta hour these questions kept racing through her mind.


      Just as they had done the day before, Florence and Peggy quickly succumbed to the heavy, drowsy stillness. But not Jo Ann. The harder she tried to sleep, the more wide awake she became.


      Finally in desperation she got up and sat gazing out of the window. How could she stand this quiet and inaction so long? Glancing down at her watch, she realized it would be at least an hour before Florence and Peggy were awake.


      “Even being outdoors in the hot sun’s better than sitting here doing nothing,” she told herself.


      No sooner had this thought entered her mind than she decided to go outside and examine the scaffold on the building at the end of the block.


      “It’ll take only a few minutes, and I’ll be back before the girls are awake,” she thought.


      Quickly she rose and slipped noiselessly out of the room and past the sleeping Felipe at the head of the stairs. Once outside she hastened on around the corner and looked anxiously down the street to the farther end of the block to see if the scaffold were still there.


      “Good! It’s there!” she exclaimed to herself the next moment.


      Without a thought about the extreme heat she ran down the street to the corner. As she gazed up at the high, crude scaffold made of peeled poles fastened together, a slight tinge of fear passed over her. How high it looked! And what a blank wall it was fastened on! There wasn’t a sign of a window or opening—not even a ledge—to break the smooth, regular surface of the wall.


      “That’s the crudest scaffold I’ve ever laid eyes on,” she thought, as she examined the hardwood poles which were fastened to the wall in several places by wooden pegs.


      Near the top of the poles she noticed that there was a rough platform from which dangled a long rope with a bucket attached to the end.


      “I wonder how the workmen get up to that platform,” she thought.


      Going over to the other side of the scaffold she discovered that deep notches had been cut at regular intervals in one of the poles, for footholds. “So this is the way they get up! These notches look awfully far apart, though. I wonder if I could reach them.”


      Carefully she pulled herself up to the first notch, and then on to the second and third.


      “Sure, I can climb this!” she exulted. “This is more fun than I’ve had in a long time.”


      Up she climbed to the platform and then scrambled over onto it.


      While she was sitting there resting a moment, she was busily examining the rest of the scaffold to see if she could reach the top of the building. She noticed that, although there were no more notches cut in the pole, there was a crosspiece near the top to hold the scaffold in position against the building.


      “If I can only reach that crosspiece, I know I can climb up on the roof,” she told herself.


      Cautiously she rose and, wrapping her legs and arms around the pole, slowly pulled herself up to the crosspiece; then balancing herself on it she climbed over the edge of the roof.


      However, hot as she was, she knew that she had no time to cool off, since the siesta hour was almost over, and the girls would soon be awake.


      “I must not get caught again,” she told herself.


      She looked hastily around the curious roof, noting with surprise that it resembled a flat cement floor with a low, thick stone wall around it.


      “How on earth can I fasten a rope to a roof like this?” she asked herself in dismay. “While I’m up here I’ve just got to see the roof over that mysterious window. If it’s like this, what will I do?”


      Hurrying to the division wall, she scrambled over it, only to be confronted by another wall. Undaunted, she climbed over it, and then over still another, till she came in sight of a chimney.


      “This must be the chimney of the big fireplace in the kitchen,” she told herself.


      Climbing up on the broad outer wall of the roof she peered over, trying to find the position of the mysterious window.


      “Why don’t they have window casings or something to show where their windows are?” she thought in disgust.


      She lay flat on her stomach and leaned farther out over the edge of the building. Although the hot stones burned her, she kept on persistently examining the surface of the wall below till she made out the outlines of the mysterious opening.


      “Whew!” she exclaimed aloud. “I know I’m scorched.”


      She sprang down quickly, took a pin out of her hair, and tried to scratch a mark with it on the wall directly in line with the window. To her disgust the hairpin proved to be too frail a tool to have any effect upon the old plaster of the wall. Tossing the pin away, she looked about for some other object with which to mark the spot, but on finding nothing she hurried off toward the scaffold.


      “I’ve got to rush, or the girls’ll be awake and miss me,” she told herself as she vaulted the first division wall.


      In a surprisingly short time she reached the end of the building. Leaning over the wall, she looked about for the crosspiece on which she must get a foothold before sliding down to the platform below.


      The next instant she gasped and drew back. Surely her eyes were deceiving her.


      Cautiously she peeped over the wall again. Yes, there on the platform only a few feet beneath her sat a Mexican with a bucket of paint beside him. Just then loud, coarse laughter sounded from the street, and peering down she saw several workmen applauding one of their number who, poised at the bottom of the scaffold, was dramatizing a love scene. Pulling out a piece of white material from his girdle, he pressed it first to his lips, then to his heart, talking rapidly all the time.


      Only two words floated up to her—señorita and amor. As the actor waved the white material in response to the applause, an expression of consternation came into Jo Ann’s eyes. That was her handkerchief! She must have dropped it when she was climbing. The señorita of this silly farce was no other than herself.


      Horrified, she drew back out of sight. What must she do now? She dared not climb down with those awful men there. If her handkerchief had caused such guffawing, what would happen when they saw her?


      Alarmed by these thoughts, she fled back toward the chimney. It would offer a little shelter, at least.


      “What a mess I’ve made of things!” she thought as she ran. “Peggy’s right about my curiosity getting me in trouble. I’m in it now.”


      Huddling behind the chimney in an effort to hide from the workmen should they come up on the roof, and to escape the direct rays of the sun, she racked her brain for a way to get out of this predicament without disgracing herself.


      “I must not do anything that will hurt Florence or her father,” she told herself. “Florence said it would never do for a girl to do anything that’d attract attention in any way. If I were back home and these were American workmen, I wouldn’t have a bit of trouble getting out of this predicament. But down here—! I’d have a time trying to make them understand me. They might think I was crazy or something, but I wouldn’t care if it weren’t for the Blackwells. There must be some way out of this embarrassing situation.”


      At the same time that Jo Ann was puzzling over her problem Peggy was arousing from her siesta. With half-opened eyes, she stretched lazily and looked about the room. Florence was beginning to stir, but where was Jo Ann?


      “These lazy, quiet hours are hard on a girl of Jo’s temperament,” Peggy mused. “I wonder where she is and what she’s doing?”


      The next moment Florence sat up, yawned two or three times, then asked drowsily, “Where’s Jo?”


      “That’s what I’d like to know. I just woke up and discovered the bird had flown.”


      “Maybe she got tired waiting for us to wake up and went down to the drugstore for a drink. She ought to be back in a few minutes.”


      As Florence slipped out of bed she remarked tentatively, “I’ve planned a shopping tour for this afternoon. I thought you’d be interested in seeing some of the souvenirs and drawnwork in the stores.”


      “We’d love it,” replied Peggy promptly, rising at once. “I’ll hurry and get ready so we’ll have a long time to shop. I want to get some of those dainty little handkerchiefs like you sent me for my birthday.”


      “I’m so glad you like them. The Mexicans really do beautiful handwork, but unless you see something you especially want this afternoon, you’d better wait and get the handkerchiefs directly from the women who make them. They’ll be much cheaper that way.”


      A half-hour later Peggy announced proudly, “I’m all ready—how about you? Don’t you think it’s time Jo was back?”


      “Yes, I do. I don’t see what’s keeping her. I’ll ask Felipe how long she’s been gone.”


      When Florence returned a few minutes later there was a look of bewilderment on her face. “Felipe says he hasn’t seen her,” she announced.


      Peggy’s eyes opened wide. “Where do you suppose she can be, then?”


      “I’m sure I can’t imagine,” replied Florence, shaking her head dubiously.


      “Do you suppose—she surely wouldn’t—”


      “What in the world are you talking about?” broke in Florence, seeing the alarm on Peggy’s face.


      “I was just wondering if she’d slipped down that back street again. She can’t get that mysterious window out of her mind, you know.”


      “That’s so, but, surely, after getting caught yesterday, she wouldn’t risk it again. I’m afraid for her to be in the sun so much when she’s not used to it.”


      “Jo doesn’t really mean to do anything that isn’t right,” Peggy defended, “but when she makes up her mind, there’s no stopping her.”


      A little frown appeared on Florence’s forehead. “I’m really worried about her going on with this scheme. I don’t see how she can carry it out without being in great danger. Isn’t there some way you could persuade her to give it up?”


      “No. She isn’t afraid of anything, and she’s the most determined person I’ve ever seen.”


      “Let’s go into Dad’s office and out on his balcony so we can watch for her,” suggested Florence a moment later. “She’ll surely be back in a few minutes.”


      “I’m going to give her a piece of my mind,” fumed Peggy. “She ought to know better than to go off that way. Something might happen to her.”


      Looking in every direction, the girls were dismayed at seeing no signs of Jo Ann.


      “She seems to have disappeared in thin air,” said Peggy anxiously. “Something must be wrong. She wouldn’t stay away this long.”


      Almost simultaneously Florence turned her head, listening. “What was that? Didn’t you hear someone whistle?”


      The next moment a faint but distinct whistling note sounded.


      “That’s Jo’s whistle,” exclaimed Peggy. “But where is she?”


      “Here I am!” called a low voice. “Up on the roof.”


      “What!” The girls gasped in amazement.


      Blankly they stared above them as a red, flushed face, framed with tousled hair, peeped over the edge of the roof.


      “What in the world are you doing up there?” called Peggy, finding her tongue.


      “I didn’t mean to do it,” Jo Ann called down, “but I’m caught and can’t get down.”


      “Well, how did you get up there in the first place, and why can’t you get down?”


      “I climbed that scaffold—it was easy—but while I was up here the workmen came, and now I can’t get down. It’s hot as the mischief up here in the sun.”


      CHAPTER VI


      JO ANN’S PREDICAMENT


      “What are you going to do?” called Florence. “You’ll be sick if you stay up there in the hot sun all the afternoon.”


      “Well, I don’t see anything else to do till the workmen leave,” answered Jo Ann. “If you’ll get me that parasol, it won’t be so bad. There’s a nice breeze, but the sun’s terrific.”


      “How in the world do you think we can get the parasol up to you?” asked Peggy. “Do you think we can fly up there with it?”


      “Silly! Just get my rope—it’s in my trunk—and throw one end up to me and tie the parasol on the other; then I’ll pull it up.”


      “That sounds easy enough,” Peggy admitted. “I’ll run and get it right away.”


      She was starting away when Florence put in, “Wait a minute; I’ll go with you. Felipe might be at the door, and we mustn’t let him see the rope. It might rouse his curiosity.”


      “Choke him—chloroform him!” called down Jo Ann crisply. “Anything, only get the parasol, qu-i-ck. I’ll be done to a turn if I stay up here much longer without it.”


      The two girls hurried on to their room. As soon as Peggy had taken the coil of rope from the trunk, she slipped it inside the parasol, saying, “This is the way we brought the rope into the house without Felipe’s seeing it, so we can do it again.”


      As they were entering the hall Felipe stopped them. “Have you found Miss Anita?” he asked, using the Spanish word for Jo Ann’s second name, Annette, rather than the longer name of Josephine.


      “Yes, she’s here,” Florence answered quickly, hurrying off.


      On reaching the balcony Peggy whistled softly several times, and Jo Ann’s head appeared over the ledge.


      “Got it? Fine! Pitch it up to me,” she called in a loud whisper as Florence put her finger to her lips and motioned toward the office.


      Straightening out the rope, Peggy tossed one end of it into the air. Up it sailed, then fell dangling over the balcony rail.


      “It’s a good thing I had hold of the other end,” she laughed. “This grass rope is so stiff, it won’t go straight.”


      “It would if you’d throw it straight,” scoffed Jo Ann. “Coil it up again. I believe it’ll be easier to throw that way and pitch it straight up.”


      Obeying directions, Peggy tried again, only to fail once more. Seeing how far Jo Ann was leaning over the wall in her effort to catch the rope, she exclaimed, “Oh, Jo, don’t lean over so far! You make me nervous.”


      “Well, it looks as if I’ll have to hang by my feet to catch anything you throw. If you just knew how hot it was up here!”


      “Don’t fuss! I’ll try again, but this balcony is so narrow that I can’t swing my arm. Now, ready? Here goes!”


      Up sailed the coil of rope, straight into Jo Ann’s outstretched hands.


      “Whew! It’s a good thing I didn’t miss again,” gasped Peggy. “That was work, believe me!”


      Quickly she fastened the parasol to the lowered end of the rope, and Jo Ann drew it up over the edge of the roof.


      Perched on the wall of the roof, high above the city, her feet dangling and the parasol over her head, Jo Ann presented a queer, almost ridiculous appearance, but to Florence and Peggy her position seemed anything but amusing.


      So dangerous did it look that Peggy cried out in alarm, “Jo! For goodness’ sake get off that wall! Haven’t you got into enough trouble for one day?”


      “Oh, this would be great,” Jo Ann called back, “if the wall weren’t so hot. There’s a gorgeous view and a delightful breeze—what more could you ask for?” She drifted gaily into one of the popular songs of the day.


      “Just picture a penthouse, ’way up in the sky,


      With hinges on chimneys, for clouds to go by.”


      “How can you joke about anything so serious?” asked Florence in a troubled voice. “Oh, here comes Dad with a patient! We’ll have to leave.”


      “I’ll give you the signal as soon as we come back,” Peggy called softly.


      Since the office opened with full-length, double doors directly onto the balcony, making it almost a part of the room, they hurried toward the door. Before they reached it, however, they met Dr. Blackwell and a tall, dignified man, who, with true Mexican courtesy, bowed politely and begged their pardon for having disturbed them.


      As soon as the two girls were inside the bedroom, Florence asked anxiously, “What are we going to do about Jo Ann? I’m afraid she’ll be sick if she stays up there much longer in that hot sun.”


      “I am, too,” Peggy replied, “but I don’t know what on earth we can do. Isn’t there any other possible way except the scaffold that she can get down?”


      Florence shook her head.


      Every few minutes they stopped talking long enough to peep out to see if the coast were clear. After what seemed a long time to them, they heard voices in the hall, and to their relief they saw Dr. Blackwell and his patient disappear down the stairs. In a few minutes Felipe followed with the bag.


      “Except for Juana we have the house to ourselves now,” Florence remarked as they hurried into the office.


      On reaching the balcony Peggy gave the signal to Jo Ann.


      “I thought you’d never come back,” Jo Ann called down softly almost before the sound had died away. “And I’m dying to tell you something.”


      “You don’t have to whisper now,” Florence put in. “Dad and Felipe have gone out, and we can stay here and talk to you without fear of interruption.”


      “Fine! Luck seems to be with me at last,” replied Jo Ann. “While I’ve been up here alone, I’ve done some serious thinking, and I have a wonderful plan worked out.”


      “It’s about time you did some serious thinking,” returned Peggy.


      “I’m sorry I got in this mess, but if you can only get me the things I need, I’ll be standing down there beside you in a jiffy.”


      Peggy grinned up at her. “If it’s a sheet for a parachute, I won’t get it.”


      “Silly! I want an iron bar and a hammer, or something heavy.”


      “You’re not going to drop them on the workmen, are you?” queried Florence with a half smile.


      Jo Ann laughed. “I’m really quite harmless, but while I was climbing up here I noticed that the scaffold was held in an upright position by pegs driven into the wall, and that gave me an idea. Why can’t I drive a peg into this wall and fasten the rope to it, and then let myself down to the balcony? Doesn’t that sound simple?”


      “Why—yes—it does,” Peggy admitted slowly. “But where’ll we find the iron bar and something heavy enough to drive it with?”


      “There ought to be a hammer around here somewhere,” Florence put in quickly. “Come on, and we’ll see if we can find it and the iron bar.”


      “If you can’t find an iron bar,” called Jo Ann, “maybe I could use an old broom handle, if you’d make a point on one end of it.”


      “All right,” they called as they disappeared into the room.


      Entering the kitchen, they found Juana huddled in a chair by the fireplace, asleep.


      Slipping by her, Florence took a small hammer out of a cupboard, and handed it to Peggy, saying in a low voice, “Now, if we can find an iron bar, we’ll be fixed.”


      Peggy smiled and whispered, “Why, Florence, this is only a little tack hammer. You couldn’t drive anything into a stone wall with this—not in a thousand years.”


      “I’m sure that’s the only one we have,” Florence answered in a troubled voice. “You see, since we can’t use nails in this house, we seldom have any use for a hammer.”


      Peggy began staring around. “I’ll look and see what I can find.”


      “Sh!” warned Florence. “Let’s not wake Juana if we can help it.”


      Together they slipped quietly about the room, picking up first one object and then another, only to lay it down again in disgust.


      At the very moment that Peggy spied something that would do, Juana opened her eyes and asked in Spanish, “What is it, Florencita? Do you wish me to make you the merienda?”


      “Why—no, we don’t care for anything to eat now,” Florence replied slowly. “But we would like to have something to drink. Please go down to the drugstore and get some limeades.” She turned to Peggy. “I’ve ordered limeades. I know Jo’d like to have a cold drink.”


      The minute Juana disappeared through the door, Peggy stepped over to the middle section of the fireplace. “Here’s the very thing,” she said, picking up one of the stones Juana used to set her earthen griddle on when cooking on the fireplace. “And look here,” she added excitedly, “Here’s a piece of iron—the very thing we need. Now let’s hurry. I know Jo’s tired waiting.”


      “How silly of me not to think of these things!” exclaimed Florence. “Juana uses that piece of iron to poke her fire with. Let’s hope she doesn’t decide to make tortillas any time soon, or she’ll miss the stone.”


      Together they rushed out into the hall, then stopped on catching a glimpse of Felipe at his post just outside the office door.


      “What in the world is he doing back?” whispered Peggy as she stopped. “Is Dr. Blackwell in his office, do you suppose?”


      Slipping into the dining room, they stared blankly at each other. How could they get the things to Jo Ann now?


      “I know what we can do!” exclaimed Florence, running to the china closet. “Put the stone on this plate.” She placed a plate on the table. “Now I’ll spread a napkin over it; then it’ll look as if you’re carrying a plate of sandwiches out on the balcony. I’ll hide the piece of iron under my dress, like this.”


      “Fine!” approved Peggy, her lips curving into a wide smile.


      On entering the hall Felipe appeared and explained that el doctor had sent him back to take the young ladies for a drive, as he would not need the car for one or two hours.


      “I’ll ask the girls and let you know,” Peggy replied in Spanish, and added, “Call me when Juana brings the limeades.”


      Peggy hastened onto the balcony and, resting the plate on the rail, whistled twice. As Jo peeped down from above, she called up gaily, her eyes twinkling, “Just see the plate of sandwiches I’ve brought you. Aren’t you hungry?”


      “Well—yes, I could enjoy a sandwich,” Jo Ann replied, trying to cover her disappointment, “but didn’t you get any of the other things I asked for?”


      “This is all we could find.” Laughing mischievously, Peggy lifted the napkin.


      “Oh, Peg, you big tease!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “I might have known you were up to some mischief. Didn’t you bring the piece of iron or a broomstick?”


      “Here it is,” called Florence, slipping the piece of iron out and holding it up.


      “That’s the very thing—but why all the secrecy?”


      “Well, Felipe was at the door, so I thought we’d better use this camouflage.”


      “I see. I’ll let my rope down now; but how in the world are you going to fasten the rock to it, Peggy?”


      “I don’t know,” Peggy replied thoughtfully. “Even if I tie the rope around it a couple of times, it’s likely to fall out, and a stone as large as this is heavy enough to kill anyone if it should hit him on the head.” She gave a little sudden start. “I know what to do!”


      Spreading the napkin on the floor and placing the stone in the exact center, she picked up the opposite corners of the napkin and tied a tight square knot; then tied another one with the other corners. When she had slipped the rope under both securely, she heard Felipe coming in the office door.


      She sprang to her feet while Florence ran into the office to keep him from coming onto the balcony.


      “I’ll take the limeades, Felipe,” she told him, taking the tray he was carrying.


      Instead of leaving immediately he lingered a moment to ask how long it would be before they would be ready to go for a drive.


      For a few seconds she hesitated, then replied, “I think they’ll be ready in about half an hour.” Jo Ann had seemed so sure she could get down, but maybe— “If they’re not ready by that time, I’ll let you know.”


      As soon as he had left the office Florence hastened back to the balcony. By that time Jo Ann had successfully pulled the stone up to the roof and had lowered the rope for the iron bar.


      The moment she had the piece of iron in her hands, she hopped off the low wall and eagerly set to work. Kneeling on the flat surface of the roof, she held the iron bar firmly against the inside of the wall with her left hand and struck it a heavy blow with the stone.


      The next instant the iron bar sprang back, knocking the stone out of her hand and striking her foot a glancing blow.


      “Oh—my foot!” she cried in muffled tones, hopping around the roof on the other foot.


      “I can’t stop for a little thing like this,” she decided shortly, setting resolutely to work again.


      Less confident of her success, she struck the iron lightly and carefully this time, but without making the slightest impress in the wall. Driving a peg into a stone wall was not the simple thing she had imagined it to be.


      “I know it can be done, and I’m going to do it,” she told herself determinedly. “If I can only find the seam between the stones, I know I can drive it into the mortar.”


      After slowly chipping the plaster away over a foot or more in diameter, she found an upright seam. Her arms ached from the unusual strain; her hands and face were covered with grime and plaster dust; and perspiration trickled down her face, streaking it.


      Nevertheless, she worked on persistently and at last found the cross-seam. Eagerly placing the bar in position, she began driving it into the mortar between the stones. She struck it very carefully at first, then harder and harder.


      “No wonder these houses last forever,” she thought. “I never saw anything so hard in my life. This one’ll stand here several centuries more and not show the least signs of wear.”


      With a last effort she struck the iron several more blows; then, putting her whole weight on it to test its strength, she heaved a sigh of relief. It did not budge a particle. Fastening the rope securely, she threw the end over the wall. Everything was ready now.


      While waiting for Florence and Peggy to return with the implements, she had tied several knots in the rope and made two loops near the upper end, and now, lying flat, she peered over the edge of the wall to see if the loops came in exactly the right place, just over the edge of the roof.


      “All set! Here I come!” she called joyously to the girls waiting below.


      “Oh, Jo, do be careful! You might fall,” urged Florence.


      So intent was Jo Ann in getting over the edge of the roof that she paid no attention to Florence’s warning. Climbing over a wall two feet or more thick was quite a different proposition from getting over a board fence. She could not back off, and the smooth plaster offered a poor fingerhold while she was catching the loops in the rope.


      Finally, sitting on the edge of the wall, she leaned forward and reached for the upper loop. Grasping the loop firmly with one hand and pressing the fingers of her other hand against the plaster, she stretched her foot toward the other loop. But when within an inch or two of it, she suddenly slipped off the wall.


      She gasped in terror. Down she dropped. Her arm felt as if it surely would be pulled from its socket as the entire weight of her body jerked on it. Could she hang with one hand? What if the sudden jerk should pull the rope loose from the peg? Desperately she clung to the loop. Then, regaining her balance, she wrapped her legs around the rope. Slowly, carefully she slipped from knot to knot. Four strong young arms caught her before her feet touched the floor of the balcony.


      “Oh, Jo! Jo! I thought you’d be killed, sure,” cried Florence, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I was so frightened!”


      “I was so scared I shut my eyes tight to keep from seeing you killed,” added Peggy tremulously. “I hope that taught you a lesson and you’ll be satisfied to stay where you belong after this.”


      “Girls, look at the spectators!” exclaimed Florence the next moment.


      In the street, about thirty feet below, several peons had stopped to watch this unusual performance, while others were running to see what was going on.


      After one hasty glance below Jo Ann fled into the office.


      “Can’t you do anything here without an audience?” she asked a moment later in disgust.


      “Not anything like that,” replied Florence. “I do hope they leave before Felipe sees them, or he’ll have the whole story in a few minutes.”


      “Anyway, I’m glad I’m down here.” Jo Ann drew a sigh of relief. “I hope I never have to stay so long in such a hot place again.”


      CHAPTER VII


      THE PROMENADE


      “Jo, you’re hurt!” cried Florence. “Look at the blood.”


      “Oh, that’s nothing,” she replied. “I just left a little skin up there on the wall when I slipped, but it isn’t enough to worry about.” She stopped abruptly, then added, “Oh dear! I was in such a hurry to get down, I forgot and left your parasol up on the roof.”


      “Well, let it stay there,” put in Florence quickly. “I’d rather lose the old parasol than have you climb up there again.”


      “But I am going up there again,” announced Jo Ann emphatically. “If I can climb down the rope, there’s no reason why I can’t climb back up, is there?”


      “N-o—I suppose not,” admitted Florence hesitatingly. “But Jo—you might get hurt—and—”


      “Oh, but I know exactly how to fix that rope now so it won’t be so hard to get off the roof next time. I’ll pick a time of day when we won’t have so many spectators, for your sake, Florence.”


      Peggy handed Jo Ann a glass of limeade, saying, “Drink this and stop talking about that next time. I’m afraid most of the ice has melted, but it’ll be cool and refreshing, anyway.”


      Jo Ann reached over for the glass. “Nothing could be more appreciated right now, though I’m ’most too dirty to drink it.”


      “You are a sight, all right,” laughed Peggy. “Soot—blood—dirt—all over your face and arms. We can scarcely tell what color you are. You look more like an Indian in full war paint than anything else.”


      “For all my war paint, I’m really quite harmless. I’ve had enough excitement for one day.” Jo Ann sipped the cooling drink. “My, this tastes good! Driving that iron into the wall was harder work than I expected. I can easily understand why these houses are so old. Nothing short of an earthquake or a bomb could destroy them.”


      “Here, I’ll take the glass if you’ve finished,” said Florence, placing it on the tray. “I’ll send Felipe down to the drugstore with these things, and that’ll give you a chance to slip to your room and get a bath and change your clothes. We’d better not let anyone see you like this.”


      “Poor Florence!” laughed Jo Ann as Florence carried the tray to the door and gave it to Felipe. “Doesn’t she have a time trying to keep me from disgracing the family?”


      “You are a problem sometimes,” agreed Peggy. “Especially when you get your head set on a thing. You seem to forget everything else then.”


      “I heard what you said just now,” interrupted Florence coming over and putting her arm around Jo Ann as they started for their room. “I know you sometimes think I’m fussy, but there’re some queer customs here that we must recognize. You know the old saying: ‘When in Rome do as the Romans do.’”


      Having reached their room, Peggy and Florence hastened to bring Jo Ann the necessary toilet articles for removing all traces of her escapade.


      “Here, Jo, you’d better use this cleansing cream first,” said Peggy. “You’ll never get all that grime off without it. Wait, I’ll help you,” she added, rubbing some of the cream on her neck.


      “Ouch! Be careful! You’re rubbing the skin off,” cried Jo Ann, dodging.


      “Why, I’m not! I’m being just as careful as can be. You’re sunburned, that’s the trouble—you’re red as a beet.”


      “You’re blistered!” added Florence. “Just look at your arms and face now that we’ve got some of the dirt off! I was afraid of that when you had to stay up there so long. You don’t know the penetrating qualities of a tropical sun.”


      “I believe you look worse with the dirt off than you did with it on,” laughed Peggy. “What are we going to do with her, Florence?”


      Florence shook her head dubiously. “I don’t know. If Daddy sees her like this we’ll have to explain what’s happened, and I don’t want to do that.”


      “And I don’t want you to, either,” Jo Ann put in quickly. “I want to surprise him by solving the mystery of that window. He doesn’t seem to think there’s anything strange about it—he didn’t even look at it.”


      “You must promise to be very careful, whatever you do,” Florence warned.


      “Didn’t I just tell you, Jo, that sometimes you’re quite a problem?” added Peggy teasingly.


      “You just wait till I’ve had my bath,” Jo Ann replied as she started out of the room. “When I finish dressing, I’ll look all right.”


      When she returned a little later and preened herself triumphantly before them, Peggy burst into a peal of laughter.


      “She looks exactly as if she’d stuck her head in the flour barrel and the flour had stuck in spots, doesn’t she?” she remarked to Florence.


      “Well, her skin does look queer—a little like parchment or canvas,” reluctantly admitted the more polite Florence.


      Jo Ann grimaced. “I like that—after all my efforts.”


      “Let me fix your face,” offered Peggy. “I promise to touch your face as lightly as a butterfly touches a flower.”


      “Listen to the poet!” scoffed Jo Ann.


      “Poet and artist,” added Peggy, smiling widely. “Watch how skillfully this artist works on her canvas now.”


      Lightly brushing most of the powder off Jo Ann’s face, she applied a generous amount of vanishing cream, then dusted it with just the right amount of powder so that enough of the red in her cheeks would show through to look natural.


      When she had finished, she waved her powder puff with a flourish. “Behold the transformation from Indian to a member of the white race!”


      “You really don’t look bad at all now, Jo Ann,” smiled Florence. “If you stay out of the bright light, I don’t believe anyone—not even Daddy—will notice how sunburned you are.”


      “Is that the best you can say—to tell me I won’t look bad if I stay in the dark?” put in Jo Ann. “How’re you going to manage to keep me in the dark? If I stay in my room and don’t go to dinner tonight, your father’ll be sure to dose me with pills and tonics.”


      “I’ll use candles on the dinner table tonight—I often do—and in their soft light your sunburn won’t be noticeable.”


      To Jo Ann’s vast relief Dr. Blackwell did not make any comment about her complexion at dinner, even though Peggy teasingly hinted that she had taken unusual pains with her toilet this evening.


      Unconscious of anything amiss, Dr. Blackwell asked pleasantly, “Are you girls going over to the Plaza tonight to join in the promenade?”


      “Yes, I can hardly wait,” replied Peggy. “Florence told us about the promenade yesterday while we were driving around the Plaza.”


      Dr. Blackwell exchanged glances with Florence, his eyes twinkling.


      “I understand,” he chuckled, “that if you want to catch a suitor, all you have to do is pick out the young man you prefer, then throw him a rose as you pass. You can deliver your message by the color of the rose you use.”


      “That’d be lots of fun,” replied Peggy laughingly. “Where’ll I get the rose, and what color shall I use?”


      “Why, P-e-gg-y!” cried Jo Ann in consternation. “You wouldn’t really do a thing like that—would you?”


      “If I should, I’d only be doing in Mexico as the Mexicans do—and that’s more than you’ve learned to do yet,” she finished, smiling teasingly at Jo Ann.


      Jo Ann subsided instantly. A little more, and Dr. Blackwell might see through Peggy’s veiled remarks and begin asking questions about what she had been doing.


      To her relief Peggy turned to Florence, saying, “Tell me some more about the why and wherefore of the rose-throwing custom”—her eyes sparkled—“so I can introduce it in the States for Jo’s benefit.”


      Smilingly Florence explained that this was a very old custom but was seldom used now. “The Spanish girls and their caballeros have very few opportunities of meeting each other. When they pass on the promenade—you remember I told you how the girls all walk in one direction and the men in the other—they take advantage of this chance to say a few words or deliver a message.”


      “If you’ve finished dinner, let’s sit out on the balcony a while with Dad before we go down to the Plaza. We can listen to the music and watch the crowds from there.”


      The Plaza, which only a short time before had been almost deserted, began to present a festive appearance now. Clusters of electric lights shone, making it bright as day; lines of cars passed back and forth; and crowds thronged the broad promenade.


      To Jo Ann it seemed as if the balcony were a box at the theater, and from it she was watching a play being enacted on an immense stage. The beautiful, exquisitely dressed girls, who arm in arm were slowly and gracefully strolling along on the outside of the promenade, were the actresses of the play; the caballeros, handsome and well groomed, passing on the inside and never losing an opportunity to bow and smile at the señoritas as they passed, were the actors; as for the background, there were the trees and shrubbery, and the benches filled with chaperons. All the time, the music, soft and rhythmical, was floating up to her—“the orchestra” she told herself, though she knew it was the notes of the wind instruments of the band that she was hearing.


      Peggy broke into her thoughts just then with, “Can’t we go down there now? I’ve never seen anything quite like this before. I love it!”


      “It is fascinating,” put in Jo Ann, “but we can really see better from here.”


      “Oh, I know, but you miss half the fun up here,” Peggy replied quickly. “I want to promenade, too—be a part of the gaiety.”


      “All right, we’ll go now,” said Florence. “Do you mind, Daddy, if we leave you?” she asked solicitously as she stooped to kiss his forehead.


      “Of course not, my Florencita,” he replied, pinching her cheek affectionately. “Run along now and have a good time. Don’t forget, Miss Peggy, what I told you about catching a suitor,” he teased.


      “All right, Doctor, I won’t,” she laughed, “and if I do anything to disgrace Florence, it’ll be all your fault.”


      “I’ll take the consequences,” he returned lightly.


      The three girls ran to their room a moment to add the finishing touches to their toilet, and for once Peggy was ready as soon as Jo Ann. All excitement, she caught Florence and Jo Ann by the arms to hurry them along.


      “O-h, Peg—don’t! My arm’s sore!” cried Jo Ann, holding the injured arm away from her.


      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Peggy sympathetically. “Your camouflage is so good I’d forgotten about your blisters. I’ll remember hereafter, and we’ll walk one on each side of you, so no one’ll bump into you and hurt you again.”


      They crossed the street and joined the gay promenade around the Plaza.


      While Peggy was enjoying looking at the crowds, Jo Ann kept glancing back across the street at the front of the building in which the Blackwells had their apartment. Since their entrance was on the side street she had never before had an opportunity to examine the front of the house closely. The lower floor, she saw, was occupied mostly by different kinds of stores.


      Shortly after passing opposite the drugstore beneath Dr. Blackwell’s office, she noticed a broad-arched doorway about halfway down the block. As she gazed through this doorway and into the brightly lighted space beyond, she suddenly gave a little gasp of surprise.


      “Isn’t that a patio I see through that big doorway across the street, Florence?” she asked.


      “Yes; there’s a small patio there.”


      “Then that explains it,” Jo Ann went on eagerly. “This afternoon while I was up on the roof I noticed a queer, oblong walled-in place right in the center of the building. I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time—I was so worried about getting off the roof, but I believe now that this wall must’ve been around the opening for that patio. I’m wondering if that patio wasn’t at one time a part of your house.”


      Florence’s eyes opened in surprise. “What makes you think that?”


      “Why, because there wasn’t a division wall between that oblong opening and your part of the house. If it were originally one big house with many rooms, that would explain the reason for the huge kitchen and the immense fireplace.”


      “That sounds reasonable enough, but why would they have built such a large house—a casa grande, as they say in Spanish?”


      “I don’t know, but that’s what it’s been—casa grande.”


      “Oh, there you go again, talking about that house,” put in Peggy. “Let’s forget it and enjoy the promenade.”


      “All right, I won’t say another word about it now, but as soon as we get back to the house, I’m going to look around and see if I can find something that will prove that I’m right.”


      “You’re hopeless, Jo—the idea of thinking about an old house when there’s all this lovely music to listen to, and all these beautiful girls with their Paris gowns, and the handsome young men to see!”


      After they had strolled around the square for over an hour, Jo Ann remarked a little impatiently, “Don’t you think we’ve walked long enough? I think it’s time we were going back to the house.”


      “Oh, don’t let’s go back yet!” Peggy replied quickly. “Let’s stay till the concert’s over. That house’ll still be standing there—patio and all.”


      “That won’t be long,” put in Florence. “The band’ll probably only play another piece or two. You can’t do any exploring about the house, anyway, Jo, till Daddy goes to his room,” she added.


      So it was that they did not start homeward until the band had played the last number and the crowds were leaving.


      After reaching the house the girls talked for a few moments with Dr. Blackwell, then went on to their room. It was not long afterward that Jo Ann’s keen ears caught the clanging sound of metal as Dr. Blackwell bolted the outer door. She waited impatiently a little longer, then slipped out into the hall, and silently stood at the head of the stairway, trying to figure out how these rooms had been connected with the patio and the other part of the house.


      “I know that patio is in about the center of the house,” she thought. “Then this wall opposite me would be in a direct line with the patio.”


      Since she could not see distinctly in the dim rays of the night light, she turned on a brighter one, and tilting it upward, threw its rays directly on the wall opposite.


      To her disappointment she could see nothing but the plain surface of the plastered wall.


      “This hall must’ve been connected in some way with that patio,” she told herself. “There’s bound to be something somewhere to show how it was connected.”


      Tilting the light first at one angle and then another, she gazed at the wall intently, searching for some sign of a former opening.


      All at once she caught a glimpse of the dim, shadowy outlines of a broad arch.


      Tiptoeing to the bedroom door, she called softly, “Girls, come here quickly! I’ve found it—I knew I was right!”


      Quickly she led Peggy and Florence to the spot in which she had been standing, and again tilting the light, pointed to the wall.


      “Don’t you see the outlines of an arch over there?” she asked, as she threw the rays of the light back and forth across the wall.


      “Your imagination’s running away with you, Jo,” scoffed Peggy. “I can’t see a thing but a blank wall.”


      “I do see something—a faint shadow,” put in Florence slowly. “Why, Jo! I do believe you’re right! There was an arch there.”


      “Sure I’m right,” declared Jo Ann triumphantly. “This arch is the end of a wide hall that connected this back hall with the patio and the rest of the house. I believe your father’s office was the dining room. Can’t you just imagine a long banquet table down the center of that huge room and—”


      “But why would they have such a huge dining room?” Florence asked quickly. “What could the house have been used for?”


      “That’s exactly what I’m going to find out.” Jo Ann’s chin took on a determined tilt. “Maybe I can find something in Señor Rodriguez’s books that will help me to solve the problem. I believe that mysterious window has something important to do with it—at least, that’s the way it looks to me.”


      “Sh! Not so loud, Jo; you’ll wake Daddy.”


      Quietly the three girls slipped back to their room to talk far into the night about the unexplained mysteries of the old house.


      CHAPTER VIII


      THE SEÑOR’S LIBRARY


      In spite of all the ointment and salve Jo Ann had applied to her face, neck, and arms, she spent a restless night. By morning some of the soreness had disappeared, but her appearance was not much improved. Before venturing out of her room she carefully put on some make-up and viewed the effect critically in the mirror.


      “I may be able to cover up my sunburn from the servants, but not from Dr. Blackwell,” she told herself. “His trained eyes’ll be sure to penetrate my mask in the daylight. Here’s hoping he doesn’t eat lunch with us today. Florence says he’s nearly always late.”


      To her inward consternation, no sooner had she stepped into the hall than she saw Dr. Blackwell coming toward her. Immediately she slowed her steps. “If he comes any closer. I’m sunk—even if this hall is dark.”


      The next moment Dr. Blackwell called a cheerful “Good morning” to her and disappeared into his office.


      Jo Ann smiled in relief as she thought whimsically, “A guilty conscience is certainly a bad companion.”


      As on the previous morning, she and Peggy went with Florence to market, and, as before, she made only one purchase. This time it was a roll of very slender but strong hand-twisted rope.


      “Now what are you going to do with that heavy cord?” Peggy promptly asked.


      “Use it to conceal that big rope I left hanging from the roof.”


      “Use a string to conceal a heavy rope?” Peggy asked in amazement. “Ah, the magician!” she added mockingly.


      “Don’t be silly, Peg. There’s nothing mysterious about it. I’ve got to do something with that big rope before anyone sees it.”


      Peggy shook her head dubiously. “Well, I hope you know what you’re talking about—I don’t. Here comes Florence—she must be ready to leave.”


      “And the faithful watchdog following, as usual. You know, I believe he’s getting suspicious. Several times I’ve noticed him looking at me with the queerest expression.”


      “You know Florence said he never misses a thing. He’s probably wondering what you’ve done to your face.”


      On reaching home the girls found breakfast waiting, but Jo Ann could scarcely eat in her eagerness to get to the balcony before Felipe cleaned the office.


      While Florence went to the kitchen to discuss menus with Juana, Jo Ann and Peggy slipped to the balcony. The rope, they found, was hanging just as they had left it the day before, and while not very conspicuous against the dull gray color of the wall, Jo Ann felt that it ought to be put completely out of sight. As she studied the wall, she unwound the roll of heavy cord she had bought earlier in the morning.


      “Look down the street, Peg,” she ordered. “Do you see anybody?”


      “No, it seems practically deserted right now,” Peggy replied. “Why?”


      “I have to climb part way up that rope again, and I don’t want any spectators,” she explained while fastening the cord to the end of the rope. “If you see anybody coming, let me know.”


      “All right.”


      As soon as she began climbing up the rope, Jo Ann realized how sore her muscles were from the unusual strain she had put upon them the day before. Would she be able to make it to the top? she wondered. “I’ve got to do it,” she told herself the next moment, tightening her lips into a firm line.


      Inch by inch she pulled herself up, slipping the cord through each of the loops in the rope as she went. On reaching the roof she found it extremely difficult to steady herself while passing the cord through the highest loops, but as she was determined to pull the rope up as high as possible, she kept on trying. Having succeeded at last in getting it through the loop at the roof’s edge, she took the end of the cord between her teeth and began to slip slowly down the rope.


      When she was a little over halfway, Peggy suddenly cried, “Hurry, Jo! Here come some people! I believe they see you—they’re looking this way. Hurry!”


      Instinctively Jo Ann turned her head to see the people. As she did so, her elbow scraped the rough plastered wall. A sharp pain instantly shot through her arm, and slightly loosening her hold on the rope, she slipped rapidly to the floor.


      “How silly of me to do that!” she grumbled, examining her arm. Her sleeve, she saw, was torn, and blood was running from a place where the skin had been scraped off. “It looks as if I’ll have to be packed in cotton wool to keep from getting hurt—but this is not finishing my work, and Felipe may come out here any minute.”


      Hurriedly she searched for an inconspicuous place to fasten the end of the cord. Finally noticing the hand-wrought hinge on the door, she decided that this offered a good hiding place.


      She began at once to wind the cord into a small tight ball, and as she pulled the end of the cord, the heavy rope attached to it started to crawl snakelike up the wall. When at last the rope hung in several long loops at the edge of the roof, she fastened the cord to the door hinge and jammed the ball into the crack above.


      “That’ll be all right as long as the door isn’t closed,” she said, “and it seldom is—at least, it hasn’t been closed since we’ve been here. It doesn’t show much from here, and it can’t be seen from the inside of the office.”


      Leaning against the balcony rail, she and Peggy surveyed the wall approvingly. The string was almost invisible, and the loops of rope at the top were scarcely noticeable, so high were they above the street.


      “No one would ever see that unless they were looking for it,” agreed Peggy. “But how’re you going to get it down? Didn’t you say you were going back up there?”


      “Sure I am, but that’s simple enough,” Jo Ann replied. “When I loosen the string the rope is heavy enough to drop down of its own accord.”


      Hearing a sudden noise behind them just then, they started guiltily. There stood Felipe in the doorway. Immediately Jo Ann wondered how long he had been there and how much he had seen.


      “I’m glad he couldn’t understand what we were talking about,” she said to Peggy. “He’s the perfect watchdog, all right.”


      Smiling now as they realized how nearly they had come to giving themselves away, they strolled nonchalantly around the balcony and entered the room from the farther side.


      “You want to clean the room?” Jo Ann asked, pointing to the broom and mop.


      Felipe grinned and nodded his head, “Sí, señorita.” While not understanding the exact words, he had understood their meaning.


      Could Peggy and Jo Ann have seen him a few minutes later, they would have been very much amused and not a little worried. The minute they were out of sight he stepped out on the balcony and stood gazing up and down the street, then turned and searched the balcony, but in vain.


      “Muy curioso, las Americanas [Very curious, these Americans],” he muttered, shaking his head.


      After the injured arm had been bandaged with Peggy’s assistance, the girls wandered to the back of the house in search of Florence. Finding her in the kitchen in the middle of baking a cake, they stayed to help her.


      To Jo Ann’s relief Dr. Blackwell did not appear at lunch, but when he came in an hour later, she happened to be passing through the hall. On seeing her Dr. Blackwell stopped to call to her that he had met Señor Rodriguez and that the Señor had sent a special invitation to her and the other girls to visit his library that afternoon. “Does that conflict with your plans?” he asked.


      “Not at all,” Jo Ann answered quickly, forgetting all about her sunburned face. “I’ve wanted to meet Señor Rodriguez and talk to him ever since you told me about his library. Maybe I can find out more about your house and the old church this afternoon.”


      The moment Dr. Blackwell left she remembered her previous anxiety about his seeing her sunburned face. “I forgot all about my face,” she smiled to herself. “Well, I’m going to Señor Rodriguez’s this afternoon, sunburn or no sunburn. Surely in such a fine library as his I can get some information that’ll help me find out more about this house, especially about that mysterious window.”


      When, after the siesta, the girls began getting ready to go to Señor Rodriguez’s, Peggy applied cream and powder to Jo Ann’s face with the most painstaking care.


      “I believe I’ll start a beauty shop,” she declared as she stood back and gazed approvingly at Jo Ann’s face. “You actually look pretty now.”


      Jo Ann grinned. “Only a real artist could have performed that miracle. I don’t care much about the pretty part, though. All I want is to pass muster under Dr. Blackwell’s inspection.”


      “You will—don’t worry.”


      Dressed in fresh dainty frocks, the three girls were waiting on the balcony when Dr. Blackwell drove up in the car to take them to Señor Rodriguez’s.


      Since Florence had told her about the Señor’s beautiful patio, Jo Ann gazed eagerly about when they entered the cool, spacious corridor of his house. The mosaic tiles of the floor seemed to her to reflect all the bright colors of the flowers in the beds beyond and of the potted plants clustered about the stone pillars which supported the graceful arches of the court.


      The servant immediately ushered them into the sala or drawing room, a room of immense size and well-proportioned lines. Several large mirrors in heavy, gold-leaf frames, she noted, filled much of the wall space and gave the room the appearance of even greater size. The full-length double windows next caught and held her attention, curtained as they were with exquisite hand-made lace, which contrasted strangely with the iron bars.


      The next moment their host and his wife entered: Señora Rodriguez, short, plump, and motherly, and the Señor, tall and distinguished-looking.


      At first glance Jo Ann’s hopes sank. How could she ask this austere, dignified gentleman all of the questions which had been uppermost in her mind? Was the visit she had looked forward to with so much pleasure going to be in vain? Since the introductions were in Spanish, she felt a little ill at ease—all the more so when she saw Señora Rodriguez kiss Florence, first on one cheek, then on the other, and pat her on the back.


      “If she kisses and pats me that enthusiastically on my sunburned skin, I’ll be sure to flinch,” she told herself.


      The next moment Señor Rodriguez turned to her and, smiling, asked in broken English, “Are you de young lady who speak de Spanish?”


      “Oh, no, señor, I can’t speak Spanish,” she answered timidly.


      “El doctor say you have study de Spanish,” he insisted.


      “Sí, señor, I studied Spanish two years,” she replied, “but I speak very little.”


      “Ah, my dear young lady,” he said pleasantly, “if you do not try, how can you learn? You must speak to me in de Spanish. You see, my Ingles ver’ bad. I am too old to learn de Ingles now.”


      “Oh, no, señor,” quickly replied Jo Ann. “You speak very good English. Much better English than I do Spanish.”


      “Gracias, señorita,” he replied, smiling. “But how can I know?—you have not speak de Spanish. My son, Joaquin, speak de Ingles perfect-ly. I send him to college in de States. You know—Harvard—I t’ink you call it?” he asked, pronouncing it Arvard, since the h is always silent in Spanish.


      “Oh, yes, indeed! I know Harvard. It is a college of very high standing. Does he like it there?”


      “Sí, he likes it ver’ much. Dis year he finis, den he come home, and I take him in de office wid me. If he vas here now he could help you. De doctor say you are interes’ in de history of my city.”


      “Sí, señor, I am,” she answered quickly. “I want to find out all I can about that old church across the street from Dr. Blackwell’s house. Both it and the house are so old, I feel sure there must be some very interesting things connected with them.”


      “I t’ink you are right, and I shall be ver’ happy to assist you,” he offered. “We feel proud to t’ink you are interes’ in our city. Did you not want some books?”


      “I’d like to see some that contain old records and accounts of the early history of the city, about the time that church was built.”


      “If you come dis way, please,” he said, bowing, “we shall see what we can find.”


      By this time Jo Ann had completely forgotten the feeling of doubt and awe she had felt at first. The Señor was a very gracious host and had not laughed at her strange idea. Eagerly she followed him across the hall to a room only slightly smaller than the drawing room. Bookshelves lined most of the wall space, and a long table and several chairs were the only furniture.


      “It’s decidedly a man’s room,” she thought: “restful—quiet—just the kind of a room in which to study.”


      Soon she and the Señor were oblivious of everything. They had something in common—books—even if they were in Spanish. In a short time they were chatting pleasantly, unconsciously using a mixture of English and Spanish. Together they searched old books and records, laying aside several for her to take home so that she might study them at her leisure.


      In the meantime, Señora Rodriguez had taken the other guests to the patio to see her flowers, and after about half an hour she came to the library door and called softly to her husband, “Papa, you must not keep the young lady here so long—she will get tired.” Addressing Jo Ann she asked, “Perhaps you like to see my flowers, eh?”


      “I’d love to,” replied Jo Ann, unconscious of having spoken in Spanish.


      “We have the merienda first, then I show you the flowers,” she said, leading Jo Ann to where the girls and Dr. Blackwell were seated in the cool pleasant court beside the flower garden.


      “What could be more beautiful and restful?” Jo Ann thought as she gazed across the patio with its stuccoed wall overhung with flowering vines, its fountain tossing sparkling sprays of water into the sunshine, and its roses, jasmine, and orange blossoms filling the air with their mingled fragrance.


      By this time the servants had noiselessly brought in the refreshments and placed them on an exquisitely inlaid tea table. While Señora Rodriguez passed rich little cakes and sweet buns with squares of jalea, a stiff jelly, the servants served thick black coffee and delicious, rich chocolate beaten to a froth.


      “Jo, isn’t this simply gorgeous!” sighed Peggy happily. “I’ve never enjoyed anything more in my life.”


      Jo Ann nodded an emphatic assent, adding, “And I’ve never seen such a beautiful patio before.”


      After Señora Rodriguez had proudly shown Jo Ann her flowers, Dr. Blackwell announced that he had several calls yet to make and that they would have to leave. Silently the girls rose to go. With true Mexican courtesy Señora Rodriguez loaded them down with flowers and kissed each girl on both cheeks, but to Jo Ann’s relief there was no patting on the back.


      Laden with books and flowers, they drove home through the soft, tropical twilight, Peggy and Jo Ann completely charmed by the dignity and friendliness of the Rodriguez family.


      “I’ve never met finer people,” declared Jo Ann enthusiastically to Florence on their way home. “I admit I was a little afraid of the Señor at first. He was so tall and dignified, but I forgot all about that when I’d talked to him a few minutes. It’s easy to understand why he’s such a good lawyer, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, he’s a very remarkable man,” agreed Florence. “I was sure you would enjoy meeting him and his wife. By the way, Jo, did you get any information this afternoon that will help you?”


      “Yes, I found out several things,” she replied. “From the old records we found that the city was founded in 1560. The Señor said that the old Mexican towns were always built around the church. That and the Plaza formed the hub around which the city grew. If that is the case, then it is possible that the church was built even earlier than 1560, before the founding of the city.”


      “You mean that the church is three—no, four hundred years old!” exclaimed Peggy.


      “Yes, and since Florence’s house is between it and the Plaza, it was built at the same time or before. It seems to be the very center of the hub. I’m more convinced than ever that its history is in some way connected with that of the church.”


      After Dr. Blackwell had gone on his calls and Florence and Peggy were chatting together, Jo Ann studied the books she had brought home. Page after page she read, slowly and with much difficulty, about the Aztecs and the coming of Cortez; of the growth of the Spanish territory until it reached from ocean to ocean, and from Panama to Vancouver Island on the north; about Hidalgo, Morelos, and General Iturbide; of rebellions and civil wars. The wars might explain the reason for these thick walls, she mused. They always used the church as a place of refuge. Perhaps this house was used for the same purpose.


      To her disappointment, however, she could find no reference to either the house or the church in the books. She threw down the books at last, exclaiming, “It’ll take me ages to get much help from these! It’s worse than hunting a needle in a haystack. In Spanish they go all around the bush before coming to the point, and while it’s beautiful to read, it’s difficult to find what you want.”


      “Calm yourself, my dear—calm yourself,” said the astonished Peggy. “You’ve been talking for days about these books, and now that you have them, you go all up in the air. What a changeable person you are!”


      “I’m not changeable. I’m glad I have the books, and I’m going to study them—very carefully, too, but I can’t stand this suspense any longer. I want to find out something definite about this house right now. I know exactly how to get the information I want, and I’m going to get it—maybe tomorrow. I’m almost tempted to do it this very night.”


      “What are you talking about?” cried Florence, alarmed by the determined expression on Jo Ann’s face. “What wild thing are you planning to do?”


      CHAPTER IX


      THE SEALED DOOR


      The stillness of the night was suddenly shattered as a booming noise vibrated through the silent old house. There it was again. Boom! Boom! It echoed and re-echoed through the great hall and high-ceilinged rooms.


      “What was that?” whispered Peggy as she and Jo Ann sprang up in the darkness, wide awake in an instant.


      “I don’t know,” Jo Ann whispered back. “It sounded like shooting. Do you suppose someone’s starting a revolution? You never know what to expect next down here.”


      “I knew you shouldn’t have read those old histories last night, Jo,” murmured Florence drowsily, with a hint of amusement in her voice. “You seem to have war on the brain.”


      “Well, what in the world was that noise, then?” retorted Jo Ann. “I know perfectly well I did hear something that sounded like a gun or a—”


      Before she could finish her sentence the booming noise sounded again in rapid succession.


      “Now! I suppose I’m imagining things, am I?” she scoffed.


      Florence broke into a peal of laughter as she rose and began hastily putting on her robe and slippers. “I’m really surprised, Jo, that you could be fooled by anything about this house—you’ve studied it so thoroughly,” she added over her shoulder as she ran out of the room.


      “Now what do you know about that!” exclaimed Peggy with a quizzical expression on her face. “I fail to see the joke, don’t you?”


      “Well—I believe—I’m beginning to see it,” replied Jo Ann slowly. “That was only someone knocking on the door downstairs, but I can’t see why Florence had to answer it. I don’t believe Dr. Blackwell would expect her to go down there alone—in the middle of the night—to answer the door.”


      “No, I’m sure he wouldn’t,” agreed Peggy, “but why did she rush off like that, then?”


      A few moments later Florence burst into the room, still smiling. “Well, I’ve stopped the revolution,” she announced, her eyes twinkling. “I assure you everything is quiet and peaceful, and you won’t be disturbed again. Go back to sleep. You’re perfectly safe now.”


      “I know I sounded silly, but I was half asleep, and it startled me,” Jo Ann explained apologetically. “I know now it was someone knocking on the door, but why did you have to answer it?”


      “I suppose it did look funny, the way I rushed out there alone,” Florence replied, “but I knew it was only someone coming for Daddy. I always go downstairs with him to bolt the door after he leaves.”


      “To bolt the door!” repeated Peggy. “Can’t he use a key? I never heard of the whole family having to get up in the middle of the night to escort someone to the door.”


      “Well, I’d much rather bolt the door after him,” Florence laughed, “than go along to carry the key for him.”


      “How ridiculous!” Peggy retorted. “People usually carry their own keys, don’t they?”


      “Yes, that’s true—but this is an unusual house, you must remember. You’ve never seen this key, have you?”


      Peggy and Jo Ann shook their heads.


      “Well, it’s solid brass, about that long”—she held up her hands eight inches apart—“and weighs a pound or more. In olden days they took the mozo along just to carry the key—when it was necessary to carry it. We’ve found that the key makes a better parlor ornament than anything else.”


      “What’s a bozo—or mozo, or whatever you call it?” asked Peggy.


      “That’s what they call a manservant,” explained Florence.


      Peggy then turned to Jo Ann and remarked teasingly, “The key—weren’t you hunting for a mysterious key? There you are! Your wish has been granted.”


      Disregarding Peggy’s remarks, Jo Ann asked eagerly, “Florence, where’s that key? I want to see it.”


      “It’ll keep till morning,” Florence returned, snuggling into bed. “Come on—it’s ’most four o’clock, but we can get a nice little nap before time to get up.”


      “Tell me where the key is, and I’ll get it,” persisted Jo Ann. “I couldn’t go to sleep for thinking about it—not that it’ll help me though, as Peggy suggested. That’s not the kind of key I’m looking for.”


      “I don’t know exactly where it is,” replied Florence. “I’ll have to hunt for it, but if you’re that anxious to see it, we’ll get it.”


      With flashlights blinking, the three pajama-clad figures crept across the hall and into the parlor, a room that was seldom used. After searching among several other old relics in a cabinet, Florence finally unearthed the huge key, tarnished and black from disuse.


      “Here you are,” she said, handing it to Jo Ann. “You can look at it the rest of the night if you want to, but I’m going to bed. Come on, put it under your pillow or anywhere you wish.”


      She led the way back to their room, and she and Peggy quickly crawled into bed. But Jo Ann sat under the light, turning the key over and over in her hand, musing. “What a key! Who ever heard of a key so large you needed a servant to carry it—but how typical of the time when this house was built. Everything—the walls, the windows, the doors—practically impenetrable. What a place of refuge in times of war and strife!”


      “Turn out that light,” growled Peggy, startling Jo Ann out of her reverie. “Can’t you dream as well in the dark? We want to go to sleep, if you don’t.”


      “Oh, I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Jo Ann answered, and, turning out the light, crawled into bed.


      It seemed to Jo Ann that she had scarcely closed her eyes before there was a knock on the door, and she heard Florence talking to someone. “What is it this time?” she thought drowsily. “Such a night—just one thing after another.”


      She turned over and dozed off again, but again a voice broke into her slumbers: “Jo, come on.”


      “Why couldn’t they leave her alone—or was she dreaming?”


      “It’s time to get up, Jo,” the voice urged. “Hurry! Juana’s not coming today, and we’ve got to do the cooking.”


      Forcing one eye open, she saw the room filled with sunlight, and Florence and Peggy already almost dressed.


      “O-oh, I’m so sleepy!” she mumbled between yawns. “I’ll get up in a minute.”


      “That’s what you get for keeping us awake half the night,” scolded Peggy. “Now hurry up. We’ve got to get breakfast.”


      “What d’you say?” she asked lazily.


      “Come on, Florence, let’s pull her out,” put in Peggy. “We’ll get even with her for last night.”


      Without another word Peggy made a grab for Jo Ann’s feet. But Jo Ann was wide awake in an instant. Like a flash she reached out, and catching Peggy around the neck, pulled her down on the bed beside her. Laughing and shrieking, the tussle continued while Florence dropped in a chair, convulsed with laughter. Over and over the two rolled, first this way, then that, till they finally landed on the floor, panting for breath.


      “Well—you’re awake—now!” gasped Peggy.


      “Did I dream it or did I hear you say something about Juana not coming today?” Jo Ann asked when she could get her breath.


      “I’m sorry to inform you that you were not dreaming,” replied Florence. “No, she’s not coming, and if we eat today we’ll have to cook. Her husband’s sister’s child died, and she went over there till after the funeral. Juana’s so good I hate to say anything when she misses a day now and then. The Mexicans have such large families, someone is always dying. That’s why black is almost a uniform with the peon women. They’re always in mourning for someone.”


      “Gracious! I’d hate to wear black all the time,” shuddered Peggy.


      “Well, this won’t get breakfast or clean up the house,” said Jo Ann, dressing rapidly. “Come on, let’s get busy. This is just the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.”


      “Why the sudden ambition?” inquired Peggy quizzically. “It’s strange I have no recollection of your having demonstrated your talent for housework before.”


      “Oh, I don’t mind cooking,” returned Jo Ann. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. I’ve been trying to get in that kitchen without Juana there so I could poke around in all the corners to my heart’s content.”


      “Oh, I see!” laughed Peggy. “While we work, you search out the mysteries of—”


      “Girls! Girls! Whatever shall I do with you?” put in Florence, laughing. “Which would you rather do?” she added as the trio trooped gaily to the kitchen. “Go to market or have breakfast first? Since Daddy’s already had his breakfast, it makes no difference which we do.”


      “It’s all the same to me,” replied Peggy. “I’m not the least bit hungry, and I’d rather enjoy the walk.”


      “Someone has to stay here to look after the house and answer the door,” Florence went on. “Since you girls can’t very well do the marketing, I’ll go with you, and we’ll leave Felipe here. This will be one morning you won’t have to be bothered with him, Jo.”


      “Wait a minute,” cut in Jo Ann. “I have a better plan than that. Let’s have breakfast right now; then, while you and Felipe go to market, Peg and I’ll stay here and wash the dishes.”


      “I can’t let you do that!” exclaimed Florence in dismay. “And, anyway, what’d you do if someone came to see Dad?”


      “Oh, I’d say en un momento [in a minute] and sit them down in the office till you got back,” Jo Ann answered lightly. “You see, what I really want is to get rid of the watchdog for a little while, and that seems to be the only way of doing it.”


      “Well—under—one condition,” said Florence hesitantly. “If you’ll promise not to do anything daring or dangerous in any way, then I’ll let you stay here.”


      “I’ll do my best to keep her straight,” promised Peggy.


      “You do have a time with me, don’t you?” laughed Jo Ann. “I’ll promise to be good this time.”


      As soon as breakfast was over, Florence started off to market, with the faithful Felipe trailing along behind. At last Peggy and Jo Ann had the house to themselves. They stacked and carried the dishes to the kitchen, and then Jo Ann quickly placed her stack on the table and walked to the door. From there she started across the room in front of the huge fireplace.


      “One—two—three,” she counted, pacing the distance to the wall across the room, “four—five.” Then, turning, she measured the distance back again.


      “I guess that’s right,” she mumbled to herself.


      “What in the world are you doing now?” asked Peggy disgustedly from across the room. “Have you lost your mind?”


      “Don’t bother me. Seventeen—eighteen—”


      “Josephine Annette Cutrer, are you going to help with these dishes?” insisted Peggy.


      There was no response from Jo Ann. By that time she had gone out the door and was pacing the length of the hall.


      “Peg! Oh, Peg! Come here quick!” she called excitedly in another moment. “I knew I was on the right track. Look!” Again she paced the length of the hall from the door, back. “You see,” she explained, “there’s about eight feet difference in the distance on this side of the wall and that in the kitchen.”


      “What do you mean?” asked Peggy in surprise. “It’s bound to be the same.”


      “But it isn’t. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Now, if the wall measures less on this side, wouldn’t you figure there was some reason for it?”


      “Why—yes, I suppose so.”


      “Well, then! What would you call a space eight feet deep—and with a window in it?”


      Peggy stared, wide-eyed. “Why, Jo! You mean—there’s a room back there?”


      “Exactly! It couldn’t be anything else,” Jo Ann replied, taking the shade off the light. “Here, hold this light at this angle so it’ll shine on the middle of this wall.”


      “Is that right?” asked Peggy, trying to do as she was told.


      “No, shine it over a little to your left.” The next moment Jo Ann exclaimed in disgust, “Oh, gee! It’s so dark in this corner, even that doesn’t do much good. Wish I had a light ’way back here.”


      “Wait a minute. I’ll get my flashlight,” called Peggy, running quickly to her room.


      “Now, is that better?” she asked a moment later.


      “Yes, but—here, hand me the flashlight.” Jo Ann reached over for the flashlight. “Now you hold the other one. Two lights ought to be better than one,” she added, gazing intently at the wall from first one angle then another. “Peg, am I seeing things, or is there a shadow across the wall?” she asked a few minutes later, holding the light close.


      Peggy shook her head. “I can’t see a thing.”


      “Put that light down and come here! Now, look—right here!” Jo Ann pointed, running her hand across the wall. “And over here! I can feel a sort of dent in the wall. Don’t you see it?”


      “Oh—I—believe—I do,” Peggy answered slowly, then, “Yes, I do see it now. I’m sure I do!”


      “There used to be a narrow door right here!” cried Jo Ann excitedly. “I knew it! I knew it! I told you the key to the mystery lay behind that window.” Grabbing Peggy, she danced her hilariously around the hall.


      CHAPTER X


      THROUGH THE MYSTERIOUS WINDOW


      Their dance came suddenly to an end when Peggy exclaimed, “Jo, stop! Hush! There’s someone coming up the stairs.”


      “Oh, do you suppose it’s Florence? We haven’t washed a dish.”


      “And whose fault is it, I wonder?” Peggy retorted teasingly.


      In a few more moments a decrepit, half-blind old man, led by a small, wizened-faced boy, appeared at the head of the stairs.


      Jo Ann gave a long sigh. “They must be patients for Dr. Blackwell. I’ll have my troubles now trying to talk to them.”


      “Can’t you ask them what they want?”


      “I’ll try. Let’s see. Ah—que queres [what do you want]?” she finally managed in Spanish.


      The old man mumbled a reply, but Jo Ann could not understand a single word.


      “Do you want el doctor?” she asked again. Once more the old man mumbled an unintelligible reply.


      Jo Ann turned to Peggy. “I can’t make out a thing he says. What’d we better do? Take them into the office and let them wait? Florence always tries to persuade the patients to wait for her father.”


      “I don’t know what to say,” replied Peggy doubtfully. “I’ve never seen such pitiful-looking specimens of humanity in my life. They look like charity cases to me, but maybe you’d better try to hold them.”


      “Well, I’ll try—if I can make them understand.”


      With renewed efforts Jo Ann struggled to make herself understood, using a mixture of Spanish and English and gesturing vigorously with her hands.


      Not the slightest change came over the expressionless faces of the man and boy.


      In despair Jo Ann turned again to Peggy. “They’re hopeless,” she declared. “I give up. Let’s just leave them standing here.”


      As soon as she had stopped talking, the boy took the old man by the hand and led him down the stairs and into the street.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t hold them,” sighed Jo Ann, dropping down on the steps to rest after her strenuous efforts.


      “Come on,” urged Peggy. “Let’s finish the dishes before Florence gets back.”


      “All right. We’ll have to hurry.”


      Returning to the kitchen, they attacked the dishes energetically, though talking over the discovery of the hidden room all the time.


      “While you put things away,” offered Jo Ann, “I’ll sweep, and everything’ll be straight in a jiffy.”


      When they had almost finished, Florence appeared in the doorway.


      “How smart you’ve been!” she praised, glancing around the kitchen approvingly. “You didn’t have time to get into mischief, did you?”


      “We’ve had time to make a wonderful discovery!” exclaimed Jo Ann quickly. “Guess what we’ve found!”


      “What—the family skeleton?”


      Ignoring Florence’s sarcastic remark, Jo Ann went on rapidly, “We’ve found the door to a mysterious room at the end of the hall!”


      “A door! A room!” Florence gasped. “What’re you talking about?”


      With her words tumbling over each other in her excitement, Jo Ann began explaining the details of their discovery.


      “It seems almost unbelievable that there’s a hidden room in this house,” Florence exclaimed, wide-eyed as she wheeled about to examine the shadow of the doorway by the flashlight.


      “There’s a door there, all right—I can see it,” she agreed finally. “But what—why do you imagine anyone sealed it up?”


      Peggy shook her head dubiously and replied, “I haven’t the slightest idea.”


      “I’m not sure about that either,” put in Jo Ann, “but I do know that the mysterious window opens into this hidden room.”


      “I believe you’re right,” Peggy agreed quickly. “I believe it does.”


      “I do, too,” added Florence. “But what do you suppose is inside this hidden room? That is a mystery!”


      “I’ll be able to explain that before long,” declared Jo Ann. “I’m going to look through that window this very day.”


      “Oh, Jo, do be careful,” warned Florence. “I’m afraid you’ll be—”


      Before Florence could finish her sentence, Peggy broke in with, “If you go, Jo, I’m going up on the roof with you.”


      “All right—that suits me. If things work out right, I’m going during the siesta hour. I slipped past the watchdog once—surely I can slip into the office without getting caught—” She stopped suddenly. “Mentioning the office reminds me that two patients came while you were gone, Florence. I did my best to hold them, but I didn’t succeed—I couldn’t make them understand a word. They looked stupid to me.” She went on to give a vivid description of their appearance.


      Before she had finished, Florence began to smile.


      “What’s the joke?” Jo Ann demanded.


      “I’m glad you didn’t hold them—they weren’t patients at all,” Florence replied, still smiling. “That was just a poor old beggar who comes by every few days.”


      Peggy burst into laughter. “That makes Jo’s efforts to hold them all the funnier. I wish you could have seen her—she talked with her hands as much as she did with her mouth.”


      “She’s a true Mexican, then,” laughed Florence. “That’s the way they do. But this won’t get us anything to eat. We’re going to have your fried chicken today. How does that suit you, Peg?”


      Peggy nodded approval. “Fine! Who says I don’t rate high in this household?”


      “Don’t get so conceited,” teased Florence. “I just thought that’d be the easiest thing to fix.”


      Joking and laughing over their work, the morning passed quickly.


      As soon as lunch was over and the girls had gone to their room for the siesta hour, Jo Ann pulled a pair of knickers from her trunk and began putting them on. “It’ll be much easier to climb in these, and I won’t be nearly as conspicuous,” she remarked to the girls.


      “Since I’m not going to do as much climbing as you are, I won’t bother about changing,” put in Peggy.


      “Peep out the door, Florence,” Jo Ann ordered a moment later, “and see where Felipe is. If he’s awake, get him out of the way. We can’t wait any longer—we’ll have to hurry, or we can’t get through before the city wakes from its siesta.”


      “W-ell,” she agreed hesitantly, walking over to the door. The next moment she called over her shoulder, “He’s awake. I’ll have to put him to work at something.” She disappeared into the hall.


      “I’m so excited I can scarcely wait,” Jo Ann went on as she finished dressing. “Let’s see—I’ll need my flashlight. By the time I get in that narrow opening, there won’t be much space left for the light to filter through.”


      “Have you the rope?” asked Peggy. “Do you suppose it’ll take you as long to fasten it as it did before? Gee, I hate to think of that sun!”


      “You forget the parasol’s still up there. I’ve got everything I need. Are you ready?”


      Just then Florence returned and announced that she had sent Felipe to sweep the kitchen.


      Thus assured that Felipe was out of the way, the girls slipped quickly to the balcony.


      Unfastening the string from the hinge where they had left it, the rope dropped within reach. With the flashlight fastened to the back of her belt, Jo Ann climbed, hand over hand, up to the roof.


      As soon as she had helped Peggy over the ledge and slipped the rope off the iron bar, the two girls hurried on across the roof. They did not want to stay in the sun longer than necessary or climb back to the balcony before a crowd of spectators.


      “Isn’t this view gorgeous!” exclaimed Peggy, running first to one side of the building and then to the other, to gaze down on the city lying quietly below.


      “Yes,” nodded Jo Ann, busily making the necessary preparations for her hazardous adventure. “Bring me the parasol a minute, will you?”


      “All right, but what in the world are you going to do with a parasol?”


      “Wait a minute and you’ll see. I’ve got to fasten this rope to the wall by poking it through this little hole—left here for a drain I suppose. You’ll notice the roof slopes down this way a little.”


      “Yes, I see, but how’ll that fasten it?”


      “Well, I’ll tie this stick”—Jo Ann held up a piece of wood—“to the end of the rope, then push it through the hole.” Suiting her words to action, she began poking it with the parasol. “Climb up on the wall and tell me when it comes through, will you?”


      “All right,” said Peggy, scrambling up on the wall. “It’s through!” she called a moment later.


      “Now—you see the stick hangs across the opening, making sort of an anchor for the rope,” Jo Ann explained. “Isn’t it lucky for me that hole was in the right place? I’d surely hate to drive another iron bar in this wall. It’s terrible!”


      “Wh-ew!” Peggy gasped as she looked down over the wall. “It’s so high on this side of the house, you’d break every bone in your body if you fell on these cobblestones!”


      “Cut out the dramatics, Peg,” scolded Jo Ann. “I’ll be careful. Tell me if the loop on the end of the rope comes just a little below the window,” she added, testing the knots in the rope.


      “Yes, it’s all right.”


      “Fine! Everything’s ready, then—ready for the great adventure—the solving of the mystery.” The next moment Jo Ann was over the edge of the wall.


      Peggy watched, breathless, till Jo Ann disappeared; then, throwing herself across the wall and oblivious of the intense heat of the stones, she watched anxiously as Jo Ann descended the sheer side of the building.


      With the utmost caution Jo Ann slowly made her way down the rope. Carefully she lowered herself from knot to knot. A false move might be dangerous. “It’s lots more dangerous than I realized,” she told herself.


      On a level with the window she stopped. Then, while standing in the loop on the end of the rope and clinging tightly to it with one hand, she tried to get a fingerhold in the opening. Unfortunately, on a wall that was over two feet thick and perfectly smooth, it was not possible; moreover, it was exceedingly difficult for her, while clinging to a rope high in the air, to crawl into an opening only two feet high and four feet across. Holding tightly to the rope with both hands, she finally swung her feet into the window, but could get no further. In this half-sitting position her head and shoulders came above the top of the opening.


      “To think I’m in the window and yet can’t look inside!” she exclaimed aloud.


      “What’s the matter?” called Peggy anxiously.


      “Oh, I’m just too big to get into this hole!” she answered disgustedly.


      “Well, come back up here, then. Give up this foolishness while you’re all in one piece.”


      “What! Give up when I’m this near? I should say not!” Jo Ann’s voice was emphatic.


      She began wriggling and twisting more determinedly than ever, and at last, after repeated efforts, she managed to stretch herself across the broad ledge, with her feet dangling in the air. After resting a moment, she worked herself around till she faced the mysterious room.


      Immediately she felt cold air against her face and caught whiffs of a dank, musty odor.


      Her heartbeats quickened as she realized how near she was to solving the mystery. What secret lay concealed within these walls?


      Unfastening the flashlight from her belt, she threw its rays around in the darkness. Blank walls, stained with age, loomed before her. As nearly as she could judge, this tiny, high-ceilinged room was only about six by ten feet, and the window in which she lay, about fifteen feet from the floor.


      The room appeared perfectly bare. Not an object of any sort was to be seen. For what had it been used? Since it had at one time been connected with the rest of the house, there was bound to have been some reason for its construction.


      “Peggy and Florence’ll have the laugh on me if there’s nothing in this room and I’ve had all this work for nothing,” she thought. “There ought to be something to show what it was used for.”


      Again casting the rays of her light over every inch of the room, she stopped suddenly on noticing the curious appearance of the floor. One half of it was the dull gray color of the cement, and the other half, black.


      Taking the string from her belt, she fastened it securely to the flashlight and carefully lowered it down the wall into the room. As the rays shone directly on the floor, she gasped in surprise. The black strip was an open shaft!


      “Why is it there?” she asked herself. “Where does it lead?”


      Peggy called down just then, “Jo! Oh, Jo! Come on. It’s time to go, and I’m roasting.”


      Jo Ann kicked her feet in response. Why would Peggy interrupt her at such a time?


      By twisting and turning the string she was able to throw the light back and forth along the shaft. Carefully she examined it. There was some object at one end of it, she was sure, but in the dim light she could not distinguish what it was.


      Again Peggy’s impatient voice floated down to her.


      “Oh dear, there’s Peg calling again,” she groaned. “I suppose I’ll have to go now, but I’m coming back—with more light and more rope.”


      Just as she started to wind up the string, it suddenly slipped through her fingers. Down fell the flashlight to the floor, then rolled over and disappeared down the black hole.


      As its rays shone on the sides of the shaft, Jo Ann caught sight of something which made her gasp in surprise. In her excitement she almost fell off the ledge in her attempt to get a better look at this object.


      “Why! This is a bigger mystery than I ever dreamed!” she ejaculated aloud.


      CHAPTER XI


      THE HASTILY PLANNED MERIENDA


      Thrilled with delight over what she had discovered, Jo Ann could scarcely wait to share the secret with Peggy and Florence. Things were working out to her entire satisfaction at last.


      With the utmost caution she eased herself around on the stone ledge. Nothing must happen now to prevent the further investigation of this mysterious room.


      As soon as Jo Ann’s head appeared outside the opening, Peggy called eagerly from the roof, “Jo, did you find anything?”


      “Why, of course!” she called back. “Isn’t that what I came for?”


      “What is it?”


      “Wouldn’t you like to know!”


      “Jo, don’t be so mean. Was there a room?”


      “I’ll tell you later.” Lying flat on her stomach, Jo Ann reached for the rope.


      Getting out of the opening, she found, was much more simple than getting into it. With little difficulty she pulled herself out of the window and slowly climbed to the roof.


      “What’d you discover? Tell me, Jo,” pleaded Peggy. “Was it worth the trouble?”


      “I should say so. I’ll tell you all about it when we get off the roof. Let’s hurry down before the people begin to stir in the streets.”


      “All right. I’m about roasted.”


      “I’ve found a real mystery this time,” Jo Ann added as she pulled the rope up over the edge of the roof.


      “If you say any more, I’ll die of curiosity before we get off this roof.”


      “And I’ll leave you right here, too,” Jo Ann returned lightly. “Before that happens, though, push the rope in that hole a little to loosen it so I can catch hold of the stick with the parasol.”


      Obediently Peggy dropped to her knees and began pushing the rope while Jo Ann reached for the other end with the hooked handle of the parasol. After working for several minutes she managed to get hold of the rope and slip the stick out of the knot at the end. Peggy easily pulled the rope through the hole then, and off they started across the roof.


      “I’ll have this rope fixed back on the bar in a jiffy now; then we can get off this hot roof,” Jo Ann remarked.


      As soon as she had tied the rope on the bar and tested the knot she added, “You first, Peg. You’ve been in the sun longer than I have. Let me help you. It’s a little hard getting over the wall.”


      “What do you think I am—a baby?” asked Peggy with injured dignity. “I can do it if you can.”


      “Oh, I beg your pardon,” laughed Jo Ann. “When you get down I’ll lower the parasol to you. Be sure to keep a sharp lookout for Dr. Blackwell and Felipe. I don’t dare to let them see me in these knickers—they’d know I’d been up to something unusual. I’m more anxious than ever now to keep our adventures a secret till we solve the whole mystery.”


      Peggy nodded assent as she leaned over the wall and looked down. The next moment she exclaimed in surprise, “I wonder where Florence is! I thought she’d surely be waiting for us on the balcony, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. She’s probably worried frantic—we’ve been gone so long. Be sure to be as quiet as you can now till you find out whether anyone’s in the office.”


      Quietly Peggy slipped over the edge of the wall and down the rope to the balcony. Tiptoeing to the door, she peeped into the office. To her consternation there was Dr. Blackwell dozing in his chair by the desk.


      After waving an excited warning to Jo Ann she hesitated a moment, debating whether to stay on the balcony or to slip by Dr. Blackwell and see if Felipe were asleep in his chair by the door.


      “If Felipe’s still asleep, I’ll signal Jo to come on,” she told herself.


      Softly she crept into the office. When she had almost reached the hall door, Dr. Blackwell suddenly gave a little start and looked around.


      “Why, Miss Peggy—I thought you were asleep!” he exclaimed.


      “Well—I—I didn’t want to sleep this afternoon,” she stammered. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. Do go on and finish your nap.”


      As she hastened out of the room she saw Felipe turn and look at her in surprise.


      “He’s wondering where I’ve been—how I got into the office without his seeing me,” she thought. “Poor Jo’s in bad luck again, with both Dr. Blackwell and Felipe awake. I knew we were staying up there too long. I wonder how on earth Florence and I’ll ever manage to get both the doctor and Felipe away from the office long enough to give her a chance to get to her room.”


      As she was crossing the hall she met Florence coming from the rear.


      The moment they got inside their room Florence asked anxiously, “Where’s Jo—is she all right? I’ve been worried to death over you girls.”


      “She’s caught up on the roof again. Your father’s in the office, and she’s scared to come down for fear he’ll ask her some embarrassing questions. Those knickers’d give her away. If I hadn’t had on a dress, I’d have been caught.”


      Florence nodded understandingly. “I know he’d be shocked if he saw Jo in knickers. Girls never wear knickers in the city. He’d know she’d been up to something.”


      “What’ll we do? We can’t let her stay up there all afternoon. Can’t you think of some plan to get your father and Felipe out of the way a few minutes?”


      Florence wrinkled her brows in a thoughtful frown. “I don’t know what to say. Let’s see. The only thing I can think of is to make some coffee and invite Dad to our merienda in the dining room.”


      “That’s fine, but what about Felipe?”


      “We’ll have to decide that later. Come on; we’ll fix the coffee, and by the time it’s ready maybe we can think of something for him to do.”


      Hastily they prepared coffee and dainty sandwiches, then went to the office for Dr. Blackwell, who promptly accepted the invitation to the merienda.


      “We’ll join you in the dining room in a minute,” Florence told him.


      As soon as Dr. Blackwell had left the office and Florence had sent Felipe to the drugstore for some ice cream, Peggy grasped this opportunity to call Jo Ann. She flew to the balcony and whistled softly. The moment Jo Ann’s head appeared over the wall she called, “The coast’s clear. You’ll have to hurry, though.”


      Jo Ann needed no urging to get off the roof. She literally dropped to the balcony, drew the rope up and fastened the cord in its accustomed place, then ran to her room.


      In an amazingly short time she emerged looking cool and fresh in a soft green dress. Meeting Felipe in the hall with the ice cream, she offered to carry it to the dining room.


      When they were almost through their lunch Felipe announced that a patient was waiting to see el doctor.


      The moment Dr. Blackwell was out of hearing Peggy burst out, “Jo, tell us quickly, before anything else happens, what you found in that room.”


      “I found plenty. There’s a bigger mystery than we ever dreamed of.”


      “Well, tell us—what is it?” insisted Peggy.


      “Yes, do hurry, Jo,” added Florence. “I can’t wait another instant.”


      “Well, I’ll start at the beginning,” Jo Ann replied. “When I finally got in that window—I had to lie on my stomach to do it—all I could see was a small dark room. There was the odor of decaying wood or something—it smelled old and stale.”


      “Oh, do you s’pose they could’ve used that room as a sort of dungeon or cell and left people in there to die?” gasped Peggy, wide-eyed.


      “I hardly think so—there wasn’t a thing to suggest that. It was perfectly bare. I thought for a while you girls had the laugh on me this time. I hated to admit I’d gone on a wild-goose chase. I was just about ready to turn around and climb back to the roof when I decided to look again, and then—” She paused dramatically.


      Both girls waited breathlessly, then Peggy ejaculated, “Go on! Don’t keep us in suspense any longer.”


      “Then I threw the light over the floor again and noticed one half of it was black while the other half was gray. Now what do you suppose that black strip was?”


      Peggy and Florence shook their heads. “How do we know?” said Peggy. “Go on.”


      “I couldn’t tell either, in the dim light. Then I tied my flashlight on a string and lowered it down as far as possible. That black strip was—a—black—hole!”


      “I don’t see anything wonderful about that,” scoffed Peggy.


      “Why do you suppose they’d have a hole like that in a house?” put in Florence.


      “That’s just what I was wondering,” said Jo Ann. “When the string slipped out of my hand and the light fell bumping down the hole, I—”


      “How could it bump down a hole?” broke in Peggy skeptically.


      “Well, it did—and that’s what I got so excited about.” She paused again.


      “Cut out the dramatics,” Peggy ordered impatiently.


      “Now, young lady, if you don’t like the way I’m telling this, I’ll stop right here.” Jo Ann smiled teasingly.


      “Oh, do go on,” begged Florence.


      “Well, then—as the light bumped over and over, I saw remnants of a crude ladder or steps of some sort. There seemed to be some rough heavy poles—something on the order of that scaffold the workmen used—but it looked as if there were steps between the poles. I couldn’t see very well.”


      “But how could there be pieces of wood left in there if this house is as old as you said it was?” demanded Peggy. “It’d all be decayed long ago.”


      “Not in this climate,” put in Florence quickly. “Are the doors of the house decayed? You see the air in this country is so dry that things do not deteriorate as they do in the ozone belt.”


      “Why should they have a ladder in such a place?” queried Peggy.


      “Use your head, Peg,” advised Jo Ann. “You know the door to the hidden room opens right at the end of this dark hall.” She gestured toward the hall. “Think how convenient it’d have been to have a secret passage leading from there!”


      “Oh, I see what you mean!” Peggy exclaimed.


      “But what would they want a secret passage for?” asked Florence.


      “At the time this house was built,” replied Jo Ann, “there were rebellions and wars going on much of the time, and that secret passage may have been the means of escape, or it may have led to a hiding place. I can imagine several reasons why it would have been convenient.”


      “Where do you suppose it goes?” Peggy asked curiously.


      “I have a very good idea about that right now, but I’ll tell you later. I’m going down there and find out.” Jo Ann tilted her chin at a determined angle.


      CHAPTER XII


      FLORENCE’S SURPRISE


      “Felipe certainly did look funny when you marched in with this big package in your arms,” laughed Peggy as she and Jo Ann entered their room. “He was probably wondering why you hadn’t taken him along to carry it for you.”


      “So I noticed. His eyes were big as saucers, and he seemed to be trying to bore through the wrapping paper.” Jo Ann smiled complacently as she removed the paper from the package and took out a coil of rope twice as long as the one she had slipped into the house inside the parasol a few days before. “It seems strange, doesn’t it, to have to carry paper to the market with you to get your package wrapped, as I did this morning.”


      Peggy nodded. “It’s a good thing you had that paper in your trunk. How are you going to fix that rope now that you have it—make a rope ladder?”


      “No; I’m going to make loops in it as I did in the other piece. This hand-twisted ixtle rope—that’s the Mexican name for it—is so wiry that I’d have a time trying to make a ladder out of it. Florence said the Aztecs made this same kind of rope before the Spanish came to this country. It’s so stiff we’ll have no trouble getting our feet into the loops, and it’ll be almost as easy to climb as a ladder.”


      With deft fingers Jo Ann began tying the loops in the rough fiber rope.


      “It seems to me you’ll have to make lots of loops so you can climb ’way down in that black hole—or shaft, as you call it,” Peggy observed.


      “I know that. I’ll have to figure out the depth of the shaft so I’ll be sure to have enough rope to reach that far.”


      When Florence came into the room a few minutes later, Jo Ann turned to her and asked, “Do you know how high the first floor of this building is?”


      Florence shook her head. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”


      “Well, I’ll have to figure it out some way. I can’t afford to get ’way down there in that shaft and find out I haven’t enough rope.”


      “Why don’t you talk about what we’re going to do instead of I all the time?” put in Peggy. “If you think you’re the only one who’s going to explore that shaft, you’re badly mistaken—I’m going too.”


      Jo Ann half smiled and answered slowly, “Well—all right—if you aren’t afraid.”


      “Afraid! Why should I be afraid, any more than you? I can go anywhere you can. I don’t go around hunting for trouble the way you do, but I don’t lose my head when I get in a tight place. You’ll probably need me, at any rate, if you’re going down in that shaft.”


      “That’s true,” Jo Ann admitted.


      “Just to prove how helpful I can be,” went on Peggy, “I’ll tell you how to find out the height of the first floor. Drop enough rope from the balcony to touch the street, then pull your rope up and measure it.”


      “Good headwork,” approved Jo Ann, to Peggy’s delight. “I—no, we—will do that the first chance we have. Since you were so kind as to solve that problem, I’ll give you a much harder one to figure out. It’s this—how and to what are we going to fasten this rope so we can go down into the shaft? There’s nothing in that room to which we could fasten it.”


      Peggy silently considered this puzzle for a few minutes, then said slowly, “I can’t answer that right now, but I’ll keep on thinking till I do.”


      Florence, who had been unusually quiet up to now, spoke up encouragingly, “Jo’s always managed so far to do what seemed impossible, and she’ll be sure to find a way to fasten the rope, if you don’t.”


      “I hope your prophecy comes true,” Jo Ann said, smiling over at Florence. “I believe I’d better go out and take a look at the back of the house before it gets dark and see if I can’t figure out a way right now. I’m ready to stop, anyway. This rough rope has almost blistered my hands. Don’t you girls want to go with me?”


      “I do for one,” Peggy replied quickly. “I’m tired of the house—and it’s lovely outside now. There’s a gorgeous sunset.” She pointed out the window to the rose and gold clouds floating across the azure sky.


      “Let’s all go,” agreed Florence.


      With one accord the three girls hastened down the stairs.


      “Let’s go on out to the Plaza and watch the sunset a few minutes before we go back of the house,” Peggy urged when they reached the door.


      The girls nodded assent, and arm in arm they started walking slowly around the square, drinking in the beauty of the slow tropical sunset as they went.


      “I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight,” declared Jo Ann as she gazed at the towers of the ancient cathedral and the rugged mountains beyond, outlined against the western sky. “It looks as if golden flames were bursting from each peak and touching everything with gold.”


      Just as she had finished speaking, a dark-robed figure moved from the arched gateway of the church and came slowly toward them.


      “Isn’t that the padre coming from the church, Florence?” Jo Ann asked. Nothing, no matter how beautiful, could keep her mind long from the one thing which had become an obsession with her. “Maybe he can give us some information about the church. Let’s ask him.”


      “It won’t hurt to try, of course,” replied Florence, “but I hardly think it’ll do any good.”


      They crossed the street and met the padre on the corner.


      “How do you do, Padre Ignacio,” said Florence in Spanish. “May we speak with you a moment?”


      “May the Mother of Jesus bless you,” the padre replied. As he passed her house several times a day, he knew Florence, although she did not belong to his church. “It will give me the greatest of pleasure to be of assistance to the señoritas.”


      “Ask him if he knows anything about the early history of the church,” begged Jo Ann. “You know my Spanish isn’t anything to brag about.”


      After introducing Peggy and Jo Ann, Florence carefully explained that these American girls were very much interested in his church on account of its great age, the type of architecture, and its connection with the early history of the city. “This señorita,” she said, placing her hand on Jo Ann’s arm, “is studying the history of our city and is eager to get all the information she can on the subject, and we would appreciate it very much if you could tell us anything that will be of assistance in making this study.”


      The padre listened attentively until Florence had finished, then shook his head and replied, “I am very sorry, my dear young ladies, that I cannot help you, but I have been in this part of the country only a few years—only since the change in government, when the priests and teachers of God were expelled. Ah, Madre de Dios, but that was bad, very bad!” he added sorrowfully, shaking his head. “It pains me greatly not to be able to help you but, though I feel very much honored that you are interested in my humble church, I know nothing about its early history.”


      “We thank you very much, Padre,” replied Florence. “We shall come over to visit your church again. A muy buenas tardes [a very good afternoon],” she added, and Peggy and Jo Ann echoed, “buenas tardes.”


      “Buenas tardes, señoritas.” With a bow the padre continued on his way.


      “Too bad we couldn’t get any help from him,” Jo Ann remarked after he had passed out of hearing distance. “It certainly is hard to find out anything about that old church. Let’s go now and look at the back of the house and try to figure out a way to fasten the rope.”


      They crossed the street and stood gazing intently at the back wall of the house.


      “It looks as if we’ll have to tie the rope to the iron bars of that window in the back room,” declared Jo Ann finally. “You see the top of it is almost on a level with that narrow opening that we’ve been calling the mysterious window.”


      “But how’re you going to get the rope from that back window to the opening?” queried Florence.


      “Oh, Jo thinks she’s a fly or a scorpion and can crawl across the wall,” cut in Peggy.


      Ignoring Peggy’s remark, Jo Ann continued, “We’ll fasten the rope securely to the iron bars in that window; then I’ll drop down to the opening as I did before. I believe by sticking my fingers in the crevices of the rough plaster I can pull myself across the wall near enough to the window to catch hold of the rope.”


      “It’s mighty high up there,” said Florence, “and that looks like a difficult thing to do.”


      “Those bars are absolutely the only thing to which it can be fastened,” replied Jo Ann. “By standing in the loop on the end of the rope it won’t be as difficult as it looks.”


      “Come on; it’s almost dark, and we can’t stand here on the street any longer,” said Florence. “Dad may be waiting for us to come to dinner, and he’ll be worried.”


      “Listen! Why can’t we explore the mysterious shaft tonight?” Jo Ann exclaimed suddenly. “It won’t take long to tie the rest of the loops and test the knots. Everything else is ready—the flashlights and all.”


      “Tonight!” gasped Florence, whether in consternation or surprise, Jo Ann could not decide.


      “Yes, tonight. There’s a full moon—it’ll be as bright as day out, and I’m afraid if we wait something’ll happen to spoil the whole thing. I’d just die if I didn’t get to carry this out.”


      “But why at night?” asked Peggy as they climbed the stairs.


      “Well, why not?” returned Jo Ann. “It won’t be any darker in that shaft at night than in the daytime. You couldn’t see your hand before your face down there right in the middle of the day. We’ll carry our flashlights. I got some more batteries and an extra globe for the one I dropped. I thought we might need an extra one—that is, if that flashlight isn’t smashed all to pieces.”


      “I wish I could go too,” said Florence tentatively.


      Jo Ann and Peggy exchanged swift glances, but neither offered one word of encouragement to Florence.


      Surprised at this request and not knowing how to answer it, Jo Ann and Peggy were silent as they sat on the balcony waiting the call to dinner. Lights like fireflies flashed here and there as darkness settled over the city, and a slight breeze, heavy with the scent of orange blossoms, stirred the trees across the way.


      Florence finally broke the silence. “Can’t I go with you and Peggy, Jo Ann? I’d be careful.”


      Jo Ann and Peggy were thankful at that moment for the darkness. Florence must not see the look of dismay on their faces. How could they refuse to let her go with them when it was her house?—and yet both felt that they dared not.


      “Peggy, ask her to let me go,” Florence begged when Jo Ann did not answer.


      “Florence—you see,” began Jo Ann slowly, “it’ll be rather dangerous, and your father’d never forgive us if anything should happen to you.”


      “We’ve had lots more experience climbing than you have,” added Peggy.


      “I know, but I can climb that rope,” Florence put in coaxingly. “I’ve tried it.”


      “Why, Florence, you shouldn’t have tried it alone!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “Why didn’t you tell us?”


      “I didn’t want you to know till I found out whether I could do it. I’ve wanted so much to do the things you girls do, but I knew it wouldn’t be safe to go down in that shaft without some practice climbing a rope. I feel sure I can climb down there now.”


      “I can’t picture you as a tomboy climbing on top of the house,” put in Peggy, smiling.


      “And here I’ve been thinking all the time that you were terribly shocked at our behavior,” added Jo Ann.


      Florence shook her head. “Not shocked—just envious. I’ve been practicing going up and down that rope every morning before you girls were out of bed. I can do it easily now. You know last summer at camp I got so I could climb mountains as well as the rest of the girls, after I’d had a little experience.”


      “You’re a plucky little rascal,” praised Jo Ann. “If she wants to go with us that badly, we’ll have to let her go, won’t we, Peggy?”


      Peggy nodded an emphatic assent.


      CHAPTER XIII


      INTO THE UNKNOWN


      After they had gone to their room that night, the girls continued to talk over their plans for exploring the mysterious black shaft.


      “If we’re going to get the benefit of the full moon, we’ll have to go down into the shaft in the next two or three nights, so we might as well go down tomorrow night,” Jo Ann said earnestly. “What do you say to our going tomorrow night?”


      Florence and Peggy exchanged excited glances, then replied in unison, “All right.”


      The next morning they set to work early to get everything ready for their great adventure.


      So it was that just as the bells in the cathedral tower finished chiming the midnight hour, three lithe, knicker-clad figures crept one by one up on the roof and over near the chimney.


      “We’ll have to wait a little while,” said Jo Ann, low-voiced. “The moon isn’t up far enough yet for it to throw much light on the rear of the house. I can’t get the other coil of rope out of that back window without more light.” She placed her gloves, flashlight, and rope on the roof beside her, the other girls following her example.


      “I’m glad we have to wait,” Florence remarked. “It’s lovely up here in the moonlight. Wouldn’t this be a wonderful place for a roof garden? We could come up here and enjoy it every—”


      “Listen!” broke in Peggy with her finger to her lips. “I hear music!”


      Obediently Florence and Jo Ann stopped talking to listen.


      “A caballero serenading his lady love,” Florence explained in reply to Peggy’s questioning look.


      The next moment Peggy began swaying to the rhythm of the music like a graceful willow tree in the breeze; then catching Florence by the arm, she danced her lightly across the roof.


      When they neared Jo Ann again, she called to them softly, “Better not make so much noise!”


      “No one’d ever dream of looking up here,” Peggy murmured over her shoulder, dancing away and not stopping till the music ended.


      The spell being broken then, the three girls clambered to the top of the wall and sat there for several minutes looking down on the city below. In the brilliant tropical moonlight the winding gray paths and dark shadowy trees and shrubbery of the Plaza were silhouetted against the white-walled buildings beyond. High above all, like a sentinel on guard over the sleeping city, rose the bell tower of the cathedral.


      They were still gazing at this enchanting, etching-like picture when the chimes rang out again.


      Jo Ann gave a little start. “I didn’t realize we’d been sitting here so long. This moonlight’s cast a spell over me—I’d almost forgotten what we came up here for. I’m going over now to see if there’s enough light shining on that back wall for me to get the rope that we fastened to the iron bars of the window.”


      She sprang down lightly and crossed the roof. One glance showed her that she still had a few minutes to wait before the rays of the moon would light the back window. As she stood looking out over the rear wall of the church, her gaze traveled on past the adobe huts toward the river.


      “The moonlight has worked magic,” she thought in surprise. “It has changed that ugly district into a thing of beauty; those dirty adobe huts look white and shining, and that muddy river, silvery and peaceful. If only something could transform the lives of the people who live there the same way! I wish there were something I could do to help them.”


      She shook herself slightly. “It won’t do any good to stand here dreaming about it,” she said aloud, then turned and called softly to the girls, “Come on. It’s light enough now for me to see to get that rope.”


      While she had been talking she had fastened her flashlight to her belt and slipped on a pair of heavy gloves to protect her hands from the scratchy fiber rope. That done, she lowered herself over the wall and slipped down till her feet reached the loop on the end; then holding the rope firmly under one arm, she dug her fingers into the rough plaster and moved slowly across the wall. When she had almost reached the window, her hands slipped. Like the pendulum of a huge clock, she swung back and forth, clinging tightly to the rope. Simultaneously there was the sting of fire across her shoulder and arm. Glancing around, she saw that her shirt was torn and blood was oozing from her shoulder.


      “What’s a little thing like that?” she thought. “There’s no time to bother with it now.” Maybe if she’d take off her gloves, she could reach the window. Jerking them off, she tried again and again to get a fingerhold in the wall to pull herself across, but without success.


      “It’s not as simple as I thought,” she told herself, wondering what to do next.


      Hearing a soft whistle just then, she glanced up where Peggy and Florence were watching from the roof. Peggy was gesturing excitedly as if she were trying to tell her what to do. What could she mean?


      The next moment she felt the end of the heavy cord dangling in her face, and immediately she understood. She grasped the cord and fastened it securely to the rope to which she was clinging; then with Peggy and Florence pulling on the cord from the roof, she found it easy to move across the wall. There was no danger of slipping now. Having braced herself with one foot between the iron bars of the window, she unwound the coil of rope which she had fastened there from the inside earlier in the evening. After testing it to see that the end was securely fastened to the bars, she whistled softly to the girls. At once the cord slackened, and she swung slowly back with the end of the long, knotted rope in her hand.


      On reaching the narrow window she pitched the rope through, then wriggled herself onto the ledge. After turning on her stomach she had both hands free to unfasten her flashlight.


      Anxiously then she waited for Florence to descend. By having her come between them she and Peggy felt they could look after her better. But now, to her amazement, she saw that Florence was fully capable of looking after herself. She was climbing down slowly and cautiously, but not timidly.


      Since the narrow window was very small and would hold only one, Jo Ann knew she must hurry to get out of it. After a hasty examination of the room below, she lowered herself to the floor, careful to avoid falling into the open shaft which extended completely across one end.


      The moment she touched the floor she flashed the light upward so as to help Florence and Peggy in their descent. In a few more moments they were standing safely beside her.


      “What a strange place!” Peggy said, then added quickly in a whisper, “I’ll wake Dr. Blackwell at this rate.”


      “No; talk as loud as you like,” replied Jo Ann. “These walls are so thick I believe you could yell down here without his hearing you.”


      The girls stared at Jo Ann in amazement. It seemed incredible—uncanny—that they could be within a few feet of home and Dr. Blackwell, and yet he could not hear them.


      With the aid of their flashlights they examined the room from top to bottom, only to find that except for the rough outlines of the sealed doorway, it was bare and uninteresting. Half fearfully, then, they stared down into the shaft. In the surrounding darkness the old ladder looked white and ghostlike.


      “Why do you suppose they sealed up that door instead of closing up this hole?” queried Peggy curiously.


      “Because it was much easier to close up the door,” replied Jo Ann. “It’d be hard to conceal as large an opening as this in a cement floor. I have an idea that the door was sealed up in a hurry to prevent the discovery of this secret passage. Let’s see where it leads. Shine your lights over this way so I can see,” she ordered, climbing over the edge of the floor.


      Slowly she made her way down the rope into the shaft. Now and then she stopped to kick off a loose step or a jagged splinter from the old ladder lest it should injure Florence and Peggy, who would follow in a moment.


      Suddenly she gave a little shriek. There to one side of the shaft yawned the mouth of a low, tunnel-like opening. “O-oh, hurry, girls!” she cried excitedly.


      “What’s the matter?” called Peggy in alarm. “Are you hurt? Be there in a minute,” she added as she started down the rope.


      “I’m not hurt, but I’ve found something important,” Jo Ann called back.


      In a surprisingly short time both Peggy and Florence had dropped down to the bottom of the shaft beside Jo Ann. With eyes straining to penetrate the darkness, the girls peered into the tunnel.


      “Come on, let’s go inside,” urged Jo Ann. Even as she was speaking, she stooped and entered the low, narrow tunnel.


      Obediently Peggy and Florence followed at her heels. No sooner had they entered than they began coughing and choking.


      “Don’t touch the—” Florence stopped in the middle of her warning to sneeze loudly; at the same moment such a violent attack of coughing seized Peggy that she leaned against the wall.


      “Don’t lean against—that wall!” gasped Florence, catching her by the arm. “Whenever you do”—she stopped to sneeze again—“it stirs up a fine dust. See!” she added, rubbing her finger over the wall. In the rays of the lights they could see a fine white powder which had formed on the crumbling stones. “The air’s very dry, and the least movement sets the powder in motion.”


      Careful to avoid touching the walls or making a sudden motion that would stir up the dust, they began examining their surroundings. Before them as far as they could see stretched the dark passageway, part of its walls having apparently been cut through natural stone, while the other part had been lined with blocks of limestone. It was the dust from these limestone blocks which had choked them, Florence noticed.


      After they had walked a short distance the opening broadened and was much higher. It was easy to avoid touching the walls now, and even Jo Ann could stand without bumping her head. With Jo Ann still in the lead they walked slowly in single file down the passage. All along the way they kept flashing their lights on the walls and ceiling and floor, watching carefully lest they overlook something.


      “Where do you suppose we are now, Jo?” called Peggy some minutes later.


      “I don’t know for sure, of course, but I think we’re headed toward the old church. I had an idea we’d find something like this.”


      “I believe you’re right,” agreed Florence. “This tunnel must’ve been used for a secret exit through the church.”


      “I think it’s more than just an exit,” declared Jo Ann. “They would never have made this tunnel this broad and high or lined it with stone if it were to be used merely as a way of escape.”


      “What else could it’ve been used for, then—and who do you suppose ever had it made in the first place?” Florence asked curiously.


      “I believe your house used to be closely connected with the church in some way—maybe it was used as a home for the priests. Back in the days when these buildings were erected, they were always having wars and revolutions. This tunnel would make it possible for the priests to get over to the church, no matter what was going on outside. Then just think what an excellent place this would be to hide anyone or anything! I believe it was used as a hiding place in war times as well as an—” She stopped suddenly. “Oh, here’s another tunnel!” she exclaimed as she peered into another large opening in the side of the passageway. “And this one goes on farther.”


      “It looks as if there’s a network of passages,” put in Peggy excitedly as she and Florence crowded near Jo Ann to see this discovery. “I wonder where they go and what they were for.”


      “We’ll explore them and find out; but we must be careful not to get lost,” cautioned Jo Ann. “No one’d ever know what had happened to us. They’d think we’d just evaporated in thin air.”


      “Ugh!” shuddered Peggy. “Don’t even mention such a thing. It gives me the creeps.”


      “Oh, look, here’s a little niche in the wall!” exclaimed Florence. “And look—what is this?” she asked, holding up a queer-shaped piece of dark metal.


      “It looks like some sort of a candle holder to me,” Peggy volunteered. “The priests must have kept candles there to use when going back and forth through the—” She stopped abruptly and sprang back, shrieking. Something black and winged had struck her in the face.


      The next moment Florence cried excitedly, “What is that awful thing?” She slapped madly at a passing object, then began to sneeze violently.


      For a few moments the air was white with dust about the girls as they huddled together, choking and gasping.


      “That’s—just—bats!” gasped Jo Ann at last, as the air became clearer. “We frightened—them.”


      “You mean—they—frightened us,” corrected Peggy. “Aren’t we brave, though?”


      “I’ll admit I was startled at first,” acknowledged Florence. “I couldn’t imagine what those horrid flapping things were.”


      Before venturing any further they looked anxiously all around, but to their relief they could see no more of the terrifying little creatures.


      “Which way shall we go?” asked Jo Ann. “Straight ahead, or shall we see where this side tunnel leads?”


      “I’ll tell you what to do,” suggested Peggy. “While you and Florence explore that side passage, I’ll wait here in this main tunnel. That way you can’t get lost—and if you get frightened, just call me, and I’ll answer so you’ll know how to get back.”


      “Are you sure you won’t be afraid?” asked Jo Ann. “We won’t be gone long.”


      “Why, of course I’m not afraid,” bragged Peggy. “Anyway, there’s nothing to be afraid of—except those miserable bats, and we’ve frightened them away.”


      “All right, then,” agreed Jo Ann. “You be sure to stay right here.”


      Peggy grinned. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be all right. It’s you two who’re going into the unknown.”


      Standing in the opening where the tunnels joined, she watched Florence and Jo Ann disappear into the darkness. Finally only a dim light flickered in the distance, then vanished altogether. She was alone—alone with the dust of the centuries about her.


      Jo Ann’s voice floated back just then with surprising clearness. “Everything all right?”


      “Okay,” Peggy called back, more cheerfully than she felt.


      CHAPTER XIV


      GHOSTLY FIGURES


      When Jo Ann and Florence had gone only a short distance, they noticed the tunnel curved so that they could not see Peggy’s light.


      “Poor Peg’s alone now—she can’t even see our lights,” said Florence. “I almost wish we hadn’t left her back there.”


      “If she’ll stay right where we left her, she ought to be all right. But this is the darkest place I was ever in—spooky, too.”


      They walked slowly, stopping every now and then to examine the sides and top of the tunnel.


      Jo Ann suddenly pointed to the top. “Look up there! There’s a crack.”


      “Let’s go back—that looks scary to me!” Florence exclaimed quickly. “It might cave in.”


      “No, that small a crack couldn’t be dangerous. Come on.”


      Jo Ann started on again, and reluctantly Florence followed. In spite of her seeming indifference to danger, Jo Ann was really examining the walls and top more cautiously than ever.


      “Here’s another crack!” she exclaimed a few minutes later. “Maybe there’s been an earthquake near here. They do have earthquakes down here sometimes, don’t they?”


      “Yes, now and then—slight ones,” Florence replied. “Don’t you think we’d better go back? Poor Peg may be getting lonesome, and we told her we wouldn’t be gone long.”


      Jo Ann half smiled. “Maybe she is, but let’s go a little farther. Surely we’ll come to the end of this tunnel soon.”


      “There’s no telling how long it is—it might be miles long. Let’s go back.”


      “In a minute. I see something ahead—something whitish. Maybe it’s a little opening and the moonlight’s shining through.” Jo Ann stopped and pointed directly ahead.


      “Oh, I do see it!” Florence exclaimed. “It does look white.”


      Eagerly Jo Ann led the way onward, but not without watching for anything that might be dangerous. When they had gone a few yards farther, she suddenly cried, “Why, it’s a cave-in!”


      “You see—I told you we’d better go back. Come on.” Florence turned around and started toward the entrance. When she had gone only a few steps she noticed that Jo Ann was not following her. Looking back, she saw her leaning over, examining the pile of debris and fallen stones.


      “Look! The tunnel’s almost blocked by this cave-in!” Jo Ann called. “There’s only a small opening left over here on one side.”


      “Well, we can’t go any farther, so let’s get out before it caves in some more,” insisted Florence.


      “I don’t believe there’s any danger of that. Look at the dust on these stones. They’ve been here for years and years. Maybe a cannon ball shattered this part of the tunnel in one of the wars.”


      “Maybe so, but I’ll feel better when we get away from here.” A moment later she cried out in alarm on seeing Jo Ann climb up toward the hole. “Jo, you mustn’t crawl in there!”


      “Why not? I want to see if this is the end of the tunnel. There isn’t any danger. These stones are solid. See, I’ve felt every one of them.” Jo Ann pushed first one stone, then another, to show that there was no danger of their slipping; then with her flashlight ahead of her she thrust her head and shoulders into the opening.


      To her disappointment she could see only a short distance. Eager to see as far as possible, she wriggled carefully over the jagged stones, farther into the opening, and held her flashlight at arm’s length.


      “Oh, this is nothing but a little cave-in!” she called back in a muffled tone. “The tunnel goes on a long way. There’s no sign of the end of it. Let’s crawl on through.”


      “No indeed, I’m not going in that hole,” Florence replied promptly. “And you’d better get out right a—”


      A muffled shriek from Jo Ann broke into her sentence. “Oh, I’ve dropped my flashlight on the other side! Now I’ve—” she stopped to cough violently—“I’ve got to crawl through—and get it.”


      “Don’t crawl clear through—you might not be able to get back!” Florence’s voice was full of anxiety. “Let me hold your feet while you reach for the flashlight.” Without waiting for an answer she grasped Jo Ann’s feet firmly.


      Slowly then Jo Ann wriggled still farther into the hole. The farther she crawled, the nearer Florence was pulled to the opening. With a sudden jerk Jo Ann reached over to get her flashlight. In her effort she threw Florence against the pile of debris and stirred up the fine dust, which set both of them to coughing and struggling for air.


      “Hurry up—and—crawl—out,” begged Florence between gasps.


      “Coming—this instant. Pull me—back. I—can’t—make it—by myself.”


      Florence laid down her flashlight and began pulling at Jo Ann’s feet.


      “Pull harder,” Jo Ann grunted.


      “I’m pulling—as hard as I can.”


      “I haven’t budged. Pull again—and I’ll wiggle as hard as I can. These sharp stones hurt like fury.”


      Once more Florence braced herself and pulled with all her strength. The next moment one of Jo Ann’s oxfords slipped off, and Florence was sent sprawling backward on the floor. In the cloud of dust that arose, Florence caught a glimpse of Jo Ann’s feet disappearing in the hole.


      But Jo Ann and Florence were not the only ones who were having their troubles. Peggy, too, was having her share. No sooner had the girls’ lights disappeared than she began to get restless. Everything looked so much more gloomy and alarming in the faint glow of one flashlight. When she threw its rays directly in front, they penetrated the darkness only a short distance and cast eerie shadows on the walls near by.


      “It’s silly to get scared of the dark and shadows this way,” she scolded herself.


      With an effort she tried to concentrate on the persons who had built these tunnels. Patient people they must have been to cut these passages through solid stone with their old crude tools. They were probably Indian workmen, experienced in cutting stone. It must have taken them years and years to make these.


      All at once it seemed to her that the shadow on her right took the form of a crouching Indian.


      “Here I am being silly again,” she thought. “It’s because I’m standing still here that I’m nervous. It’s lonesome as well as scary, staying still in a spooky place like this.”


      Looking around for something to divert her mind, she noticed the queer-shaped piece of metal in the niche and wondered what Florence had done with the other one. “Perhaps she dropped it when the bats frightened her,” she thought.


      She cast the rays of her light over the floor till she finally found the piece of metal, then placed it back in the niche with its mate. “Jo and I can use one of these for a candle holder on the little table beside our bed, and Florence can use the other,” she decided.


      Not seeing anything else of interest, she grew more restless than ever. “I wonder where this tunnel leads. I believe I’ll walk down it a little way. Florence and Jo probably won’t be back for several minutes. There’s no sign of their lights yet. I won’t go but a few steps. They might call, and I couldn’t hear them.”


      She walked slowly a short distance, looking carefully on all sides. When she had gone about twelve feet she came to a narrow opening on her right.


      She stopped and peered into it as far as her light would permit. “This place is certainly a network of passages,” she thought. “I wonder what this narrow one’s for.”


      Her curiosity aroused, she turned into this new passage and kept straight ahead for a little way. Then as she flashed her light about, she caught a glimpse of another opening, to her left. Glancing into this opening, she saw at the farther end what appeared to be a door half ajar.


      Her eyes began to shine. “Surely I’ll find something important behind that door,” she thought. “It’d be a rich joke on Jo and Florence if I should be the one to make some great discovery.”


      With her heart thumping rapidly she walked down to the door, peeped in, then cautiously opened the door wider and stepped inside. To her great disappointment the room was absolutely bare.


      “Just my luck!” she groaned. “I thought surely I was going to find something interesting to show the girls.”


      Disgusted, she hurried out of the room and back to the passage, then turned quickly to her left and hastened on.


      “One more turn, and I’ll be back in the main tunnel,” she told herself.


      When she had gone a short distance, she discovered that the passage apparently ended a few feet ahead.


      “Why, this isn’t the way I came!” she cried in alarm. Her heart seemed to leap up into her throat, and her eyes dilated in horror. “Why, I’m lost! Lost!”


      The next moment she ordered herself sternly, “Don’t lose your head! Go back and retrace your steps to that opening. You’ve taken the wrong turn—that’s all.”


      With a fresh grip on her emotions she wheeled about and walked to the opening from which she had just emerged.


      “Oh, here’s where I made my mistake!” she exclaimed in relief. “I turned to the left instead of the right. What a stupid I was!”


      She started on again and kept straight ahead till she reached the entrance to the main tunnel.


      As her light shone on the wall directly in front of her she suddenly halted in surprise. There, a little to her right, was a recess in the wall with a long, solid-looking panel in the back.


      “That’s strange!” she thought. “I wonder what that panel’s for.”


      She flashed her light straight into the recess this time. In the circle of light a black metal ring stood out distinctly. Could this queer-looking panel be a door? If it were, then there was another room here only a few feet from her.


      Timidly she caught hold of the metal ring the next moment and pulled; to her disappointment, the panel did not move.


      “There must be a reason for this ring and this panel,” she told herself. “I’ll try again, harder.”


      Putting her shoulder against the panel, she pushed with all her strength. There was a sudden, loud, grating noise; then the door swung open with such force that she lost her balance and fell full length on the floor.


      Her first thought was about her flashlight. What a terrible plight she would be in if it were broken! Trembling with anxiety, she pressed the button of her light. Out flashed its rays as brightly as ever. Half curiously, half timidly she stared into the lighted area.


      The next instant her eyes dilated in terror. What was that horrible-looking creature directly in front of her!


      “O-o-oh!” she shrieked. “Jo! Jo!”


      After that one shriek her throat contracted with fright, and she lay as if paralyzed.


      That horrible thing was so near she could almost touch it. Was it man—or beast—some prehistoric animal? She had never—not even in her wildest imagination—seen anything like this hideous monster. It stood in an upright position like a man and had long scrawny arms and legs, and huge frightful claws which seemed to be reaching out to grab her. Its head was hunched between its shoulders, and over the whole thing was a long, scraggly, hairlike covering.


      With eyes fastened on the creature Peggy waited breathlessly. If only the thing would move or do something! Anything would be better than this suspense. But still it stood—motionless. If only she could manage to slide or crawl out of the room! But that monster would be sure to follow stealthily. Yet she must do something. She must get out of this room.


      Forcing her eyes for a second from the monster, she glanced toward the door. The next instant she shuddered in fresh terror. There beside the door, almost at her feet, loomed another monster, taller and more horrible than the first.


      Almost simultaneously there came a soft thudding sound from the tunnel. What could that be? Some other menace? It was getting nearer—nearer.


      Suddenly above the thudding sounded a high-pitched voice—Jo Ann’s voice! Jo and Florence were running to her rescue! They had heard her scream.


      “You must get out of this room this instant and warn the girls of their danger,” she commanded herself sternly.


      Carefully, slowly, almost without seeming to move, she backed feet first toward the door. To reach it she had to pass so close to this other taller and more horrible creature that she would almost touch it. She held her breath. Already she could feel the clutch of those clawlike hands.


      Steeling herself, she inched her body a little nearer. Out of the corner of her eye she watched those threatening claws. Brown leathery claws they were—dried—wrinkled—ghastly.


      All at once the reason for their ghastly appearance darted into her mind—the hideous creatures were dead!


      With a cry of relief she sprang to her feet and stumbled through the door. Just as she stepped into the tunnel, Jo Ann and Florence rushed up, panting.


      “Peg—what’s—the matter?” Jo Ann cried, throwing her arms around Peggy. “I was afraid something dreadful—”


      “What did happen, Peg?” urged Florence between gasps for breath as she flashed her light full upon Peggy.


      Struggling to make her voice sound natural, Peggy replied slowly, “I—was—just scared. I’m—sorry—I frightened you.”


      “What frightened you?” Jo Ann put in quickly. “You’re white as a ghost.”


      “That’s what I’ve been seeing—ghosts! Ugh!” Peggy shivered.


      “This is no time for foolishness. What scared you?”


      “Peep through that door and see for yourself, then,” Peggy replied.


      All curiosity, Jo Ann turned quickly toward the open door, Florence at her heels. The next moment both girls drew back with cries of fright.


      “Horrible!” ejaculated Florence.


      “Horrible!” echoed Jo Ann. “No wonder you were frightened, Peg,” she added quickly. “They’re only mummies, but if I hadn’t read about them I’d have been paralyzed. But what made you come up here after you said you’d stay where we left you?”


      “I got tired waiting for you—I thought you’d never come—so I decided to explore this tunnel a little way. I got lost for a while; and then on my way back I found this door. It wouldn’t open at first, so I pushed hard—and then I tumbled head foremost into that room. When I turned on my light and saw those horrible creatures—well, I ’most died from fright. I thought they were alive.”


      “You poor child,” comforted Florence. “We should never have left you alone.”


      “What made you two stay so long?”


      “We went farther than we expected, and Jo got stuck in a hole.”


      Peggy turned to Jo Ann. “You would do something like that! What kind of a hole was it?”


      “Just a little opening in a cave-in. I wanted to see what was on the other side. I dropped my flashlight over there and got stuck trying to get it.”


      “I had to pull her out—I had a time doing it,” Florence added.


      “That wasn’t nearly as much trouble as I got into,” said Peggy with a gesture toward the door. “How’d those hideous things ever get in there?”


      “I don’t know, I’m sure,” replied Jo Ann. “I’ve read that they’ve been found in some parts of Mexico, and that they’re different from the ancient Egyptian mummies in that no preservatives were used. The air in certain parts of this country has such drying qualities in it that centuries ago people discovered that they could keep bodies perfectly without the use of preservatives.”


      “Ugh! They don’t look perfect to me,” put in Peggy.


      Jo Ann stepped to the door, saying, “I’d like to examine those mummies more closely, but—”


      “That’s the way we feel, don’t we, Florence?” Peggy said with a half smile as she and Florence crowded into the doorway. “What is that whitish stuff on them?” she asked the next moment.


      “I imagine they were wrapped in a sort of shroud when they were put in there,” said Jo Ann, “but it’s almost evaporated.”


      “Why do you suppose they’re standing straight up, Jo?” Peggy queried curiously. “I should think they’d be in coffins, or something.”


      Jo Ann shook her head dubiously. “Some ancient custom, perhaps.”


      “Didn’t you start out to find the family skeleton, Jo?” asked Florence, with a twinkle in her eyes. “It seems to me Peggy found it, and all of its ancestors, for you.”


      Peggy shuddered. “It’s a good thing I didn’t know there were so many mummies in this room. Let’s get away from here. I’ve seen enough of these horrible-looking things to last me a lifetime. You have, too, haven’t you, Florence?”


      Florence nodded an emphatic assent and added, “Surely you’ve looked at them long enough, Jo. Come on.”


      Reluctantly Jo Ann turned to leave. “I’d like to go inside and look over the room, but since you insist, I s’pose I’ll have to go.”


      Peggy took a few steps down the passage, calling back over her shoulder, “Shut the door, Jo. I found it closed, so we’d better leave it that way.”


      “All right.” Jo Ann caught hold of the ring and pulled on it, but the door would not budge.


      After pulling on it several more times without success she called out, “The door’s stuck—I’ll have to try pushing. Catch hold of the ring and pull, Peg, while I push, and, Florence, you shine your light in here so I can see,” she added as she stepped into the room.


      Bracing herself against the wall, she slipped her arm into the narrow space behind the door and began pushing. With one wary glance at the ghostly figures back of her, Peggy pulled vigorously on the ring.


      Suddenly the door gave a loud grating noise and swung so quickly that Peggy lost her balance and fell back against the mummies. With a terrified shriek she sprang back.


      At the same instant Jo Ann felt something hard bump against her leg as she tumbled back against the wall. Guessing what had happened to Peggy, she reached for her flashlight hanging to her belt. No sooner had she flashed on the light than Peggy was by her side, shivering and pale with fright.


      “Ugh! I fell against those hideous mummies!” she exclaimed. “Let’s get out of here this instant.”


      “Something struck me, too,” said Jo Ann, glancing down in the corner back of the door.


      There before her eyes lay several large candelabra.


      “Oh, look here, Peg!” she cried excitedly.


      “They’re just old iron candlesticks,” Peggy replied shortly. “Come on.”


      Not heeding Peggy’s words, Jo Ann reached down and picked up one of them and began examining it closely. “I believe this is gold—a golden candelabrum!” she exclaimed admiringly. “Look at the lovely design on the base—and aren’t the branches beautifully shaped!”


      Just then Florence peered around the half-open door and called out, “What’s happened to you two? Why don’t you come on out?”


      “We’ve made a wonderful discovery,” replied Jo Ann. “Come here and see.”


      As soon as Florence came inside Jo Ann pointed triumphantly to the candelabra. “They’re gold—maybe solid gold!”


      After a moment’s tribute of silence Florence remarked, “They’re beautiful. I don’t believe they’re all gold; those darker ones are probably silver and tarnished with age.” She reached down and lifted one of the duller-looking candelabra. “It certainly is heavy. Isn’t this design on the base exquisite?” As she placed it back on the floor she added, “I believe all these belong to the church.”


      “Probably they were hidden here long ago during some war or revolution and then forgotten,” Jo Ann said thoughtfully. “Maybe the persons who put them here were killed, and so—” She stopped abruptly, then began again, “I shouldn’t wonder if there were more valuable things hidden down here. I want to see, too, if there aren’t steps leading up to the church. Come on.”


      CHAPTER XV


      THE BLACK BOX


      Past the ghostly figures the three girls made their way, nervous shivers running up and down their spines in spite of the fact that they knew these figures would not harm them.


      As they threw the rays from their lights on the rear wall of the room, Jo Ann suddenly halted. “This wall’s different from the others,” she announced. “It looks as if it’s made of stone panels.”


      “It certainly does,” agreed Florence.


      Eagerly Jo Ann began examining one of the panels, testing it to see if it would move. Following her example, Peggy and Florence began trying to move the ones nearest them. Each panel, they discovered, had a slight depression carved in the top, which served as a fingerhold.


      After they had worked for several minutes without success, Peggy said disgustedly, “Let’s stop this foolishness and get out of this awful room. These panels look like vaults or tombs—like the ones we saw in that old St. Roch’s Cemetery in New Orleans. I’ve seen enough spooks and family skeletons to do me for ages.” She tugged at Jo Ann’s arm impatiently.


      Almost simultaneously Jo Ann exclaimed, “Oh, I’ve found a panel that moves! Shine your light this way, Peg, while Florence helps me to shove it up.”


      Together Jo Ann and Florence pushed vigorously on the panel.


      “Fine! It’s moving!” ejaculated Jo Ann finally. “Once more, Florence—hard, now!”


      Peggy threw the rays from her flashlight directly into the narrow crack now appearing below the stone. “Oh, I see something—something white! Push the stone up a little higher, can’t you?” Turning suddenly to Florence, she ordered, “You hold the light and let me push. I’m stronger than you.”


      In a few more moments there was a loud grating sound as the stone moved, and the crack below widened several inches.


      “There’s something in there, all right,” agreed Florence. “If you promise not to let that stone drop on my hand, I’ll reach in and get it. Can you hold it?”


      “Let’s get a better hold first!” cried Jo Ann. “My hand’s slipping. Now, are you ready, Peg?”


      “Okay.”


      Quickly Florence reached through the crack. “Feels like a box!” she exclaimed excitedly. “But I can’t get it out. There’s a roll of paper or something, too.”


      “We’ll push a little harder,” said Jo Ann. “Push, Peg—with all your might. Now—can you—get hold—of them?”


      “I’ve got them!” Florence’s voice was triumphant. “Hold it just another second so I can see if there’s anything else.” She flashed the light into the opening again.


      “Hurry!” cut in Peggy. “We can’t—hold this thing—much longer. It weighs a ton.”


      “I can’t see anything else,” Florence said a moment later. “Let it go.”


      With sighs of relief Jo Ann and Peggy let the slab drop into place.


      “Whew—that stone was heavy!” gasped Peggy. She glanced disappointedly at the small black box and roll of paper which Florence held in her hand. “And all that hard work for nothing but a little insignificant-looking box and a piece of paper! I told you these were nothing but grave vaults. Let’s get out of this cemetery.”


      After one last glance around the room Jo Ann followed Peggy and Florence to the door.


      “I’m glad the door’s not stuck this time,” she remarked as she pulled it shut.


      As she turned to join the girls Florence called, “Look right down this passage, Jo. There’s another cave-in.”


      Flashing her light in that direction, Jo Ann exclaimed, “You’re right—that is a cave-in. There’ve been steps there, too. This must’ve been the passage leading up into the church. It looks as if the whole side of the building has fallen down.”


      “I know where we are, then,” Florence put in. “We’re right under that section of the church that’s partly in ruins. That’s the reason no one’s been down here in years and years.”


      Now that her curiosity was satisfied about the passage to the church, Jo Ann turned to Florence. “You still have the box and the paper you took out of that vault, haven’t you?”


      “Yes, but they don’t look at all interesting or valuable.”


      With one glance at the dull black box Jo Ann reached out and took the roll of papers from Florence.


      “Oh dear,” she sighed a moment later, “they’re all in Spanish, of course. This is the queerest writing—all fancy flourishes and curly-cues. I can’t make anything out of it, can you, Florence?”


      Florence looked down at the papers a moment, then shook her head. “All that I can make out of it is that it’s some kind of old record.”


      “Let me have a look at the box, then. Maybe it’ll explain something.”


      As Florence handed it to Jo Ann she remarked, “If you can find out anything from this old black box, you’re a good one.”


      “I thoroughly agree with you. It doesn’t look at all interesting.” Jo Ann turned the box from side to side. “It’s unusually heavy, though, for such a small box.” She shook it vigorously. “Listen! There’s something inside that makes a little rattling noise.”


      “It can’t be anything much—not in that small box,” commented Peggy.


      “I wish we could open it,” said Jo Ann, studying the box while Florence held the light. “It must have a secret spring—there’s no sign of a keyhole.”


      “A secret spring!” Peggy’s interest was instantly aroused. “Let me see it, will you?”


      When Peggy reached out to take the box, its weight took her by surprise, and she let it slip out of her hands and fall crashing to the floor.


      Dropping down on their knees, Jo Ann and Peggy reached for the box at the same time.


      “O—oh!” gasped Jo Ann, her voice quivering with excitement.


      “O—oh!” echoed Peggy.


      “What is it?” Florence asked quickly as she leaned over their shoulders.


      Spellbound the three girls gazed before them. The insignificant black box lay on its side, wide open, part of its contents spilled out on the floor. There was the gleam of old gold and the brilliant sparkle and flash of fire. All the colors of the rainbow seemed reflected in that circle of light.


      “How perfectly magnificent!” ejaculated Peggy in an awed voice.


      “Wonderful! An old jewel case!” exclaimed Jo Ann, entranced by the beauty before her.


      “Gorgeous!” added Florence.


      One by one, as though afraid of touching them, the girls picked up the jewels from the floor. Rings set with precious stones—diamonds, rubies, sapphires, opals gorgeous as the sunset—necklaces, earrings, and chains of gold. Queer, antique-looking, all of them.


      “Isn’t this the loveliest thing you ever laid your eyes on!” cried Peggy, holding up a filigree necklace of such delicate workmanship that it resembled a piece of fine old lace.


      “It’s exquisite,” agreed Florence.


      “And look at this ring—isn’t it the most beautiful one you ever saw?” Jo Ann held up a ring that had one large exquisite opal circled by tiny diamonds. “I love opals. The opal’s my birthstone. When my ship comes in—if it ever does—I’ll try to buy me a ring just like this.”


      “It is lovely. They all are—the diamonds, rubies, all of them,” added Florence. “They must be very valuable. I wonder why they were hidden here. Oh!” she cried suddenly, an expression of horror passing over her face. “These belong to the church. We can’t take them—that’d be stealing. We must put them right back where we found them this minute.”


      “Not I,” said Peggy emphatically.


      “What would be the sense of leaving these things hidden for another century or more?” put in Jo Ann quickly.


      “I don’t know, but I still feel that we’ll be stealing if we take them,” insisted Florence.


      “I know what we’d better do!” exclaimed Jo Ann as a sudden solution of the problem occurred to her. “We can take them to Señor Rodriguez and let him dispose of them in the proper legal manner. Don’t you think that would be best?”


      “Yes—perhaps so,” slowly agreed Florence. “He ought to know what would be right.”


      While Florence and Jo Ann had been arguing about what to do with the pieces of jewelry, Peggy was putting them back in the black box.


      “I can’t get all these things back in this box,” she sighed finally. “How in the world did they ever get so much in such a small box?”


      “Wait! Don’t close it. We might not be able to get it open again.” Jo Ann reached over and took the box. “Let me tie this string around it so nothing’ll spill out.”


      In a few minutes the box was securely tied. Holding it tightly, Jo Ann hastened back to the entrance to the tunnel, the other girls following closely.


      CHAPTER XVI


      MORE PRECIOUS THAN JEWELS


      At the very moment that Peggy was lying terror-stricken at the feet of the mummies Dr. Blackwell had just made an alarming discovery.


      He had been wakened from a deep peaceful sleep by the sound of vigorous knocking on the outer door and had quickly scrambled out of bed and into his clothes. He well knew that this knocking meant that someone was in distress and needed his professional services. Louder and louder had come the sound. Fearing that everyone in the house would be awakened, he had hurried down to answer the door.


      When he had not seen Florence at the head of the stairs, waiting to bolt the door as usual, he had gone to her room and found it empty and the beds undisturbed. Immediately he had run from room to room, calling the girls, but had heard only the echoes of his own worried voice. All three girls had utterly disappeared!


      A terrible fear swept over him—they had been kidnaped! But no, that was impossible, he told himself the next moment. Three strong, healthy girls could not be carried off without making a sound.


      What should he do? Call the police? Something must be done immediately, but there was so much red tape connected with governmental affairs in this country that it would be hours before anything could be done. Perhaps it would be better to call his good friend Señor Rodriguez. He would advise him the best steps to take.


      Quickly, his hand shaking so he could scarcely write, he scribbled a note to the Señor. It was almost illegible, but the words, “Come at once” were plain, and that was all that was necessary.


      Rushing down the stairs, he hurried past the man waiting at the door, without speaking. The man stared after him in blank amazement. What was the matter? Was the Doctor Americano loco?


      On across the street ran Dr. Blackwell to the corner of the Plaza, where a taxi could be found at any hour of the day or night.


      He shook the sleeping taxi driver by the shoulder. “Hombre, hombre, wake up! Take this letter to the Señor Rodriguez and bring him back with you. Muy pronto, sabe?”


      The lazy, easy-going Mexican straightened in surprise. He had carried this American doctor on many an urgent call, but he had never seen him so nervous and excited before. This must be something very important. Very well, he would show el doctor how he could hurry. There was a roar, the grinding of gears, and the car was off like a shot.


      In an amazingly short time Señor Rodriguez rushed into the office. He found Dr. Blackwell slumped in a chair, his face in his hands.


      “Doctor, what has happened? What is the matter?” he asked in Spanish.


      In a few halting words Dr. Blackwell told him of the girls’ disappearance. “What shall I do, señor?” he ended, his voice vibrant with emotion.


      Before the amazed Señor could take in the situation and answer this question, there was the sound of light, flying feet on the balcony floor.


      The next moment, after one swift glance at her father, Florence dropped on her knees at his feet, exclaiming, “Daddy! Are you sick?”


      Startled at the sound of her voice, Dr. Blackwell almost jumped out of his chair. “Florence!” he cried. “Florence!”


      “What’s the matter, Daddy?” she asked anxiously.


      In the moment of silence that followed her question she turned to Señor Rodriguez. “Tell me what’s happened, señor.”


      “Where’d you come from?” Dr. Blackwell put in before the Señor could speak. “How’d you get here? Oh, child, I’ve been so frightened and worried! I thought something terrible had happened to you and the girls. Where are they?”


      “Right here,” answered Jo Ann, who had just come running in with Peggy. “Don’t—blame Florence—it’s really—all my fault.”


      “Why, Dad, there’s nothing the matter with us—we’re all right,” said Florence, rising. “We just went up on the roof and—”


      “What are you girls talking about?” he demanded, noticing for the first time their disreputable appearance—their grimy faces, Jo’s bloodstained shirt, and their knickers. “What have you been doing?”


      “We’ve been solving the mystery,” eagerly explained Florence.


      “What mystery?”


      “Why, the mystery of that strange little window in the back of the house.”


      “But how did you get out of the house without unbolting the door? You know better than to go out at this hour of night.”


      “Don’t scold, Dad,” begged Florence. “We haven’t been down on the street. We climbed through the little window and found a tunnel under the street.”


      “A tunnel!” he repeated, bewildered. “What in the world are you talking about?”


      “Why, there’s a long tunnel that starts under the back of our house and goes under the street, clear to the church—and I don’t know how much farther—there’s a regular network of passages, and—”


      While Florence stopped to catch her breath, her father turned to Señor Rodriguez. “Do you know anything about a tunnel under the street?”


      Señor Rodriguez shook his head, a puzzled expression on his face.


      By that time Florence had started talking again, her words tumbling over each other in her hurry. “And we’ve found lots of valuable things—candelabra—old papers—and jewels! Real jewels! Diamonds—rubies. Open the box, Jo, and show them!”


      With fingers fumbling in her haste Jo Ann was already untying the string about the box. Her eyes shining, she turned its contents upon a chair in front of Dr. Blackwell. Under the bright lights the jewels sparkled far more brilliantly than they had in the tunnel.


      In the silence that followed, the three girls waited breathlessly. What would Dr. Blackwell and the Señor say about their discovery? Would they be forgiven now for the anxiety they had caused?


      After a long pause Dr. Blackwell gently pulled Florence down on the arm of his chair. “They’re beautiful,” he said, “but I shudder to think of the risks you three took to get them—of what might have happened to you. No one would ever have known where you were. I’m so thankful to have you all back safe and sound. You’re far more precious to me than these jewels.”


      “Oh, but, doctor, it wasn’t as dangerous as it sounds,” put in Jo Ann eagerly. “We were very careful.” Recalling some of her moments of anxiety in the past few hours, she hesitated and added a little less confidently, “Perhaps it was more dangerous than we realized, but we’re all right now, and we wanted so badly to solve the mystery of that window and to surprise you.”


      A smile passed over Dr. Blackwell’s face. “You surprised me all right.”


      Encouraged by this change of expression on the doctor’s face, Jo Ann went on, “I’m sorry you were worried. We thought we’d get back before you discovered we were gone. You’ll forgive us, won’t you?”


      “Yes,” Dr. Blackwell replied slowly, “provided you all promise never to risk your precious lives that way again.”


      “Oh, we’ll promise that, won’t we, girls?”


      Florence and Peggy nodded an emphatic assent.


      With a wave of her hand toward the jewels Jo Ann added, “Now that we’ve explored that tunnel and found all these, we’re satisfied.” She turned then and handed Señor Rodriguez the old yellowed papers. “I’m sure you’ll be interested in these papers. They look like old records.”


      Curiously the Señor unrolled one of the old documents and began reading it. Soon he was poring over them, oblivious of everything else.


      In the meanwhile the girls examined the jewels more closely and reveled in their beauty.


      Dr. Blackwell interrupted their chatter finally, saying, “I haven’t been able to piece together all your disjointed account of your adventures. Suppose you begin at the first, Jo, since you were the originator of the whole thing, and tell the whole story.”


      Jo Ann needed no second invitation. She began at once to give a vivid account of their getting the rope and their climb to the roof; then went on to their descent into the hidden room and the tunnel; and finally to the discovery of the candelabra, papers, and jewelry. With the help of Peggy and Florence not even the smallest detail was left untold.


      “An amazing tale,” Dr. Blackwell commented when they had finished, “but I’m still shuddering about the risks you took.”


      Eager to change the subject, Jo Ann turned to Señor Rodriguez and asked, “Can you make anything out of these papers?”


      “Yes, Mees Jo.” There was a tinge of excitement in the Señor’s voice in spite of his attempt to appear calm. “Dey are ver’ old records and I t’ink may be ver’ valuable. One hab de name of my gran’modder’s family. If dey are what I t’ink—ah, dat would be wonderful! Somet’ing dat has been lost for many, many years—how you say in Ingles?—de missing link? Wid your permission I would like to take dem to my office and study dem.”


      “That’s just what we want you to do. I can hardly wait to find out more about them. We would like your advice, too, about what to do with all these beautiful things.” She gestured toward the jewels and then, reaching over, picked up the opal ring that had so fascinated her. “This is the most beautiful opal I’ve ever seen, and it’s set so artistically. I’m glad my birthday’s in October, so it’s not unlucky for me to wear an opal, since I’m particularly fond of that stone.”


      The Señor smiled. “Since it’s your lucky stone, try this ring on, Mees Jo.”


      Obediently Jo Ann slipped the ring on her finger. “Oh, señor, it’s lovely.”


      While she was still admiring it, Peggy picked up the filigree necklace. “This is the daintiest piece of all, I think,” she remarked.


      “And this is the most beautiful, according to my notion,” smiled Florence, pointing to a bracelet of old gold set with sapphires and tiny diamonds. “The sapphire is my birthstone.”


      Señor Rodriguez was much pleased by the girls’ admiration. “De people of my country are ver’ artistic,” he said. “Dey make many beautiful t’ings.”


      “To whom do you think all these jewels and things belong?” Jo Ann asked. “And why were they put in that room under the church?”


      “Mees Jo, I do not know. I am ver’ sorry dat I cannot answer you dat. I have heard dat long ago in de wars de people carried der most valuable t’ings to de church for safe keeping. I may be able to find out who owns dese from de papers.”


      “I’m sure these jewels are very valuable,” Dr. Blackwell remarked in Spanish to the Señor. “I’m away so much that I don’t like to leave the girls alone with them in the house. Would you take charge of them till you find out to whom they belong?”


      Señor Rodriguez nodded. “Yes, if you wish, doctor. I will be glad to take them and put them in my safe till I find out to whom they belong.”


      CHAPTER XVII


      THE SEÑOR’S STORY


      In the days that followed the discovery of the papers and jewels the girls were all impatience to hear from Señor Rodriguez. Jo Ann especially was restless. Always she had disliked inaction, and now she wanted to find out everything “right straight away.” She failed to realize that the Señor was having to search through scores of old city records for information, and that, like a true Spaniard, he was thorough—painstakingly accurate in every detail.


      Again and again the three girls talked over that eventful night and the unanswered questions—Why had those things been hidden in that underground room? Why had no one found them before? To whom did they belong?


      “Since we found those things under the church, they probably belong to the church,” Jo Ann declared thoughtfully one morning in one of these discussions. Her eyes suddenly began to shine as she added, “I know what I wish they’d do if the jewels belong to them—sell them and take the money to restore that part of the building that’s in ruins. The people are too poor to have it repaired. Such an old historic building ought not to be allowed to fall into decay. Then, if there were any money left after the repairing was done, it could be used for a special relief fund for the poor people.”


      “Those are both fine ideas,” approved Florence.


      “I wish I had enough money to buy that lovely filigree necklace, if the jewels are sold,” put in Peggy. Her face lengthened. “I know, though, it’d be more expensive than I could afford.”


      “I’d love to have that beautiful opal ring,” spoke up Jo Ann wistfully.


      Florence half sighed as she added, “That bracelet with my birthstone and the tiny diamonds was so attractive.”


      To the girls’ delight at lunch that day Dr. Blackwell announced that at four o’clock Señor Rodriguez was coming over to tell them what he had found out about the records and jewels.


      “My, but I’m glad!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “I was beginning to think he’d never come.”


      By half-past three the girls were waiting eagerly in Dr. Blackwell’s office for the Señor’s coming. Peggy and Florence chatted gaily with Dr. Blackwell, but Jo Ann kept glancing nervously at her watch. She felt that this was one of the most important events in her whole life. If only she could be instrumental in restoring that old church—that would be wonderful!


      At last voices were heard in the hall, and Felipe ushered in Señor Rodriguez and, to their surprise, Padre Ignacio.


      As soon as greetings had been exchanged, Señor Rodriguez placed the yellowed papers on the table and beside them the jewel box, which no longer was black, but bright and shining.


      “Why, the box is silver!” thought Jo Ann, amazed, “He’s had it polished till it’s beautiful.”


      Señor Rodriguez was all lawyer now—dignified and formal. “My dear young ladies, I haf de honor of congratulate you on de wonderful discovery you haf made,” he began in his broken English, bowing to each of the girls. “Dese are ver’ valuable papers which you haf found—ver’ valuable to de city, ver’ valuable to de church and to my family,” he added, smiling.


      The girls smiled back happily. They didn’t understand all that he was talking about or why they should receive so much praise, but evidently their discovery was more important than they had realized.


      He then went on to explain how, after searching through the archives of the city, studying old records, and checking names and dates, he felt that he could give some authentic information about the papers.


      They were records dating before 1846 of some of the oldest most prominent families of the city. Several of the older inhabitants with whom he had talked remembered having heard their parents tell of the exciting times when the city had been besieged by the American forces under General Zachary Taylor. As soon as they had realized they could hold out no longer against the Americans, they had hidden their most valuable possessions, of which only a small part had ever been recovered. Tales of vast treasures hidden under the city had been handed down from generation to generation, but few of them seemed to have any foundation.


      “Dis General Guerrero whose name you see on dis paper,” continued the Señor, picking up one of the papers, “was de fadder of my esteemed gran’fadder. Dey are de records of de families of Guerrero and Rodriguez before 1846. Finding dem will clear de titles to some ver’ valuable property which belong to my family.”


      “Oh, señor, I’m so glad!” exclaimed Florence.


      “We are, too, aren’t we, Peggy?” added Jo Ann.


      The Señor went on to say that when he showed the jewels and papers to his grandmother, she recalled a story told to her in her childhood by her mother just before she died. According to this story her husband, General Guerrero, at the time of the siege, had given her some important papers which he had told her to guard above everything. When the general had realized that the city could no longer hold out, he had sent a messenger with a hastily written note telling her to send those valuable papers and their jewels to him by this man. She had reluctantly handed the papers and jewels to the messenger, but that was the last she had ever heard or seen of them. As the general had been killed that same day, she supposed the things had been either lost or stolen. For that reason no effort was ever made to recover them.


      “And dese are de papers dat were lost,” finished the Señor. “How ver’ fortunate it is dat you find dem!”


      “But how could they have ever got in that secret underground room?” asked Florence.


      Señor Rodriguez shook his head. “Dat I do not know. I t’ink perhaps someone carry dem to de padre, and he hide dem along wid odder valuable t’ings which had been sent to him. De tunnels under de church had been used for carrying reinforcements and food to de army at de outskirts of de city. Dat is why dey could hold out so long against de American forces.”


      “No wonder we couldn’t find the other end of the tunnel!” exclaimed Jo Ann. “It must be several miles long.” She turned to Señor Rodriguez. “Do the jewels belong to your family, too?”


      “Ah, dat I do not know. Some of dem I t’ink belong to my family, but it is impossible to be sure. My gran’modder say she sure dis little ring—dis little ring you admire so much, Mees Jo—was her Gran’modder Guerrero’s ring.”


      He went on to explain how, since they had no way of finding exactly to whom the jewels had belonged, they had decided it would be better to return them to the church, as it had been very poor for years.


      “Oh, señor!” exclaimed Jo Ann, her eyes shining. “Will there be enough money then to repair that old ruined part of the church? I think an old historic building like that ought to be restored.”


      The Señor smiled approvingly. “Dat is a ver’ good plan, Mees Jo. De padre and I haf already discuss dat.” He went on to add that the jewels alone would not be sufficient to furnish funds for the restoring of the building, but that some of the old papers cleared up titles to valuable property belonging to the church, and that from this property enough could be secured for that purpose.


      “I’m so glad you’re going to do that!” rejoiced Jo Ann. “That old church has held a fascination for me from the first time I saw it. To think that we girls will have a part in restoring it—that is wonderful!”


      “And they can use those beautiful candelabra we found,” put in Florence.


      “When they restore that part of the building, they’ll open the passage to those underground rooms, and it’ll be easy to get the candelabra out then,” said Jo Ann. She turned to the Señor and the padre. “You might find more valuable things down there—we didn’t search thoroughly.” She stopped a moment, then added, “Won’t there be enough money to help those poor people who attend the church?”


      Señor Rodriguez nodded. “We hope so—we want ver’ much to do that.” He turned and translated Jo Ann’s words to the padre, who also nodded approvingly. “Padre Ignacio and I are ver’ happy dat you young ladies are so much interes’ in our people,” the Señor added then, “and we would like to do somet’ing to show you how much we appreciate what you haf done—so—we haf decide to give you each what you like best of de jewels.”


      The girls exchanged swift glances of surprise.


      He poured out the jewels on the table. “I believe Mees Peggy like dis necklace—is it not so?” He handed her the filigree necklace she had admired so much.


      “Oh, señor!” gasped Peggy, staring wide-eyed at the bit of loveliness in her hands. “You mean this is really mine?”


      “Sí, Mees Peggy. It is wid much pleasure dat I present it to you.”


      “And, Mees Florencita, did you not say you like dis bracelet?” He placed the jewel-set bracelet in her hands.


      “Oh, but señor, that is too valuable to give to me,” protested Florence.


      “No—no,” he replied, patting her on the shoulder. “It is of no value compare to what you haf done for us.”


      “And now, Mees Jo, will you please to come here one moment?”


      With cheeks flushed from excitement Jo Ann rose from her chair and came over to the Señor’s side.


      “To you, my most estimable friend,” he began, “you who haf been so much interes’ in our city—in de history of our country, and who—how do you say it?—ah, figure t’ings out—who haf accomplis’ somet’ing dat seem impossible and restore to us dese ver’ valuable papers, we want to give dis token of appreciation—dis little ring.” He held up the beautiful opal and diamond ring that Jo Ann had selected as her favorite of all the jewels. “I t’ink that this once belonged to my great-great-gran’modder.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes shone starlike. “It’s beautiful—beautiful—but it’s such a valuable heirloom—to give to me.”


      “Because it is an heirloom, I want all de more to give it to you, my friend.” The Señor smiled warmly over at her. “Let me put it on your finger.”


      All happiness, Jo Ann held out her right hand, and the Señor slipped the ring on her third finger with all the dignity of a ceremonial. With equal dignity she bowed and said slowly, “I thank you very much for this wonderful gift and for the honor of wearing your ancestor’s ring.”

    

  


  
    
      CROSSED TRAILS IN MEXICO, by Helen Randolph


      CHAPTER I


      “I’M AFRAID I’M GOING TO LOSE MY LIFE”


      Peggy nudged Jo Ann and pointed to the sign ahead: “Speed limit, 80 miles.”


      Jo Ann’s dark brown eyes twinkled. “It’s plain to see we’re out in the Texas open now—the wide open.”


      “Too bad poor old Jitters can’t accept the invitation to do eighty. She’s doing well when she makes forty or fifty. But even if she could go faster, Florence wouldn’t let her.” Peggy gestured toward the small, trim, fair-haired girl at the wheel.


      “Florence has lived in Mexico so long that she’s slow but sure like the Mexicans. She’s always saying, ‘Why the great rush? There’s plenty of time!’ If I were driving, now—” Jo Ann nodded her mop of unruly black curls vigorously—“I’d encourage Jitters to go her limit, especially since she has brand-new tires.”


      “Here too. Weren’t we lucky to find such a bargain in a car? I’ll admit she’s not much on looks and that she shakes till she deserves the name of Jitters—but she’s ours, all ours.” Peggy’s hazel eyes gazed admiringly upon their old battered Ford.


      “And look where she’s carrying us: to Mexico! All the way to the land of mystery and romance!”


      “I can hardly wait to get back down there again. I wonder if we’ll run into as thrilling adventures as we did last summer when we were visiting Florence.”


      Peggy smiled. “You will. You’re always getting out of one mystery only to tumble headlong into another.”


      Jo Ann nodded toward the prim, erect, gray-haired woman on the front seat beside Florence and murmured, “Miss Prudence’ll keep me on my good behavior this time. Even if some tremendous mystery bumps right into me this trip, I’m not going to pay one bit of attention to it.”


      “Straight from Missouri am I,” Peggy replied, laughing.


      “From Mississippi, you mean. From a year’s hard work in good old Evanston High. The work’s agreed with us, hasn’t it? We’re both four or five pounds heavier. School’s agreed with Carlitos, too.” Jo Ann leaned forward to smile at the round-faced eleven-year-old boy sitting on the other side of Peggy. “He’s as fat as a butter ball now.”


      Ever since the five had started on their long automobile journey, Carlitos had been too busy viewing the scenery to talk, but at Jo Ann’s words he opened his blue eyes wide and asked in broken English, “Butter ball—what is dat?”


      Both Jo Ann and Peggy exchanged smiles. It seemed strange to them that Carlitos could not understand the most commonplace phrases, yet when they stopped to think that he had spoken Spanish altogether till he had come to the States last fall, they marveled that he talked as well as he did.


      While Jo Ann was explaining to him the meaning of the words “butter ball,” Peggy was mentally reviewing his strange life. When he was about a year old his parents had come from New Jersey to a remote Mexican village where his father, Charles Eldridge, owned a silver mine. A few months later Mr. Eldridge had met his death at the hands of a treacherous Mexican foreman, and shortly afterwards Mrs. Eldridge had died from the combined effects of shock and pneumonia, leaving the tiny Carlitos in the care of a poor ignorant Indian nurse. The foreman, who had taken possession of the mine, then tried to kidnap Carlitos, the rightful heir. Alarmed at this threatened danger, the nurse had fled across the mountains with Carlitos and her family where they were befriended by Jo Ann, Florence, and herself. Due to their efforts Carlitos’s uncle, Edward Eldridge, had been found and the mine restored to Carlitos. So dismayed had his uncle been at finding that his nephew could not speak English that he had sent him to Massachusetts to live with his aunt, Miss Prudence Eldridge.


      Peggy smiled to herself as her thoughts wandered around to the New England spinster aunt who had come down by train with Carlitos to Mississippi and was accompanying them the rest of the way to Mexico. Miss Prudence’s never-ceasing astonishment at having a half-grown nephew who was just learning to speak English was a source of amusement to her and Florence and Jo Ann.


      Just then Carlitos broke into an excited exclamation: “We come to big city! See—big high houses!”


      “Fine!” Jo Ann ejaculated. “That must be Houston. We’ve made much better time than I thought. We’ll be there by seven o’clock.”


      With a broad smile Peggy remarked low-voiced to Jo Ann, “Don’t forget that you drew Miss Prudence for your roommate tonight. I heard her say she always rises at five-thirty, so I see where you’ll have to get up with the chickens.”


      “If I have to get up at that ghastly hour, I’ll wake you and Florence, too. It’ll be specially good for you to get up early. As Miss Prudence said last night, ‘Remember, the early bird catches the worm’!”


      Peggy made a funny little grimace. “But I don’t want to catch worms—I don’t like ’em.”


      “You’ll have to acquire a taste for them then,” Jo Ann retorted between giggles. A moment later she added, “We really ought to get an early start tomorrow morning, sure enough, since we may go by way of Brownsville.”


      On reaching the city a half hour later, they drove straight to one of the larger hotels.


      “I just adore going into strange hotels,” remarked Peggy, starting to get out of the car.


      Miss Prudence turned in time to see her rising and said quickly, “You girls wait here while I go in and look around. One can’t be too particular about the kind of hotel one chooses, even to stay for a few hours.”


      Disappointed, Peggy dropped back into her seat.


      “Never mind, Peg, when we get to Mexico she’ll let Florence and us take the lead, since she’s never been there before.”


      In a few minutes the girls saw Miss Prudence returning, followed closely by a porter.


      “Come on,” she called out briskly to them. “I’ve registered for us all.”


      She hurried them on inside the hotel and into the elevator so rapidly that Peggy declared afterwards that she wouldn’t have known she was in a hotel if she hadn’t seen a bellboy.


      When the porter stopped at the first room and asked which baggage he was to carry in, Miss Prudence pointed to her suitcase, then hesitated a half second.


      Peggy grasped this opportunity to put in, “Jo says she’s going to be your roommate this time.”


      Miss Prudence smiled over at Jo Ann. “Fine. Carlitos’s room connects with ours; then you and Florence have the one next to his. All of you hurry and get cleaned up, now, so we can get something to eat right away. Then we’ll come straight up and go to bed. We have to get an early start in the morning, you know.”


      The three girls exchanged swift glances but did not protest.


      Once inside their room, however, Peggy groaned loudly to Florence, “Miss Prudence acts as if we were still in rompers. Putting us to bed as soon as we’ve eaten our suppers! What’s the fun of coming to a new city if you can’t see anything?”


      By nine o’clock, still inwardly protesting but outwardly calm, the girls were marshaled back to their rooms by Miss Prudence.


      Jo Ann bade Peggy and Florence good night and remarked with a teasing smile, “You’ll hear me knocking at your door about 5:30 A.M.”


      “Don’t you dare!” both girls exclaimed in the same breath. Florence added, “Surely you wouldn’t be that cruel!”


      “Oh yes, I would. Misery needs companionship. Be sure to leave the sliding panel of your door down as it is now, so you can hear my first tap.” Jo Ann indicated the top section of the door which was screened by a Venetian blind, as were the doors of all the other rooms.


      It seemed to Jo Ann she had hardly been asleep two winks that night when she heard a voice saying in her ear, “Sorry, my dear, but it’s time you’re getting up.”


      Miss Prudence! Surely it couldn’t be morning! She suppressed a groan and turned over for another nap, only to hear the insistent voice: “Sorry, my dear, but—”


      Jo Ann managed to mumble a sleepy “All right.”


      After much stretching and yawning she reluctantly slipped out of bed. She stood blinking sleepily at Miss Prudence in her blue kimono and thinking how Chinesey she looked with her long, gray, braided pigtail down her back.


      Miss Prudence’s next words were anything but Chinese: “Call the girls and Carlitos before you start to dress. Both Peggy and Florence are slower than you, and it’ll take them a long time to get ready.”


      “Some of my clothes are in Peg’s bag, so I’ll have to go in and get them before I can dress. I’ll wake them then.” Thoroughly roused at last, Jo Ann thrust her feet into her slippers, slipped into her negligee, and started down the hall.


      Just as she reached the girls’ door a man’s earnest voice sounded startlingly clear through the screened panel of the door directly across the hall. Her heart gave a sudden frightened leap at hearing someone say, “I’m afraid I’m going to lose my life before this is over.”


      So distinct were the words that it seemed as if the man were talking to her. In danger of losing his life! And he was! There was no mistaking the conviction in his voice. It was not the broken trembling voice of a coward. It had been firm, strong, even though he was sure he was in grave danger. He must be talking to someone over the phone—there was no audible answer. Why was he in such terrible trouble? What had he done? Was he a criminal or a detective?


      Standing statue-like at the girls’ door Jo Ann listened intently for his next words. “I was hot on their trail,” the voice went on, “but had two flats, and that delayed me.… Yes, in the usual place.”


      Before she could realize that the conversation had ended, the door opened suddenly, and a tall, stalwart man wearing a broad-brimmed tan felt hat stepped out. On seeing Jo Ann he halted and shot a piercing glance at her from gray eyes so penetratingly keen that she felt as if they were cutting straight through her.


      She flushed with embarrassment. It had been unpardonably rude to eavesdrop that way. What must that man think of her? Hurriedly she began knocking on the girls’ door.


      Out of the corner of her eye she saw that the man, after hesitating a fraction of a second, had gone on down the hall toward the elevator.


      CHAPTER II


      THE MYSTERY MAN


      After she had knocked several times, Peggy called out sleepily, “Who’s that?”


      “Open the door. Hurry!”


      “All right—I’ll be there—in a jiffy.”


      In a few moments Peggy flung the door open, and Jo Ann stepped inside, her eyes still dilated with excitement.


      “I’ve just heard the strangest—most mysterious thing!” she gasped.


      “You would!” Peggy declared. “But that’s nothing unusual for you. You’re always hearing and seeing mysterious things.”


      “What was it?” Florence called from the bed.


      “Well, just as I had reached your door and was about to knock, I heard a man in the room directly across the hall say in the most earnest voice imaginable, ‘I’m afraid I’m going to lose my life before this is over.’”


      Both girls stared wide-eyed at Jo Ann; then Peggy, recovering from her first shock, asked half doubtfully, “You’re sure you didn’t misunderstand him? Your imagination runs riot now and then. Perhaps you just thought you heard him say that.”


      Jo Ann shook her head vigorously. “No imagination about it. I heard him as distinctly as I do you now.”


      “What on earth made him say that, do you suppose, Jo?” Florence asked curiously.


      “That’s what I’d like to know.”


      “What can that man be—a gangster?” Without waiting for an answer Peggy added, shuddering, “The idea of that man’s being right across the hall from us gives me the creeps.” She flew back to the door to see if she had locked it.


      “I believe he must be a detective; I feel sure he wasn’t a gangster,” Jo Ann said quickly. “He didn’t look like one.”


      “You saw him!” both girls exclaimed together.


      “Yes, he came out of his door suddenly and caught me standing there listening. I hadn’t any business eavesdropping—but I just couldn’t help it. I wanted to know why he thought he was going to lose his life.”


      “Did you hear him say anything else?” queried Peggy in a whisper, glancing back toward the door as if she thought the man might be doing some eavesdropping himself.


      “Not very much. Evidently he was talking to someone over the phone. I couldn’t hear anyone answering. He said that he’d lost the trail because he’d been delayed on account of two flat tires.”


      “Lost the trail!” Florence repeated. “That sounds as if he’s a detective, sure enough. Whom do you suppose he was after?”


      “That’s hard to say. I’d have to use my imagination to answer that.”


      “You’ve certainly run into a real mystery this time,” put in Peggy, now thoroughly convinced that Jo Ann’s tale was not fiction. “You ought to have thought up some kind of a solution by—”


      A sharp knock at the door broke into Peggy’s sentence, and all three girls gave little surprised jumps and stared at the door without saying a word.


      The next instant Miss Prudence’s voice called out crisply, “Girls!”


      “Oh, it’s just Miss Prudence!” Peggy exclaimed in relief. “I thought maybe that man.…” She left her sentence unfinished and ran to the door.


      Jo Ann’s face reddened guiltily. She had forgotten entirely about dressing and telling the girls to hurry.


      As soon as Miss Prudence stepped inside and saw that the girls were still in their pajamas, she looked over reproachfully at Jo Ann and said, “I thought you’d all be almost dressed by this time.”


      “We would’ve been ready, but.…” Jo Ann rushed into an account of the strange telephone conversation she had heard, ending apologetically, “I was so excited that I forgot all about our having to dress.”


      As soon as Jo Ann had finished, Miss Prudence spoke up quickly, “The sooner we get out of this hotel the better. I don’t like the idea of being in a room across from a man that’s expecting to get killed any instant. Hurry fast as you can and get dressed.”


      “The man’s not in his room now: I saw him go down the hall toward the elevator,” Jo Ann reminded her.


      “But he might come back any minute, and there might—well, something might happen. Hurry, girls.”


      Thus urged, the girls dressed hastily. Even Peggy, who usually was deliberate about arranging her auburn hair into neat waves, speeded up this part of her toilet and was dressed in record-breaking time.


      After they had been joined by Carlitos they all went down to the coffee room for their breakfast and then on out to the garage to get the car.


      Jo Ann slipped into the front seat of the car saying, “It’s my turn to drive Jitters this morning.”


      “I’ll sit with you to see that you don’t go too fast,” Florence remarked smilingly, dropping down beside her.


      Jo Ann laughed. “It’s Jitters herself that’ll keep me from exceeding the speed limit.”


      After they had left the city and had gone several miles, Jo Ann noticed that in the automobile just ahead of them were three men, one wearing a uniform and the other two in civilian clothes and large felt hats similar to the one the mystery man had worn. “The biggest one of those men in that car ahead looks exactly like the man I overheard talking this morning,” she remarked to Florence. “He’s the same size and is wearing the same kind of hat.”


      Florence smiled. “It seems to me most of the men I’ve seen so far in Texas are big and wear that kind of hat. You have that mystery man on your mind: that’s why you think you see a resemblance.”


      “Maybe so, but I believe it’s that very man.”


      “It’s possible that it is he, but”—Florence smiled—“I’m more interested in that man in the uniform. I believe he’s a traffic cop and is going to get you for speeding.”


      “Look at that sign!” Jo Ann pointed to another road sign indicating that the speed limit was 80 miles. “And now look at the speedometer. I’m going to let Jitters do her best now and pass that car. I want to get a good look at that man and see if it is my mystery man. I’ll feel relieved to know he’s still alive.”


      Jo Ann stepped on the gas and soon was swinging out to the side of the road. As she passed by the other car, she threw a swift but keen glance at the largest one of the men.


      “That is the mystery man!” she exclaimed a moment later. “I’m sure it’s he. I certainly am glad he’s still alive.”


      Florence relayed Jo Ann’s words to Peggy, whereupon Peggy craned her neck to stare out of the rear window at the occupants of the car. “Where do you suppose they’re going—to Mexico?” she asked Florence a moment later.


      Florence shook her head. “Ask me an easy question. That’s too hard for me.”


      “I wish I knew more about him. I wonder why he’s in such terrible trouble. I hope he’s going the same route we are.”


      “It’s high time we’re deciding whether we’re going by way of Brownsville or Laredo,” Florence called back, hoping that Miss Prudence would catch the anxious note in her voice. She and the other two girls had hinted very strongly to her that they would like to take the longer route, by way of Brownsville, so they could see Lucile Owen, one of their schoolmates, but Miss Prudence had so far refused to say definitely whether she would be willing.


      “I’d love to see Lucile,” Jo Ann put in, loud enough for Miss Prudence to hear, and adding also for her special benefit, “She says no one really knows Texas till he’s seen the Rio Grande valley and its citrus groves.”


      “It’s the most famous garden spot of Texas,” added Peggy.


      The girls could see that Miss Prudence was favorably impressed, but she still hesitated to give her approval, saying, “It’s so far out of our way—four hundred miles at least.”


      “I believe if we keep singing the valley’s praises she’ll give her consent,” Florence prophesied, low-voiced, to Jo Ann.


      “Whichever way we go, I hope the mystery man goes the same way,” Jo Ann replied. “I want to find out more about him. Is his car still following?”


      Florence turned around to see, then reported, “Yes, just a short distance behind.”


      Several times afterwards Jo Ann asked that same question, to have it answered each time in the affirmative.


      By about two o’clock she decided that they must be nearing the road turning off to Brownsville. “Miss Prudence’ll have to decide very shortly now which way we’re going,” she told Florence.


      Evidently Peggy was thinking the same thing, as the next moment they heard her appealing again to Miss Prudence to decide on that route. While Miss Prudence was still wavering about her decision, Jo Ann drove past the Brownsville road, but stopped as soon as Florence told her she had seen the sign. “We’ve got to decide right now,” she ended.


      CHAPTER III


      THE HITCH-HIKER


      Just as Florence was speaking, she and Jo Ann saw the car that had been following whiz by them with only the two men in civilian clothes in it.


      “Oh, there goes the mystery man!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “He’s going the Laredo road. I wish I could follow and see if anything happens to him.”


      Miss Prudence spoke up quickly: “We’re not going to follow anybody who’s expecting to be murdered any minute. We’d better go the Brownsville road. Back to that filling station and ask if the road’s good.”


      Jo Ann obediently backed the car to the filling station, though a queer feeling now possessed her that she ought to have kept on the Laredo road. “I can’t help feeling as worried over that man as if I’d known him for a long time,” she told herself. “I wonder if I’ll ever see him again.”


      By this time Miss Prudence was talking to the service-station man about the road.


      “I think the road’s okay, but”—he nodded toward a man in uniform—“he’ll know. He’s a coast guard and goes back and forth often that way. He’s waiting to catch a ride to Brownsville now.”


      Miss Prudence inspected the tall blond young man closely, then remarked low-voiced, “It might be a good idea to have him go with us: coast guards are used to protecting people.”


      “I hope she asks him to ride with us,” Jo Ann whispered to Florence. “He might know about the mystery man, since he’s been riding in the car with him.”


      The next moment Miss Prudence gestured to the coast guard, who promptly hurried over to the car and in answer to her questions began praising the road and the beauty of the valley.


      “Californians could learn how to boost higher and better from him,” Jo Ann thought, smiling. “Miss Prudence’ll be sure to go now.”


      She was right. Miss Prudence promptly decided to go to Brownsville and asked the coast guard to accompany them. To make room for him on the front seat, she ordered Carlitos and Florence to exchange places.


      “You’re the sandwich filling now,” Jo Ann laughingly told Carlitos, as he slipped in beside her.


      Carlitos smiled doubtfully. From the expression on her face he knew she must be joking, but he could not understand the point.


      After she had explained it to him, she told the curious coast guard briefly how it was that Carlitos, though an American by birth, was just beginning to speak English. The guard, proud of his newly learned Spanish, began talking in that language to Carlitos, much to his joy and to Miss Prudence’s disapproval.


      At the first break in their conversation Jo Ann quickly recounted to the guard the strange telephone conversation she had overheard in the hotel and ended tentatively, “I believe that man I overheard was one of those men whose car you were in.”


      “You’re probably right,” the guard replied. “I’d never seen either of those men before they picked me up, but they told me they’d been chasing some smugglers who’d been bringing in dope and gold across the Mexican border. I shouldn’t like to be in those men’s shoes. Those smugglers belong to a desperate gang who’re as cold-blooded as snakes. They’d as soon kill anyone as not.”


      “With as many officers as we have, it looks as if they could stop that smuggling,” Jo Ann replied.


      The guard shook his head. “Easier said than done. When we get to Brownsville, I’ll show you just one of the smugglers’ many tricks—how some of the boldest bring dope and gold across the bridge there, closely guarded as it is. Smugglers have whole bags of such tricks.”


      “Be sure to show us that. It’ll be interesting to find out first hand about smugglers.”


      Though it was dark when they reached Brownsville, Jo Ann reminded the guard of his promise as he was about to get out of the car near the International Bridge.


      “Sure, I’ll show you if you want to see,” he answered. “It’s black as pitch under the bridge now, and you’ll get a better idea of how the smuggling’s done.”


      Jo Ann turned to Miss Prudence and rapidly explained that the guard was going to show them how some of the smuggling was carried on across the border.


      Miss Prudence raised her eyebrows in disapproval. “I hardly think you girls need any information along such lines. Of course, it’s probably a little interesting—in a way—to see how smuggling could be carried on right under our custom officials’ noses, but—”


      Jo Ann smiled to herself. Miss Prudence was as curious to know about smuggling methods as she was. “She’ll consent—after she objects a while.”


      Jo Ann was right. Finally, after protesting a few more minutes, Miss Prudence gave her permission, and all five followed the guard below the bridge. Blinded by the sudden change from the lighted street, they stumbled along in the darkness, half terrified at their daring.


      “The river’s very low now,” the guard explained. “Anyone can manage to crawl down the bank and get out a long way under the bridge and hide. Just before the smuggler, coming from the Mexican side, nears the appointed place, he whistles his signal to his confederate waiting under the bridge, then tosses his package over the railing to him.”


      “There might be some of those smugglers here this very instant,” Miss Prudence whispered nervously. “Let’s go back.”


      “They might think we’re spying on them and shoot us,” added Peggy.


      Jo Ann heard the amused note in the guard’s voice as he answered, “There won’t be any smuggling going on this early in the evening.”


      “But it’s pitch dark,” Miss Prudence put in.


      “And terribly scary,” added Florence, grabbing Jo Ann by the arm. “Come on.”


      Even though Jo Ann was reluctant to leave this fascinating spot, she too felt more comfortable when they climbed back up the bank and out on the lighted sidewalk again. Her thoughts centered once more on the mystery man whose work kept his life endangered by smugglers.


      “I hope he breaks up that gang of smugglers without losing his life,” she told herself.


      After they had said good-by to the coast guard, they went to the nearest hotel.


      “The first thing we’ve got to do now,” Jo Ann said while they were being whisked up in the elevator, “is to phone Lucile and tell her we’re here.”


      “She’ll be sure to invite us to her house to dinner tonight,” put in Peggy, her eyes shining with anticipation.


      “Won’t it be nice to be together again?” added Florence.


      As soon as Jo Ann had succeeded in getting Lucile on the telephone, Peggy and Florence listened eagerly to the one-sided conversation and tried to guess the other side.


      Lucile’s eager voice came back quickly in answer to Jo Ann with an invitation for all five to spend the night at her home. “You’ve arrived at the right moment,” she went on. “Edna is visiting me and I’m having a little dinner party for her tonight.”


      Jo Ann refused the first part of the invitation, explaining that they had already secured their rooms at the hotel. “We’ll be delighted to come to your dinner party, though,” she added.


      Miss Prudence broke in quickly with an emphatic, “Tell her it’ll be impossible for me and Carlitos to come. I’m too tired to go another step anywhere. If they’ll come after you girls and bring you back, it’ll be all right for you to go without me.”


      Jo Ann relayed this message to Lucile, ending, “We’ll be ready when you get here.”


      CHAPTER IV


      PRESSING DIFFICULTIES


      After Jo Ann had finished talking to Lucile, Florence and Peggy asked together, “Is it a real party she’s having? Will we have to dress up?”


      “Yes, we’ll have to wear dinner dresses, of course. We’ll have to speed, too, if we’re to be ready when she gets here.”


      “Oh, I’m afraid my blue crêpe’ll be a mass of wrinkles,” Peggy exclaimed as she hurried over and began unpacking her clothes.


      “Get my dress—the pink taffeta—out, too,” Jo Ann called out on her way to the bathroom. “It’s in your suitcase. I’ll have my bath in two jiffies and be in my dress in another one.”


      When she reappeared in the room a few minutes later, garbed in a negligee whose rose color matched her fresh glowing cheeks, she found that Miss Prudence and Carlitos had gone to the dining room and that Florence and Peggy were standing lamenting over the wrinkled state of their dinner dresses.


      “Our dresses are terribly rumpled, and yours is the worst of the three,” Peggy remarked with a worried frown. “I hate for us to disgrace Lucile by coming to her party looking like wrecks of the Hesperus.”


      “We won’t have time to send them out to a pressing shop or even to the maid here in the hotel—we’d never get them back in time to wear,” added Florence.


      “Oh, stop worrying!” Jo Ann sang out, as she ran the comb through her curls. “I’ll press all three dresses while you’re getting your baths. You have a small electric iron in your bag, didn’t you say, Florence?”


      “Yes. It’s really a toy that I’m taking as a present to one of the little girls in my neighborhood. The cord’s so short—I doubt if you can use the iron.”


      “Get it out and I’ll use it all right.” Jo Ann’s voice was confident.


      When Florence handed the iron to her and she saw how short the cord was, she began to feel dubious, though her determination did not waver. She’d manage some way. After a hasty look about the room she saw there was only one usable light socket in the room—the high ceiling one above the bed.


      “I’ll have to attach the iron to that socket.” She pointed to the ceiling light.


      Florence looked at the diminutive cord and laughed. “You can’t do it.”


      “If you’ll hold me steady, you’ll see.” Jo Ann climbed up on the foot of the bed. “Hold my legs, now.” She stood tiptoe on this perch and after many efforts succeeded in putting the plug into one of the center sockets.


      That done, she stepped down on a newspaper on the bed, but to her disappointment she saw that the cord lacked at least four feet.


      Peggy and Florence burst into giggles at the funny sight of Jo Ann holding the iron in midair.


      “Stop giggling, sillies, and do something, quick. This iron’s getting hot, and I’m getting tired holding it. Get that table over there and put it up here on the bed. Hurry!”


      The two girls rushed over to the table, jerked off the water pitcher and glasses, and then carried it over and lifted it on top of the bed. The iron still hung at least two feet above the table.


      “Oh gee!” wailed Jo Ann. “Get something else to put on top of the table. Step on it! Don’t run around in circles like a puppy after its tail, Peg.”


      “Thanks for the beautiful comparison,” Peggy grinned. “You’re equally funny looking yourself, springing up and down on that bed every time you move.”


      “Can’t help springing. It’s the springiest bed in all Texas.”


      By that time Florence had brought over the low luggage stool and placed it on top of the table. But even with its added height there were several inches between it and the iron.


      “There’s nothing else to put on top of that—except the dresser,” called out Peggy between giggles. “Oh yes, maybe the telephone book’ll help.” She ran over with it and several magazines and piled them on top of the luggage stand.


      “Attaboy!” Jo Ann ejaculated triumphantly as she set the iron down on the magazines. “Now bring me something for an ironing-board cover and the dresses.”


      In a few more minutes she was ironing away energetically, swaying back and forth in her efforts to keep her balance on the springy bed. “Stop staring at me and giggling and get dressed, you sillies. What’s so funny now?”


      “I was just wondering what the manager’d say if he’d come in and catch you ironing,” grinned Peggy. “It’s against the rules to iron in a room—at least, it is in all the hotels I’ve ever heard of.”


      Jo Ann flushed guiltily. Noticing that the sliding wood panel of the door was down and that someone might be able to peer between the slats of the blinds at the screened top, she implored Peggy to slide the panel up. Peggy obediently pushed the panel up as commanded, but no sooner had she turned away than it slipped down with a crash like a pistol shot.


      Both girls jumped in alarm, and Jo Ann almost tumbled off the bed.


      “Now we’re in for it!” Jo Ann gasped. “Someone’ll think we’re shooting in here and will come to investigate. Shove that panel up again—quick. Push a chair against it to hold it in place.”


      After a few minutes had passed and no one had come to investigate, Jo Ann breathed more freely. Just as she was complimenting herself on coming to the finishing touches of her pressing, there came a sudden knocking at the door. Jo Ann was petrified. Was it the manager? She shook her head vigorously at Peggy, who was starting to open the door.


      The next moment the door was rattled violently. Simultaneously the panel banged down again.


      From the hall there sounded a woman’s shrill voice.


      “Miss Prudence!” the girls gasped.


      “Open the door this instant, Peg, and get her inside before someone else comes,” Jo Ann ordered.


      The moment Miss Prudence stepped inside and saw Jo Ann perched on top of the bed, ironing, she stared in amazement. As soon as she had recovered from her first surprise, she burst out, “What does this mean? Don’t you know it’s against the rules to iron in your room? I’ve never stayed in a hotel anywhere that allowed ironing in the rooms. We’ll get in trouble yet—besides having to pay extra money. You’d better stop this instant.”


      “But I’m most through now,” Jo Ann replied meekly. “In a few minutes I’ll have my dress finished.”


      “But just suppose the manager should knock on the door and catch you on top of the bed like this?”


      As Miss Prudence was still worrying when Florence had finished dressing, she decided to see for herself what the hotel rules said about ironing. She walked over and began glancing at the printed rules hanging on the wall by the telephone.


      A few moments later she stopped reading and burst into peals of laughter. “Oh, girls!” she exclaimed after she had checked her mirth a little. “This is rich! Funniest thing I’ve ever heard. The rules say—” She stopped and broke into uncontrollable laughter again.


      Peggy ran over to read the rule that was causing Florence so much amusement. Then she too began to laugh, stopping only long enough to exclaim, “Oh—this is killing!”


      “What’s the joke? What on earth does that say?” Jo Ann demanded.


      Peggy checked her laughter long enough to answer, “It says when a guest—wishes to iron—to call the office, and ironing board—and iron’ll be sent up immediately.”


      Jo Ann’s jaw dropped, as did Miss Prudence’s. Their expressions were so ridiculous that Florence and Peggy continued laughing till the tears rolled down their cheeks.


      After an amazed, “And to think I could’ve had a real iron and board for the asking!” Jo Ann began laughing equally merrily.


      They were all still smiling broadly several minutes later when they went down to the lobby to meet Lucile and her mother, who were waiting for them there.


      The dinner party turned out to be a great success, and the girls did not return to the hotel till almost eleven o’clock.


      “It’s my turn to sleep with Miss Prudence,” Peggy remarked on entering the other girls’ room, “but I’m scared to go in there and wake her up this late. She’d think it an unearthly hour.” She stopped talking and smiled over at the girls. “Aren’t you going to be polite and ask me to sleep with you? You’d better, because I’m going to, invitation or no invitation.”


      With a mock groan Jo Ann looked at the double bed and then at Peggy. “Say, Florence,” she remarked finally, “I feel sorry for ourselves, don’t you?”


      “Put her in the middle where she can take the consequences,” suggested Florence, her eyes twinkling.


      Jo Ann grimaced. “The consequences’ll probably be that you and I’ll be out on the floor before the night’s over.”


      After much subdued giggling and chatter the three girls finally climbed into bed and drifted off to sleep.


      About five o’clock the next morning they were aroused by someone knocking at the door.


      Peggy waked with a start. “Someone knocking! Maybe the hotel’s afire and they’re trying to rouse us!” darted through her mind.


      She flung off the covers, tumbled over the sleeping Jo Ann, and rushed to the door to find an anxious-faced Miss Prudence.


      “Thank goodness you’re here, Peggy,” Miss Prudence exclaimed. “I just woke up and found you weren’t in my room, and I was so alarmed! Are the other girls here?” She snapped on the light and stood blinking at the frightened Florence and Jo Ann, who by this time were sitting up in bed, trying to figure out what had happened.


      “Now that you’re all awake you might as well dress, so we can get an early start,” Miss Prudence announced crisply.


      Jo Ann groaned audibly and sank back in the bed.


      “Isn’t it only about two or three o’clock?” Florence asked hesitatingly.


      “Mercy, no! It’s after five. It takes you girls so long to dress that it’ll be six or half past before you’ll be ready.”


      “Oh, but I’m so—so sleepy!” Peggy yawned. “Five o’clock’s an awful hour to get up.”


      Miss Prudence eyed her severely. “You stayed up too late last night, probably. Just dash some cold water in your face—that’ll wake you.” She added with a whimsical note in her voice, “Perhaps I’d better do it for you—and sprinkle some on Florence and Jo Ann, too.”


      “Oh, have a heart, Miss Prudence!” Jo Ann begged, burrowing her head under the covers.


      Seeing that Miss Prudence was in earnest about the early start and was going to stay there to see that they did get up and dress, Florence and Jo Ann reluctantly slipped out of bed.


      “When we reach the mine, I’m going to sleep and sleep to make up for all this lost time,” Jo Ann murmured to the girls between yawns as she was dressing.


      “Maybe you’ll even sleep through the siesta hour—you couldn’t learn that trick last summer, it seemed,” Peggy replied. “I take to sleeping the way Miss Prudence does to getting up with the chickens. Maybe the tropical heat’ll make her more sleepy-headed down there.”


      Florence smiled. “Here’s hoping it will.”


      CHAPTER V


      THE HIDDEN CAR


      Once they were in the car and on their way, winding along the Rio Grande and breathing in the fresh, invigorating morning air, they felt better about having had to start so early.


      “We’ll make the city early this afternoon, at this rate,” Peggy remarked. “That’ll give us time to do a little sightseeing. I wish we didn’t have to go clear to Laredo before we cross the river. I’m eager to get on Mexican soil right away.”


      “That’s the way with me,” Jo Ann added. “I wish there were a short cut somewhere. It seems as if there ought to be.”


      When, two hours later, they stopped at a filling station in a little town to get some gas, and Jo Ann made this same remark to the service man, he looked puzzled and merely nodded his head. Florence, realizing that he understood little English, began questioning him in Spanish.


      All smiles on hearing his native language, he answered at once, “Sí, there is a bridge you can cross here. They are putting in a new highway across the desert, which joins the main highway from Laredo.”


      “Bien. I think we shall go that way,” Florence replied. “It will save us much time, will it not?”


      “Sí—a little. It is about a hundred kilometers less, that way.”


      Florence smiled. “That is very good.” Now that she was so close to the country where her parents lived she was growing more and more eager to get home.


      “That desert road doesn’t sound good to me,” Miss Prudence put in, shaking her gray head vigorously. “It’s probably impassable. Ask him if it’s any worse than this one. I certainly don’t want to get stranded in the desert.”


      Florence obediently relayed her question.


      “If there isn’t any rain”—the man grinned and shrugged his shoulders—“you can drive through all right.”


      Florence translated to Miss Prudence what he had said and added, “The rainy season doesn’t begin till September. We’re not likely to have rain. Look at the sky!” She gestured to the cloudless expanse of blue above them.


      “It’s so dry and hot now it’s hard to believe it ever rains in this forsaken country.” Miss Prudence hesitated a moment, then went on, “If we’ll save that much distance through this awful country, maybe we’d better try it.”


      “Grand!” ejaculated all three girls together.


      “Ah, how good!” sang out Carlitos in Spanish.


      While Miss Prudence was still pointing out the country’s bad points, Jo Ann followed the man’s directions and turned into the side road leading across the toll bridge. With little difficulty she steered the car down the narrow road, not stopping till they reached the bridge.


      As soon as they had passed over the middle of the bridge, the girls and Carlitos, to Miss Prudence’s evident disapproval, exclaimed joyously, “We’re in Mexico now! Viva Mexico! Viva Mexico!”


      As both Florence and Carlitos spoke Spanish fluently, it did not take them long to answer the questions asked by the customs officials on the Mexican side, and so they were soon permitted to drive on. They had not left the river far behind before the vegetation began to change again to the typical desert varieties, mesquite, chaparral, cacti—especially the prickly pear and many other thorn-bearing kinds.


      Miss Prudence expressed her opinion by saying in a disgusted tone, “Desolation itself. I never saw so much land going to waste.”


      “But just think how fertile and productive the land is after it’s irrigated,” observed Florence.


      Miss Prudence passed over Florence’s comment without a word and went on to scold about the condition of the road. “And that man called this a good road. I’d call it a series of gullies. It’s practically impassable. If it should rain—”


      “It won’t, don’t worry,” comforted Florence.


      On account of the many washed-out places in the road, Jo Ann found that she had to drive in low gear frequently. As a result the engine soon became overheated and steam began to pour out in jets from the radiator.


      “Oh, gee!” she ejaculated. “I’ll have to stop now and get some water and put it in the radiator.” She drew her brows together into a frown. “Where’ll I get the water? We haven’t a drop with us. Of all the tenderfeet, I’m the biggest and greenest.”


      “We’ll have to drive all the way back to the river—or maybe we can find a water hole down toward the river. We might walk down that gully a piece and see.” Florence pointed to the deep cut leading toward the river.


      “All right.” Jo Ann drew the car up to one side of the road and stopped.


      “What’s the matter?” Miss Prudence called out anxiously.


      “Nothing except our radiator’s thirsty. I’m going down here and see if I can find some water for it.” She reached down and picked up a tin bucket off the floor. “Who wants to go with me?”


      “I’ll go,” Florence replied.


      After eying the thick thorny vegetation on all sides, Peggy shook her head. “Not I. I’d feel as if I were being electrocuted, walking through all those thorns and stickers.”


      As Jo Ann and Florence were picking their way gingerly along the rocky gully, Jo Ann exclaimed, “Why, look! Here’re some automobile tracks, and here’s one that looks as if it’d been made just recently. I can’t imagine anyone’s being able to get much farther down here.”


      “Nor I.”


      When they had gone several yards farther, Jo Ann noticed that the car tracks led up the sloping left side of the gully. All at once she spied a car hidden behind some bushes up on the edge of the gully.


      “Look, there’s the car!” she exclaimed, low-voiced, pointing to it. “Up there behind that mesquite. Looks as if someone’s tried to hide it there. Something queer about that—suspicious. I’d like to go up and peek inside it.”


      “Well, I for one am not going up to investigate.” Florence caught Jo Ann by the hand and pulled her along as fast as she could through the maze of thorny plants. “You have entirely too much curiosity.”


      “It’s enough to make anyone wonder, to find a car hidden in such a desolate spot. Maybe”—she whispered her next word—“smugglers’ve hidden it there. I’m going up and—”


      “Oh, please don’t—please—” Florence tugged at Jo Ann’s arm, but in vain.


      Jo Ann turned back and started up the slope.


      “Well, if you’re bound to go, I might as well go, too. I’m not going to stay here alone.” After this whispered reply Florence began following her.


      Without speaking another word the two girls climbed on up the slope. Cautiously they peeked through the mesquite and chaparral to see if they could notice anyone in or around the car.


      As soon as they were satisfied that there was no one in sight, Jo Ann made her way up to the old Ford and peered inside, Florence close behind.


      Both girls opened their eyes wide on seeing the quantities of pottery and baskets piled in the back of the car.


      Just as Jo Ann was about to whisper to Florence that she believed the car belonged to smugglers, she suddenly noticed that there was steam jetting out from the radiator. She pointed meaningly to the steam.


      Florence caught the point immediately. Since the engine was still hot the car must have been hidden there only a few minutes before. Without saying a word she indicated to Jo Ann that they must hurry away.


      Jo Ann lingered for one long keen-eyed look at the battered old car and especially at the license tag. She was determined to be able to identify the car if she should see it again. She felt that there was something mysterious about its being hidden there. A moment later she followed Florence back down the slope. Silently they continued on down the gully.


      On noticing a path leading upward a few yards ahead on the left, Jo Ann opened her lips to remark about it. Before she could utter a word, a man’s angry voice floated down, speaking rapidly in Spanish. What was it he was saying? Something about—


      Florence caught hold of her hand in a convulsive clutch, and she turned to see Florence’s eyes dilated in terror.


      Simultaneously a second voice sounded, with an even more angry ring in it.


      “Hurry! Let’s run!” Florence breathed.


      To Florence’s consternation, Jo Ann darted straight up the path. Just before reaching the top she halted and peered cautiously in the direction of the men’s voices, then scurried silently back.


      Together the two ran up the gully, not even halting when thorns tore Florence’s skirt and scratched a red gash in one of Jo Ann’s legs.


      “Those men must’ve said something terrible to scare Florence this way,” Jo Ann thought as she ran. “All I could make out were the words ‘money’ and ‘thief.’”


      On the two rushed, with only a hurried glance backward now and then.


      When at last, panting and puffing, they reached the road, Jo Ann gasped, “What’d—they say?”


      “The first one said—‘he’s a thief—cheating us—I’m going to kill him.’”


      “Wh-ew!” Jo Ann ejaculated while Florence was catching her breath. “The other—what’d he say?”


      “He said, ‘I’ll help—you kill him.’ Then he said—something about some packages weighing more than his enemy had paid them for.”


      “Did he say what was in the packages?”


      “No.”


      “I believe those men are smugglers, don’t you?”


      Florence nodded. “I feel sure they are.”


      “Do you suppose they belong to that gang of smugglers the mystery man was after?”


      “Hard to say.”


      “I believe I’ll know those men if I ever see them again—their car, too.” Jo Ann threw another hasty glance over her shoulder. “We’d better get away from this place soon as possible.”


      “But the engine’s so hot—and we haven’t any water.”


      “Here’s hoping the engine’s cooled off by now.”


      When they reached the car, Jo Ann glanced anxiously to see if the steam were still rising.


      “Thank goodness!” she murmured as she saw there was no sign of misty vapor rising from the radiator. “We’ll get away from this spot in a hurry.”


      When they reached the car, Peggy called out, “We’d decided you’d tumbled into a water hole or the Rio Grande and drowned. What kept you so long?”


      “Er—we—” began Florence.


      Jo Ann broke in hurriedly with, “We couldn’t find any water.”


      “What’ll we do?” Miss Prudence spoke up quickly. “We can’t go on without water, can we?”


      “Yes, the engine’s cooled enough by now.”


      “But it would be the height of folly to start out on a desert road without water.”


      By that time Jo Ann had started the car, but not before both she and Florence had looked anxiously toward the gully.


      “Something happened down in that gully that scared them,” Peggy told herself knowingly on noticing their anxious side glances and the excited expression in their eyes. “As soon as I get them off to themselves, I’m going to find out.”


      CHAPTER VI


      A FAMILIAR FACE


      It was with the keenest relief that Jo Ann managed to start the car and drive away before the men appeared. She was not alone in feeling relieved.


      Florence’s taut body relaxed, and she remarked, in a low tone, “That was a narrow escape. If those men’d seen us, no telling—” She left her sentence unfinished.


      Jo Ann nodded understandingly. Those men would have been more angry than ever if they had known that she and Florence had been listening to them and peeking into their car. It was too bad she and Florence couldn’t have got some water, but she would far rather run the risk of finding water elsewhere than for those men to have discovered them there.


      Florence seemed to have read her thoughts as she remarked the next moment, “Surely we’ll be able to find some water soon. We’ve just got to get some before we go much farther.”


      The engine soon began to boil again, and Jo Ann was almost in despair. “Now what’ll we do?”


      The next instant Florence cried excitedly, “There’s a water carrier! We can get water from him.”


      “You mean that donkey cart jogging ahead there with the barrel on it?”


      “Yes. The Mexican’s carrying water to some ranch house or village, and maybe we can get him to sell us some.”


      In a flurry of dust Jo Ann stopped the car beside the cart, and Florence called out in Spanish to the old wrinkled water carrier, “Buenos tardes, señor. Will you sell us a little water?”


      At the sound of Florence’s voice the lazy burro promptly stopped, and the man stood peering at them from under his big sombrero.


      “See,” Florence went on, “we need water for our car. Will you sell us some?”


      “Muy bien.” He nodded his head and reached for the bucket Jo Ann was holding out to him.


      “Thank my stars someone knows where to get water in this awful desert!” Miss Prudence exclaimed, feeling relieved at sight of the water. “Do you suppose that is the only way the people have of getting water out here, Florence?”


      “Probably so.”


      “Well, I’d certainly hate to live here! Imagine having to drink that water! And washing dishes and clothes in a thimbleful of water wouldn’t suit me at all, either. I have the whole Atlantic Ocean right at the edge of my home in Massachusetts.”


      Florence smiled at the contrast of life in the desert and on the seacoast.


      After they had filled the radiator and their thermos jug with the precious fluid, they drove off, the girls and Carlitos all calling a smiling “adios” to the water carrier.


      A little later, at the old stone house on the edge of the village, they were halted and their passports examined. As they were waiting for one of the men to look over the papers Carlitos and Florence talked in Spanish to the other man. Jo Ann half smiled to herself as she noticed Miss Prudence’s evident disapproval at seeing Carlitos’s delight on finding someone with whom to speak Spanish.


      Catching Jo Ann’s expression, Miss Prudence remarked crisply, “I can’t get used to having a foreigner for a nephew. I have my doubts if he’ll ever get to be a genuine American.”


      “I wish I knew Spanish as well as he does. I love the language—it’s beautiful,” Jo Ann replied. “I’d be glad, if I were you, that he knows it; maybe he’ll soon be speaking English as easily as Spanish.”


      “I hope so.”


      As Jo Ann drove the car slowly through the narrow streets of the quaint old village, the girls gazed interestedly at the adobe and stone houses and the picturesque church with its bell tower. From behind half-closed doors they caught glimpses of dark, eager faces peering at them. A moment later the road sloped down an abrupt hill, and there was nothing to be seen but the bleak expanse of desert.


      “There’s a weird beauty about the desert,” Peggy commented thoughtfully to Florence as she gazed at the vast stretch of silvery grays and tawny browns which were rolled out before them and silhouetted against the deep blue of the sky.


      “I’ve decided there’s no spot on earth where there isn’t beauty of some description. I agree with you that the desert has its share of loveliness.”


      “And it has its share of washes and gullies too,” spoke up Miss Prudence as the car suddenly dipped into a deep cut which jolted them vigorously from side to side.


      About an hour later, Carlitos suddenly exclaimed, “Oh, look—the mountains! See, over there!”


      The other four stared in the southwesterly direction in which he was pointing, and soon all were able to distinguish the low irregular purple line of mountains.


      “The sight of those mountains thrills me,” declared Florence with a joyous exultation that the other girls and Carlitos shared. “Just think! Back of that line there’s another higher range, then another.”


      From then on they watched the mountains become more and more distinct, the deep purple changing into a soft, mauve-tinted gray, while the distant ranges gradually came into view, their lofty majestic peaks cloud-wreathed.


      When at last they reached the main paved highway, Miss Prudence’s expression brightened. “Thank my stars we’re on a good road at last!”


      “Oh boy! What a road!” cried Jo Ann as she turned into the smooth-paved highway.


      The miles seemed to fly by, and almost before she realized it they had reached the first mountain range and begun to climb the walled-in highway which wound back and forth up the mountain side.


      So intent was Jo Ann upon keeping the car close to the cliffs, she could catch only fleeting glimpses of the valley below and of the road beyond as it threaded its way higher and higher. The other four, however, had plenty of time to drink in the majestic beauty of the scenery.


      Several times Miss Prudence became alarmed over Jo Ann’s ability to manage Jitters and started to caution her, but each time Peggy broke in with such warm praises of Jo Ann’s driving that she subsided. “Jo never lets her nerves run away with her,” Peggy declared. “She always keeps her head in emergencies, like the good scout that she is.”


      “She may be able to keep her nerves from running away, but can she keep this old Ford from running amuck?” Miss Prudence came back sharply.


      “Sure. Jitters is hitting on all four—humming along like a—well, maybe not like a Cadillac, exactly, but at least like a much better car.”


      In spite of Peggy’s encouragement Miss Prudence did not cease to be nervous till they reached a more level stretch.


      When at last they came in sight of the city, the girls’ and Carlitos’s excitement reached the boiling point.


      “Now I can speak de Spanish in de city,” exulted Carlitos, oblivious of Miss Prudence’s frown.


      “Oh, don’t you hope the band plays tonight so we can promenade around the Plaza?” exclaimed Peggy. “That’s the most fun! The lovely music—those beautiful dark-eyed señoritas—and, oh, those handsome men! Light of my eyes! Pride of my heart!” Peggy placed her hand over her heart in a ridiculously exaggerated gesture that sent Florence into peals of laughter.


      Suddenly remembering that Peggy’s exaggerated acting might have been misunderstood by Miss Prudence, Florence hastily checked her mirth and remarked, “Peggy doesn’t mean anything by her raving. She’s perfectly harmless.”


      On nearing the outskirts of the city Miss Prudence suggested to Florence that, as she was familiar with the hotels, she choose the best one and drive directly to it. “When I say choose the best one, I mean the most modern one,” she explained.


      “There’s a beautiful new one just built recently that I know you’ll like,” Florence replied, then added, “I’d better drive the rest of the way, as I’m familiar with the city and the narrow one-way streets.”


      Jo Ann stopped the car saying, “I’m glad to turn the wheel over to you. I’d get all mixed up on the one-way streets and go in the wrong direction every time, since all the signs are in Spanish.”


      With eyes eager and shining, the four young people viewed the streets, the shops and houses, and the crowds in the downtown section.


      When Florence stopped the car in front of the city’s most modern hotel, Miss Prudence went with Florence and Peggy to see about rooms while Jo Ann stayed in the car with Carlitos.


      A smiling little black-eyed Mexican newsboy ran up to the car to try to sell them a paper, and Carlitos promptly bought one; not that he wanted to read it, but because he wanted to talk to a real Mexican boy once more. He was still chatting with him in a lively flow of Spanish when Miss Prudence came back. At first she frowned in disapproval, then began to smile. “I might as well be resigned to having a little Mexican for a nephew,” she remarked to Jo Ann. “Carlitos loves Mexican people and their language.”


      “I do, too,” Jo Ann replied. “Spanish is such a beautiful language, and the people here—why, there aren’t any friendlier, more smiling people anywhere in the world.”


      As soon as they had gone up to their cheerful, airy hotel rooms, bathed and dressed, it was time for supper. At Florence’s suggestion they went to an old restaurant with a more distinctive Mexican atmosphere and cookery than the hotel had. The girls, as well as Carlitos, thoroughly enjoyed ordering from a menu card written in both Spanish and English.


      Miss Prudence smiled whimsically as she glanced at the card and remarked to Florence and Carlitos, “You two may order your food in Spanish, but not I.” Her smile suddenly disappeared on noticing the high prices: “Scrambled eggs—forty cents,” she read. “Why, that’s terrible!”


      “But that’s in Mexican money,” laughed Florence. “That’s only about thirteen cents in American.”


      Miss Prudence nodded. “O-oh! I see. I’d forgotten about that.”


      It was a delicious meal that the alert, polite waiter brought them, and even Miss Prudence, who at first was dubious about Mexican cookery’s comparing favorably with New England’s, praised it enthusiastically.


      Florence and Carlitos, though, enjoyed it most of all.


      “That chocolaté is the best I’ve had since I left Mexico last fall,” Florence declared, while Carlitos was all smiles over the frijoles and chile con carne.


      When they left the restaurant, it was twilight, and they could hear the band in the little park, or plaza, as it was called, playing an old Mexican air.


      “Oh, let’s go to the Plaza now and promenade!” exclaimed Peggy eagerly. “I adore walking around and around the square with the crowds.”


      “Yes, let’s,” agreed Florence. “You want to go, too, don’t you, Jo Ann?”


      “Of course. I may let you girls do the strolling around while I sit on one of the spectators’ benches and—”


      “Pooh!” scoffed Peggy. “You’re no Methuselah. You’ll have to promenade too. When you’re in Mexico, do as the Mexicans do, my dear.” Realizing that Miss Prudence had not given her consent to their plan, she began explaining how the Mexican girls walked slowly round and round the square, while the boys walked equally as slowly on the inside in the opposite direction, exchanging smiles and a few words now and then but not stopping. “And chaperons! I never saw so many. You won’t have seen Mexico unless you see this scene.”


      Miss Prudence smiled. “That being the case, I’ll have to go with you.”


      As soon as they had reached the Plaza, Miss Prudence and Carlitos found seats, and the three girls joined the laughing, dark-eyed señoritas, mingling with them and feeling a warm kinship—a oneness with them.


      Jo Ann, having been the one on the outside, found her attention centered on the spectators sitting or standing near the curb rather than on the boys on the inside of the Plaza.


      Just as she reached one of the corners, she caught a sudden glimpse of a familiar face in the crowd in the background. Her heart leaped. There was the mystery man! The very man to whom she had listened in the hotel in Houston. Thank goodness, he hadn’t lost his life!


      As she slowed her steps to look over her shoulder at him to assure herself that she was not mistaken, Florence pulled her along saying, “No fair stopping—you’re blocking the line.”


      “Yes, but I just saw the mystery man on that corner, and I—”


      “Jo! I declare you must have that man on your mind. You’re probably imagining that it’s he. Someone resembling him, perhaps it was.”


      “No—no! It was he. When we get back around to that corner I’ll point him out to you.”


      “Who’s that you’re going to point out, Jo?” broke in Peggy.


      “The mystery man! I’ve just seen him. I wish you didn’t have to keep going in the same direction.”


      Jo Ann could scarcely wait to get back to that corner. It seemed miles around the square to her this time. When at last she reached the corner again, she gazed eagerly about for the stalwart, keen-eyed stranger, but he was not to be seen anywhere.


      “Oh, shoot! He’s gone!” she exclaimed, exasperated. “And I wanted to tell him about those smugglers we saw back there in the desert.”


      CHAPTER VII


      “WE MUST GET AN EARLY START”


      Peggy stretched her eyes wide. “Smugglers! You actually saw some smugglers in the desert?”


      “Sh! Not so loud,” Jo Ann warned, low-voiced. “We think they were smugglers, but of course we can’t be absolutely certain.”


      “So that was what you and Florence were so excited about when you came back to the car out there in the desert. Hurry up and tell me all about it.”


      “We can’t—not here, with all these people around. Wait till we get to the hotel; then we’ll tell you everything, won’t we, Florence?”


      Florence nodded assent.


      After a second time around the Plaza without seeing the mystery man, Jo Ann was more disappointed than ever.


      When they reached the place where Miss Prudence and Carlitos were sitting, Miss Prudence gestured to them to step from the line and come to her side. “Girls,” she began as soon as they walked over, “I think we’d better leave now and go on back to the hotel. You know the trip tomorrow up the mountains to the mine is bound to be a very hard one. We must get an early start in the morning.”


      On hearing these familiar words, “get an early start,” the girls exchanged swift glances but succeeded in keeping sober expressions on their faces.


      Peggy protested lightly, “This music is so lovely, I hate to leave it.”


      “You’ll be able to hear it from your room at the hotel—it’s so close by,” Miss Prudence replied.


      “Peggy likes to promenade as well as to hear the music,” Florence put in, teasing.


      “She’ll have other opportunities to promenade, probably.”


      “Yes,” put in Florence. “The mine is not so far away but what we can come back here at least a few times this summer.”


      Miss Prudence rose from the bench and started toward the hotel, the girls following, but not without several backward glances at the fascinating Plaza and the gay young crowd.


      Peggy would not have followed as meekly if it had not been that she was eager to hear Florence’s and Jo Ann’s tale about the smugglers. Jo Ann, too, would not have been so willing to go if it had not been that the mystery man had disappeared and she now felt that she would not get a chance to tell him about the smugglers.


      When they reached the hotel, Florence, who was to be Miss Prudence’s roommate, went on with Jo Ann and Peggy to their room, explaining to Miss Prudence that she would come to bed shortly.


      As soon as Peggy had closed the door of their room, she ordered, “Tell that tale about the smugglers from beginning to end. I knew something exciting had happened to you back there in the desert, and I don’t know why I forgot to ask about it sooner unless it was because I was so interested in getting to the city.”


      Jo Ann, with Florence’s frequent promptings, quickly recounted the details about the hidden car, its contents, and the men’s angry conversation.


      “Wh-ew, I’m glad I didn’t go with you after the water,” Peggy exclaimed when they had finished. “I’d have been sure to have shrieked or squealed, and they’d have discovered me. One thing I don’t understand, though, is what makes you so certain they were smugglers. The fact that they had baskets and pottery in their car doesn’t prove that they were trying to take them across the border without paying duty, does it?”


      “No,” Jo Ann replied. “Think what a good blind the pottery and baskets would be! It would look as if the men were regular merchants buying Mexican wares for the trade in the States, wouldn’t it?”


      Peggy nodded.


      “Then think how easy it’d be to conceal dope or gold in the jars and vases and baskets. It’s dope or gold—or both—they’re probably smuggling. The chances are the packages the men complained about not being weighed correctly held one or both of those articles.”


      “That’s so. Those are the things the coast guard said were smuggled most frequently.”


      “I’m not going to be satisfied till I see my mystery man again,” Jo Ann went on earnestly. “I could tell him the exact spot where we’d seen that hidden car, and that might be the very bit of information he needs to be able to catch the men.”


      “I shouldn’t be at all surprised if those men belong to the gang that man’s trying to break up. I wish, Jo, you could see that mystery man and tell him all this, but in this big city”—Florence shook her head dubiously—“your chances of seeing him again are small.”


      Jo Ann’s chin took on a determined little tilt. “I’m coming back here as soon as I can and look for him. I believe this main plaza is a good place to look for him, too. It’s a sort of central meeting place for everybody.”


      Florence nodded. “That’s true. Everybody naturally gravitates toward the Plaza. It’s the very heart of the city.”


      Long after Florence had left to go to Miss Prudence’s room and Peggy was sound asleep, Jo Ann lay wide awake pondering over plans for getting back to the city and for finding the mystery man. She had to leave early tomorrow with the others, as all arrangements had been made for Florence’s father and Carlitos’s uncle, Mr. Eldridge, to meet them at a small village on the way to the mine.


      It was well that they did get an early start the next morning, as the nearer they approached the high mountain range beyond the city, the steeper and more dangerous the road became.


      “I think we’ll have to leave our car at the village and go the rest of the way to La Esperanza by oxcart or horses,” said Peggy. “That’s the way Mr. Eldridge said they had to do last summer.” She smiled over at Miss Prudence. “Which will you choose, the oxcart or a horse?”


      “A horse every time,” came back the quick reply. “I love to ride horseback.”


      “Grand!” approved Jo Ann.


      “I’ll feel safer—more comfortable, too—on a good horse than in this car.” Miss Prudence added whimsically, “I beg your pardon for knocking Jitters that way.”


      Jo Ann smiled broadly. Miss Prudence was a good scout after all. She could ride horseback and condescended now and then to a bit of slang, such as the word “knocking” just then.


      When they neared San Geronimo where they were to meet Dr. Blackwell and Mr. Eldridge, the faces of all five began to glow with anticipation. Florence could hardly wait to see her father, and Carlitos his uncle Mr. Eldridge, who was Miss Prudence’s only brother.


      As soon as she caught sight of the flat-roofed adobe houses of the village Florence began exulting, “I’ll soon see Dad now! He’ll be waiting at old Pedro’s store.”


      “We’ll hate to give you up,” put in Peggy. “We’ll miss you so much!”


      “It won’t be long till I’ll be coming over to see you, and then you can come over and visit with me and see our city again.”


      “So we’ll end up in spending the summer together after all,” laughed Jo Ann.


      Florence nodded so emphatically that Peggy’s face brightened again.


      In a few more minutes Florence stopped the car in front of the little store, then leaped out and into the arms of a tall, distinguished, gray-haired man, crying, “Daddy! Oh, Daddy! I’m so glad to see you.”


      Just then a tall thin man and a small black-eyed Mexican boy rode up on horses and leaped off.


      At sight of them Carlitos shouted joyfully, “My uncle and Pepito! My Pepito!” He sprang out of the car, ran over and greeted his uncle hastily, then flew over to the grinning little Mexican and threw his arms affectionately about him.


      “Who is that child?” Miss Prudence demanded of Jo Ann after they had all exchanged greetings with Mr. Eldridge.


      “That’s Pepito, his foster brother—the son of the nurse who took care of Carlitos so many years. They love each other like real brothers.”


      “We-ell, I suppose they should feel that way,” Miss Prudence said slowly. “After all, all the peoples of the earth are ‘of one blood’—so the Good Book says.”


      “We believe that in theory but don’t always practice it, as Carlitos and Pepito do,” put in Mr. Eldridge, secretly amused at his sister’s inward struggle to accept this relationship between her nephew and the little Mexican.


      “Where’re the horses we’re to ride?” Peggy asked curiously after looking about on all sides. “Or are we going to ride in that oxcart over there?”


      “No, that won’t be necessary. I left the horses on up the road about twelve miles,” Mr. Eldridge answered. “I’ve had the road repaired so you can drive the car to the foot of the mountain.”


      “Why, that’s grand!” exclaimed both girls together. “Not that we don’t like to ride horseback,” added Jo Ann, “but we can travel so much faster in Jitters.”


      After many words of farewell Florence and her father drove off down the highway which led to the town farther into the interior where they lived.


      In a few more minutes, Jo Ann was steering Jitters out of the village and into the road which led to the mine. She had only two other passengers now, as Carlitos insisted on riding on the horse with Pepito.


      Just as she was about to pass a little shack on the outskirts of the village, she caught sight of an empty old Ford parked under a mesquite tree just off the road. She stared at it incredulously, then cried out a sharp, “Oh, there’s that same car we—” She checked her words suddenly, swerving the car dangerously near an irrigation ditch at the side of the road.


      “Mercy!” gasped Miss Prudence from the back seat. “What are you trying to do—turn us over?”


      Jo Ann’s face flamed with excitement and embarrassment.


      “No’m,” she said meekly as she drove on slowly. “I—I—really—I don’t—see why I did such a silly trick.”


      Under cover of the car’s noise, a little later, Peggy asked curiously, “What on earth made you so excited over seeing that old car?”


      Jo Ann’s voice was barely audible as she replied, “Because it was the car Florence and I saw hidden up in that gully in the desert. Smugglers.”


      “O-oh! Are you absolutely sure?”


      Jo Ann nodded. “It had the same license number, and the radiator was bumped in exactly the same places.”


      CHAPTER VIII


      AT THE MINE


      When they neared the foot of the lofty mountains and the end of the automobile road, Jo Ann parked the car in front of a small thatched adobe house. “This is the jumping-off place,” she smiled. “Here’s where we leave Jitters and get our horses.”


      Miss Prudence eyed the house curiously. “This must be where Ed told me we were to change into our riding clothes. He said for us to be ready by the time he and the boys got here. I don’t fancy going into a strange house in a strange—” She stopped abruptly as a fat, smiling-faced Mexican woman appeared at the open door and began beaming her welcome and punctuating her Spanish with gestures for them to come inside.


      Summoning her limited Spanish, Jo Ann replied with a “Gracias,” then turned and translated the woman’s welcoming words to Miss Prudence.


      After a moment’s hesitation Miss Prudence followed the girls into the house. Her keen eyes quickly took in the room, which had a neat, well-kept appearance in spite of its dirt floor and primitive furniture.


      The woman disappeared into the other room, evidently the kitchen, as they could hear her rattling dishes and beating vigorously with some utensil.


      “I hope she’s making us some chocolaté,” Jo Ann whispered to Peggy as they slipped into their khaki riding trousers.


      “I hope so too. I’m hungry as a bear. Mountain air always gives me a ravenous appetite.”


      “Here, too. I could wrap myself around a substantial meal right now, and it’ll probably be two hours yet till we reach the mine—and supper.”


      As Jo Ann’s thoughts turned on the distance to the mine, she wondered how she would be able to get back to the city and find the mystery man. Now that she had seen the car of those suspected smugglers in the village so close by, she felt it was more imperative than ever for her to tell the mystery man about them and their whereabouts. “I’ve simply got to get in touch with him some way,” she told herself.


      So intent was she upon these thoughts that she did not heed Peggy’s nudging her till she squealed out, “Can’t you put on your boots, Peg, without poking me in the side?”


      “Oh, I most humbly beg your pardon,” Peggy replied, her twinkling eyes showing that her apology was anything but abject.


      Catching her gesture, a nod of the head in Miss Prudence’s direction, Jo Ann looked over at Miss Prudence. The next moment her eyes opened in astonishment. That long, full, navy skirt Miss Prudence had on—how on earth was she ever going to ride in that thing? That must be one of those old-fashioned side-saddle riding skirts she’d heard her grandmother talk about. It’d be absolutely dangerous to ride side saddle in this mountainous country. She’d often heard how easily such a saddle was tipped out of balance and the rider thrown off. The next moment she relaxed as the thought occurred to her that there were no side saddles in this part of the country. Perhaps she’d better tell her that.


      Somewhat embarrassed, Jo Ann stammered, “Er—Miss Prudence—er—they don’t have any—side saddles down here.”


      Miss Prudence looked puzzled as she replied Yankee-fashion with a question, “Well, who wants one?” Seeing the girls’ eyes fastened on her skirt, she smiled, “This isn’t one of those old side-saddle riding skirts. It’s a divided skirt.” There was a note of pride in her voice as she added, “I was the first woman in my part of the country to begin riding astride. I shocked the older people dreadfully.”


      “I think you were a good sport, Miss Prudence, to start that style,” Peggy remarked.


      Miss Prudence received this praise with a pleased smile.


      Just then the Mexican woman entered with a tray of food which she set on a little table near by. Gesturing and talking rapidly to Jo Ann, she explained, “I think you have much hunger, and I make you some chocolaté.”


      Though Jo Ann’s reply was made in broken Spanish, it was straight from her heart. “Gracias. You are most kind. We have hunger after the long ride. And chocolaté—I love it.” She raised the cup to her lips and drank a little of the rich, frothy liquid. “This is very delicious.”


      Peggy and Miss Prudence nodded a smiling approval to the woman, and her black eyes glowed with happiness at the praise, both spoken and unspoken.


      A few minutes after they had finished eating, Mr. Eldridge and the two boys rode up.


      On going outside Jo Ann saw that there were three other horses saddled and waiting for them. She noticed, too, that José, Pepito’s father, was standing near by, his arms caressingly about Carlitos, whom he loved almost as dearly as he did his own son. Carlitos’s face was aglow with happiness at being reunited with his Mexican friends.


      After she and Peggy had mounted, they watched with curious eyes to see how Miss Prudence manipulated that queer skirt. When they saw her unbutton the front panel and fold it back and refasten it on another set of buttons, they saw that it was a divided skirt after all.


      Peggy leaned over from her horse to murmur to Jo Ann, “It looks like a pair of floppy-legged pajamas now.”


      Jo Ann nodded, then added, grinning, “I prefer to sleep in pajamas and ride in trousers. It’s so much more modest.”


      Peggy suppressed a giggle with difficulty at the thought of the proper Miss Prudence’s ever wearing anything but the most correct clothes.


      Notwithstanding the queer skirt, they found that Miss Prudence rode unusually well, handling her horse with the ease of an experienced horsewoman.


      Up the steep mountain trail they began climbing in single file, José in the lead. The sheer precipice at the edge looked so dangerous to Jo Ann that she tried to keep from looking over. One good thing, they had an excellent guide in José. He had led her and Florence over worse places than this.


      On nearing the mine a strange feeling of tenseness filled the girls and Carlitos; and yet that was not surprising, as the mine had been the scene of the most thrilling adventures they had ever experienced. It was here that they had been rescued from the treacherous mine foreman who had stolen the mine from Carlitos’s father.


      On their arrival at the great stone house that this foreman had so proudly built for his own use, they found José’s wife, Maria, the nurse who had reared Carlitos as one of her family. Though she was only a poor ignorant woman of the peon class, the girls as well as Carlitos loved her.


      “Maria has a heart of gold,” Jo Ann told Miss Prudence as they watched her enfold Carlitos in her arms and kiss him on each cheek. “She loves him as she does her own Pepito and her girls.”


      A few minutes later Maria proudly showed Carlitos to his room, into which she had put the best of everything, then took Miss Prudence and the girls to adjoining rooms, which looked bare and forbidding with their concrete floors, scant furniture, and curtainless, iron-barred windows.


      “Looks like a soldiers’ barracks,” Miss Prudence said crisply after a swift glance about.


      Jo Ann laughed, then said, “You should have seen this house as it was the first time I saw it. There was a grand piano in every room with a game rooster tied to one of the piano legs.”


      Miss Prudence gasped. “A rooster in every room! Heavens! You mean to say this whole house was a chicken coop?”


      “Not exactly. It was just that Mexican foreman’s idea of the luxurious life. He loved music and cock fighting, so he wanted the pianos and roosters handy.”


      “Heavens!” gasped Miss Prudence again. “Why, I must fumigate this whole house, clean it with Old Dutch Cleanser, Lysol—”


      “Oh, Maria cleaned it long ago—thoroughly,” broke in Jo Ann quickly, seeing that the anxious-eyed Maria was watching Miss Prudence’s frown of evident disapproval and was worried. She turned now to Maria and said in Spanish, “The house is very clean. You have worked hard.”


      Maria’s grave eyes brightened. “Yes, the little girls and I work hard.” She gestured to the window and the corners of the room. “See, I clean it good like Carlitos’s mamá show me.”


      Though Miss Prudence had caught from these gestures that Maria was showing how thoroughly she had cleaned the house, she was far from being convinced that it was fit for human habitation. Again she broke into a list of the different kinds of cleansing materials and things that she would need.


      “We’ll have to go to the city to get all those things,” put in Peggy. “They won’t have them in the little store in the village.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes suddenly began to shine. Here was her chance to get back to the city to find the mystery man. She could stop in the village and find out what those smugglers were doing there. Maybe they were buying baskets and pottery from the villagers. She’d soon find out now.


      The first moment she and Peggy were alone she told her of her plans.


      Peggy laughed. “I knew that’s what you were planning. You can’t resist a mystery, can you?”


      “And you’re almost as eager as I am to have a finger in my mystery pie. You know you’re crazy to go to the city with me.”


      “Of course I am.”


      CHAPTER IX


      MISS PRUDENCE’S CLEANING SPREE


      Before dropping to sleep that night Jo Ann decided that as soon as she got up in the morning she would urge Miss Prudence to let her and Peggy go to the city. “I’ll tell her what this house needs worse than another cleaning is some pretty cretonne for curtains and pillows, and some of the lovely Mexican pottery and bright-colored blankets. I could stop at the village and buy the pottery and blankets. There were some pieces of pottery outside that shack near where the smugglers’ car was parked. That’d give me a grand chance to find out from the family in the shack about the smugglers. Then I’d have more to tell the mystery man—if I can find him. Finding him—that’ll be the hard part.”


      Still visioning ways and plans for this trip to the city, she finally drifted off to sleep.


      She was roused early the next morning by a cold hand upon her bare shoulder. Horrors! One of those smugglers had grabbed her—she’d jerk away from him! She sprang out of bed with a leap that sent her into the middle of the room, then stood staring dazedly at an amazed Miss Prudence.


      “Why, I didn’t mean to frighten you, Jo Ann,” she said apologetically. “I just meant to wake you early so—”


      “O-oh, it’s just you!” gasped Jo Ann, feeling very foolish at seeing it was only Miss Prudence. “I must’ve been dreaming. I thought one of those—” She stopped abruptly. She must not say a word about having seen those smugglers. No use to get Miss Prudence stirred up and excited over them.


      “I’m sorry I scared you,” Miss Prudence began again, “but I thought we ought to get an early start to—”


      “But we’re at the end of our journey,” broke in Peggy, who was sitting up in bed now, rubbing her eyes sleepily. “We don’t have any place to start early to.”


      “What I began to say was that we ought to get an early start at giving this house a thorough cleaning,” Miss Prudence went on, undisturbed by Peggy’s interruption.


      “The house looks clean to me—very clean,” Jo Ann remarked.


      “Maria may have gone through the motions of cleaning, but”—Miss Prudence raised her eyebrows skeptically—“a peon housekeeper’s ideas of cleaning and an American’s are two different things.”


      “Don’t you want us to go to the city to get some—some fumigating stuff—formaldehyde, isn’t that what you call it?” Jo Ann asked eagerly.


      “No, I’ve decided it isn’t necessary to have the place fumigated. I’ve decided there’s enough laundry soap here to begin with. Ed says he’s ordered more, and a lot of supplies that should have come to the village yesterday. He thinks they’ll come today surely. I’ll make plenty of strong suds, and we can begin scrubbing this morning. When we get through, this place’ll be as bright as a new penny.”


      “It’ll still be dreadfully bare, though,” Jo Ann remarked tentatively. “As you said last night, it looks as bare as a barracks. What it needs is gay cretonne draperies and pillows, bright-colored blankets to throw over the chests and couches, and some of the lovely Mexican ollas. As soon as we get the house clean, let’s go to the city to get the draperies. We can probably find some pottery and blankets at the village.”


      “Well, we’ll think about that later.”


      “The sooner we get this house fixed up, the longer we’ll have to enjoy it,” spoke up Peggy, coming to Jo Ann’s aid. She knew how Jo Ann’s heart was set on getting back to the city. “Let’s try to have it all done by the time Florence comes.”


      “Well, we’ll see.”


      The girls had to content themselves with that vague promise.


      After Miss Prudence had left the room and the girls were dressing, Jo Ann remarked, “I haven’t given up hope yet of going to the city soon. I’m going to try to persuade Miss Prudence to let us go to the village this afternoon for the supplies that Mr. Eldridge is expecting.”


      “I’ll help persuade her.” Peggy changed the subject abruptly by saying, “I hate to have her hurt Maria’s feelings by doing all this cleaning, don’t you?”


      Jo Ann nodded. “I’ll try to smooth it over to Maria, but she’ll never be able to understand such extreme ideas about sanitation.”


      As soon as they had finished eating breakfast, the girls entered industriously into Miss Prudence’s “cleaning spree,” as Jo Ann called it. While Peggy poured the soapy water over the concrete floors, Jo Ann scrubbed vigorously enough to satisfy even Miss Prudence.


      “It’s really fun,” Jo Ann declared as she swished the foamy suds about with her broom.


      Miss Prudence, a towel over her head and her long skirts tucked up and pinned in the back, bustled about superintending the girls, Maria and her oldest daughters, and the two boys.


      Maria was horrified that Miss Prudence should set Carlitos, the chief owner of the silver mine and the house, to doing such menial tasks as carrying water from the stream back of the house. Miss Prudence, however, believed with St. Paul that he who would not work should not eat and soon had everybody in the household stepping lively.


      “I wish that soap and other supplies’d come today,” she said, frowning as she took out the last bar of soap. “The supplies are very low. I can’t plan a decent meal in this house without those things.”


      “Peggy and I’ll go to the village for them this afternoon,” Jo Ann offered eagerly. “We can drive the car and make better time than José can in the oxcart.”


      Miss Prudence hesitated a moment, then replied, “Well, if José can go with you, I believe you’d better go.”


      “Fine! I’m sure Mr. Eldridge’ll let José go. He sends him there frequently for the mail—every other day, I believe.”


      Jo Ann was right in this surmise. Mr. Eldridge promptly agreed to let José accompany the girls to the village. “José can take two burros along to carry the supplies,” he added, “and he won’t need the oxcart at all.”


      So it was that shortly after lunch the two girls and José started on horseback but changed into the automobile when they reached the foot of the mountain.


      On reaching the village they drove straight to Pedro’s store to see if the supplies had come. On finding that they had arrived, José set to work to load them into the car. While he was busy at that task, Jo Ann and Peggy walked back to the adobe shack where Jo Ann had seen the smugglers’ car.


      To Jo Ann’s relief, the battered old car was not in sight.


      “I’ll have a far better chance to find out about the smugglers without their being on the scene,” she remarked to Peggy.


      As soon as they neared the shack, a thin, undernourished woman with a black rebosa about her shoulders and a baby in her arms appeared at the door. Peeping from behind her skirts were several other small, half-clad, hungry-looking children. As quickly as she could in her broken Spanish, Jo Ann explained that she wanted to buy some of the pottery jars piled up at the side of the house.


      The woman shook her head and replied, “I have much sorrow that I cannot sell them to you. Two men in an automobile told me they take all my ollas.”


      “Was that their automobile I saw here near your house yesterday?”


      The woman nodded.


      “I must find out when they will be back,” Jo Ann thought quickly. “Can you not get more jars for these men by the time they come back, and sell me some of these you have now?” she asked tentatively.


      “No, that is impossible. It takes much time to make the ollas, and the men say they come back in three or four days.”


      “Three or four days,” Jo Ann thought. “I hope Florence comes on one of those days, so we’ll have an excuse to come down here to meet her.”


      Peggy broke into her thoughts with, “Ask her the price of these jars. They’re lovely.” She picked up two jars, each attractively decorated with a design of cactus and Spanish dagger.


      Jo Ann relayed this question to the woman. “How much do you sell these for?”


      The woman went on to tell the price of each—an absurdly small amount, not a third as much as they were worth.


      “Is that what those men pay you for them?” Jo Ann asked incredulously.


      “Sí.” The woman nodded.


      Jo Ann repeated the price to Peggy, adding, “Those men are robbers, as well as—”


      She left her sentence unfinished and turned back to the woman, saying, “They do not pay you enough. I will give you twice that much for these two ollas.”


      The woman’s eyes opened wide. “Ah—that is good. I have much need of money to buy food for my children.” She hesitated a moment, then added, “Bien, I will let you have these two. The men will be angry, but then—” She shrugged her shoulders expressively.


      Jo Ann’s mind was working rapidly. Perhaps she could help this poor woman to market more of her pottery. Florence had a friend who purchased Mexican curios for a firm in the States. She would tell Florence about this woman’s pottery. “I’ll take these two ollas. Don’t let those men have all your pottery after this. I will sell it for you at this price.”


      After Jo Ann had paid for the jars and had promised the woman again to help sell more of the pottery for her, Peggy remarked as they were starting away, “I’m glad you paid that woman more for the ollas, but I’m afraid those men’ll be furious when they find out you’re buying her pottery at double the price they pay. You’re heading for trouble.”


      Jo Ann’s face grew grave. “I shouldn’t be surprised, but I’m glad just the same that I could help that family. Those poor little children look half starved to me.”


      “They surely do,” Peggy agreed.


      CHAPTER X


      THE INDEFINITE MAÑANA


      As soon as Jo Ann woke the third morning after their trip to the village, she reminded Peggy that they must go back without fail today. “You know Florence said she’d either be there by noon, or that there’d be a letter telling exactly when to expect her. It all depended, she said, on which day her father had to go to the city.”


      Peggy half smiled. “That’s not the only reason you want to go to the village. You want to get another look at those smugglers and get some information about them; now, don’t you?”


      “Yes. I want to be able to give the straight facts to the mystery man—if I ever see him again. I want to find out how often those men come to the village—where they go on their trips farther into the interior—what it is they’re smuggling—exactly what route they take on their way back to the border, and—”


      “What do you think you are—a glorified kind of Sherlock or a whole detective agency?”


      “Neither. Only I think we’ve bumped into a fascinating mystery that’s daring us to solve it. I want to play safe, but if we can get any information that’ll aid in catching that band of smugglers and maybe help keep the mystery man from losing his life, I certainly want to get it.”


      “Well, don’t get too venturesome. I’ve known you to get too enthusiastic about your mystery-solving. One good thing, José will go with us to the village. He’ll be our bodyguard without knowing it.”


      To the girls’ relief Miss Prudence gave her permission for them to accompany José to the village again. They were ready and waiting impatiently for him several minutes before he appeared with the horses and an extra pack burro.


      “I’m afraid those smugglers’ll have come for the pottery and gone before we get to the village, at this rate,” Jo Ann fumed while she was waiting.


      Peggy grinned. “So much the better for us. I, for one, never want to see them.”


      “I’ve got to find out their plans some way or other.”


      As before, they rode down the mountain, then left their horses and the burro at the rough thatched shed where their car was stored.


      “Let’s give this shed a name,” Peggy suggested as they climbed into the car.


      “All right,” Jo Ann agreed. “How about calling it Jitters’ House? That’s what it is now. It’s the first time the garage was so far away that I had to ride horseback to get to it.”


      Peggy smiled. “Hereafter, then, this is Jitters’ House.”


      On nearing the Mexican woman’s shack Jo Ann began looking eagerly to see if the pottery were still piled up beside it.


      “Good!” she exclaimed. “The pottery’s still there. That means the men haven’t—” She stopped in the middle of her sentence. José was beginning to understand English much better now that he was staying at Mr. Eldridge’s home, and so might be able to get an inkling of what she was talking about.


      As it was, Peggy understood, since Jo Ann had been worrying all the way down the mountain lest the pottery and the men should be gone.


      Jo Ann drove straight to Pedro’s store, the scheduled meeting place again, as it had been the day they had all driven from the city. There was no sign of Florence’s small trim figure to be seen outside the store or inside.


      “Maybe we’re too early,” Peggy suggested.


      “We have to wait for the mail, anyway—it hasn’t come yet, Pedro said,” Jo Ann replied. “If there isn’t a letter from her, we’ll know she’s coming and will wait till she appears. This delay suits me to a T.”


      “Don’t I know it! You’re just aching for those old smugglers to appear while we’re here. I hope they don’t.”


      Undisturbed, Jo Ann went on, “While we’re waiting, let’s you and me go back to that shack and find out if any of the family knows exactly when the men are coming after the pottery.”


      “We-ell, I s’pose there couldn’t be any danger about asking a few questions.”


      Peggy climbed back into the car with Jo Ann, leaving José squatting on the sidewalk smoking his corn-shuck cigarette and chatting with a group of his peon friends.


      When they stopped in front of the shack, they noticed a little dark-eyed girl, the tallest of the stair-step children she had seen previously, standing close to the piles of pottery. Jo Ann promptly leaped out of the car and walked over and began admiring the pottery.


      “The ollas are very beautiful,” she said in her slow Spanish. “Did you help to decorate them?”


      “Sí, I fix this one.” She picked up a small, brightly colored jar.


      “It is lovely,” admired Jo Ann. “You are very artistic.”


      The girl’s black eyes shone, and two dimples twinkled in her olive-tinted cheeks at this praise.


      After she had looked at the pottery a few minutes longer, Jo Ann asked haltingly, “Do you know when the men are coming for your ollas?”


      “Sí,” the girl nodded, her long black braids swaying with the motion. “They tell my papa they come mañana.”


      “Mañana,” Jo repeated to herself discouragedly. That was the most indefinite word in the Spanish language. It might mean tomorrow, and it might mean any time in months to come. “Do you mean Friday?” she asked.


      “Sí, Friday.”


      “What time?”


      The girl shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe in the morning; maybe in the afternoon—I do not know.”


      “What time did they come last time they bought your pottery?”


      The child shook her head. “I do not remember.”


      Just then the girl’s mother appeared in the doorway and smiled broadly on recognizing Jo Ann and Peggy.


      Jo Ann walked over to the door and, after exchanging greetings with her, asked if she knew exactly when the men were coming after the pottery, ending, “Maybe they will sell me some more of your beautiful ollas when they come.”


      The woman answered with the same gesture as had her daughter—a shrug of her shoulders and, “I do not know.”


      “When do they usually come?” Jo Ann persisted.


      “Last time they come about this hour. They stop at Pedro’s store first; then they come here.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes brightened. At last she had secured a bit of information.


      As it turned out, this was the only piece forthcoming. Question after question brought forth only the inevitable but expressive shrug of the shoulders.


      Though she could see Jo Ann was discouraged, Peggy could not help smiling and asking teasingly, “Have you learned yet what this means?” She raised her eyebrows and shrugged her shoulders in true Mexican style.


      “Silly!” Jo Ann exploded. The next moment she grinned and replied, “It means anything and everything. I’m going to cultivate that gesture myself and use it when anyone tries to quiz me.”


      When they reached the store, the mail had arrived and in it a letter from Florence.


      Jo Ann tore open the envelope quickly, glanced over the short note, and handed it to Peggy, saying, “She’ll be here tomorrow afternoon—and so’ll we be here.” To herself she added that there might be two others who probably would not be very comfortable persons to have near.


      CHAPTER XI


      THE SECRET OF THE OLLA


      The girls had thought that as usual José would accompany them to the village the next day. As it happened, however, there was some extra work for him to do about the mine, and Mr. Eldridge decided to send Carlitos and Pepito as escorts for them in place of José. “Each boy can ride a horse, and then on the way back they can ride double, as they did the first day, and let Florence have the extra horse,” he said.


      “Fine!” Jo Ann exclaimed.


      Peggy was silent. The thought had darted into her mind that if those smugglers should chance to be in the village at the same time that they were, it would be more comfortable to have José along instead of the boys.


      When they reached Jitters’ House, the boys suddenly decided to stay there and wait for the girls. “Pepito and I are going to build a dam in this stream,” Carlitos explained, gesturing toward the small stream near by.


      When a half hour later the girls passed the pottery woman’s shack without seeing any sign of the smugglers’ car, Peggy breathed a little more freely. “We’ll probably leave before they get here,” she thought.


      As if in answer to her thoughts, Jo Ann spoke up briskly, “I see where we’ll have to wait around the village till those men come. Since the pottery’s still there, I know they haven’t come yet.”


      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” Peggy answered quickly. “We might have to stay so long it’d be dark before we’d get back to the mine.”


      “Of course we can’t wait that long. I’m in hopes they’ll come soon, but I want to see them if I possibly can.”


      When they came in sight of Pedro’s store, they saw Florence standing out in front, looking up the narrow street.


      “Attaboy! There she is!” cried Jo Ann.


      “She sees us now!” Peggy waved both arms vigorously, a gesture that was answered equally enthusiastically by Florence.


      As soon as the three girls had exchanged the warmest of greetings and Florence and her baggage were settled in the car, Jo Ann broke into an account of having seen the smugglers’ car, and all the other details.


      Florence was indignant over the ridiculously low price the men were paying the villagers for their pottery. “You’re right, Jo. Those men are thieves,” she said. “They’re making three or four hundred per cent profit on the pottery, to say nothing of what they’re getting out of their smuggling. I believe I can pay that woman and the other villagers more than you did for their ollas, and ship them to the States, and still break even. When I see these poverty-stricken women with their big families to feed and clothe, I feel I’ve got to help them every chance I get.”


      “I do, too,” agreed Jo Ann.


      “And I,” added Peggy. “But I don’t want to get those smugglers angry at us. They’ll be furious when they find out you’re planning to buy all the pottery.”


      Both Jo Ann and Florence were silent a moment; then Jo Ann remarked, “Maybe we hadn’t better buy all the pottery, because if we do, the men’ll stop coming here altogether, and I won’t get a chance to find out more about them to tell the mystery man. I want to help him—his life’s at stake.”


      Florence nodded. “That’s so.” She turned to Peggy then with, “You’re right. We’d better buy only a few pieces of pottery.”


      “Let’s drive past the shack now and see if the smugglers’ car is there,” Jo Ann suggested, starting the car even as she spoke.


      “That’s all right with me if you’ll keep on driving and not stop,” Peggy spoke up.


      Jo Ann drove very slowly past the pottery woman’s house, but there was no sign of any kind of car to be seen. As the pottery was still there, she knew the men were yet to come. She drove on a short distance, then turned into a rough road circling into the village. To Peggy’s disapproval she turned again a few minutes later into the side road leading past the woman’s house.


      Almost simultaneously Jo Ann and Florence caught sight of the old car parked beside the house. “The smugglers’ car!” they both gasped.


      “Turn as fast as you can and get away from here,” ordered Peggy.


      Instead of obeying her command Jo Ann drew the car to the side of the road and stopped. “You stay in the car, Peggy, while Florence and I see if we can find out anything.”


      “Oh, do be careful!”


      With Peggy’s last words in their minds Jo Ann and Florence approached the shack cautiously, coming up close to the back of the house, where they halted. Though they could not see the smugglers and the woman except by peeping around the corner of the shack, they could hear them talking.


      “They’re trying to make her come down on the price, aren’t they?” Jo Ann whispered.


      “Yes; trying to force her down to a mere fraction of what the ollas are worth.” An angry glint came into Florence’s blue eyes. “I feel like marching right out and telling her not to—” She stopped whispering to listen to the woman’s plaintive reply that she needed the money for food for her children.


      Jo Ann caught the woman’s words and their meaning. “Come on, let’s see if we can’t persuade or bluff them into giving more money.”


      Without hesitating, Florence stepped out, and together the two marched on around to where the men and the woman were standing.


      At their approach the two swarthy-skinned men looked up in surprise. The taller one, who was a little squint-eyed and had a scar on his chin, drew his brows together into a deep frown as he peered from under his sombrero at Jo Ann.


      Involuntarily Jo Ann caught her breath as the thought darted into her mind that he looked as if he recognized her. “Perhaps he saw me there in the gully,” she thought.


      By that time Florence was talking to the woman in rapid Spanish, offering to buy all her pottery at almost three times more than the men had offered.


      The taller man whirled about to stare at Florence and to scowl more fiercely than ever. “It is impossible for you to buy the ollas. She promise us all—everything.”


      Florence ignored this remark and asked the woman, “How much did they say in the first place that they would pay you?”


      Between sobs the woman replied and added, “Now they say they will give me only half of that.”


      “Since they won’t pay you what they had promised, then sell your pottery to me.”


      Both men broke into a torrent of protests, waving their arms and shaking their heads violently.


      While they were absorbed in arguing with Florence, Jo Ann gradually edged over and looked into the back of the car, the bottom of which was filled with pottery packed in straw. After one hasty glance over her shoulder at the men, she reached over and pulled out a large olla from the middle.


      How heavy it was! She peered into it, then thrust her hand inside. There was a package—a heavy one—at the bottom.


      Just then a furious voice rang out, “Put that olla back in the car!”


      She wheeled about to see the shorter one of the men rushing angrily toward her.


      CHAPTER XII


      HEADING FOR TROUBLE


      In another moment the man had grabbed the olla out of Jo Ann’s hand and had placed it back in its nest of straw in the car. “What are you doing?” he demanded sharply, edging between her and the car. “Leave these alone!”


      Jo Ann detected a note of alarm in his voice. “He’s afraid I’ve discovered the contents of that olla,” she thought. Determined to conceal her nervousness, she replied in as cool and controlled a voice as she could muster, “How much will you take for that olla?”


      The man shook his head. “No—no. It is not for sale.”


      “I will give you fifty centavos for it.”


      “No—no. I cannot sell it.”


      “Well, how about seventy-five centavos, then?”


      The merest shadow of a smile began to spread over the man’s dark, unshaven face. Perhaps here was a chance for him to make a few extra centavos, and no one would be the wiser. He reached down in the car and after rummaging about for a few moments drew up another olla similar to the one Jo Ann had picked up. “Here—I let you have it,” he said, offering it to her.


      Jo Ann shook her head. “No, that is not the one I want. It is this one.” She started to lean over the car, but the man stopped her.


      “No, this is the only one I have to sell,” he insisted. “See, it is beautiful! Seventy-five centavos is very cheap. I do not make anything.”


      “Cheap!” Jo Ann flung back at him, her eyes blazing. In her anger she had forgotten to be cautious. “I heard what you’re paying for these ollas. You are a thief. Pay them more money, or I’ll buy them all myself.”


      He scowled menacingly at her. “Ah, it was you who put evil things into that woman’s head—demanding more money! They are lucky to get that much. Do not interfere with my business again. Sabe?”


      Before she could reply, the other man stepped up, an angry glint snapping in his eyes along with that same half-puzzled expression, as if he were still undecided about her identity. The two men exchanged a few whispered sentences so rapidly that she could not make out a single word. Every now and then they glanced in her direction.


      “They’re furious at me,” she thought. “I don’t want them to stop coming to the village. I’d better not say another word.” She glanced over at Florence, who was motioning to her to leave. “Florence has come to the same conclusion. Time we’re leaving this place.”


      She walked over to Florence, and after both had bade the woman and her children “Adios,” they started off down the road toward their car.


      “Those men are watching us,” Jo Ann remarked a few minutes later, after a swift backward glance over her shoulder. “I don’t want them to get so angry that they’ll stop coming to the village, do you?”


      “No. That’s why I told the woman I could buy only a part of their pottery.” A satisfied smile passed over Florence’s face. “I hope that’ll force those men to pay more. They’re very anxious to keep on buying here, because this village makes unusually good pottery.”


      “Their designs are beautiful. I think they’ll keep on coming here.” Jo Ann looked back over her shoulder again before adding, “They’re still watching us. Did you notice how that taller one kept staring at me?”


      Florence nodded. “It made me wonder if he’d seen you when you so foolishly ran up the side of that gully.”


      “But how was I going to be able to recognize them if I hadn’t seen them?”


      When they reached their car, Peggy began hurling questions at them.


      “Florence’ll tell you everything,” Jo Ann said as she started the car quickly and turned up the rough road toward the city, adding, “I’m heading toward the city so those men won’t know where we live.”


      After she had gone a short distance, she wound back out of the village by the rough back streets. When she finally cut back onto the main road, she threw an anxious look back up the road toward the village. There was no sign of a car to be seen.


      “We fooled them,” she said, well pleased.


      “I believe we did,” agreed Florence. “They probably think we live in the city.”


      When, two hours later, the girls and the two boys reached the mine, the girls had completely recovered from their nervousness over their encounter with the smugglers.


      Florence was enthusiastic over the attractive appearance and cleanliness of the great stone house, which of course delighted Miss Prudence.


      “While you are here, Florence,” she said, “we’ll all have to make a trip to the city to buy materials for draperies and couch and pillow covers to brighten up this gloomy old house. It still reminds me of a barracks, even if it is clean.”


      “I think that’ll be fine,” approved Florence, exchanging pleased glances with Jo Ann and Peggy. “We all love to go to the city.”


      Of the three Jo Ann was the most delighted. She must get to the city and find the mystery man, especially now that she had some more information about the smugglers. “Can’t we go tomorrow, Miss Prudence?” she asked eagerly.


      Miss Prudence shook her head. “No. I want to finish all the cleaning first.”


      “But the house is spotless now,” Jo Ann protested.


      “The kitchen is a downright disgrace. Why Maria insists on using that old fireplace to cook on when she has this new range, I can’t understand. It makes such a mess. I told her I wanted that fireplace closed up. I want some shelves put up, too. There isn’t any place to store our supplies. This kitchen wasn’t built for convenience. It’s big as all outdoors, but there’s no place to put anything.”


      “Poor Maria!” thought Jo Ann. “She’ll never understand Miss Prudence’s ideas of a modern kitchen. She feels that the kitchen is her domain and won’t like any interference. We’ll have all we can do to keep peace in the family.”


      “We’ll have to take Florence around the camp tomorrow and show her all the improvements,” Peggy spoke up. She turned to Florence. “Mr. Eldridge’s had all the miners’ ugly little shacks replaced with stone houses built of the natural stone from the quarry.”


      “Yes, I noticed a few of them as we came up. I’m so glad. It worried me to see the contrast between those horrible shacks and this great stone house.”


      “You’ll be delighted to see the modern machinery they’ve put in the mine, too,” Jo Ann put in. “They use electricity now for a good deal of the work, and that makes it lots easier on the miners—less dangerous, too. Mr. Eldridge’s promised to show us around tomorrow.”


      “Fine.” Florence’s face was aglow on hearing of these improvements. She was as happy as the other girls to hear how the drudgery and squalor had been removed from the miners’ lives since Mr. Eldridge had taken over the management of the mining company of which Carlitos was the chief stockholder. As all three girls owned stock in the company—a gift for their share in recovering the mine for him—they felt a personal responsibility for improving conditions.


      “Don’t you want to go with us on our ride about the camp tomorrow?” Jo Ann asked Miss Prudence.


      “Yes, I’ve been wanting to ever since I came, but I’ve been so busy, you know. I’ll get an early start at cleaning tomorrow morning, so I can go with you.”


      An amused expression slipped into each girl’s face at the familiar words “an early start.”


      So it was that, immediately after the siesta hour, the girls and Miss Prudence set out on horseback on a general inspection trip of the mining camp.


      “We won’t have time to go down into the mine this time,” Miss Prudence said as they rode off. “Ed says that he wants us to go all through it soon, though.”


      “We’re very anxious to go down into the mine, aren’t we, girls?” said Jo Ann.


      “We surely are,” both replied.


      With the greatest satisfaction Jo Ann and Peggy pointed out the rows of neat, substantial limestone houses, each one very homelike with flowers and vines.


      “The Mexicans love beauty,” Florence remarked to Miss Prudence as they passed a house one side of which was covered with a bougainvillea vine aflame with pinkish purple flowers. The tiny yard was a riot of color, too.


      “Yes, I’ve noticed that they are very fond of flowers,” Miss Prudence agreed. “Carlitos told me today that Maria had asked him if I’d brought some flower seed with me—that she wanted to see if she could grow some new kinds of flowers.”


      Jo Ann, who had been listening to their conversation, now called out, “That reminds me, let’s dig up some ferns and cactus—that kind that has bright red blossoms—this afternoon and plant them in our pottery jars. And let’s make a rock garden in the patio, too, and plant all the different kinds of cacti we can find.”


      “A grand idea,” the girls agreed, and Miss Prudence nodded approvingly.


      As they approached the mine opening, Jo Ann proudly pointed out the electric tram-cars which were used to carry the ore down the steep incline, instead of the burros, as formerly. “The biggest improvement of all, though, is the way they get the ore out of the mine. Mr. Eldridge has promised to take us down there some time soon.”


      After leaving the mine they rode a short distance on up the beautiful winding mountain trail, then reluctantly turned at Miss Prudence’s suggestion and started homeward. Before leaving the trail, however, they persuaded her to wait while they dismounted and dug up some cactus and resurrection plants.


      “This cactus’ll look lovely in that big jar with the cactus design on it,” Peggy explained to Miss Prudence. “And you’ll love to watch these resurrection plants. You can keep them out of water for months, till they’re dried, dead-looking balls, then put them into water, and they’ll unfold and become green and beautiful again.”


      Once again, when they were crossing the crystal clear stream that ran near the house, they begged Miss Prudence to halt. “Wait for us while we dig up some of these exquisite wild maidenhair ferns,” Jo Ann urged, an appeal that the other two promptly echoed.


      “All right,” Miss Prudence agreed, halting under the shade of a rocky cliff over which trickled a tiny silver ribbon of water into a fern-edged pool.


      Peggy began pulling up some of the ferns close by, but Jo Ann remarked, “I can’t bear to spoil the beauty of this pool by taking any more of these ferns. Let’s go up the stream a little farther, Florence.”


      Jo Ann and Florence walked on along the stream in silent admiration and soon disappeared around a great moss-covered boulder.


      Suddenly Florence caught sight of a short chunky figure of a man just ahead. She gasped aloud. Simultaneously Jo Ann’s lower jaw dropped, and her eyes opened wide. The next instant the man clambered up the side of the cliff and disappeared.


      “One of the smugglers!” whispered Jo Ann, finally recovering her speech. “He was spying on us.”


      “The one that grabbed the olla from you,” Florence breathed. “Let’s hurry back.”


      The girls wheeled about and ran back down the stream.


      CHAPTER XIII


      THE POTTERY WOMAN’S WARNING


      On coming in sight of Miss Prudence and Peggy, the two girls checked their steps.


      “Let’s don’t mention seeing that man before Miss Prudence,” Jo Ann warned. “No use alarming her.”


      “All right,” Florence agreed. “He didn’t act as if he were dangerous, anyway. He ran, too.”


      “He didn’t want us to see him—to recognize him. What’s he doing here?”


      Florence shook her head, puzzled. “I can’t imagine. The pottery woman said they always went on to the city after getting the pottery.”


      All at once it dawned upon Jo Ann that they had not got any ferns and would soon be back at the pool empty-handed. “Miss Prudence’ll wonder why we didn’t get some ferns,” she said. “Let’s stop this minute and pull up some.”


      “All right.”


      In a few more minutes they had carefully pulled up some clumps of the daintiest maidenhair specimens in sight and had wrapped elephant-ear leaves about their roots to keep the leaf mold from falling off.


      When they neared the pool Peggy called out, “What’d you see to make you come flying back so fast—a rattlesnake or a boa constrictor?”


      “Er—neither,” Florence replied.


      To her and Jo Ann’s relief Miss Prudence asked quickly, “Are there really boa constrictors around here? Did you ever see one here?”


      “Not right here,” Florence replied guardedly.


      “Close here?”


      “Well—fifty miles or so to the south.”


      “Hop on your horses and let’s go this minute.” Miss Prudence tapped her boot against her mount’s flank and started riding down the path.


      In a few minutes the three girls were following.


      After Miss Prudence had gone out of hearing distance, Peggy rode over close to Jo Ann and demanded, “What did you girls see to scare you that way?”


      Jo Ann leaned over and whispered, “One of the smugglers!”


      Peggy gave a little sudden start that made her horse quiver responsively. “Gol-ly!” she ejaculated. “What’d he come up here for?”


      “That’s what Florence and I want to know.”


      By the time the girls had reached the house, Miss Prudence had dismounted and had gone inside.


      As they were walking along the corridor to their room Maria hurried out of the kitchen, an excited gleam in her black eyes.


      After a swift glance around to assure herself that Miss Prudence was not in sight she called to Florence in a low voice and motioned for all three of them to come there. As they drew near she went on excitedly, “There is a woman here from San Geronimo to see you. She say she has something to tell the señoritas who bought her ollas a few days back. It is very important, she say.”


      “A woman from San Geronimo to—” Florence checked her flow of Spanish to relay the message in English to Peggy and Jo Ann.


      “She must think it’s important to come ’way up here,” Jo Ann murmured to Florence as they followed Maria and Peggy into the kitchen. “Do you suppose it could be something about those—”


      Before she could finish her sentence, they were inside the kitchen. There sitting beside the door talking to José was the woman from whom Jo Ann had bought the pottery.


      On seeing Jo and Florence the woman rose and hurried over to meet them. With her words tumbling over each other in her excitement, she began talking to Florence. So rapid was her Spanish that Jo Ann could catch only a few words now and then. One thing she was sure of, however, was that the woman was frightened. But why? She could stand the suspense no longer and broke in, “What is it, Florence? What’s the trouble?”


      Florence turned and explained quickly to her and Peggy, “She says she heard the smugglers threaten to get even with you and me.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes flew open, but she repressed the frightened exclamation on the tip of her tongue.


      “Her oldest girl overheard one of the men tell the other that they’d find out at Pedro’s store where we lived,” Florence went on; “then that he’d drive on with the load of pottery and let him wait around here for a while.”


      “So that’s why that man’s here—to get even with us!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “That means we’ll have to be extremely careful for a few days. Did she say when the other man’d be back at the village?”


      “No, but I’ll ask her.”


      After questioning her closely Florence relayed her answers to the girls. “She doesn’t know. Says she thinks he’ll come one day soon—maybe about this time next week.”


      “The vague mañana,” Peggy summed up. “That means we’ll be sitting on top of a volcano for no telling how long.”


      “I’m so thankful we know of the volcano’s existence,” Jo Ann replied. She smiled over at the woman with a “Muchas gracias. You have been very kind to walk all this way to tell us about the man.”


      Florence, too, joined in thanking her, then began talking to the anxious-faced Maria. She could see she was worried even more than they themselves. “Don’t worry, Maria. José won’t let anything happen to us. Will you, José?”


      “No, no, Miss Florencita. I will take care of you. But you and Miss Jo and Miss Peggy must be very careful. Stay here at the house unless I am with you. Shall I tell Mr. Eldridge about this?”


      “No—well, not yet, anyway.” Jo Ann put in hastily. She must get the information to the mystery man, and if she stayed a prisoner in this house all the time, she couldn’t get the chance. Mr. Eldridge might not even want her and the girls and Miss Prudence to go to the city, if he knew about this man’s threat.


      “José, you haven’t gone after the mail yet, have you?” Florence asked.


      José shook his head. “I am leaving soon.”


      “Get a burro so this woman can ride home. She must be very tired. I’m sure Mr. Eldridge will not object.”


      “Bien. I get the burro.” He gestured to the woman. “Come with me.”


      “Wait just a minute, José,” spoke up Jo Ann. “I want to give her something for her children.”


      She ran to her room and reappeared in a moment carrying a large box of caramels. She handed them to the woman, saying, “Here are some dulces for your children. We will come back next week for some more ollas. You will have some ready then?”


      The woman nodded.


      Both Maria and the girls felt relieved after the woman and José had gone without Miss Prudence’s seeing her.


      “I’d have had to tell Miss Prudence everything from A to Z about that woman if she’d seen her,” declared Jo Ann. She turned to Maria. “You must not let Miss Prudence know anything about what this woman said. Sabe?”


      “No—I will not. I know nothing,” Maria replied with emphasis, then shrugging her shoulders added, “Miss Prudencia no speak the Spanish. I no speak the English.”


      “Even if they did speak the same language, Maria wouldn’t confide in her,” Jo Ann thought. “They can’t understand each other. Neither one knows how good and kind the other is. Why is it that women living under the same roof are so often antagonistic to each other?”


      Almost the same moment Miss Prudence entered the kitchen, gave Maria a few orders, with Florence as interpreter, then added in a suspicious tone, “I noticed a Mexican woman just leaving the house with a box in her hands. What did Maria give her?”


      “Nothing,” Florence replied quickly. “Jo Ann gave her a box of caramels for her children. She’s the woman Jo Ann bought the jars from. I’m going to get some more from her and from the other villagers and ship them to my friend in St. Louis, who has a curio shop.”


      When Miss Prudence changed the subject to a discussion of the menu for supper, all three girls were relieved.


      CHAPTER XIV


      JO ANN’S SEARCH


      It was not till after they had gone to bed that night that the girls had an opportunity to talk over the woman’s story and Jo Ann’s and Florence’s discovery of the smuggler’s presence.


      “I’m certainly glad you had my bed put in your room,” Florence remarked, reaching over across the narrow space that separated her bed from the girls’ double one and patting Jo Ann’s hand. “I’d be scared to sleep in one of these huge old rooms by myself—especially knowing about that smuggler’s being around here.”


      “I’m as tall as he is, so I’m not scared of him,” grinned Jo Ann. “If I were as small and lilylike and fragile-looking as you, I might be uneasy.”


      “Stop teasing me that way,” laughed Florence, “or I’ll roll over between you two for protection.”


      Just as they were about to drop off to sleep, Jo Ann murmured drowsily, “If Miss Prudence dares to come in and wake me up early in the morning with ‘we’ll have to get an early start’—at something or other, I’m—I’m going to—” She hesitated.


      “I’m going to what?” jibed Peggy.


      “I’m going to fire my pillow at her, then turn over and go back to sleep.”


      Peggy giggled. “Uh-huh! I see you firing a pillow at her.”


      As it happened, Miss Prudence did enter their room early the next morning to waken them, but instead of hurling a pillow Jo Ann listened gladly to her plan for an “early start.”


      “Going to the city—this morning?” she repeated, wide awake as soon as the phrase “going to the city” had entered her brain. “That’s fine! Sure we’ll be ready by the time you are.” Seeing that Peggy was sufficiently awake now to take in the plan for a trip to the city, she asked, “You’ll be ready, won’t you, Peg?”


      “Yes, indeed. Reach over and wake Florence. Tweak her ear or her nose.”


      Florence protested vigorously at this manner of being wakened but quickly subsided when Jo Ann told her about the trip.


      An hour later they were dressed and mounted on their horses, as were Carlitos and Miss Prudence. José tied the two bags to his saddle, which were the only pieces of luggage they were taking, since they were to stay only one night.


      “Remember, Carlitos,” his uncle said smilingly on telling him good-bye, “you’ll be the man of the party after you reach Jitters’ House. That’s as far as José’ll go, you know.”


      When they reached Jitters’ House, José placed the bags in the car while the girls and Miss Prudence changed from their riding clothes into outfits more suitable for wear in the city. Miss Prudence was neatness itself in her sheer black dress, while the three girls looked fresh and lovely in their linen suits and crisp dainty blouses, topped off by pert little hats.


      “I’m so glad the band will play on the Plaza tonight,” Peggy remarked after she had slipped into the front seat beside Jo Ann, who was at the wheel.


      “I’m glad, too, but not for that reason,” Jo Ann replied. “You want to promenade, while I want to watch for—” She left her sentence unfinished, but Peggy knew that it was the mystery man for whom she would be looking.


      When they neared the shack where the pottery woman lived, Jo Ann looked eagerly to see if there were any signs of the smugglers or their car. “Nothing doing,” she said finally.


      On nearing the city Florence took the wheel on account of her knowledge of the city. After eating a late lunch, they started out on their shopping tour to buy draperies and other materials.


      Everywhere she went, whether in the car or afoot, Jo Ann kept looking for the mystery man. Every stalwart male of the mystery man’s approximate height whom she caught sight of she studied intently, hoping that it would be he. She begrudged the time spent inside shops buying cretonnes and draperies, as she felt she would never find him in such places.


      “Maybe he’ll be on that same corner of the Plaza again,” she comforted herself later that evening after a fruitless search.


      As soon as the band began playing, all three girls made straight for the Plaza and began promenading along with the gay groups of Mexican girls, while Miss Prudence and Carlitos sat watching from a bench on the outside of the square.


      As before, Jo Ann had eyes only for stalwart onlookers who might turn out to be the mystery man. Peggy, however, kept on the inside of the line.


      When they had strolled about the square the second time, Peggy suddenly uttered an exclamation of surprise, “There he is! There he is!”


      “Where? Where?” Jo Ann asked eagerly.


      “There—see? That tall, dark-haired, handsome boy with the big black eyes!”


      “Oh, gosh!” Jo Ann ejaculated disgustedly when she realized Peggy had not meant the mystery man but the tall youth with whom she had exchanged smiles the other time she had promenaded.


      She was still more discouraged and disgusted after a whole evening of strolling around the Plaza with no sign of the mystery man.


      “I’m afraid this trip’s going to be a complete flop, after all,” she remarked to Peggy. “I might as well have gone to the hotel when Miss Prudence and Carlitos did.”


      “Miss Prudence was an angel to let us stay so long, wasn’t she?” Peggy smiled.


      Jo Ann nodded indifferently. Peggy might be thrilled over exchanging smiles with a handsome Mexican boy, but not she.


      The next morning, as soon as they left the hotel to finish their shopping, Jo Ann began to search for the mystery man again, but in vain.


      “The last thing we’ll do is to go to the market,” Miss Prudence announced on leaving the department store a little later.


      “Let’s go to the big market near the center of the city,” Florence suggested. “You can buy every kind of fruit and vegetable imaginable there.”


      “The mystery man wouldn’t be doing any marketing,” Jo Ann thought wearily. “It’ll be no use to look for him there.”


      All at once a sudden thought struck her. If he should have any inkling about the smugglers hiding the dope or gold, or whatever stuff it was, in jars and vases, he might stay around the pottery booths where the pottery could be bought so cheaply. She brightened visibly at this idea.


      As soon as they reached the market, she left the others with Miss Prudence in front of one of the vegetable stands and wandered back to where she had remembered seeing the pottery booth. Eagerly her eyes roved here, there, and all around the booths near by. That broad-shouldered man standing—She caught her breath. It was the mystery man!


      “He’s alive! He’s alive!” rang through her mind; then the words, “Now’s my chance to talk to him.”


      All at once it occurred to her that it would be an embarrassing situation all around if Miss Prudence should appear while she was talking to this stranger. “Before I say a word to him, I’ll slip back to tell Florence to keep Miss Prudence and Carlitos away from the pottery booth for a while,” she thought quickly.


      No sooner had this plan entered her mind than she hurried to Florence’s side, whispered a few words, and waited only long enough to catch her emphatic “All right,” then rushed back to the pottery booth as fast as she could zigzag her way through the crowded passageways.


      When she caught sight of the stalwart figure again, she gave a sigh of relief and hastened over toward him.


      As she drew near, the man shot a piercing glance at her, then a gleam of unmistakable recognition shone in his keen gray eyes.


      “He hasn’t forgotten me,” she thought. “That makes it easier.”


      She began speaking in a low voice: “You’re trying to catch a band of smugglers, aren’t you?”


      The man gave an involuntary start but controlled his features. “What makes you think that?” he countered.


      “From what I overheard you say in the hotel—I didn’t mean to eavesdrop—and from a bit of information I got from—” she started to say “from a coast guard” but changed to—“from somebody else.”


      “Was that somebody else a smuggler?” he asked in a carefully light tone.


      “No—no.” There was a hint of impatience in Jo Ann’s voice. He was trying to throw her off the track. She’d go straight to the point now. “I’ve accidentally run across some information about some smugglers that may help you,” she said.


      An alert expression replaced the half smile on the man’s face as he asked, “What is that you think you’ve discovered?”


      Quickly Jo Ann recounted her and Florence’s discovery of the hidden car with the pottery and the baskets near the border, the smugglers’ conversation, and their seeing them again at the village, ending with, “I’m sure that must’ve been gold in that jar I lifted. It was so very heavy.”


      “It looks as if you’ve discovered one set of them,” he said thoughtfully. “They’re only two of a large gang, though. The ringleaders stay on the other side.”


      “Was it the ringleaders you’d been pursuing in Texas?” she asked, low-voiced.


      He nodded. “Dangerous men they are. If we can catch them we can break up the gang. I’m going to keep an eye open for cars loaded with baskets and pottery. If I can follow them to the border I may be able to catch the leaders. Tell me exactly where you discovered that hidden car.”


      Jo Ann went on to describe as accurately as possible the location of the gully in which she and Florence had found the car.


      “Do you happen to know the license number of their car?”


      “Yes.” As she gave the number, he jotted it down in a notebook.


      “Anything else about the car to distinguish it?”


      Jo Ann went on to tell of the battered places in the radiator.


      “And now give me a detailed description of the men.”


      Racking her brain for every item that would be helpful, she described their appearance and clothes, from the braided leather strips about their sombreros to a peculiar squint in the left eye of the taller man.


      “Good. You’re a close observer, I wish you could find out exactly when they’ll leave San Geronimo next week. If you could, I could wire my men across the border. Maybe together we might round up the ringleaders. If I don’t get them soon, they’ll—”


      He halted abruptly, but Jo Ann knew instinctively that he had been going to add “get me.” That was what he had said over the telephone in the hotel. She must—must get him that information if possible.


      “I don’t want to mix you girls up in this affair, and if you can’t get the information without endangering yourselves, don’t do it.”


      Jo Ann’s eyes began to gleam determinedly. “I’ll get it. As soon as we find out exactly when the men’re starting from the village, I’ll get word to you. If I can’t come, I’ll write you—but where?”


      The man took a card from his pocket and after writing on it handed it to her, saying, “Write me in care of general delivery. I had decided to leave in the morning, but now, since you’ve given me this very valuable information, I’ll wait till I hear from you. If you should come back to the city, you’ll find me somewhere around this pottery booth in the daytime and near the Plaza at night.”


      Jo Ann was about to ask some more questions when she caught a glimpse of Miss Prudence and the girls coming down the crowded aisle. “I’ve got to go this instant,” she said and hurried around back of the booth, meeting them in the main aisle.


      “I hadn’t missed you till a moment ago,” Miss Prudence remarked to her. “What’ve you been buying?”


      “Nothing—yet. I want to get a pair of Mexican sandals to use for bedroom slippers. Have you seen any here?”


      “Yes; they’re at a booth on the extreme left,” Florence put in quickly. “I’ll show you. Come on, Peg. We’ll meet you and Carlitos at that first fruit booth, Miss Prudence, in a few minutes.”


      CHAPTER XV


      ANXIOUS MOMENTS


      As soon as Miss Prudence and Carlitos were out of hearing distance, Florence asked eagerly, “Did you get to talk to the man, Jo?”


      “Yes, and he was glad to get the information. He gave me his card. See? His name’s Mr. Andrews, and I’m to write to him here in care of general delivery. I’ll tell you all about it when we get back to the hotel.”


      In spite of this promise Jo Ann did not get an opportunity to recount this conversation till hours later.


      After purchasing the sandals with much bargaining in true Mexican style, Jo Ann and the girls waited for some time at the fruit booth for Miss Prudence and Carlitos.


      “I wonder what’s happened to Miss Prudence and Carlitos to keep them so long,” Florence said finally.


      “I know Miss Prudence’s not delayed by carrying on a conversation in Spanish with anyone,” smiled Peggy. “She’s like me—about the only words she knows are cuanto and adios.”


      “Perhaps she’s bargaining by the gesture method,” added Jo Ann.


      Several minutes later an anxious-faced Miss Prudence came hurrying up and asked, “Where’s Carlitos? Have you seen him?”


      “No,” all three replied.


      “Well, he’s disappeared—was right by my side one minute—then the next he was gone. I’ve searched all around the market but can’t find him.”


      “You’ve just missed each other in the crowds,” Florence replied comfortingly. “You stay right here, and we three’ll separate and go in different directions and meet here again. We’ll find him.”


      Noticing an empty chair near by, Jo Ann moved the chair over to Miss Prudence’s side and said, “Sit here and rest. I’m sure we girls can find him.”


      Wearily Miss Prudence sank down in the chair, and the girls started off to find Carlitos. Each took a different section of the building to search and wound in and out the maze of crowded passageways that divided the scores of booths.


      After Jo Ann had made the rounds of her allotted part twice without seeing Carlitos, she started back to Miss Prudence, hoping that the other girls had found him. Peggy arrived almost the same moment, but she, too, was alone.


      The worried frown on Miss Prudence’s face deepened on seeing they had not found Carlitos.


      “Florence’ll find him: she’s more familiar with this building,” Jo Ann told her more confidently than she felt. Into her mind had darted the recollection of the harrowing experience they had once had when Carlitos had been kidnaped by the treacherous Mexican foreman. Just suppose he’d been kidnaped again! That one of those smugglers had stolen him to get even with her and Florence. That pottery woman had said they had threatened to get even some way.


      Just as she had come to this painful point in her thoughts, Florence appeared—alone.


      “No sign of him anywhere,” she announced. “One man told me he’d seen a boy of his description going out a side door.”


      “Did he say this boy was alone?” Jo Ann asked anxiously.


      “He didn’t say.” Florence had caught Jo Ann’s emphasis on the word alone, and her heart began thumping rapidly. Did Jo Ann think someone might have kidnaped him again? The smugglers! Could they— “I’ll go back and ask that man if Carlitos was alone,” she said.


      She hurried back to find the man and returned a few moments later, saying in a disappointed voice, “He said he didn’t notice whether he was alone or not.”


      “Maybe he got tired of waiting here and went back to the hotel,” Jo Ann suggested.


      “He might have,” Miss Prudence replied. “Florence, tell the woman at this booth”—she gestured to the booth just back of them—“that if she sees an American boy looking for somebody to tell him we’ve gone to the hotel.”


      After another round of searching they left the market and drove back to the hotel. Florence parked the car near the side entrance, saying, “We’d better leave the car here handy, as we’ll be leaving as soon as we can find Carlitos.”


      They hurried into the hotel, looked about the lobby, and then went up to their rooms. Carlitos was nowhere to be seen.


      “I declare, I’m getting more and more worried—and thoroughly exasperated,” Miss Prudence announced after looking in the last room.


      “Wait here, Miss Prudence, and I’ll run down to the lobby and ask the clerks at the desk if they’ve seen him,” Jo Ann said hurriedly. “He might’ve left some message there.”


      “Well—I’ll finish my packing while I’m waiting.”


      “I’ll go with you, Jo,” offered Florence and Peggy together.


      On inquiring at the desk Jo Ann found that neither of the clerks had seen him.


      As she was starting to turn away, one of the clerks summoned the porter who stood at the front entrance and asked him if he had seen Carlitos. To the girls’ delight the porter nodded and replied that he thought he had seen him talking to a newsboy about half an hour ago.


      The girls’ faces brightened on hearing this, Jo Ann’s especially, as she immediately recalled how fascinated Carlitos had been with a Mexican newsboy the first day they had arrived. After a quick “Muchas gracias” to the porter, the girls hurried out to the street, Jo Ann in the lead.


      When they had walked only a short distance down the street, Jo Ann heard a newsboy’s shrill cry in broken English. “Carlitos’s voice!” she exclaimed. “I hear him!”


      She rushed around the corner and stared across the street. There, a bag of newspapers slung across his shoulder, stood Carlitos selling a paper to an American.


      “Can you beat that!” Peggy ejaculated, catching sight of Carlitos at the same time.


      “Of all things!” Florence gasped.


      They hastened across the street to his side. He greeted them half joyfully, half sheepishly; then, with a gesture to the grinning little Mexican newsboy beside him, he said, “I sell lots of papers for Diego. He say I very good ’cause I can speak de Spanish and de English.”


      “You may be good at selling papers, Carlitos,” Jo Ann answered, “but you should’ve told your aunt Prudence where you were going. She’s been worried stiff about you.”


      “Worried stiff—stiff,” he repeated, puzzled.


      “Badly worried—mucho. She’s been afraid something terrible had happened to you. Come on to the hotel. We’re leaving for the mine in a few minutes.”


      Reluctantly Carlitos parted with his newsboy friend.


      As soon as they had brought Carlitos to the hotel room and Miss Prudence had delivered him a strong lecture, she urged them all to hurry and pack their few belongings and leave at once. “You know it’s a long hard trip to the mine, and I certainly don’t want to be riding horseback on that steep, rocky mountain trail after dark.”


      “We don’t either,” said Jo Ann quickly. “Florence and I had one experience riding in the mountains in the dark and through a terrible storm, too, and we don’t want another, do we, Florence?”


      “No, indeed.”


      After leaving the city Florence slipped over to let Jo Ann drive. “You’re a better chauffeur than I am and always make better time. We must get back to the mine before dark, especially since we saw—”


      She left her sentence unfinished, but Jo Ann knew that she meant the smuggler they had seen near the mine.


      When they finally reached Jitters’ House in the late afternoon, they found José waiting for them.


      “I wonder why he happened to come?” Peggy remarked curiously on seeing him standing beside the shed. The next instant she realized that he must be uneasy because of the pottery woman’s account of the smugglers’ threats. “He’s come as an extra protection for us,” she thought.


      “It’s good of him,” Jo Ann put in, and Florence added, “He’s always thoughtful and kind.”


      Carlitos was delighted to see him. Another male was a welcome change after having to stay with women for two days. That was one reason he had felt that he must slip off with the newsboy awhile, though he couldn’t have explained that in words. He was eager to tell José all about his trip, too.


      Even Miss Prudence expressed appreciation of José’s coming, adding, “He’s as thoughtful as he can be.”


      Jo Ann was the first one of the group to finish changing into riding clothes. She hurried back to the shed where José was still waiting, as she was anxious to know how things had been running at the mine, and especially if he had seen anything of the smuggler hanging around. She had described the smuggler so carefully to him that he would be able to recognize him.


      “Have you seen anything of that strange man while we’ve been gone?” she asked him.


      To her relief José shook his head. “No.”


      “Everything all right?”


      This time José shook his head more emphatically. “Ah—there was much trouble at the mine today.” With many excited gestures he went on to tell her that one of the loaded tram-cars had got loose and had crashed down the mountain side, tearing up the track and causing much trouble. “Very much trouble,” he repeated, shaking his head.


      “What caused the car to break loose?”


      José shrugged his shoulders expressively. “That I do not know. Me no sabe. Señor Eldridge say he no understand.”


      All at once the thought flashed into her mind that perhaps the smuggler was at the bottom of this accident. Maybe that was his way of getting even.


      CHAPTER XVI


      DOWN THE MINE SHAFT


      The next three days were busy ones for the girls. Miss Prudence had bought scores of yards of gay-colored cretonnes and other materials, and she now set all three to work making couch and pillow covers and draperies.


      “I’ve got to have draperies to hide the iron bars at the bedroom windows,” she had said. “I don’t like to see those iron bars. They make me feel as if I’m in prison.”


      When she escorted the girls to her bedroom and showed them the heaps of materials, Jo Ann remarked with a whimsical smile, “I didn’t realize what I was getting us into when I suggested brightening up this house with draperies and cushions. It looks as if we’ll be running the sewing machine instead of Jitters for the next week or two.”


      Florence and Peggy both laughed. They knew Jo Ann did not like any task that kept her in the house, and especially one of the sitting-still kind, like sewing.


      “‘Outdoor action and plenty of it,’ is Jo Ann’s slogan,” Peggy explained a moment later for Miss Prudence’s benefit. “She says sitting still and sewing make all her muscles feel cramped and her head ache and her mind tired.”


      “Well, it does,” Jo Ann defended. “I feel as if I’m getting petrified. I’d rather climb mountains any time.”


      “I’ll let you run the machine, then,” Miss Prudence spoke up briskly. “That’ll keep your feet moving up and down as if you’re climbing.”


      “A poor substitute,” Jo Ann returned, smiling.


      “Before you begin sewing, I’ll give you an active job that’ll bring into use more of your muscles—measuring windows. Be sure to get the exact length. Nothing looks worse than draperies that’re too short.”


      After Jo Ann had finished measuring windows, she set to work basting and stitching the hems in the draperies. By this time her thoughts had wandered from sewing to the mystery man and the smugglers. Was that smuggler still lurking around the mine and had the other one reached the border without being caught? And was the mystery man still safe and sound? She must get word someway to him when the smugglers were to make their next trip, so he could follow them. If only he could catch those ringleaders and break up that gang!


      So engrossed was she in these thoughts that she did not heed Peggy’s sudden outburst of laughter several minutes later till Florence called out a merry, “Jo! Will you look what you’ve done! You’ve hemmed all your draperies upside down, so that the parrots or parrakeets—or whatever kind of birds they are in the design—are all standing on their heads.”


      “They’ll look comical with their tails perpetually in the air,” giggled Peggy. “I’m getting dizzy already even at the thought of those poor birds hanging head downward that way.”


      “Oh dear!” groaned the discomfited Jo Ann on viewing her mistake. “Now I’ve got to rip out every hem. Oh, woe is me!”


      “I’ll help you,” Florence offered, taking one of the draperies from her.


      “Next time concentrate on your sewing instead of on the mystery man and those—” Peggy stopped talking abruptly on seeing Miss Prudence enter the room.


      As soon as José came to the house that evening, Jo Ann slipped to the kitchen to ask him if he had seen the smuggler hanging around the mine.


      At his reply that he had not, Jo Ann felt relieved till the next moment, when he added, “We have much trouble at the mine today. No get out much ore.” He went on to explain that the tram-car wrecked the previous day had torn up the track badly and that there had been trouble with some of the mine machinery.


      “Have they found out who wrecked the car?” she asked.


      “No. One man told me he saw Luis, a bad workman El Señor discharged last week, near the track before the wreck.” José shrugged his shoulders. “I do not know who did it. Maybe it was Luis—maybe it was the strange man you saw.”


      “Why did Mr. Eldridge discharge this Luis?”


      “He steal ore.”


      As Miss Prudence entered the kitchen just then and sat down, Jo Ann could not question José further. She left the room wondering if after all she had not been wrong in her surmise about the smuggler’s having wrecked the car. He might have become alarmed after she and Florence had seen him and have left immediately. She certainly hoped that was the case.


      By the time the girls had finished sewing, Jo Ann was thoroughly weary of staying in the house. “If I don’t get outside for a long horseback ride or a climb up the mountains today, I’ll go raving crazy,” she said.


      Peggy laughed at this exaggerated speech, and Florence remarked smilingly, “Well, by all means let’s get out and explore the country this afternoon. I’m fed up with staying inside, too.”


      “To tell you the truth,” Peggy put in, “I’ve been rather glad to stay inside. Ever since I heard about that smuggler’s hanging around here, the house looks good to me.”


      “Oh, he’s gone away by now, surely,” Jo Ann answered. “José says no one else has said a word about having seen a stranger around, and in a small camp like this a stranger surely couldn’t escape being noticed. I feel sure he’s gone back to join the other man. If that man returns for the pottery the same time that he did last week, he’ll be back at the village Friday. I’ve got to get word to the mystery man what day they’re starting for the border.”


      “The woman promised me to save some of the pottery for me, but I want to select the best designs from the entire lot before she sells any of them,” Florence put in.


      “That means we’ll have to go and get the pottery before those men come,” Jo Ann remarked. “That suits me to a T. You’ve already written to your friend in St. Louis that you’re sending the pottery in a few days, haven’t you?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, that settles it. We’ll go to the village to get the pottery Thursday morning and take it to the city and ship it from there. That’ll give me a fine chance to find out from the woman when the smugglers’re coming and to see the mystery man and tell him when to look out for them.”


      “I see where you’re headed for more trouble,” Peggy spoke up. “You’d better keep your fingers out of this whole affair. You’re too adventuresome.”


      Jo Ann half smiled. “Oh, skip it—the lecture, I mean. Let’s get the horses and go for a ride now.”


      “There’s one thing I’d like better than to go for a long ride, and that’s to go through the mine,” Florence said. “Mr. Eldridge promised me he’d take us through it while I’m here this time. When he comes in to lunch, let’s beg him to take us down into it this afternoon.”


      “Fine!” approved Jo Ann. “I’ve been eager to see how the malacate works now that it’s run by electricity.”


      “What’s a malacate, and what does it do?” Peggy asked curiously.


      “It’s a windlass arrangement that draws the ore up out of the mine. A rawhide bag is tied to the end of a long cable and let down into the shaft. Using electricity is a vast improvement over the old way.”


      “Did the peons have to work the windlass—wind it by hand?” Peggy asked, puzzled.


      “No, burros were used for that purpose. But before they used a windlass, back in primitive times, they made the Indians carry the ore up in bags, and they had to climb all the way up out of the mine on dangerous notched logs for ladders. Many and many of those Indians have fallen into the deep shafts, to their death.”


      There was silence for a moment; then Florence spoke up: “I have my doubts if Mr. Eldridge’ll take us into the mine in the daytime. The miners are very superstitious about women going into the mine, he said. They think every time a woman goes in, something terrible always happens—an awful explosion or a cave-in, killing one or more of the miners.”


      Jo Ann nodded understandingly. “That’s so. I’d forgotten about that. We’ll ask him to take us tonight, then.”


      As soon as Mr. Eldridge came in to lunch, all three girls greeted him with requests to show them through the mine that night.


      “We-ell, I don’t know quite what to say to that,” he replied slowly. “There’ve been two peculiar accidents lately that make me somewhat reluctant to take you down into the mine. Those accidents haven’t been accounted for to my satisfaction yet.”


      “But they were both outside the mine, weren’t they?” asked Jo Ann.


      “Yes.”


      “And two days have passed by without any more trouble,” Florence added.


      Mr. Eldridge smiled. “Well, I might as well say you may go. When three girls pounce upon one poor defenseless man, he has to agree to their plans. There’s no night shift working tonight, so this’ll be a good time. Be ready by eight o’clock.”


      “All right,” the girls chorused in reply.


      That afternoon the three, accompanied by Carlitos and Miss Prudence, took a long horseback ride over a beautiful mountain trail.


      Miss Prudence refused, however, to go with them on their trip to inspect the mine that night or to let Carlitos go. “Carlitos is tired and sleepy from the long ride, and bed’s the best place for him,” she said. “I should think you girls would’ve had enough exercise, too.”


      By a quarter of eight the girls were ready and waiting. Knowing that the mine was damp and cold, they had put on their sweaters and heaviest oxfords, and Jo Ann and Peggy had prepared themselves for darkness as well, as they had their flashlights.


      When Mr. Eldridge and they reached the shaft, he switched on the electricity to work the malacate so they could go down into the mine.


      No sooner had the machinery started running than the Mexican night watchman came running to investigate, an alarmed expression on his face. “Ah, it is you!” he exclaimed in a relieved tone on seeing Mr. Eldridge.


      Mr. Eldridge smiled. “You are a good watchman, Manuel. I am taking the señoritas down to show them how we mine the ore. Do not tell anyone the señoritas have been in the mine. Sabe?”


      “Sí. I sabe,” Manuel replied quickly, knowing at once why El Señor had given this order.


      “Don’t turn off the malacate. See that nobody comes near it. Stay close by.”


      Manuel nodded assent. “I stay here.”


      “Manuel is the best watchman we’ve ever had,” Mr. Eldridge told the girls. “I can trust him not to go to sleep.”


      When Jo Ann found herself in the rawhide bag tied at the end of the long cable and being dropped down into the shaft’s eerie darkness, she felt a queer sinking sensation at the pit of her stomach, as if she were falling through bottomless space. “It’s breath-taking—scary,” she thought.


      It was with a gasp of relief that she stepped out of the bag and onto the rocky bottom of the shaft. She knew exactly how Peggy felt when she scrambled out of the bag a little later and exclaimed, “Wh-ew! My heart’s up here!” She was clutching her throat dramatically.


      Together they waited for Florence’s descent. By their flashlights’ gleam they could see that her eyes were dilated and her lips tightly closed.


      “It scared you speechless,” grinned Peggy after waiting a moment for her to speak.


      Florence nodded and managed a “Took my breath!”


      It seemed to all three that of all the cold, damp, terrifying places to work, a silver mine was the worst. Mr. Eldridge led them through low narrow tunnels and into several black, cavernous recesses opening from these passageways and showed them the different mining processes.


      Peggy became decidedly nervous on learning that the ore was dynamited down. “There might be some dynamite around here now, and it might explode and blow us into smithereens,” she whispered to Jo Ann.


      A few minutes later she bumped into something against the wall that made her leap back in haste. When Mr. Eldridge told her it was a dynamite box, her heart began leaping faster than ever.


      “He means an empty dynamite box,” Jo Ann explained hastily as her flashlight’s beam showed her the ghastly pallor of Peggy’s face. “Some miners are using it as an altar,” she added comfortingly. “See, there’s a picture of the Virgin inside.”


      “I believe I’m ready to leave this murky gloom and get back up into the good fresh air,” Peggy said, her voice still shaky.


      “Well, I believe you’ve seen all the most interesting things.” Mr. Eldridge smiled. “We’ll go on up.”


      When they came back to the shaft, to Mr. Eldridge’s amazement, the malacate was not working. “Now what’s the matter!” he exclaimed, annoyed. “I told Manuel to keep the malacate running so we could get back.”


      For several minutes they stood waiting in vain for the cable and bag to appear.


      Finally, in an exasperated tone Mr. Eldridge remarked, “Never had anything like this happen before. Can’t imagine what’s the matter. Manuel’s always been so dependable. We may have to walk all that long distance to the entrance of the workings. And you’re all so tired already.”


      Just then there sounded an excited cry that reverberated uncannily through the shaft.


      “Why, that’s José’s voice!” Jo Ann exclaimed. “What’s—”


      The next instant the words, “Manuel’s—killed!” echoed down to them.


      A moment’s stunned silence fell; then Mr. Eldridge gasped, “Manuel—killed! Start the malacate at once, so we can get up there!”


      “No can—the wires all broke,” came back the wailing answer.


      “Wires broken—and Manuel killed and—” Mr. Eldridge’s voice trailed off into silence.


      Jo Ann cut in, “José’s so excitable! Manuel may have only fainted or been shocked unconscious.”


      “That’s true. All the more reason I must get up there at once. It’ll take us so long to walk to the entrance.”


      “Can’t José attach burros to the malacate and pull us up that way?” put in Jo Ann.


      “Yes, he could. That’d take lots less time.” Mr. Eldridge called immediately to José to attach the burros to the malacate and start it working, ending with the usual, “Sabe?”


      “Sí,” José called back. “I go now.”


      While they were anxiously awaiting for José to start the malacate, Mr. Eldridge remarked that he had better go up first to see about Manuel. “I hate to go ahead of you, though.”


      “Don’t worry about us,” Jo Ann said, more confidently than she felt. “There’s nothing here to harm us.”


      “Nothing at all,” agreed Florence in a voice that quivered unconvincingly.


      Just then Peggy’s hand clutched Jo Ann’s convulsively. “Poor Peg’s scared stiff at the idea of his leaving us,” thought Jo Ann as she grasped the cold hand in a comforting pressure. Her mind, however, flew back to Manuel. Surely he couldn’t have been killed. He must’ve fainted. But he was so strong-looking. What could have happened in that short time? If only José would hurry faster and let down that cable. “Oh, surely Manuel can’t be dead!” she kept repeating to herself.


      CHAPTER XVII


      IN THE DARKNESS


      After what seemed to Jo Ann an interminable time the cable appeared, and Mr. Eldridge was pulled up the shaft.


      “I feel better now that he’s up safely,” Jo Ann said, breathing more freely.


      “I don’t know which I dread worse—going up in that awful bag or staying down here in this terrible dark,” Peggy groaned.


      Noticing that Peggy’s flashlight was not on, Florence asked, “Why don’t you switch on your flashlight? That’ll help some.”


      “It won’t turn on. When I bumped against that dynamite box, I got so scared I dropped it. It must’ve got broken then.”


      So worried over Manuel was Jo Ann that she paid little heed to Peggy’s continued laments. If only this awful suspense about him was over! Surely he must be only unconscious. If he were, when they got out they could help give him first aid. She’d had first-aid training in her scout work. “I wish I could go up first and see if I could do anything for him,” she told herself.


      Just then she heard Peggy say, “I believe I’ll go up first. I can’t stand this creepy darkness. I keep thinking that smuggler’s hidden down here and—”


      “Peggy’s so upset and nervous, she’d better go up first,” Jo Ann admitted to herself reluctantly. Aloud she said, “All right, Peg, you go next. See what you can do to help Manuel.”


      “But, Jo, Manuel’s dead!” she wailed.


      Jo Ann shook her head as she answered, “I can’t believe that he is.”


      Shuddering, Peggy went on: “I’d planned to wait for you two before I took a step when I got up. The lights are off up there. Whoever killed Manuel must’ve cut off the lights.”


      “Mr. Eldridge’ll have some kind of a light, surely. If Manuel’s breathing—I can’t help feeling that he is—do everything you can for him.”


      Soon the quivering Peggy was inside the bag and being slowly pulled up the shaft. When, however, she had ascended only a short way, something went wrong with the cable, and the bag hung suspended—motionless.


      Peggy’s terrified shriek echoed and re-echoed through the shaft.


      “Horrors!” gasped Florence. “I hope the cable’s not stuck. Sometimes it’ll get stuck that way for an hour or more.”


      “You’ll be all right in a minute,” Jo Ann called up to Peggy. “Don’t get scared.” In a low voice she added to Florence, “I hope I’m telling the whole truth.”


      To their vast relief, in a few minutes the bag began to move upward once more.


      “Thank goodness!” Florence ejaculated. “Which one of us had better go up next? I’d like to, but if you—”


      Jo Ann’s impulse was to speak up, “Let me go,” but, instead, she replied, “You go on. I have a flashlight, and you haven’t.”


      Several minutes later, with mingled feelings of relief and fear, she watched Florence being pulled up till she was above the reach of the flashlight’s beam. All was eerie blackness now. The shadows began to take on weird ghostlike shapes. Was that a man crouching over there? The smuggler?


      An involuntary shudder shivered through her body. She must not let her imagination run riot this way. She steadied her lower lip to prevent its trembling.


      At last the bag loomed into view, and after an anxious wait she got inside it. Slowly—painfully slowly she began to ascend.


      When she was about halfway up, the cable suddenly spun around, knocking the bag against the rocky side of the shaft. She felt a stinging sensation in her right arm as it struck the rocks. Clutching her flashlight more tightly and cringing with pain, she lifted her arm to protect her light. It was too late. The flashlight had been broken—badly smashed.


      In another moment she had forgotten about her injured arm and broken flashlight in a more serious trouble. The bag was stuck—not moving either up or down. She stifled a shriek that was threatening to escape her lips. No wonder Peggy had cried out. And it was worse this time. There was utter darkness below. No one to call up comfortingly from the bottom of the shaft. No one at the top either. Both girls were probably hovering over Manuel now, if he— Had they found by now that he really was dead?


      She must shut out that terrifying picture from her mind. It seemed, though, to be outlined against the darkness in a glaring light that refused to be blotted out. How long would she have to hang this way in midair, seeing this horrible picture?


      “Better to hang suspended than to be dashed to the bottom on those rocks,” she told herself. “Peg was in the same plight, and now she’s up safely. But then she was stuck only two or three minutes, and you’ve been here ten or fifteen at least,” she reminded herself discouragedly.


      Endless ages dragged on, it seemed to her, as she hung there. Would this suspense never end? Had anything happened to José? Had he been killed, too?


      At last, when her hopes had almost ebbed away, she felt the bag moving upward. Actually going up now. As she neared the top and drew in deep breaths of the fresh air, a great wave of gratitude swept over her.


      Once safely out on the ground, she began feeling her way through the darkness toward the light on her left. José hurried up just then with a lantern in his hand.


      “Tell me about Manuel—he is not dead, is he?” she asked him quickly.


      “I think he is. He look dead when I see him,” José answered brokenly. “That wicked Luis—he knock him down. I catch Luis and tie him to a tree.” He gestured to the right.


      “Luis! That miner Mr. Eldridge discharged for stealing?”


      “Yes.”


      “But why did he want to hurt Manuel? Manuel didn’t discharge him.”


      “Manuel tell him to keep away.” José went on to explain that Luis had thrown a crowbar back of the switchboard, so the malacate would not work, and that when Manuel had tried to grab him Luis had knocked him down. There was a triumphant tone in his voice as he added, “I catch Luis. I fix him.”


      “How did it happen that you came up here? You didn’t come with us.”


      José hesitated a moment, then replied, “I saw you come up here, and I think El Señor need me. He tell me to take Luis down to the big house now. I leave you now.”


      On nearing the malacate Jo Ann could see Manuel’s inert figure lying on the ground, Mr. Eldridge bending over him, and the girls standing near by.


      “Is he—” Jo Ann left her question unfinished, but both girls knew what she meant.


      “He’s still alive,” Florence whispered. “Unconscious. I could feel his pulse. His skin is a clammy cold. I wish I had some hot-water bottles to put around him.”


      “Thank goodness he’s still alive!” Jo Ann exclaimed softly.


      “We’ve put our sweaters over him,” Peggy added, gesturing to the sweaters on Manuel’s body. “I can’t think of anything else to do.”


      “We might heat some rocks or bricks and put around him,” Jo Ann suggested eagerly.


      “Good idea,” approved Mr. Eldridge, who had overheard her. “I’ll help you. We must do something to help him, since it’ll be hours before we can get a doctor here.”


      They hurried about gathering wood and soon built a small fire on some flat stones. As soon as the stones were hot, they pushed them out of the fire, then covered them with some old pieces of a torn blanket.


      “We must be absolutely certain these rocks’ll not burn him,” Jo Ann cautioned. “Persons suffering from shock are more easily burned than usual. My scout book said never to put anything hot next the patient till it could be held against your face for a minute without feeling too hot.” She tested each stone before passing it on to Mr. Eldridge to place next to the unconscious figure.


      After that was done, Jo Ann began rubbing his arms toward the body.


      “Why’s she doing that?” queried Peggy in a low voice.


      “I think it’s to restore the circulation.”


      When Jo Ann was still rubbing his arms, Manuel’s eyelids began to flicker.


      “He’s beginning to become conscious,” Mr. Eldridge said, low-voiced. “As soon as José comes back he and I’ll carry him down to the house. There isn’t any serious bleeding, so I feel sure it’ll be safe to carry him now. We’ll have to make a stretcher.”


      No sooner had he finished speaking than Jo Ann dashed away, returning shortly with two poles. Mr. Eldridge immediately jerked off his coat and pulled the poles through the sleeves, then tied a piece of blanket securely to the poles also. By that time José was back from taking Luis to the house. With Mr. Eldridge’s help José tenderly lifted the injured man upon the improvised stretcher and set off down the trail, careful to hold the poles as steady as possible.


      The girls followed close behind, Jo Ann bringing up the rear.


      “Do you know where José took the prisoner?” Peggy asked Jo Ann.


      “Yes. To our house.”


      “Gracious! That’s awful. I’ll never be able to sleep a wink tonight, knowing he’s in the same house that we are.”


      “It’s the safest place to keep him in the camp. The walls are as thick as a regular prison’s, and there’re iron bars to all the windows. Besides, José’ll guard him.”


      “It makes me shivery all over to know he’s under our roof.”


      “I don’t believe even a Houdini could escape from that house,” Jo Ann assured her. “You’ll be safe. Don’t worry.”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      JO ANN FINDS A WAY


      Although Peggy had vowed she would never be able to close her eyes all night with that prisoner in the house, she was so tired that she was not long in dropping off to sleep. Exhausted by their exciting experiences, all three slept till late the next morning.


      “For a welcome change,” as Florence expressed it afterwards, Miss Prudence had not wanted to get an early start to go somewhere or to do some housework, and so had allowed them to drowse on undisturbed.


      The first thing Jo Ann saw on waking was the smiling Maria carrying in a tray of food.


      As Maria set the tray on the small table between the beds, she remarked, “Miss Prudencia say you may have your breakfast in bed. You were so brave—so good to help Manuel last night.”


      “Muchas gracias,” replied Jo Ann, eying delightedly the golden toast, oranges, crisp brown bacon, and cups of steaming chocolate.


      Peggy and Florence chimed in with their thanks; then Peggy put in quickly, “Florence, ask her if the prisoner is still in the house.”


      Florence promptly relayed this question.


      Maria nodded. “Sí. José watch good all night.” She went on to add that José had just come into the kitchen and had said he wanted to tell the señoritas something about Luis.


      “Don’t you know what it is?” Florence asked curiously.


      “No. Miss Prudencia send me out of the kitchen then, and José leave.”


      “Is José going to the village to get the rurales to come after Luis this morning?”


      “Sí.”


      “Tell him when he comes back that we want to go with him. Tell him to have the horses ready for us.”


      With a nod of assent Maria left the room.


      Jo Ann began eating an orange, a thoughtful expression in her dark brown eyes. A moment later she remarked, “I shouldn’t wonder if that Luis was hired by the smuggler to do all the damage he could.”


      “Why, what makes you think that?” asked Peggy in surprise. “You haven’t seen them together, have you?”


      “No.”


      “And you’ve never seen that smuggler here again since that first time, have you?”


      “No.”


      “Then why this sudden idea?”


      “Because two men in the same small mining camp who have a grievance against the mine owners would be likely to get together. They’d have a common interest—to get even.”


      Peggy smiled. “Oh, you Miss Sherlock!”


      “Your mentioning the smuggler reminds me that the pottery woman said she’d have the pottery ready for us today,” put in Florence. “I want you girls to help me select the finest pieces as samples to send to my friend in St. Louis for her curio shop. It’ll be quite a job to get them packed right. I was in hopes José would have time to help me pack them. His having to get the officers this morning might interfere.”


      “I don’t think it will,” Jo Ann replied. “Do you think you could get a crate in the village and pack your pottery there?”


      “I doubt it. They’ve never shipped any pottery by train. I believe I’ll take the pottery to Jitters’ House, and José can hunt up something around there to make a crate out of.”


      By the time the girls had finished eating and had dressed in riding outfits, José was waiting for them with the horses.


      As soon as they came out, Florence asked José what it was that he had to tell them about the prisoner, Luis. After he had explained in a rapid flow of Spanish, Florence passed the news to the eager Jo Ann and Peggy. “He said Luis had told him that some strange man had promised to give him a few pesos if he would wreck the mine machinery. He believes, judging by Luis’s description, that this stranger was one of the men the pottery woman warned us about.”


      “So I guessed right,” Jo Ann spoke up.


      “It doesn’t seem fair for Luis to get a prison sentence and for the smuggler to go free,” Peggy said, low-voiced, to Jo Ann.


      “Both of those smugglers’re going to get caught yet—you’ll see.” Jo Ann’s head bobbed up and down emphatically.


      “Does that mean you’re going to try to catch them?” Peggy asked, an anxious note in her voice.


      “Wait and see,” Jo Ann replied teasingly as she leaped on her horse.


      On reaching the village José went in search of the officers while the girls drove to the pottery woman’s shack to buy the ollas and vases.


      With the greatest care Florence, with the girls’ help, selected the most artistic designs and shapes from the piles of pottery. “If my friend likes these pieces as well’s I do,” she said, “I know she’ll buy regularly from these villagers and take a large per cent of their output. They’ll get ever so much more money, too, than they have been getting. We’ll be doing them a good turn, as well as my friend.”


      At Jo Ann’s urging Florence then began adroitly questioning the woman about when she was expecting the men to come after the pottery this week.


      “They send me word they come in two days,” she replied.


      “That’ll be Friday, then,” commented Jo Ann, who had caught the woman’s words.


      After they had finished choosing the pieces of pottery, they packed them in the back of the car.


      “I’d like to know where José’s going to sit now,” observed Peggy as she crowded into the front seat with Jo Ann and Florence.


      “He’ll manage someway,” Jo Ann smiled.


      On reaching Pedro’s store they found José waiting for them.


      “Did you find the rurales?” Florence asked him.


      “Sí, I find two. They have gone to the mine to get Luis. They say they do not need me to help.”


      “Good,” Florence approved. “Now you can help me pack these ollas and vases.”


      After José had squeezed into the back seat and they were driving off, Peggy remarked to Florence, “What puzzles me is how are you going to get the pottery shipped after you get it packed? There’s no railroad and no truck service here. Someone’ll have to take it to the city. How’re you going to get it to the city?”


      “I thought we’d drive in ourselves if—if—”


      “We can’t let there be any ifs about it,” broke in Jo Ann crisply. “We’ve got to get to the city tomorrow. I’ve got to get word to the mystery man to be on the lookout for the smugglers Friday.”


      “Couldn’t you write to him?” Peggy asked.


      “It wouldn’t reach him in time. They take the mail in to the city every other day. I asked at the store, and the mail’s already been sent, and no more’ll be sent till Friday. That’d be too late.”


      “But Miss Prudence’ll probably say ‘nothing doing’ when we tell her we want to drive to the city,” persisted Peggy. “She said she didn’t like riding in Jitters well enough to take another trip to the city soon.”


      “I heard her say yesterday that she had to have some more supplies—that she just couldn’t keep house without a larger variety of food,” Florence remarked. “She said we’d all be having scurvy and beri-beri and all sorts of diseases if we didn’t have a greater variety.”


      Jo Ann smiled. “That sounds good to me—not the diseases, of course. We’ll tell her we’ll bring her a load of good eats—fresh fruits and vegetables and anything she asks for. I’m going to get word to the mystery man—or bust.”


      Both girls laughed, and Peggy added a moment later, “Puff out your cheeks and prepare to bust, Jo, ’cause Miss Prudence won’t let you go.”


      “You underrate my persuasive powers, and you don’t realize how tired she is of preparing the same menus, day after day. I heard her say the other day that about the only thing Pedro sold at his store was beans, beans, beans.”


      When they reached Jitters’ House, José set to work at once to make a crate. The girls wrapped each piece of pottery with the paper they had brought for that purpose and carefully placed the smaller jars inside the larger ones. When the crate was finished, they packed excelsior around the jars and in every inch of space. That done, José carried the crate over to the house across the road, for safe-keeping.


      With a wide smile Jo Ann remarked, “We’ll have to get an early start tomorrow morning to take our crate to the city. We’ll have to promise to make the trip there and back in one day, I know.”


      When they were riding horseback on the mountain trail, they met the rurales taking their prisoner to the village. The girls urged their horses close to the cliff to allow room for them to pass on the narrow trail.


      After they had gone by, Jo Ann said gravely, “I hope it won’t be long till the smugglers are prison-bound, too. I believe this Luis was just their tool.”


      As soon as they had entered the house, the girls hunted up Miss Prudence, and Jo Ann told of their plan to take the pottery to the city the next day and get supplies for her.


      Miss Prudence pursed up her lips thoughtfully and remained silent for some time before answering.


      Jo Ann, with her usual impatience, could not stand this quiet and suspense and began talking about the necessity of a more varied diet. “We need more fruit and vegetables to have a balanced diet, don’t you think? Our home economics teacher told us at school that it was absolutely necessary for us to get plenty of fruit, as most of it has vitamin B. It’s that vitamin that makes our nerves normal and steady, she said.”


      Miss Prudence’s lips relaxed into a whimsical smile. “Well, we certainly need our nerves steadied after last night’s wild excitement.” She grew grave again. “I believe that Luis was trying to kill Ed and you girls.”


      Jo Ann did not stop to argue this point but kept to the diet question. “If you’ll make a list of the things you want, we’ll have them here for you tomorrow evening.”


      “Before dark?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, I hesitate to give my consent. Maybe I’d better go with you—but, no. I feel as if I ought to stay and nurse Manuel. Maria has no more idea than a jay bird about how to take care of sick folks. Why, when I put some rolls of bandage in the hot oven to sterilize this morning, she looked at me as if she thought I was crazy!”


      In spite of her hesitation, Jo Ann finally succeeded in persuading her to let them go to the city.


      “If you set the alarm clock for four-thirty and get up then, I believe you can make the trip in one day,” she said as the girls were about to leave. “Take my clock to your room.” She reached over to the near-by table, picked up her alarm clock, and set it to go off at that hour before handing it to Jo Ann.


      It was hard for Jo Ann to keep from laughing, as she could see Florence’s eyes twinkling, and Peggy holding her hand over her mouth to check her mirth.


      At the first sound of the alarm the next morning, Jo Ann reached over and turned it off, then popped out of bed and began dressing. Florence rose almost as promptly, but it required much persuasion from both of them to get Peggy out of bed.


      “I’m not keen on this trip anyway, since we won’t get to stay in the city tonight and promenade on the Plaza,” she grumbled drowsily as she sat on the edge of the bed, making no move to dress. “I’m not interested in seeing an old mystery man, as Jo Ann is.”


      “Only in handsome young Mexican ones,” Jo Ann grinned. “Well, you may pass your smiling young Mexican on the street today.”


      “If I should, I’d look very romantic sitting in an old car packed with a huge crate, now, wouldn’t I? He’d think I was bringing chickens or something to market.”


      Both girls laughed at Peggy’s disgusted tone.


      “That reminds me,” Jo Ann added, “that we must go straight to the market as soon as we reach the city.”


      By the time they had dressed and had eaten a hurried breakfast, José was waiting for them with the horses. To their surprise he rode on up the trail with them.


      “I didn’t know you were going with us,” Florence remarked to him.


      “Miss Prudencia say I must take you to the village and go back for you this afternoon.”


      “That’s good. It might be late this evening before we get back, but we’re counting on getting back before dark.”


      As soon as they reached Jitters’ House, they changed their clothes while José was putting the pottery crate into their car.


      “Jitters is a picture now,” Peggy remarked on coming out to the car.


      “You’ll be sure to see your handsome young man today,” teased Jo Ann.


      So interested were the girls in their plans for the day, as they drove through the village, that Jo Ann for once forgot to look over at the pottery woman’s shack till after she had reached Pedro’s store. “Did either of you notice if the pottery was still piled up by the woman’s house?” she asked.


      Both shook their heads.


      “I’m sure it must be still there. The woman seemed to be certain that the men weren’t coming till tomorrow to get it. She said they’d sent her word this time.”


      As there was little travel on the road, Jo Ann was able to make good time. As usual, she had planned to let Florence drive when they neared the city.


      “At the rate you’re speeding, Jo,” Florence remarked finally, “we’ll be in town before we realize it.”


      Jo Ann laughed. “Speeding in Jitters? Impossible. That old car in front of us isn’t built for speeding, either. It’s been keeping ahead at about the same distance for the last hour.”


      “So I’ve noticed,” said Peggy. “It must be of the same year’s vintage as Jitters.”


      “If she is, Jitters can beat her. I’m going to step on it and see if I can’t gain on her.” With that Jo Ann stepped on the gas, and soon their car was lessening the distance between it and the car ahead.


      As they drew closer Jo Ann suddenly uttered an excited little cry.


      “What’s the matter?” queried Florence and Peggy together.


      “That’s the smugglers’ car!”


      “You’re crazy, Jo!” ejaculated Peggy derisively.


      “It can’t be!” Florence cried.


      “But it is! I’m positive it is.”


      “You’re just guessing,” retorted Peggy. “You can’t tell from here.”


      “I’m going to pass that car, and you look hard, Florence, and see if those men aren’t the smugglers and if it isn’t piled full of pottery.”


      “Oh, don’t, Jo,” begged Peggy, now beginning to be afraid that Jo Ann might be right. “Don’t try to pass it.”


      CHAPTER XIX


      AN EXCITING RACE


      With a warning honk of her horn Jo Ann sped up and started to pass the other car.


      Almost simultaneously one of the men turned and stared incredulously, then shouted out a sharp order. The next instant the other man swerved his car dangerously toward them, trying to force them off into a deep ditch.


      “Oh, step on it!” cried Peggy. “Step on it!”


      “They’re trying to hit us!” shrieked Florence.


      Somewhere from the back of Jo Ann’s mind came the command, “Keep your head!”


      Automatically her nerves and muscles obeyed. She turned her car sharply and swiftly out toward the ditch as close as she dared, giving it all the gas that it would take.


      For a perilous moment that seemed ages-long to the girls the car hovered near the edge of the bank. Instinctively both Florence and Peggy leaned to the other side of the car, as if to make their weight the deciding factor in keeping the car from falling into the ditch.


      Then, to their unbounded relief, their car swept by, missing the other by a few inches.


      “A miracle!” gasped Peggy.


      “Keep stepping on it!” implored Peggy as she turned to look back at the smugglers’ car. “They’re coming full tilt after us.”


      “O-oh, hear them yelling at us!” put in Florence, her eyes dilated with fright. “They’re trying to catch us. Step on it! Suppose they should shoot at us—or our tires!”


      Though Jo Ann heard the girls’ earnest pleas, she wasted no energy in replying. Every cell in her brain must be centered on driving. That car was still dangerously near. They might push past and try that same trick of forcing her into the ditch on the other side. Moreover, the road ahead was much steeper and narrower. It wound threadlike up the mountain side. What if those smugglers should deliberately wait and force them off that high road! To be knocked off that steep rocky cliff would mean death for all of them. And what if her engine should go bad up there—or a tire blow out! “Steady, Jo,” she ordered herself. “Stop worrying and concentrate on driving.”


      “They’re not gaining an inch,” Florence called out encouragingly then.


      “But they’re not losing any,” added Peggy.


      When, in spite of her determination not to worry, she had to slow down at turns in the winding road, she found her breath coming more and more quickly. Perhaps the smugglers could make the turns faster.


      Again and again Florence encouraged her with, “They’re not gaining.”


      Finally, when they were nearing the highest stretch of all, Florence exclaimed, “They’re dropping behind a little now! See, Peg!”


      “Hot ziggity! They are, sure enough!” cried Peggy, vastly relieved. “I believe the worst’s over. But don’t slow down, Jo.”


      “I won’t any more than I have to,” Jo Ann replied, cheered immensely by the girls’ assurance that the smugglers were dropping behind in the race.


      “Good old Jo—and good old Jitters,” praised Florence. “They can’t be beaten.”


      “Don’t brag too soon,” Jo Ann found time to say in short, clipped sentences.


      She was determined to keep Jitters running at the greatest speed possible, and yet not be reckless in making the many sharp curves. With mind and eyes ever alert, she watched the road. She must be ready for any emergency.


      Florence and Peggy kept turning every minute or two to watch the pursuing car.


      “It’s losing ground right along,” Peggy kept saying, ending each time with, “isn’t it, Florence?”


      Each time, to Jo Ann’s joy, Florence would reply with an emphatic “Yes.”


      Still Jo Ann held to the maximum speed possible for safety. “Nothing like being on the safe side,” she told herself. “They might gain on us on the down grade.”


      After they were on the downward stretch, both girls assured her that they believed the danger was over. “They’ll never catch us now unless we have engine or tire trouble.”


      A few minutes later, on glancing back, Peggy exclaimed triumphantly, “They’ve about stopped! They’ve stopped now! On that highest curve. One of them’s getting out now. Maybe they have a flat.”


      “Here’s hoping they have two flats,” smiled Florence.


      “Why not wish for three, for good measure?” added Jo Ann.


      “Say, aren’t you thankful Miss Prudence isn’t along?” Peggy asked suddenly.


      Both girls smiled, and Peggy went on, “She’d have had heart failure or something by this time.”


      “No, she wouldn’t,” declared Jo Ann. “She’d have rallied to the cause and encouraged me on, as you two did. When it comes to the test, she’s strong for action and plenty of it.”


      A few minutes later Florence announced that it would not be long till they would reach the city. “Do you think we’d better change, Jo, and let me take the wheel?”


      Jo Ann shook her head. “I don’t want to stop even long enough for that.”


      “Oh, no, don’t change,” begged Peggy, immediately disturbed at the idea of stopping.


      “I know the shortest way to the market now, and that’s where we want to go first,” Jo Ann declared. “I’ve got to find the mystery man at once, so he can get on the smugglers’ trail.”


      “It won’t be easy for him to follow them even then,” Peggy said thoughtfully. “Can’t they go around the city some way?”


      “No, that’s the only road till they get to the edge of the city,” replied Florence. “They’ll probably not come up into the main part.”


      “I imagine the mystery man’ll phone or telegraph to the officers on both sides of the border to be on the lookout,” put in Jo Ann. “They could catch more of the gang that way.”


      When Jo Ann turned into the street leading to the market, Florence remarked, “It’ll be no use trying to find a parking place in front of the market. It’s always full. You’ll save time by parking in the first empty place you find within a reasonable distance. I’ve wasted as much as half an hour hunting for a parking place down here.”


      “We mustn’t waste any time anyway,” Peggy put in. “We have lots of things to buy for Miss Prudence, and I’ve a little shopping I want to do, too. We can be doing our buying while Jo hunts up her mystery man.”


      At quite a little distance from the market Jo Ann found a parking place. No sooner had she stopped the car than she sprang out, saying, “I’ll meet you at that same booth in front, where we waited the other day.”


      Off she rushed down the street, her fast-flying steps causing more than one Mexican to say smilingly, “Americana.”


      When Peggy tried to lock the car a few moments later, she found that she couldn’t. “Something’s gone wrong with it,” she said, handing the key to Florence. “See if you can make it work.”


      After several unsuccessful efforts Florence slipped the keys into her purse, saying, “Oh, let’s don’t worry any more about trying to lock it. We can get a boy to watch the car for us.” Hardly had she finished speaking than she caught a glimpse of the newsboy with whom Carlitos had been so friendly. “Here’s the very boy!” she exclaimed, gesturing to him to come to her.


      The boy’s large black eyes lit in swift recognition, and he ran over to her side.


      Florence quickly explained to him that she wanted him to watch the car while she went to the market.


      With a nod of assent the boy answered, smiling, “Sí. I watch good for you. You are Carlitos’s friend.”


      “He’ll watch it right; we won’t have to worry,” Florence said confidently as she and Peggy walked on down to the market.


      Soon they were busily buying fruit and vegetables.


      In the meantime Jo Ann had elbowed her way through the crowded aisles of the market to the pottery booth at the back. On reaching the booth she stared around, anxious-eyed, hunting for the mystery man. Oh, where was he? There wasn’t a sign of him anywhere. He’d said he was always around here at this time of day. What if he should’ve missed coming this day?


      She walked slowly back of the booth and on around to the front again, her eyes scanning every man in sight. “He’s not here,” she told herself finally, “and I don’t know where else to go to look for him. Oh dear! The smugglers’ll get away again.”


      Just as she had reached this discouraging conclusion a stalwart, olive-skinned man with a dark mustache and black hat stepped up to her side and said in a low tone, “Don’t show your surprise—I’m the man you’re looking for.”


      The mystery man! Jo Ann barely suppressed a gasp of amazement. Disguised as a Mexican. The same aquiline nose and gray eyes, but how startlingly different he looked.


      In almost an inaudible voice she told him as quickly as she could about the smugglers being on the way to the city.


      The man’s eyes shone on hearing this news. “Good work. We’ll follow them this time and try to get the ringleaders of the gang as well as those two. I must get word to my men right away on both sides. You’re still at the La Esperanza Mine?”


      “Yes.”


      “I’ll let you know how I come out. Many thanks for your help.” With that the man rushed off toward a side exit.


      Feeling relieved and happy that she had succeeded in delivering this message, Jo Ann walked on to the front to look for the girls and found them, as she had thought she would, buying fruit and vegetables.


      Peggy was the first to spy her. “You don’t have to tell us you’ve had success, Jo,” she said. “You’re smiling from ear to ear.”


      “I didn’t mean to be that jubilant.”


      “You have a right to be happy,” Florence said warmly. “Peg and I are glad, too, aren’t we?”


      “Sure.”


      While Peggy and Florence selected the fruit and vegetables, Jo Ann made the other purchases, chiefly by means of the sign language, as her Spanish was not sufficient for bargaining. As soon as they had all finished their buying, Florence found two small Mexican boys to carry their piles of packages to the car. With the boys at their heels they started out to the street, Florence in the lead.


      Just as she stepped out on the street, Florence caught sight of the newsboy, his face and head bleeding, almost surrounded by a crowd of people.


      “Gracious! What can have happened to the poor child?” she gasped as she ran toward him.


      As soon as he saw Florence the newsboy began explaining between sobs, “Oh, señorita, two men—stole—your car! I try to stop them—and one of them—knock me down.”


      “Oh, that is terrible!” Florence cried, at the same time scrutinizing his wounds. “Not deep, but painful,” she decided before going on to question him about the appearance of the men.


      Brokenly, the boy began describing the man who had hit him. “He had a scar—on his chin—and one eye squinted—an evil eye.”


      “That sounds like the taller one of the smugglers,” Florence decided immediately. “Was he the taller one of the two men?” she asked.


      “Sí. I try to keep them—from stealing your car, but—” The boy stopped talking to sob afresh.


      “I’m sure you tried,” Florence comforted him. “Here is some money.” She handed him some coins and then a clean handkerchief, adding, “Wipe the blood with this.”


      A tall professional-looking man stepped up just then and remarked, “I will look after the boy.”


      With a “Muchas gracias” and an “Adios” to the boy, Florence hurried back to Jo Ann and Peggy, who were standing near by, still wondering what had happened.


      CHAPTER XX


      MORE TROUBLES


      As soon as she drew near, Florence burst out excitedly, “Our car’s stolen!”


      Jo Ann’s and Peggy’s eyes stretched to their widest, and their lower jaws dropped.


      Jo Ann was the first to recover from the shock. “Our car’s stolen! Why, who could’ve—Oh, it must’ve been the smugglers!”


      “I’m sure it was,” Florence replied. “The newsboy described one of them exactly—the taller one.”


      Peggy gasped audibly. “That settles it, then.”


      “He hit the boy—knocked him down—then they drove off in our car.”


      “I don’t understand why the smuggler should’ve hit the boy,” put in Jo Ann bewilderedly. “What’d the boy have to do with the affair?”


      Florence and Peggy exchanged glances, then Florence answered, “I hired the boy to watch our car while we went to the market. The lock on the car wouldn’t work. I’m to blame.”


      “Oh—I’m beginning to see now.” The bewildered expression on Jo Ann’s face slipped away, and a look of determination took its place. “We’ve got to get our car back right away.” She drew her brows together into a little frowning line of concentration.


      “Hadn’t we better report it to the police?” Peggy asked.


      Jo Ann shook her head. “Not yet. Maybe later. I believe we’d better hunt up the mystery man and tell—” She halted abruptly. “But maybe he’s left the city already. I hope not. I want to tell him our car’s license number, so he can follow it—especially since the smugglers might’ve discarded their car entirely. But maybe one of them might drive ours and the other one their car. Come on. We’ll plan what to do as we walk.” She caught Florence with one hand and Peggy with the other.


      “But where’re we going?” queried Peggy.


      “Anywhere so we can get away from this crowd,” Florence whispered, eying the curious onlookers, who were waiting to see what the Americanas were going to do.


      No sooner had the girls started off down the street than Florence remembered about the two little boys carrying their packages. She glanced around and saw them following close behind, the packages piled up in their arms almost as high as their chins. “Gracious!” she exclaimed. “We can’t have them following us everywhere. We’d better have them take the packages back to the market and leave them there for a while. Walk slowly, and I’ll catch up with you in a shake.”


      She wheeled about, gave a quick order in Spanish to the boys, and then accompanied them to the market. After leaving the packages at the same booth where they had waited before and paying the boys a few centavos, she flew back to the girls.


      “I’ve decided to go to the telephone exchange first,” Jo Ann announced to her quickly. “Where is it?”


      “One block down, then turn to the right and go about a block and a half.”


      “Let’s step on it.” Jo Ann strode off in what Peggy always called her “long-legged gallop,” which meant that both she and Florence had to take two or three steps to Jo Ann’s one.


      Having caught up with Jo Ann by running, Florence asked, “Why—are you—going to the exchange?”


      “’Cause I feel sure that he was going to do some long-distance phoning—and he started off in this direction.” With that she galloped off faster than ever.


      “People’ll think we’re crazy—running—along like this,” puffed Peggy.


      Florence nodded assent “They’re saying, ‘Ah, those—queer Americanas!’”


      The two girls reached the exchange at last in time for Florence to help Jo Ann question one of the operators. The man they had described, the operator replied, had left only a few minutes before.


      “Where did he go?” Jo Ann asked quickly.


      The operator shook her head. “That I do not know.”


      “Now where?” Peggy asked Jo Ann curiously.


      “To the telegraph office. He’d probably have to telegraph, too, to some of the inspectors. Where’s the telegraph office, Florence?”


      “Go back to the corner where we just turned. It’s a block past the market.”


      “Oh, gosh!” Jo Ann exploded. “Just my luck to go to the wrong place first. Come on.”


      Off she rushed out of the building and soon was several yards ahead of the other two. By the time she had reached the telegraph office, she was panting, her cheeks a brilliant scarlet with beads of perspiration running down them.


      Just as she dashed in, she bumped into a man hurrying out.


      “Oh—I—beg your—” she began, then gasped, “Oh, it’s you! I’ve—been hunting—for you!”


      “What’s happened?” the mystery man asked, guiding her outside, away from the curious stare of the people in the office.


      As quickly as she could manage in her breathless state, she recounted what had happened.


      “Glad you found me in time,” he replied. “I was just ready to leave in pursuit. What’s your car’s number?” He jerked out a notebook from his pocket and jotted down the number she gave him. “I’ll try to get your car back to you,” he added then. “About your getting home this afternoon—”


      He broke off in the middle of his sentence and turned to the tall, erect Mexican man standing back of him, whom Jo Ann now noticed for the first time. “Gonzales, I want you to drive this girl and her friends to their home out beyond San Geronimo. She’ll tell you how to get there, if you don’t know.” He turned again to Jo Ann, saying, “This is Juan Gonzales, my right-hand man; Gonzales, this is my right-hand girl, Miss Jo Ann Cutrer. Take good care of her.” He addressed Jo Ann again: “He’s a careful driver. I’ll write to you as soon as I can.” With an “Adios” he hurried on to the curb, sprang into a tan roadster, and drove off rapidly.


      By that time Peggy and Florence had come puffing up, and after introducing Mr. Gonzales to them, Jo Ann explained that he was to drive them home. Florence, with her knowledge of Mexicans and their language, talked for a few minutes in Spanish with the stranger before agreeing to this plan. Having decided that he was a gentleman and trustworthy, she told Jo Ann that she, for one, thought they ought to be starting back home shortly. “As soon as we get our packages at the market, we’ll be ready, won’t we?”


      “I have a few things I’d like to get,” spoke up Peggy.


      “How long will it take you to finish your shopping?” Mr. Gonzales asked in excellent English, surprising them all so that there was a moment’s silence before Peggy answered, “I’ll be ready in about fifteen or twenty minutes. You girls will be too, won’t you?”


      Both nodded assent.


      “Very well, I’ll have Mr. Andrews’s other car here waiting by that time for you.”


      “Mr. Andrews’s car?” Jo Ann repeated puzzledly, then smiled. “You mean the mystery man’s car. We’ve called him the mystery man so long that I’d forgotten for the moment that he’d told me his name was Andrews. I’ll try to remember that hereafter.”


      The girls hurried off to finish their shopping and in about a quarter of an hour were back at the corner. Almost at the same minute Mr. Gonzales drove up in a sedan, and the girls climbed into the back seat, piling their packages on the floor.


      Jo Ann noted with satisfaction that Mr. Gonzales was a careful driver, weaving in and out the traffic with ease and taking no unnecessary risks. Having arrived at this conclusion she relaxed somewhat and began talking over their exciting experiences with the girls. “One thing I’m thankful for is that we three paid for Jitters ourselves,” she remarked. “Wouldn’t it be terrible if, say, Miss Prudence, had been a part owner? Wouldn’t you hate to tell her about the car’s having been stolen?”


      Both nodded emphatically, and Florence added, “I’ve been wondering if we’d better tell her. I rather think not. She’d get all stirred up over it, and besides, the mystery man’ll probably get Jitters back to us in a few days. How about keeping quiet about it for a while?”


      “I’m in favor of keeping mum till we hear from Mr. Andrews,” Peggy put in. “If he writes he couldn’t find the car, why, of course, we’ll have to tell Miss Prudence and Mr. Eldridge then.”


      “When José meets us at Jitters’ House this afternoon,” Jo Ann broke in, “he’ll know something’s wrong at once. He’ll want to know what’s become of Jitters.”


      “We’ll tell him the truth and ask him to say nothing about it for a few days—till we tell him he may,” Florence suggested. “He already knows about those men being angry at us for getting the pottery they’d planned to buy. That reminds me, I feel mighty bad about losing that pottery. I’d written my friend I was shipping it, and she’ll be expecting it.”


      “Mr. Andrews may recover it when—or if—he finds our car,” Peggy remarked.


      “I certainly hope he recovers both the car and the pottery,” Jo Ann said with a sigh. “When I think of that gang of smugglers he’s fighting—well, I just get scared stiff. I’m afraid they’re going to kill him before it’s all over.”


      “Let’s try not to worry,” advised Florence.


      When they finally reached Jitters’ House, they found José waiting for them with the horses. His black eyes widened in surprise on seeing them getting out of a strange car.


      After the girls had thanked Mr. Gonzales and he had started off toward the city, Florence told the mystified José what had happened, ending, “Do not tell anyone about the car’s having been stolen.”


      “I will not tell,” he promised.


      As the rest of the family had finished eating dinner by the time the girls had reached the house, they ate alone and thus escaped being questioned as much as they would have been otherwise. Shortly afterward they went on to their bedroom. So engrossed were they still in talking over their adventures that it was late before they could compose themselves and go to sleep.


      The next day lagged snail-like to the girls. All three went about their household tasks with an air of subdued suspense.


      Over and over Jo Ann found herself wondering about the mystery man. Was he still alive? Perhaps even now he was lying badly injured—dying in some remote gully in the desert. Had that awful presentiment he’d had about losing his life—had it actually come to pass, or was it about to? She shuddered at these gloomy thoughts.


      Noticing how worried Jo Ann looked, both girls realized that it was the mystery man’s fate more than the loss of the car that was troubling her. They both tried to take her mind off this subject, and Peggy even tried a bit of teasing finally in her effort to make her less pessimistic.


      “You’re going around here with such a long face that your chin almost touches the floor,” she told her. “Miss Prudence’ll be wondering what’s the matter.”


      “She’s already asked me if you’re sick, Jo,” Florence added. “She said you looked so pale and peaked that she’d about decided she’d better give you some of her iron-strychnine tonic.”


      “Ugh!” Jo Ann ejaculated, grimacing. “That’s the vilest-tasting stuff in the whole world. I’d better turn up the corners of my mouth into a grin right now.” In spite of these words, her lower lip trembled threateningly as she added, “When you know some person’s life is in danger, you can’t help thinking and worrying about it.”


      “Snap out of the dumps,” Peggy ordered. “I hear Miss Prudence coming. I feel it in my bones that she’s bringing her bottle of tonic.”


      Jo Ann obediently tried to force her lips into the semblance of a smile. Peggy’s and Florence’s lips curved upward without any difficulty when they saw Miss Prudence enter, actually carrying a bottle.


      Jo Ann eyed the bottle askance a moment; then her face brightened into a real smile as she read the label, “Furniture Polish.”


      “You girls don’t seem to know what to do with yourselves this morning,” Miss Prudence said briskly, “so I’ve decided to give you some extra work—polishing the furniture.”


      CHAPTER XXI


      WELCOME GUESTS


      The next morning the girls waited anxiously for José to return from his trip to the village for the mail. They had wanted to go with him, but Miss Prudence had vetoed that plan with, “The sun’s so hot today, and Jo Ann’s looking so pale, that I believe you’d better not take that long horseback ride. I think I’d better begin giving her some of my iron-strychnine tonic.”


      Jo Ann shook her head vigorously. “Oh, no, I don’t need any tonic! Indeed I don’t. Don’t waste any of your medicine on me. When it’s gone you’d probably have to send back to the States for some more.”


      “Well, I’ll wait two or three days; then, if you’re not looking better by that time, you’ll have to take that tonic without fail.” Miss Prudence’s voice was firm.


      When the family sat down to eat their lunch, José had not yet returned from the village.


      Noticing that Carlitos was not at the table, Peggy inquired of Miss Prudence about him.


      “He went with José after the mail,” she replied.


      No sooner had she finished her sentence than Carlitos burst into the room, his blue eyes round and dark in his excitement. With his Spanish words tumbling over each other in his haste he blurted out, “Ah, senoritas, your automobile—it is stolen. Terrible!”


      Not being able to understand him, Miss Prudence and Peggy stared wonderingly. Jo Ann’s and Florence’s faces, however, flamed scarlet with embarrassment.


      “The cat’s out of the bag now,” flashed through Jo Ann’s mind. “We’ll have to tell the whole tale.” She could feel Mr. Eldridge’s eyes boring into hers.


      The next moment Miss Prudence ordered sternly, “Carlitos, speak English! Tell me what’s happened.”


      In halting English Carlitos repeated that the girls’ car had been stolen.


      “Stolen!” ejaculated Miss Prudence. “What next?” She turned to her brother. “Do you suppose that Luis could’ve stolen it?”


      “No. The girls drove to the city after Luis was taken prisoner.”


      By this time Jo Ann had recovered her wits sufficiently to say slowly, “The car was stolen when we were in the city.”


      “My stars!” Miss Prudence gasped. “Why—why didn’t you tell us before this? The idea of your not saying one word all this time! And you might’ve been stolen—kidnaped—yourselves!”


      “Don’t get so flustered, Prue,” Mr. Eldridge advised. “The girls’re safe and sound if their car isn’t.” He looked over at Jo Ann. “Begin at the first and tell us exactly what happened. Florence, you and Peggy put in all the details she misses.”


      Thus commanded, Jo Ann took a long breath and plunged into the story, beginning at her first anxiety over the mystery man’s presentiment about his going to be killed. From that she went on to their discovery of the smugglers’ car in the desert, their finding them in the village, and her reporting all this to the mystery man.


      Other than a few exclamations and gasps Miss Prudence did not interrupt. But when Jo Ann stopped to catch her breath, she threw in, “Well, after all this wild adventure, I’ll be afraid to let you girls stick your noses outside the door. And here I’d thought all this time I was the perfect chaperon.”


      The expression of stupefied amazement on his sister’s face made Mr. Eldridge smile half whimsically and say, “I’ve learned not to be amazed at anything this trio pulls off. There’re still several points not clear in my mind, though.” He began hurling question after question at the girls, till each felt as if she were being cross-examined on the witness stand.


      Finally he was satisfied that he had gathered together all the loose ends of the story. His face was grave as he said, “I’m glad it’s all turned out as it has—so far, but hereafter don’t get tangled up in any way whatever with smugglers. They’re a dangerous set, as Mr. Andrews told you. Most of them would as soon shoot our officers as not. Indeed, they seem to look upon them as good targets for their practice. The next time you suspect anyone of being a smuggler, come tell me about it.”


      So earnest and emphatic had Mr. Eldridge been that for the first time Jo Ann realized fully the risks she had been running. “I’m through with smugglers and their affairs from now on,” she declared. “I was more to blame for getting mixed up in this than Peggy and Florence. They’d have kept out of it if it hadn’t been for me.”


      Florence spoke up promptly and began trying to share the blame, but Jo Ann shook her head. “No, I’m the guilty one.”


      After this well-deserved lecture Jo Ann felt “indigo blue,” as she expressed it to the girls afterward. “If I could only hear from Mr. Andrews that he’s all right and that the smugglers were caught and the car found!”


      The next day dragged on interminably, so it seemed to Jo Ann in her low state of mind.


      “Oh, cheer up, Jo,” Peggy finally begged. “You’re going to get good news tomorrow, I feel it in my bones.”


      “I hope your bones’re trustworthy,” Jo Ann returned; “but I have my doubts about their power to prophesy.”


      On the morning of the fourth day Jo Ann woke in a more cheerful mood. “I believe we’re going to hear from Mr. Andrews today,” she told the girls.


      Peggy smiled. “Your bones must be getting prophetic, too.”


      When José appeared at noon with a letter from Mr. Andrews, Peggy and Florence were quite as excited as Jo Ann.


      “Hurry up!” Peggy implored, as Jo Ann began to open it.


      “Read it out loud—hurry!” urged Florence.


      In another moment Jo Ann had unfolded the letter. “Why, it has only three lines in it! It just says, ‘All is well. Am bringing your car Saturday afternoon to San Geronimo. Hope to get there by four o’clock.’”


      Jo Ann’s face was beaming by this time. “Just think! He’s all right—and so’s Jitters!”


      “Gr-and!” chimed in Peggy, catching Jo Ann and Florence by the hands and circling about in lively dancing steps.


      While they were still whirling about, Miss Prudence entered the room.


      Jo Ann checked her fast-flying feet and sang out, “We’ve swell, elegant news! The mystery man’s alive, and he’s bringing our car to the village this afternoon—about four o’clock.”


      “Well, I’m certainly glad to hear that!” Miss Prudence exclaimed. “Let’s see—if he reaches the village that late, he’ll probably come on out here. We must have a good dinner for him. That’s fine of him, bringing your car all that distance. Suppose you girls come to the kitchen and help me awhile. I’ll see that he gets some good New England cooking.”


      Jo Ann grinned. “That lets us girls out. We’re from the South.”


      Miss Prudence came back promptly with, “You’re all good help just the same. Come along.”


      The three girls followed her to the kitchen and were soon busy helping her prepare the salad and dessert. So diligently did they work that they had finished before it was time for José to go to the village with the horses for the two men to ride.


      “Let’s go with José,” Jo Ann suggested.


      “All right,” agreed Peggy and Florence.


      All three hurried off at once to change into their riding outfits.


      When, about two hours later, they came in sight of Pedro’s store, Jo Ann’s sharp eyes spied two cars in front of the building. “One of the cars is a brand-new one. A beauty.”


      “Maybe it’s Mr. Andrews’s,” Peggy suggested.


      “That other one’s his, I know. I wonder where he’s parked Jitters. I don’t see her.”


      “I hope nothing has happened to her,” put in Florence.


      With their faces lit by the broadest smiles, the three sprang from their horses and greeted Mr. Andrews, who had hurried out to meet them, Mr. Gonzales following closely behind him.


      “Oh, we’re so happy you’re safe and sound—that you’re both all right!” Jo Ann welcomed them.


      “We certainly are, too, aren’t we?” added Peggy.


      Florence nodded. “Yes, indeed.”


      “Did you capture the smugglers—all of them?” Jo Ann asked eagerly in the next breath.


      Mr. Andrews smiled. “Not all of them; but the three ringleaders and the two whose trail you set me following are behind prison bars. That gang’s broken to bits; I can breathe more freely now. If it hadn’t been for you, I might be dead. I’m certainly grateful to you.”


      Jo Ann drew a long sigh of relief, as did the other two girls. “That certainly is grand news,” she added the next moment.


      “I hope that’s the last experience you girls’ll ever have of that kind,” he said earnestly.


      A moment’s silence fell; then Jo Ann asked, “Where’s Jitters?” Suddenly recalling that neither man knew the name of their car, she added, smiling, “Our old Ford, I mean.”


      The two men exchanged smiles before Mr. Andrews answered, “Jitters is a complete wreck—in a deep gully near the border.”


      A look of utter bewilderment appeared on the face of each girl.


      In another moment Jo Ann recovered sufficiently to say haltingly, “But—you wrote—you were bringing our car.”


      “I did bring it. There it is!” Mr. Andrews gestured to the shining new car. “It’s a present for the assistance you girls have given us—to take the place of your Jitters.”


      Three pairs of eyes flew open to their widest. So overwhelming was their amazement that for once none of them could speak for a full minute.


      “You have done much for us,” Mr. Gonzales spoke up, smiling. “You have probably saved my life as well as Mr. Andrews’s. Muchas gracias.”


      “But—but, Mr. Andrews—Mr. Gonzales,” began Jo Ann confusedly. “We do not deserve this fine new car. You must not give us such a—”


      “You have more than earned it,” smiled Mr. Andrews. “It is yours by rights. We owe you more than we can ever repay you.”


      Convinced at last that the car was rightfully theirs, the girls began to exclaim delightedly:


      “Grand!”


      “Gorgeous!”


      “Wonderful!”


      “A thousand thanks from each one of us,” added Jo Ann, shining-eyed.


      With that the three of one accord ran over to the car to inspect it and revel in its beauty.


      “We’ll feel so elegant—so swanky, riding about in this car!” exclaimed Jo Ann.


      They climbed inside then to admire the upholstery and shining gadgets.


      A few minutes later Jo Ann was proudly driving out of the village, the two men following in the other car, and José with the aid of a small boy bringing along the horses.


      “Won’t Miss Prudence and Mr. Eldridge be surprised when they hear about our new car?” Peggy remarked.


      Jo Ann smiled broadly. “Miss Prudence was always scared of Jitters. She’ll be delighted.”


      “What shall we name it?” Florence asked a moment later.


      Peggy suddenly chuckled. “How about naming it for Miss Prudence? It’s so shining and spotlessly clean. And besides, that name might help Jo to be more prudent—less reckless.”


      “That name suits me,” laughed Jo Ann.


      “And me,” added Florence. “And I believe it’ll please Miss Prudence, especially when we explain why we’ve chosen the name.”

    

  


  
    
      GREEN EYES, by Roy J. Snell


      CHAPTER I


      THE MYSTERIOUS ISLANDER


      It was night on Morton’s Bay. A bright half moon painted a path of silver over water as still as the night.


      At the very center of this narrow bay some dark object cast a shadow. This was a rowboat. It was painted black. The anchor lay in its prow. The boat did not drift. There are times of perfect calm on the upper waters of Lake Huron.


      One figure was noticeable in this boat. A slight girl, she sat bent over as if in sleep, or perhaps in deep meditation.


      There was another person in the stern of the boat. A large girl, she lay in perfect repose against a pile of pillows. Was she asleep? Did she dream? She was thinking. One thinks best when at perfect repose. Where could be found more perfect repose? Perhaps nowhere. Yet this girl, who was none other than our old friend, Florence Huyler, was slightly disturbed.


      The rowboat had but now ceased rocking. The moment before, a powerful speed boat, passing at a terrific rate, had stirred the waters and had sent deep ridges and furrows to lift and drop it, lift and drop it many times.


      Florence did not like speed boats. They hurried too much. She was seldom in a hurry. She and this other girl had come to the little settlement to seek repose. More than once a speed boat had interrupted her meditations. Now it had happened again.


      “They’re taking a wide circle,” she told herself. “More than likely they’ll come back. Why can’t they leave us in peace?”


      The circle made by the speed boat widened. Perhaps they would not return after all. Her thoughts shifted to other matters.


      The figure in the forward seat was that of the blonde French girl, Petite Jeanne. She had not moved for a quarter of an hour. What were her thoughts? Or did she think?


      “Perhaps she is asleep,” Florence told herself. She had not stirred when the speed boat rocked them.


      “Ought I to warn her if they return?” Florence asked herself. “Might topple over into the bay. She can’t swim.”


      Yet, even as she thought this, Florence smiled at the idea of danger. What if the French girl could not swim? One swimmer was enough. And Florence could swim. Few better. Once she had swum the Ohio river, a mile wide, on a wager.


      “Easy to rescue her,” she thought. “But then, why get wet?”


      She shuddered at the thought of a plunge. It was August, but the season was late. These northern waters were still cold.


      Once more her thoughts shifted. To her right she had caught the gleam of a light. This light suggested mystery. Where the light shone was an island; not much of an island, a pile of rocks overgrown with cedars, but an island all the same. And in the midst of the cedars, dark, mysterious, all but hidden, was a cottage. And in the cottage lived a lady who dressed in somber garments and rowed a black boat. She visited no one, was visited by no one, and was seldom seen save in early morning, or at night. This much Florence had learned by watching the cabin from a distance.


      “Mystery!” she whispered. “Of all places, on these northern waters in a community where no man locks his doors. Mystery! Oh, well, probably nothing.”


      For all her whispered words, she was convinced that there was something. She meant to find out what that something was.


      But now her thoughts were rudely broken off. With a roar that was deafening, the racing speed boat was once more upon them.


      Coming closer this time, it set a current of air fanning their cheeks and showered them with fine spray.


      The little French girl, waking from her reverie, stared wildly about her, then clutched at the seat. Just in time. The rowboat, rocking violently, threatened to tumble them into the water.


      “Selfish!” Florence muttered. “As if there wasn’t room enough for both of us in all Lake Huron!”


      Just then a question entered her mind. Was there a purpose in all this? What purpose?


      To these questions she could form no answer. She resolved to remain right there, all the same; at least until Petite Jeanne had finished her meditations and asked to be taken in.


      “What can so completely fill the mind of little Jeanne?” she asked herself. “Perhaps it is her part in the play. Ah yes, that must be it.”


      That wonderful play! At once her mind was filled with bright dreams for the little French girl.


      Petite Jeanne, as you will remember if you have read our other book, The Gypsy Shawl, had once lived and traveled with the gypsies of France. Florence and her friend Betty had found her there in France. In her company they had passed through many thrilling adventures. When these were over, Florence had invited her to visit America. She had come.


      More than that, a marvelous future had appeared like a bright, beckoning star before her. In France she had taken part in a great charity play, staged in the famous Paris Opera. There she had performed the ancient gypsy dance in the most divine manner. She had won the acclaim of the elite of Paris. Not alone this; she had caught the eye of a renowned producer of drama. Finding himself prepared to stage a drama in which the French gypsies had a part, he had sent to France for Petite Jeanne. A prolonged search had ended in America. He had found Petite Jeanne with her friend Florence Huyler in her own city, Chicago.


      The director had laid his plans before her. Her most important part in the drama was to be exactly that of her feat in Paris, to dance the gypsy dance with a pet bear beneath a golden moon. There were, of course, minor parts to be played, but this was to be the crowning glory.


      “Would Petite Jeanne do this?”


      Would she? The little French girl had wept tears of joy. Since her success at the Paris Opera she had dreamed many dreams. This engagement promised to make these dreams come true.


      Only one sorrow had come to her. There was no part in the drama for Florence.


      To Florence this was no deprivation. Acting had never appealed to her. Life, to her, was more than acting on a stage. Life, vivid life, physical strength, the great out-of-doors, this was her world.


      “But when you are rich and famous,” she had said to Petite Jeanne, “I will be your‘mother.’ Every star, you know, must have a‘mother’ to protect her from impudent and stage-struck people.”


      “Yes, and well you are able to protect me!” laughed Petite Jeanne, squeezing her arm. “Parbleu! Your arm, it is hard and strong as a man’s!”


      Florence had not waited until the French girl was rich and famous to become her guide and protector. She had entered upon the task at once.


      “At least until she is safely launched upon her career, and well accustomed to America, I will stay by her side,” she had said to the great producer, Jeffry Farnsworth.


      To this Farnsworth agreed. He at once made provisions for their immediate needs.


      Rehearsals had begun. They proceeded in a satisfactory manner for three weeks. Then Farnsworth announced a four weeks’ breathing spell.


      “Go north, where it is cool,” he had said to Florence. “Our French lily droops a little in this humid climate. The north waters and woods will be medicine to her body and religion to her soul.”


      So here they were, drifting on a silent bay, with the moon and the stars above them and all the world, save one restless speed boat, at rest.


      Far back in the bay, on a narrow point among the pines and cedars, was their temporary home. A log cabin it was, with a broad fireplace at its back, with heavily cushioned rustic chairs in every corner, and with such an air of freshness, brightness and peace hovering over it as is found only where sky, water and forest meet in the northland.


      Thinking of all this, Florence, too, had fallen into a deep reverie when, with the suddenness of a world’s end, catastrophe befell them.


      With a rush and a roar, a demon of speed sprang at them.


      “The speed boat!” she screamed in Jeanne’s ear. “Jump!”


      The words were not out of her mouth when, with a swirling swing, she was lost in a mountain of foam. Their rowboat toppled over, casting them into the chilling water of the bay.


      At once Florence was on the surface, swimming strongly.


      “But what of Jeanne? She does not swim. I must save her.” These were the thoughts uppermost in her mind when a blonde head bobbed up close beside her.


      Her hand flew out. It grasped something, the girl’s cape. It was loose. It came away. Jeanne began to sink. One more desperate effort and Florence had her, first by the hair, then by an arm.


      “Jeanne!” she panted. “Jeanne! Get hold of my blouse and cling tight!”


      The frightened French girl obeyed.


      When she had secured a firm hold, Florence swam slowly. She must have time to think. The boat was overturned, perhaps smashed. At any rate she could not right it. The speed boat had not paused. It was far away. The night and dark waters were all about them.


      “They never slackened their pace!” she muttered bitterly. “And they laughed! I heard a laugh. It was a woman. How could they?”


      What was to be done?


      On the shore a single light gleamed.


      “It’s the light of that mysterious islander,” she told herself. “That woman who goes out only at night. That is by far the nearest point. We must try for that. It is our only chance. She must let us in; make a fire; dry us out. Jeanne will perish of cold.”


      With that she turned her face toward that light and, swimming strongly, glided silently through the dark water. The waters were not more silent than her fair burden, who floated after her like a ghost.


      CHAPTER II


      THE LADY OF THE ISLAND


      They made a trail in the water, the two girls, one who swam and one who drifted after. The trail was short. It appeared to begin at nothing and end nowhere. The moon painted it with a touch of silver.


      Florence swam steadily. She thought she knew her powers—had measured the distance well. She swam with the determination of one who prizes life as a precious gift, not lightly to be held, or carelessly put aside.


      Such a girl will go far. But did she fully know her powers? True, she had gone a great distance in other waters. But this was night in the north. The water was chilling. A sudden cramp, a brief struggle, and their path of silver would vanish. Only the drifting boat would speak of the night’s tragedy.


      Florence did not think of this. Possible tragedies which can in no way be averted are not worthy of consideration. She thought instead of the monstrous injustice that had been done them.


      “Why did they do it?” she asked. “How could they? What if they are rich, we poor? They have no right to override us. What if their boat is a thing of beauty and power, our own an old rowboat? The water does not belong to them.


      “And they laughed!” she said aloud.


      Jeanne heard and answered, “Yes. They laughed. I wonder why.”


      “There are three boats on the bay like that one,” Florence said. “I have seen that many. Perhaps there are more. Which one could it have been?”


      The little French girl did not reply.


      Then, because she needed her strength for swimming, Florence lapsed into silence.


      To an onlooker the outcome of this adventure might have seemed questionable. The water was cold, the distance considerable. To Florence, endowed as she was with splendid strength and great faith, not alone in her own powers but in the Creator’s goodness as well, there was never a question.


      Such superb endurance as she displayed! Hand over hand, arm over arm, she measured the yards without one faltering movement. Little wonder, this. Florence regarded her physical powers as a great gift. She thought of herself as the Roman maidens did of old. She was a child of the gods.


      So she swam on while the moon looked down upon her and appeared to smile. And the graceful, swaying cedars beckoned. At last, with a sigh of pure joy, she felt her hand grasp the post of a tiny plank dock, and knew that her testing was over.


      With one last, splendid effort she thrust her silent companion to a place on the plank surface. Then she followed.


      Petite Jeanne was completely benumbed with cold. Her lips were blue. When she attempted to stand, her knees would not support her.


      Gathering her in her arms as she might a child, Florence hurried toward the cottage not twenty yards away.


      The place was completely dark. For all that, she did not hesitate to knock loudly at the door.


      There came no answer. She knocked again, and yet again. Still no answer.


      She had just placed her shoulder squarely against the door, preparatory to forcing it, when a voice demanded:


      “Who’s there?”


      “I,” Florence replied. “We’ve had an accident. Boat turned over. We are soaked, chilled, in danger. Let us in!”


      There came a sound of movement from within. Then a heavy bar dropped back with a slam.


      As the door swung open, Florence gasped. She had seen the occupant of this cottage at a distance. Since she always dressed in garments of somber hue and lived here alone, Florence had expected to find her old. Instead, there stood before her, holding a lamp high like a torch, a most dazzling creature. A young woman, certainly not past twenty-five, with tossing golden hair and penetrating blue eyes, she stood there garbed in a dressing gown of flaming red.


      “Oh!” murmured Florence, for the time forgetting her urgent mission.


      “Bring her right in,” said a strong voice in a steady, even tone. “There are some coals in the fireplace. I’ll soon have it roaring.”


      The mysterious young lady was as good as her word. Five minutes had not elapsed ere a fire was laughing up the chimney. Stripped of their chilling garments and wrapped in blankets of the softest wool, the two girls sat before the fire while their strange hostess spent her time alternately chafing Petite Jeanne’s feet and hands and tending tea that was brewing.


      Florence found time to examine the interior of the cottage. The bar had been replaced at the door. As her eyes swept the walls, she was startled to discover that this cabin was entirely devoid of windows. More startling still was her next discovery. At the head of a low bed, within easy reach of one who slept there, were two thin, blue steel automatic pistols.


      The things fascinated her. She removed her gaze from them with difficulty.


      At that moment it struck her suddenly that this cabin bore all the marks of a trap. Had they been dumped out before it by someone with a purpose? Were they prisoners here?


      But why? To this question she could form but a single answer. And that one seemed absurd.


      “Green Eyes!” she whispered.


      There was a young lady, an actress, the star of Petite Jeanne’s cast, who appeared to be intensely jealous of Jeanne. They had called her Green Eyes because, in certain lights, her eyes seemed as green as the sea. Once Florence had fancied that she had seen her in a speed boat on these waters. She could not be sure. Would she stoop to such base plotting? It did not seem possible.


      “Besides,” the girl reassured herself, “this cabin is old. It was built for some other purpose. That it should have its present occupant is more or less in the nature of an accident. This woman has a purpose in hiding here. A mystery!” A thrill of pleasant anticipation shot through her, dispelling fear as the morning sun dispels the fog.


      “Mystery!” she whispered to herself. “That magic word, mystery!”


      “The tea is served,” said a pleasant voice. “Do you take one lump, two, or none at all?”


      “N-none at all,” Florence replied, bringing herself back to the present moment with a start.


      CHAPTER III


      A GYPSY SECRET


      Hot tea and a blazing fire took the blue from Jeanne’s lips and restored the natural faint flush to her fair cheeks.


      “You say your boat was overturned?” Their hostess abruptly broke the silence that had fallen upon them.


      “Yes.”


      “A rowboat?”


      “Yes.”


      “Was it broken?”


      “I—I—” Florence hesitated. “I don’t think so.”


      “Then we should go for it at once. The wind is rising. It is offshore. The boat will drift across the bay. I have a rowboat. Perhaps you would do well to come with me. It will be something of a task to right it.”


      She had spoken to Florence. When Petite Jeanne understood that she was to be left alone in this windowless cabin, she shuddered ever so slightly, but said not a word.


      “I will go,” replied Florence. She turned to Jeanne. “You will be more contented here. The night air is very cold.”


      They departed. Jeanne was alone. When she had made sure they were out of hearing distance, she closed the door and dropped the massive oaken bar in place.


      Scarcely had she done this than she found herself possessed of the idea that someone beside herself was in the cabin.


      “There may be other rooms,” she told herself. She searched in vain for doors leading to them. She looked under the bed.


      Convinced at last that she was alone, she looked with wide-eyed interest at her surroundings. The walls were made of oak paneling, very well executed and polished to the last degree. The fireplace was massive. It was built entirely of the strange honeycomb-like stone that is found in places along the upper bays of Lake Huron.


      “But why does she live where there is no light?” she asked herself in amazement.


      Hardly had she thought this than she became conscious for the first time of a faint flush of yellow light lying on the floor at her feet.


      On looking up to discover its source, she found herself staring at a very broad double skylight some distance above her head.


      “It’s like those one sees on the cabins of ships,” she told herself. “Only higher up.”


      Satisfied with her inspection of the place, she dropped into a commodious chair and at once fell into a reverie which had to do with her past and the very near future.


      How strange her life seemed to her as she reviewed it here in the dim lights of such unusual surroundings!


      Petite Jeanne, as you well know from reading The Gypsy Shawl, was born in France. Her family, one of the country’s best, had been impoverished by the war. The war had left her an orphan. Possessed only of a pet bear, she had looked about for some means of support. A friendly and honorable gypsy, Bihari, had taken her into his family. She had learned to do the gypsy dances with her bear.


      These she had performed so divinely that in a contest she had been chosen from many other dancers to represent the wanderers of France in a charity pageant to be given at the Paris Opera.


      After many perils, brought upon her by the green-eyed jealousy of other gypsies, she had achieved a singular triumph on that great occasion.


      As guests of this pageant, two Americans sat in a box that night. One was a playwright, the other a producer.


      As the dance progressed, as Petite Jeanne, seeming fairly to fly through the air, passed from one movement to another in her bewitching dance, one of these men touched the other lightly on the arm to whisper: “She is the one.”


      “The very one,” the other had whispered back.


      “We must have her.”


      “We will.”


      That was all for the time. But now, after several months, Petite Jeanne, as she sat in this cabin by the side of a great lake, reveled in the dream of flitting through her gypsy dance with two thousand Americans swaying in unconscious rhythm to her every movement, and that not one night, but many nights on end.


      “Nights and nights and nights,” she now murmured, as she clasped her hands before her.


      But suddenly, as if a cloud had fallen over all, she became conscious once more of dim light and night. Not alone that. There came to her now a sense of approaching danger.


      The gypsies are curious people. Who knows what uncanny power they possess? A gypsy, a very old woman, had in some way imparted to Petite Jeanne some of this power. It gave her the ability to divine the presence of those she knew, even when they were some distance away. Was it mental telepathy? Did these others think, and were their thoughts carried by who knows what power, as the radio message is carried over the ether, to this girl’s sensitive brain? Who knows? Enough that a message now came; that it caused her to shudder and glance hurriedly about her.


      “Gypsies,” she said aloud. “There must be gypsies near, French gypsies, my enemies.”


      Yet, even as she said this, the thing seemed absurd. She had inquired of the native population concerning gypsies. They did not so much as know that such people existed. This section of the country, where the greater part of all travel is done on water, and where the people are poor, has seldom been visited by a gypsy caravan.


      “And yet,” she said with conviction, “they are near!”


      CHAPTER IV


      WHY?


      There is that about the woods and water at night which casts upon one a spell of irresistible loneliness and sadness. It is as if all the generations of those who have lived and died in the vicinity, whose canoes have glided silently through rippling waters, whose axes have awakened echoes and whose campfires have brought dark shadows into being, return at this hour to mourn their loss of a beautiful world.


      Florence felt something of this as the mystery lady donned a cloak of somber hue, then pushed a dark rowboat into the water.


      A faint knock of oarlock was the only sound that disturbed the grave-like stillness.


      Some dark bird, awakened from his sleep, rose in their path to go swooping away without a sound.


      The lady of the island did not speak. From time to time she glanced over her shoulder to sweep the water with her eye. When some object a little darker than the water appeared in the distance, she pursued a course that led directly to it.


      “There,” she said, as they bumped against the object, “is your boat. It doesn’t seem large, nor heavy. You are strong. Perhaps we can right it.”


      Ten minutes of muscle testing struggle and the boat, half filled with water, lay alongside.


      As Florence settled back to catch her breath before assisting in bailing out the boat, she exclaimed:


      “How can rich people be so thoughtless, reckless and cruel?”


      “Why!” said her hostess in a mild tone, “I haven’t found them so.”


      “Didn’t they rush our boat, then laugh as it went over?”


      “Did they? Tell me about it.” The young lady’s tone suddenly took on a note of lively interest.


      Florence told her exactly what had happened.


      “That is queer,” said the lady, as she finished. “Your boat is dark; your friend wore a dark cape. Until tonight I have spent every evening for a week in this bay, sitting just as your companion was sitting, in an attitude of meditation, you might say. Since you were lying stretched out in the stern, you would be practically hidden by darkness. One might easily conclude that I was the intended victim of this little joke, if it may be called that, and that you had stepped in the way of it.”


      “But why should they run you down?” The question slipped unbidden from Florence’s lips.


      It went unanswered.


      They bailed out the boat, took it in tow, then rowed back as they had come, in silence.


      “Why should anyone wish to run you down?” The lady of the island asked this question quite abruptly the moment they entered the cabin.


      “Why I—I don’t know.” Florence remained silent for a moment before she added, “We have heard that there is an actress visiting the Eries, those rich people over on the far point. From the description, it might be Green Eyes.”


      “Green Eyes? What a name!” The mystery lady opened her eyes wide.


      “It’s not her real name,” Florence hastened to assure her. “She’s Jensie Jameson.”


      “Oh! I have seen her. She is quite marvelous. But why do you call her Green Eyes?”


      “Perhaps we’re not quite fair to her. She seems jealous of my friend here. Green-eyed, as we have a way of saying. Besides, in some lights her eyes are truly green.”


      “Green Eyes.” The tone of the mystery lady became reflective. “How terrible! What can be worse than jealousy? Hatred is bad. But jealousy! How many beautiful friendships have been destroyed, how many happy homes wrecked by jealousy. If I were given to that terrible sin, I should fight it day and night.


      “As for this affair—” She changed the subject abruptly. “I think you may feel at ease. Unless I miss my guess, this bit of misfortune was not meant for you at all.


      “And now—” She swung about. “What of tonight? Your clothes are not dry. I can loan you some. But are you not afraid to return to camp at this late hour?”


      “We have little to fear.” Florence smiled in a strange way. “We have a bear.”


      “A bear?”


      “A pet bear.”


      “But you?” said Petite Jeanne. “Are you not afraid to stay here alone?”


      “I have never been afraid.” The strange lady’s tone was quiet, full of assurance. “Besides, I trust God and keep my powder dry.” She glanced at the two guns hanging above her bed. “I have no right to be afraid. It is my business not to be.


      “You may leave these on the little dock to-morrow,” she said, as she helped the girls into some loose fitting house dresses. “You will find your own there.”


      A moment later Florence saw the door to the cabin close as she pushed away from the dock.


      A dark bulk greeted them at their own door. This was Tico, Petite Jeanne’s bear, her companion in the gypsy dance which, they hoped, was to make her famous. They had brought him along in order that, alone and quite unmolested in natural surroundings, the heart of the north woods, Jeanne might practice her part in the forthcoming play.


      Next morning Jeanne and Tico, the bear, wandered away into the forest.


      Florence went fishing. There is a type of fishing for every mood. This day Florence wished to think. Since she was in no mood for silent meditation she fastened a large spoon-hook to her fifty yard line, dropped rod and reel in the bottom of the boat, wrapped the line about her right hand, then went trolling along the edge of a weed bed.


      The water rippled slightly, the rushes nodded now and then to a gust of wind. Her oars made a low dip-dip as she glided across the water. She did not expect to get a bite. She was trolling more for thoughts than for fish.


      Into her mind crowded many questions. Who was the lady of the island? Why did her blue eyes reflect so much of fearless daring? Why this strange retreat? Why the automatics above her bed? Why was she here at all? There was something about this young woman that suggested intrigue, crime, possible violence.


      “And yet, in such surroundings!” She laughed out loud. “Could there be a more peaceful spot in all the world?”


      And indeed, could there be? Half a mile down the bay a tiny village basked in the sun. A general store, a confectionery, a grocery, a post office, a few scattered cabins and cottages; this was Cedar Point. To right and left of her lay deep bays. Bays and points alike were dotted with summer cottages, where tired city people came to rest and fish. Across the bay, half a mile away, were islands. Four of these islands were small, one large. There, too, were cottages. Who lived in those cottages? To this question she could form only a vague answer. Two or three were owned by millionaires with speed boats and yachts.


      “They can have them.” She gave her line a fling. “Gas driven things. Bah!” Her splendid muscles set her boat shooting forward. “What’s better than the good old oars and a boat that’s light and fast?”


      “I wish, though,” she added with a scowl, “that they’d leave us alone.”


      This sent her thoughts off on another tack. Once more her line was forgotten.


      “Those people in that speed boat last night meant to run someone down,” she said with assurance. “Question is, who? And why? Were they after Petite Jeanne? Was it Green Eyes? Or were they after the lady of the island? She believes they were after her. But why were they after her? She didn’t tell me a thing. She—”


      Of a sudden there came a great tug at her line.


      “Wow!” she cried, dropping the oars and snatching at her pole. “Got a fish. Wonder what—


      “Wow, what a yank!”


      She gained possession of her rod in the nick of time. Not ten feet of line were on her reel when she seized the handle and held fast.


      For a space of ten seconds it seemed the stout line would snap. Then it went slack.


      “Dumb! Lost him. I—


      “No.” She reeled in furiously. The fish was coming toward her. Then he whirled about. As the line went taut again the fish leaped high out of the water.


      “A pike or a muskie!” she murmured. “I must have him!”


      A battle royal followed. Now the fish, yielding stubbornly yard by yard, approached the boat. Then, catching sight of her, he leaped away, making the reel sing.


      Again she had him under control. Not for long. A raging demon fighting for freedom he was.


      For fully a quarter of an hour she fought him until, quite worn out, he yielded, and a twenty pound muskie shot head foremost into her landing net.


      “To think,” she exclaimed, “that I could come out to mull things over and should catch such a fish!


      “Ah well, life’s that way. I come to think. I catch a fish. We come here seeking absolute quiet, and what do we find? Mystery, intrigue, and all that promises to keep us up late nights figuring out the next move on the checkerboard of life.”


      CHAPTER V


      THE GYPSY CHILD


      In the meantime, accompanied by the lumbering bear, Petite Jeanne had followed a narrow way that led to the heart of the forest. At first her way was along a grass-grown road that narrowed to a path used in autumn by hunters. This path at last became only a trail for wild animals. In a soft marshy spot she came upon the clean-cut prints of a wild deer’s hoofs and the smaller marks of her fawn. There, too, she measured the footprints of a bear.


      “A small, black brother of yours,” she said to Tico. The bear appeared to understand, for he reared himself on two legs to sniff the air and show his teeth.


      Leaving this path at last, she climbed a low hill. There she entered a narrow grass-grown spot devoid of trees.


      Here, with only the fir and balsam trees standing in a circle at a respectful distance to witness, she robed herself in one of those filmy creations known to Paris alone.


      Then, with all the native grace that the Creator had bestowed upon her, she went through the steps of that weird dance that was to be the climax of the drama in which she had been given a great part.


      “It is now moonlight at the back of a battlefield,” she whispered softly to herself. “This is a dance to the dead, to the dead who live forevermore, to those beautiful brave souls who loved their land more than life.”


      Should one have happened upon her there, dancing with the bear, he must surely have been tempted to believe in fairies. So light was her step, so lissom and free her slight form, so zephyr-like her flowing costume, so great the contrast between her and the cumbersome bear, that she seemed at this moment a creature of quite another world. Yet this fairy was capable of feeling fatigue. In time she wound her filmy gown about her and threw herself on a bed of moss, to lie there panting from exhaustion brought on by her wild gyrations.


      * * * * * * * *


      Florence, having thought out her problems as far as she was able to follow them, which was not far, and having conquered her muskie, had rowed home, docked her boat and entered the cabin. She remained for a few moments indoors; then she reappeared with a basket on her arm. She took the trail of Jeanne and the bear.


      It was on this same trail that she experienced a severe shock.


      As she trudged along over the moss padded path, her soft soled sneakers made no sound. Thus it happened that, as she rounded a clump of dark spruce trees, she came unobserved upon a little woodland fantasy played by a child and a chipmunk. The chipmunk was in the path, the child at one side. A nut was in the child’s hand, a gleam of desire in the chipmunk’s eye.


      The little striped creature advanced a few steps, whisked his tail, retreated, then advanced again. The statuesque attitude of the child was remarkable. “Like a bronze statue,” Florence told herself.


      The fingers that held the nut did not tremble. One would have said that the child did not so much as wink an eye.


      For a space of ten minutes that bit of a play continued. The thing was remarkable in a child so young.


      “Not a day over seven,” Florence told herself, as she studied the child’s every feature and the last touch of her unusual attire.


      At last patience won. The chipmunk sprang forward to grasp the nut, then went flying away.


      Did Florence utter an unconscious, but quite audible sigh? It would seem so. For suddenly, after one startled upward glance, the child, too, disappeared.


      All uninvited, a startling conviction pressed itself upon Florence’s senses. The child was a gypsy.


      There could be no questioning this. Her face might have been that of an Indian; her attire, never. Florence had seen too much of these strange people to make any mistake.


      “Not alone that,” she told herself, as she once more took up the trail. “Her people have but recently come from Europe. There is not a trace of America in her costume.


      “Perhaps—” She paused to ponder. “We are near the Canadian border. Perhaps they have entered without permission and are here in hiding.”


      This thought was disturbing. The tribe of gypsies with which Petite Jeanne had traveled so long had many enemies. She had come to know this well enough when the terrible Panna had kidnapped Jeanne and all but brought her to her death. Panna was dead, but her numerous tribesmen were ready enough to inherit and pass on her dark secrets and black hatreds.


      “If Petite Jeanne knew there were gypsies in this forest she would be greatly disturbed,” Florence said to herself with a sigh.


      “After all, what’s the good of telling her?” was her conclusion of the matter. “Gypsies are ever on the move. We will see nothing more of them.” In this she was wrong.


      She did not tell Jeanne. Together they reveled in a feast of blueberry muffins, wild honey and caramel buns.


      After Jeanne had gone through her wild dance once more, they trudged back to camp through the sweet-smelling forest while the sunset turned the woodland trail to a path of gleaming gold.


      CHAPTER VI


      HAUNTING MELODY


      That evening Florence received a shock. The night before they had, through no purpose of their own, been thrown for an hour or two into the company of the young recluse who lived in a windowless cabin on a shadowy island. Since this person very evidently wished to be alone, Florence had not expected to see her again. Imagine her surprise, therefore, when, on stepping to the cabin door for a good-night salute to the stars, she found the lady standing there, motionless and somber as any nocturnal shadow, on their own little dock.


      “I—I beg your pardon,” the mysterious one spoke. “So this is where you live? How very nice!


      “But I didn’t come to make a call. I came for a favor,” she hastened to assure the astonished Florence.


      “You were very kind to us last night.” Florence tried to conceal her astonishment. “We will do what we can.”


      “It is but a little thing. I wish to visit an island across the bay. It is not far. Half an hour’s row. I do not wish to go alone. Will you be so kind as to accompany me?”


      “What a strange request!” Florence thought. “One would suppose that she feared something. And there is nothing to fear. The island channels are safe and the bay is calm.”


      “I’d be delighted to go,” she said simply.


      This did not express the exact truth. There was that about the simple request that frightened her. What made it worse, she had seen, as in a flash of thought, the two pistols hanging over the strange one’s bed.


      “Very well,” said the mystery lady. “Get your coat. We will go at once.”


      Since Florence knew that Petite Jeanne was not afraid to be alone as long as her bear was with her, she hurried to the cabin, told Jeanne of her intentions, drew on a warm sweater, and accompanied the strange visitor to her boat.


      Without a word, the lady of the island pushed her slight craft off, then taking up her oars, headed toward the far side of the bay.


      “What island?” Florence asked herself.


      There were four islands; three small, one large. The nearest small one was not inhabited. She and Jeanne had gone there once to enjoy their evening meal. There was a camping place in a narrow clearing at the center. The remainder of the island was heavily forested with birch and cedar.


      On another small island was a single summer cottage, a rather large and pretentious affair with a dock and boathouse.


      The large one, stretching away for miles in either direction, was dotted with summer homes.


      The course of their boat soon suggested to her that they were to visit the small island that held the summer cottage. Yet, even as she reached this conclusion, she was given reasons for doubting it. Their course altered slightly. They were now headed for the end where the growth of cedar and birch reached to the water’s edge and where there was no sign of life. The cottage was many hundred feet from this spot.


      “When one visits a place by water at night, one goes to the dock,” she told herself. “Where can we be going now?”


      A rocky shoal extended for some little distance out from the point of the island. The light craft skirted this, then turned abruptly toward shore. A moment later it came to rest on a narrow, sandy beach.


      “If you will please remain here for a very few moments,” said the lady of the island, “I shall be very grateful to you. Probably nothing will happen. Still, one never can tell. Should you catch a sound of commotion, or perhaps a scream, row away as speedily as possible and notify Deputy Sheriff Osterman at Rainy Creek at once. If I fail to return within the next half hour, do the same.”


      “Why—er—”


      Florence’s answer died on her lips. The mysterious one was gone.


      “Who is she? Why are we here? What does she wish to know?” These and a hundred other haunting questions sped through the girl’s mind as she stood there alone in the dark, waiting, alert, expectant, on tiptoe, listening to the tantalizing lap-lap of water on the sandy shore.


      A moment passed into eternity, another, and yet another. From somewhere far out over the dim-lit waters there came the haunting, long drawn hoot of a freighter’s foghorn.


      Something stirred in the bush. She jumped; then chided herself for her needless fear.


      “Some chipmunk, or a prowling porcupine,” she told herself.


      A full quarter of an hour had passed. Her nerves were all but at the breaking point, when of a sudden, without a sound, the lady of the island stood beside her.


      “O. K.,” she said in a low tone. “Let’s go.”


      They were some distance from the island when at last the lady spoke again.


      “That,” she said in a very matter-of-fact tone, “is Gamblers’ Island. And I am a lady cop from Chicago.”


      “A—a lady cop!” Florence stared at her as if she had never seen her before.


      “A lady policeman,” the other replied quietly. “In other words, a detective. Women now take part in nearly every field of endeavor. Why not in this? They should. Men have found that there are certain branches of the detective service that naturally belong to women. We are answering the challenge.


      “But listen!” She held up a hand for silence.


      To their waiting ears came the sound of a haunting refrain. The sound came, not from the island they had just left, but from the other, the supposedly uninhabited one.


      “They say—” into the lady’s voice there crept a whimsical note, “that this island was once owned by a miser. He disappeared years ago. His cabin burned long since. Perhaps he has returned from another world to thrum a harp, or it may be only a banjo. We must have a look!”


      She turned the prow of her boat that way and rowed with strength and purpose in the direction from which the sound came.


      CHAPTER VII


      GYPSY MOON


      As they neared the tiny island, the sound of banjo and singing grew louder. From time to time the music was punctuated by shouts and clapping of hands.


      “Someone playing gypsy under the gypsy moon,” said the lady of the island, glancing at the golden orb that hung like a giant Chinese lantern in the sky.


      Florence made no reply. She recalled the dark-skinned child she had surprised on the trail, but kept her thoughts to herself.


      “There’s a tiny beach half way round to the left,” she suggested. “We were here not long ago.”


      The boat swerved. Once more they moved on in silence.


      To Florence there was something startling about this night’s happenings.


      “Gamblers’ Island; a lady cop,” she whispered. “And now this.”


      Once more their boat grounded silently. This time, instead of finding herself left behind, the girl felt a pull at her arm and saw a hand in the moonlight beckon her on.


      From the spot where they had landed, a half trail, strewn with brush and overhung with bushes, led to the little clearing at the center of the island.


      Florence and Jeanne had found this trail difficult in broad daylight. Yet her guide, with a sense of direction quite uncanny, led the way through the dark without a single audible swish of brush or crack of twig until, with breath coming quick and fast, Florence parted the branches of a low growing fir tree and found herself looking upon a scene of wild, bewitching beauty.


      Round a glowing campfire were grouped a dozen people.


      “Gypsies,” she told herself. “All French gypsies!” Her heart sank. Here was bad news indeed.


      Or was it bad? “Perhaps,” she said to herself, “they are Jeanne’s friends.”


      Whether the scene boded good or ill, it enthralled her. Two beautiful gypsies, garbed in scant attire, but waving colorful shawls about them as they whirled, were dancing before the fire. Two banjos and a mandolin kept time to the wild beating of their nimble feet.


      Old men, women, and children hovered in the shadows. Florence had no difficulty in locating the child of the trail who had played with the chipmunk. She was now fast asleep in her mother’s arms.


      Florence’s reaction to all this was definite, immediate. She disliked the immodest young dancers and the musicians. The children and the older ones appealed to her.


      “They have hard faces, those dancers,” she told herself. “They would stop at nothing.”


      Of a sudden a mad notion seized her. These were water gypsies who had deserted the caravan for a speed boat. They had seen Jeanne, had recognized her, and it had been their speed boat that had overturned the rowboat.


      “But that,” she told herself instantly, “is impossible. Such a speed boat costs two or three thousand dollars. How can a band of gypsies hope to own one?”


      Nevertheless, when her strange companion, after once more pulling at her arm, had led her back to the beach, she found the notion in full possession of her mind.


      Florence offered to row back to the mainland but as if by mistake she rowed the long way round the island. This gave her a view of the entire shore.


      “No speed boat, nor any other motor craft on those shores,” she assured herself after a quarter of an hour of anxious scanning. “Wonder how they travel, anyway.”


      Thereupon she headed for the distant shore which was, for the time being, their home.


      Once again her mind was troubled. Should she tell Petite Jeanne of this, her latest discovery, or should she remain silent?


      CHAPTER VIII


      SUN-TAN TILLIE


      Next day Florence made a new friend. Petite Jeanne wished to spend the morning, which was damp and a trifle chilly, among the cushions before the fire. Florence went for a ramble in the forest.


      She took a path she had not followed before. These strange trails fascinated her. Some of them, she had been told, led on and on and on into vast, trackless slashings where one might be lost for days, and perhaps never return.


      She had no notion of getting herself lost. By watching every fork in the trail, and noting the direction she had taken, she made sure of finding her way back.


      She had been following this trail for half an hour when of a sudden a voice shattered the silence of the forest.


      “Now, Turkey, do be careful!” It was a girl’s light pitched voice. “We’ve got to get them. You know we have.”


      “But what if they ain’t here?” grumbled a boy’s voice.


      “What can they be after?” Florence asked herself. “And who can they be, way back here in the forest where no one lives?”


      She hesitated for a moment. Then, deciding to investigate, she pushed on.


      She was not long in discovering that she had been mistaken on one count. She was not in the heart of the forest. The trees thinned. She found herself on the edge of a bay where bullrushes were thick. She had crossed a point of land and had come to water again.


      Near the beach, in shallow water, a boy of twelve and a girl of sixteen were struggling with a minnow net.


      The net was long and hard to handle. Weeds in the water hampered their progress. They had not seen Florence. The girl labored with the determined look of one who must not pause until her task is completed.


      The boy was a plain towhead. There are a thousand such on the shores of the Upper Peninsula. The girl caught Florence’s attention. She was plump, well formed, muscular. Her body was as brown as an Indian’s. She possessed a wealth of golden red hair. A single garment covered her, a bathing suit which had once been green, but was now nearly white.


      “Natives,” thought Florence. “But what are they after?”


      Just then the girl looked up. She took Florence in from head to toe at a glance.


      “Hello.” Her tone was frank, friendly.


      “Hello,” Florence came back. “What’s your name?”


      “Tillie—Tillie McFadden.” The girl flashed her charming Irish smile.


      “Tillie!” exclaimed Florence. “Sun-Tan Tillie!”


      The smile faded for a second, then returned. “Oh! You mean I’m brown. I’ve always been that way.”


      “I know girls who’d give their best dresses for your color. They buy it in boxes, and put it on with a brush, in Chicago.”


      The girl laughed. Then she looked at the net and frowned. “Now we lost ’em! Turkey, we’ve got to get ’em. There’s ten autos on the way.”


      “What are you catching?” asked Florence.


      “Minnies.”


      “Oh, minnows? Not many here, are there?”


      “No. That’s the trouble. Been trying for more than an hour. Pop, he runs a tourist camp. Turkey and I catch the bait. It’s tough sometimes.”


      “Over across the point,” Florence replied quickly, “there are millions. I saw them half an hour ago. Water’s black with them.”


      “Morton’s Bay.” Tillie’s face lighted. “Turkey, we got to go there. It’s quite a row, but that’s the only place.”


      “Why don’t you bring the net across the point?” Florence asked. “Let your brother take the boat around. I’ll slip on my bathing suit and help you.”


      “Would you?” Tillie smiled gratefully.


      “I’d love to. Must be a lot of fun. All those minnows tickling your toes.”


      “Might be fun for some,” said Tillie doubtfully.


      “Turkey,” she commanded, “you bring the boat around.”


      “Why do you call him Turkey?” Florence asked when they were in the forest.


      “Turkey Trot. That’s his nickname. Boys called him that because they said he ran like a turkey. He don’t mind. Up here everybody’s got a nickname.”


      They said no more, but marched straight on over the woodland trail. Tillie was strong and fast. There was no questioning that. She was in a hurry, too. She led the way, and the city girl experienced difficulty in holding the pace.


      She had dropped a little behind. Tillie was around a curve and out of sight, when of a sudden she heard a piercing scream. The next moment she beheld Tillie nimbly climbing a tree.


      The cause was not far to seek. Despite her efforts at self control, she burst out laughing. Down the path came a big brown bear. The bear wore a leather collar set with mother-of-pearl.


      When she could stop laughing she screamed to Tillie: “You don’t have to be afraid of him. He’s our pet bear, Tico.”


      But what was this? Tico, if Tico it be, marched straight at her. He showed all his teeth in an ugly snarl. Florence promptly followed Tillie up the tree. From this point of vantage she was able to make a more careful study of the bear and to discover that he was not Tico after all. He was not as large as Tico. His collar, though somewhat like Tico’s, was utterly different in design.


      “The final laugh is on me,” she said, almost gayly.


      “No,” replied Tillie. “It’s on me. There’s a tourist party of ten autos coming to our camp. They’ll be there in two hours. They’ve got to have bait. You can’t catch minnies in a tree.”


      This, Florence admitted, was true. However, the bear did not keep them prisoners long. For, after all, he was someone’s tame bear and had eaten his breakfast. After sniffing at Tillie’s net and enjoying its fishy smell, he ambled off, leaving them to continue their journey, which they did at redoubled speed.


      As they hurried down the trail, one thought occupied Florence’s mind. “That bear,” she told herself, “belongs to those gypsies. And he’s nearer our camp right now than the gypsies have been.” She was thinking once more of Petite Jeanne.


      CHAPTER IX


      BANGING A BEAR


      Arrived at the cabin, Florence hurried into her bathing suit. All the time she was changing she was thinking: “I only hope those minnows are still there. Tillie promises to become an interesting friend. I do not wish to lose her by a false move now.”


      She need not have feared. The minnows were there still, flashing in the sunlight.


      As Florence appeared with two large buckets, Tillie cried out in great delight. “We’ll get enough for two days! Put the buckets on the beach. And please hurry!”


      Florence followed her instructions, then seizing one end of the net, plunged after Tillie into the water.


      “Like to fish?” Tillie asked, as she executed a deft curve with the net.


      “Yes. Do you?”


      “I love it!” Tillie’s tone was full of meaning. “But there’s so little time. There are boats to bail out, camping places to clean up, lines to mend, minnies to catch, and a lot more things. We’re never through. Honest, I haven’t had this suit off, except at night, for days.”


      Florence envied her. She adored the very tasks this girl had come to hate.


      “There now!” exclaimed Tillie. “We’ve got’em. Just swing your end in; then up with it.”


      The brown mesh of the net was all ashimmer with tiny, flapping fishes.


      “Seems a shame,” said Florence, as she helped scoop the minnows into one of the waiting buckets. “So many tiny lives snuffed out just for fun.”


      “They wouldn’t ever get much bigger,” said Tillie philosophically. “Pop says they’re just naturally little fellows like some of the rest of us.”


      She set the bucket down. “We’ll leave this one right here. We’ll take the other one down a piece. We’ll get one more haul. That’ll be enough. Then Turkey’ll be here.”


      Once more they dragged the net over the sandy shallows, circled, closed in, then lifted a multitude of little fishes from the water.


      The last wriggling minnow had gone flapping into the bucket, when suddenly Tillie straightened up with first a puzzled, then an angry look on her face.


      Seizing a heavy driftwood pole that lay upon the beach, she dashed away over the sand.


      To her horror, Florence saw that the strange bear, who had undoubtedly followed them, had just thrust his head into their other bucket of minnows.


      “Bears like fish,” she thought. “Tillie will be killed!


      “Tillie! Tillie!” she screamed. “Don’t! Don’t!”


      She may as well have shouted at the wind. Tillie’s stout arms brought the club down twice on the bear’s head. Thwack! Thwack!


      With a loud grunt, the bear turned about and vanished into the brush.


      At the same instant Petite Jeanne appeared at the door. She had heard Florence scream.


      “What happened?” she asked.


      “A—a—something tried to steal our minnows,” Florence stammered. “I—I think it was a dog. Tillie, here, hit him.


      “Oh! Tillie, meet my buddy, Petite Jeanne. She’s from France; an actress.”


      “An actress!” Tillie stared at Jeanne as she might have looked at an angel. “I’ve heard of them,” she said simply.


      “I thought,” Florence said in a low tone to Tillie, “that you were afraid of that bear.”


      “Afraid—” Tillie scratched her head. “Yes, I am. But when I get good and mad, as Pop says, I’m not afraid of nobody nor nothin’.”


      At that moment there came a loud whoop from the water. It was Turkey Trot.


      “Got any?” he shouted.


      “Plenty,” Tillie shrilled back.


      The boat swung in. Tillie, with a bucket in each hand, waded out to it. The precious cargo was stowed safely aboard; then seizing the oars, with a good-bye and thank you, Tillie rowed rapidly away.


      “She’s a dear!” exclaimed Florence. “We’re going to like her a lot.


      “Think of living in a bathing suit, not as a pose, but as a mere matter of business!” she said to herself some time later. “What a life that must be!


      “Jeanne won’t know about that bear,” she resolved a moment later. “She must not know about those gypsies. It would disturb her. And she must rest; must not be disturbed in any way. Believe me, this being a ‘mother’ to a budding actress is no snap. But it’s lots of fun, all the same!”


      CHAPTER X


      A GASP IN THE DARK


      That evening Florence, reposing on an affair of white birch and pillows that was half chair and half couch, lived for a time in both the past and the future.


      Once more beneath the moon she battled her way toward the mystery cabin on the island. Again she stood looking at its strange interior and its puzzling tenant.


      With a vividness that was all but real, she saw the gleam of black waters as they neared Gamblers’ Island.


      “Gamblers’ Island,” she mused. “A lady cop. What is one to make of all that?


      “And the gypsies? How did they come to that island? Can it be that they truly have a speed boat? Did they run us down? Or was it the young people at the millionaire’s cabin, and Green Eyes?


      “Perhaps neither. It may be that the lady cop is right; that someone meant to run her down instead. But who could it be?”


      A thought came to her. That day she had seen a speed boat leave Gamblers’ Island. Might there not be reason enough for the gamblers wishing to run down the mystery lady?


      “A lady cop. What could be more natural? Gamblers fear detectives.


      “But are there gamblers on that island?” Once more she was up against a stone wall. She knew nothing of those who lived on the island. She wished that the lady cop were more communicative.


      “Perhaps she will tell me much in time.”


      Only one thing stood out clearly. In so far as was possible, Petite Jeanne must be protected from all these uncertainties and strange doings. She must have peace and rest. Great opportunity lay just before her. She must be prepared for it.


      As if reading her thoughts, Jeanne suddenly sprang to her feet.


      “I wish,” she exclaimed, “that I might practice my part back there in the forest in the moonlight. It would help to make it real.”


      “Well, why not?” Florence rose.


      “Why not, indeed?” Jeanne danced across the floor.


      “Come, Tico!” she called, as she danced out of her bathrobe and into a gaudy gypsy costume. “Tonight there is work to be done.”


      Florence knew that it required real courage for Jeanne to take this step. She was afraid of dark places at night.


      “And what is more spooky than a woodland trail at night?” she asked herself.


      Her admiration for the little French girl grew. “She has real grit,” she told herself. “She means to succeed; she will do anything that will aid in making success possible.


      “And she will succeed! She must!”


      By the gleam of a small flashlight, they made their way, now between tall cedars that stood like sentinels beside their path, and now beneath broad fir trees that in the night seemed dark Indian wigwams.


      They crossed a narrow clearing where the vacant windows of an abandoned homesteader shanty stared at them. They entered the forest again, to find it darker than before. The moon had gone under a black cloud.


      “Boo!” shuddered Jeanne. “How quite terrible it all is!”


      Tico rubbed against her. He appeared to understand.


      When at last they came to the little grass-grown spot where Jeanne was accustomed to do her bit of acting, the moon was out again, the grass glowed soft and green, and the whole setting seemed quite jolly as Tico playfully chased a rabbit into a clump of balsams.


      “It is charming,” said Jeanne, clapping her hands. “Now I shall dance as I have never danced before.”


      And she did.


      Florence, who had witnessed the whole drama as it was played on the stage, dropped to a tuft of green that lay in the shadowy path, and allowed herself to enter fully into the scene as it would be enacted on that memorable night when the little French girl should make her first appearance before an American audience.


      “It is night on a battlefield of France,” she whispered to herself. “The wounded and dead have been carried away. Only broken rifles and two shattered cannon are to be seen. Petite Jeanne is alone with it all.


      “Jeanne is a blonde-haired gypsy. Until this moment she has cherished a great hope. Now she has learned that the hope is groundless. More than that, she believes that her gypsy lover has perished in this day’s battle.


      “The depth of her sorrow is immeasurable. One fact alone brings her comfort. She has still her pet bear and her art, the art of dancing.


      “On this lonely battlefield, with the golden moon beaming down upon her, she begins to do the rhythmic dance of the gypsy.”


      Even as she came to this part of the drama’s story, Jeanne and the bear began to dance.


      “It is exquisite!” she whispered softly. “The moonlight has got into her very blood. If only, on that great night, she can feel the thing as she does tonight!”


      She did not say more. She did not even think any more. She watched with parted lips as the slender girl, appearing to turn into an elf, went gliding across the green.


      The dance was all but at an end when suddenly, without warning, the big girl was given a shock that set her blood running cold.


      A twig snapped directly behind her. It was followed by an audible gasp.


      At such a time, in such a place, carried away as she had been by the dramatic picture spread out before her, nothing could have startled her more.


      Yet she must act. She was Jeanne’s defender. Strangers were here in the night. Who? Gypsies? Gamblers? Indians?


      She sprang to her feet and whirled about to stare down the trail.


      “No one,” she whispered.


      The dance was at an end. Jeanne threw herself upon the ground, exhausted but apparently quite unafraid.


      “She did not hear. I must not frighten her. She may never know.” Florence walked slowly toward her companion.


      “Come,” she said quietly. “It is damp here; not a safe place to rest. We must go.”


      Jeanne rose wearily to follow her.


      Strangely enough, as they made their way back over the trail they came upon no sign that anyone had been there besides themselves.


      Stranger still, Florence and Jeanne were to hear of that gasp weeks later, and in a place far, far away. Of such weird miracles are some lives made.


      CHAPTER XI


      A SECRET BEGUN


      Next day it rained. And how it did rain! The lake was a gray mass of spattered suds. The trees wept.


      Petite Jeanne was quite content. She had started to read a long French novel. There was a box of bonbons by her side, and plenty of wood for the fire.


      “It does not matter.” She shrugged her shoulders. “To-morrow the sun will shine again.” At that she lost herself in her book.


      Florence enjoyed reading. Sometimes. But never in the north woods. Each day, every day, the woods and water called to her. She endured inaction until lunch time had come and gone. Then she drew on her red raincoat and announced her intention of going fishing.


      “In the rain!” Jeanne arched her brows, then shuddered. “Such a cold rain.”


      “It’s the best time, especially for bass. Rain spatters the water. They can’t see you, so they take your bait.”


      She drew a pair of men’s hip boots up over her shoes and knickers, donned a black waterproof hat, and, so attired, sallied forth to fish.


      “The sprinkle box is a good place,” she told herself.


      John Kingfisher, an Indian, had told her of the sprinkle box. The sprinkle box belonged to a past age for that country; the age of logging. To keep trails smooth, that huge loads of logs might glide easily to the water’s edge, trails in those days had been sprinkled from a large tank, or box, on a sled. The water from the box froze on the trail. This made the sleds move easily.


      When an anchorage for a very large raft had been needed one spring, a sprinkle box had been filled with rocks and had been sunk in the bay.


      Since water preserves wood, the box remains today, at the bottom of the bay, as it was twenty years ago.


      “You find it by lining a big poplar tree on shore with a boathouse on the next point,” the Indian had told her. On a quiet day she had found it. She had seen, too, that some big black bass were lurking there.


      They would not bite; seemed, indeed, to turn up their noses at her offering. “You wait. I’ll get you yet!” She had shaken a fist at them.


      So now, with the rain beating a tattoo on her raincoat, she rowed away and at last dropped her line close to the submerged sprinkle box.


      Fish are strange creatures. You may make a date with them, but you never can be sure of finding them at home at the appointed hour. A rainy day is a good day for fishing. Sometimes. The fish of the ancient sprinkle box very evidently were not at home on this rainy day. Florence fished for two solid hours. Never a bite. She tried all the tricks she knew. Never a nibble.


      She was rolling in her line preparatory to returning home, when, on the little dock on Mystery Island that led to the lady cop’s abode, she spied a solitary figure. This figure was garbed from head to toe in rubber hat and slicker. Like some dark scarecrow, it put out a hand and beckoned.


      “The lady cop!” Florence caught her breath. “What adventure now?”


      She welcomed this promised innovation for a rainy day. A few strong pulls at the oars and she was beside the dock.


      “Come up,” said the lady cop, giving her a hand. “Come in. I must talk.”


      “Talk!” The girl’s heart leaped. “Talk. The lady cop is about to talk. What will she tell?” She followed gladly enough.


      When the bar was down at the door and they had found seats before the fire, she glanced about the room. Everything was just as it had been on that other occasion. The furnishings were meager; a sort of bed-couch, a rustic table, some chairs, a fireplace. No stove. And on the walls, still those two objects, the automatic pistols. But these did not seem so strange now.


      “I live here,” the young lady began, “because this place fits my purpose. I must not be known to many. I have told you a little. No other living soul in this community knows as much about me.”


      “And even I do not know your name,” Florence suggested quietly.


      “A name. That means little in the world of crime and police. The criminal takes a new name when it suits his purpose. So does a detective. For the moment I am Miss Weightman.” She smiled. “I am not at liberty for the present to tell you whether or not that is my true name. And it really does not matter.”


      For a time after that she stared moodily at the fire. Florence respected her very evident desire for silence.


      When at last the lady cop spoke, it was in a tone deep and full of meaning. “There are days,” she began, “when silence is welcome, when it is a joy to be alone. Sunshine, shadowy paths, gleaming waters, golden sunsets. You know what I mean.


      “But on a dreary day of rain and fog, of leaden skies, dripping trees and dull gray waters, one needs a friend.”


      Florence nodded.


      “If you were to be a detective, a lady detective,” Miss Weightman asked quite abruptly, “what sort would you wish to be, the sort that stays about courts, prisons and parks, looking after women and children, or one who goes out and tracks down really dangerous wrongdoers?”


      “I’d want to go after the bad ones.” Florence squared her shoulders.


      “Of course you would,” her hostess approved. “I’m after a dangerous one now, a man who is known from Maine to Florida, from Chicago to San Francisco. And he’s up here right now.”


      The last declaration burst upon the girl with the force of a bombshell.


      “In—in a quiet place like this!” She could not believe her ears.


      “It’s a way crooks have of doing,” the other explained. “When they have committed a particularly dangerous crime, or are in possession of stolen goods difficult to dispose of, when the police are after them, they hide out in some quiet place where you’d least expect to find them.


      “Besides,” she added, “this location is particularly advantageous. The Canadian border is not far away. In a speed boat, it is but a matter of an hour or two, and you are over the line. He has a speed boat. He has some young men with him. Perhaps they are his sons. Who knows?


      “But this—” she checked herself. “This is starting at the wrong end of my story. It can do no harm for you to know the facts from the beginning. I need not pledge you to secrecy. Through my work I have learned to judge character fairly accurately.”


      “Thanks!” said Florence, charmed by this compliment from so strange a hostess.


      CHAPTER XII


      THREE RUBIES


      “Life,” said the lady cop, as the toe of her shoe traced odd patterns in the ashes before the fire, “at times seems very strange. We are born with certain impulses. They are with us when we enter the world. They are in us, a part of our very being. There is in these very impulses the power to make or break us.


      “One of these impulses sometimes takes the form of a vague longing. We do not always understand it. We want something. But what do we want? This we cannot tell.


      “As this longing takes form, many times it discloses itself as a desire for change. We feel an impulse that drives us on. We wish to go, go, go. For most of us, extensive travel is impossible. We have our homes, our friends, our duties. We do not wander as the Indians and the Eskimos do. Spring, with its showers and budding trees, beckons to us in vain. So, too, does the bright, golden autumn.


      “But, after all, what is at the back of all this longing but a desire to take a chance? The savage, roving from place to place, wagers his very life upon his ability to procure food in the strange land in which he wanders.


      “So we, too, at times, feel a desire to make wagers with life. But we are city-dwellers, living in homes. No matter. We must take a chance.


      “No more wholesome impulse can be found in a human soul than this. Without this impulse implanted in a human heart, the New World would never have been known. Man would still be dressing in skins, living in caves, and retiring to his rest by the light of a tallow dip.


      “The desire to take a chance is in every heart. No one knows this better than does the professional gambler. He seizes upon this impulse, invites it to act, and reaps a rich harvest.”


      She paused to throw fresh fuel upon the fire. There was dry birch bark in it. It flamed up at once. As the light illumined her intense face and caused her eyes to glow, she said with startling suddenness:


      “Somewhere there are three priceless rubies. I must find them!”


      Florence sat up quite suddenly and stared at her.


      “Three—three rubies!” she exclaimed. Not the words, but the manner in which they had been spoken, had startled her.


      “Three large rubies set in a manner so unique as to make the whole affair well nigh priceless,” the lady cop went on quietly.


      “You see,” she said, leaning toward Florence, “the thing is Oriental in its design and workmanship. In fact it came from Japan. They are clever, those little Japs. This bit of jewelry is very old. Perhaps it once graced an Empress’s olive brow, or was worn by a priest of some long lost religion.


      “Yes,” she mused, “it is priceless; and these gamblers have it.”


      Once more she paused to stare at the fire.


      “Do you know,” she said at last, “that the finest impulses in life often lead to ruin? Take that one desire for change, for risking something we hold dear for some other thing that lies beyond us. If it is not properly directed, it may ruin us.


      “No habit ever formed is so hard to break as the habit of gambling; not even the habit of excessive drinking. Go ask some man who has battled both habits after each has become his master. He will tell you.


      “And yet, in our cities today, boys and girls, some of them in their early teens, are frequenting the worst type of gambling houses and risking all: money, jewels, their very honor, on the turn of a wheel, the flip of a card.


      “Strangest of all, they allow some crooked scoundrel to spin the wheel or flip the card.


      “There was a girl,” she stared hard at the fire, “a very beautiful girl, from a rich and cultured family, who gambled once and lost. Today, in her own sight at least, she stands disgraced.


      “And because I know her, because she is kind and good in spite of her father’s wealth, I am striving to help her. For, after all, what matters most in life is our own estimation of ourselves. If you feel that your life is ruined, that you face everlasting disgrace, what does it matter that the world bows, or even applauds? It is the judgment handed down from the throne of one’s own soul that counts most of all.


      “This girl—she is hardly sixteen, a mere slip of a thing with wistful blue eyes—as I said, belongs to a rich family. They have a cottage up here on this very bay, I am told, and she is here now. Yet I have not seen her. She does not know I am pulling for her, that I have resolved to retrieve that priceless trinket and return it to her.


      “Life is often that way. While we work, or play, even as we sleep, there are those in the world who are thinking of us, striving to help us, acting the part of fairy godmothers to us. Is it not wonderful?”


      “But these rubies?” Florence asked in a puzzled tone. “If those people are so very rich, cannot they forgive the loss of one valuable plaything? And did it not belong to the girl, after all?”


      “No,” replied Miss Weightman, “it did not belong to the girl. There’s the rub. And you misjudge rich people if you think they do not prize their least possessions. Perhaps they prize them more than do the poor or the moderately rich. That is why they are rich. Their bump of ownership is well developed. Their hands and hearts were shaped to grasp and hold. At times this grows into selfish greed and thousands of poor people suffer for it.


      “The three rubies, set in the strangest manner, were part of a rare collection gathered from the corners of the earth only after years of search. It is little wonder that the owner was indignant when it was broken into.


      “The collection was in the girl’s home. She had access to it. In a moment of bravado, at her chum’s suggestion, she slipped about her neck a chain, to which the jewels were attached by a sort of pendant.


      “Some other fancy seized her and she promptly forgot the jewels still gleaming at her throat. A telephone rang. She answered it, consented to join a party of her school friends, and was whirled away into one of those wild nights that too often end in disaster.


      “The gambling place they entered was Oriental. At least those who appeared to run it were Japanese men. Back of them was an American, a professional gambler.”


      She paused.


      “Last night I saw that man.”


      “On—on that island!” Florence stared.


      “I am sure he is the man. But I want him less than the jewels. I am not on duty. This is my vacation. I am doing this on my own time.”


      “Why?”


      “Desire for a professional triumph, perhaps. Besides, as I said, I like the girl.”


      “Getting back to that night,” the lady cop went on after a pause, “the place that girl and her friends entered was one of those that are quite typical in some big cities. Secret passages, peculiar knock, and all that. And then bright lights, whirling wheels, gleaming balls. All dazzling, and dangerous.


      “The little girl gambled with the rest. She won. The narrow eyes of an Oriental had spied that priceless pendant. He knew its value; resolved to play for it.


      “For a long time the girl won. Her pockets bulged with money. Her companions applauded. She would break the bank. Her eyes shone. Her cheeks were flushed. Her hands trembled as she placed her wagers.


      “But she didn’t break the bank.” The lady cop sighed as she stared at the dying fire. “They never do, except in cheap fiction. Instead, she began to lose. She lost rapidly. Soon all her money was gone. Still the mad gambling craze was upon her. She borrowed and lost again. She offered her I.O.U. It was accepted. Once more she lost.


      “At last she gave up in despair. Then the Oriental’s eyes became mere slits as he demanded:


      “‘Pay.’


      “‘But how am I to pay?’ she asked in despair.


      “His slim brown finger pointed to the three rubies that gleamed like three red eyes at her throat.


      “It was the first time she had thought of them for hours. Scarcely knowing what she did, she unhooked the chain and left the rubies as a pledge.


      “There were other places to visit. There was dancing far into the night.


      “She awoke at ten o’clock the next morning with a sense of guilt and fear. She thought of the pendant.


      “In horror, she phoned her friends. They promised to go to the place and redeem the pledge.


      “There was no longer such a place. In the night the gamblers had folded their tents like the Arabs and silently stolen away. They were in possession of a priceless bauble. They would make the most of it.


      “That,” she concluded, “was the last seen of the three rubies in their Oriental setting. Where are they now? A reward was offered for their return. No answer. The police and highly paid private detectives have been on the trail. They have found nothing. Only last night I saw the man I suspect. I must make the most of a great opportunity. I must return the jewels. Then I will get that man!”


      Those words sounded strange, coming as they did from a woman’s lips. Yet, as Florence looked into those flaming eyes she did not doubt that the lady cop would make good.


      “But how?” she asked herself. “How?” She was destined to ask that question many times in the days that were to come.


      Miss Weightman threw fresh fuel on the fire and hung a pot of water over it to boil. Soon they were sipping tea and munching strangely delicious biscuits.


      As they sat listening to the steady beat of the rain on the skylight of that mysterious cabin, Florence allowed her eyes to wander from corner to corner of the place as she speculated upon the possible motives that might induce one to erect such a home.


      “May belong to old Indian days,” she told herself. “Or, since we are near the border, it may have been a smuggler’s cabin.”


      Neither of these solutions satisfied her. She was about to ask the lady cop what she knew concerning its history, when she heard the sound of a voice, rising above the storm.


      “Rollin’ along. Just rollin’ along.” It was the voice of a girl. “Just rollin’ along. Just singin’ a song.”


      “That,” said Florence, “is Sun-Tan Tillie.”


      “And who is Sun-Tan Tillie?” asked her hostess with evident interest.


      “She is Turkey Trot’s sister.”


      “And who is Turkey Trot?” The young lady seemed amused.


      “They are native people here—run a tourist camp; rent boats; catch minnows, and all that. Tillie’s a dear.”


      “What is she doing in the rain?”


      “I’ll ask her.” Springing to the door, she threw it open.


      “Yoo-hoo!” she shouted. “Yoo-hoo! Tillie! What are you doing?”


      “Just rollin’ along,” Tillie came back with a laugh.


      That expressed it. She was out rowing in the rain. To her inevitable bathing suit had been added a yellow slicker and a black rubber hat.


      “Tell her to come in and get warm,” said Miss Weightman, joining Florence at the door.


      Florence obeyed instructions. Tillie acquiesced readily, so the three of them might soon have been seen sitting before the fire.


      They had not talked long before Florence discovered the motive behind the lady cop’s interest in Tillie.


      Tillie had lived here all her life. She knew every nook and cranny of the islands, points and bays. More than that, she knew a great deal about the inhabitants of Gamblers’ Island and Erie Point. It was plain to see that this information was given out freely enough, and would prove of great service to the lady cop in her future movements.


      But Miss Weightman was not, as you may have learned, a totally selfish person. A friendship to her was never one-sided.


      There was born in that strange cabin, on that rainy afternoon, a loyal little club of three friends: the lady cop, Florence and Tillie, which was to lead to many a secret meeting, for the most part in this very cabin, and many an undertaking which in the end was to result in benefit to all.


      CHAPTER XIII


      CHARMED DAYS


      For Florence, the days that followed were filled with glorious adventure. The wind, the sun, the forest and the water of that north country have moods for every hour. Florence, the strong, healthy, joyous child of nature, had a mood to match each change.


      There were days when sky and water were gray, and the forest full of shadows. At such times Florence wandered far into the forest’s depths to sit and wonder about many things. What was this world she lived in? Who had created it? What were these creatures called human beings that had been allowed to wander for a time upon its surface? Why were they not like horses and dogs and monkeys? Or were they very different from these, after all?


      “Yes, yes!” she would cry out to the trees that appeared to ask the questions. “They are different! They think! Think! Do you think, you trees? Do you think?” she would demand of a whisking chipmunk. The answer never came except in that still small voice that was never far away. That voice whispered, “Only men think.”


      When the sky cleared and the waters sparkled, she was another person. No problems came to her then. Enough that she was alive; that all the world lay spread out before her. Then all her being called for action.


      And to Florence, as long as water was near, action meant oars and a boat. To her the very touch of an oar, the lift and fall of a tossing wave, imparted a magic charm. Her splendid muscles responded to the touch of water on the tips of her oars as the robin responds to the first beam of the morning sun.


      Oars, a boat, and away. Sometimes they entered little land-locked bays where spotted perch lay fanning the water among the pike weed. Again, they sought out a great submerged rock, beneath whose shadows the black bass lurked.


      Often, too, they left rod and reel untouched to watch a mother duck and her young busy themselves at the task of gathering the day’s supply of young frogs, bugs and snails.


      There were wild, windy days, too, that seemed to shout at the wanton spirit of youth that was hers. This seemed always a challenge. Leaving Petite Jeanne to sit by the fire and dream of her beloved France, she would push her frail craft off from the shore to battle winds, waves and foam for hours on end.


      As the wind rose and screamed at her, she would turn her face to it, let her hair fly wildly out, and scream back in wild defiance.


      At such times as these, it seemed to her that she must have lived before, that for years on end she had battled winds and waves.


      There are those who believe that we live our lives many times; that in some new form we return to earth to face life’s problems anew. Florence knew of this belief. As she battled the elements, it pleased her to assume the role of a Norseman’s bride. In fancy, riding at the head of some sturdy crew, she faced the battling waves of the fierce Atlantic and entered dark caves at night, to sit by a great roaring fire munching hard bread and venison roasted over the coals.


      Florence Huyler’s love of nature amounted almost to a religion. And who will say that she might not have found a less desirable subject for devotion?


      What is sweeter and finer than the heart of the forest, what purer than the soul of a crested wave?


      For Petite Jeanne, too, woods and water held a great charm. Only her manner of responding to it differed. She lay for hours on the warm, sandy beach beneath a great umbrella, half asleep, dreaming. She, too, wandered in the forest. From these wanderings she returned in a pensive mood. These trees, these winding paths, reminded her of the forests of France. They whispered all too loudly of many happy days spent on the edge of those forests with the gypsies.


      On a certain day Florence learned in a forceful manner just what the little French girl’s feelings were toward the strange people of her adoption. They were rowing past the end of a private dock which extended some distance into the waters of the bay, when Petite Jeanne suddenly cried out:


      “Oh look! Look! Stop! Let me read it!”


      Florence looked in the direction indicated, then stared at her in astonishment. She saw before her only a large post, part of the dock, which rose some three feet above the water. On the post was no note, sign or any other manner of writing that might be read.


      Yet Petite Jeanne seized an oar to turn them about and bring their boat up close to the post.


      Then for the first time Florence saw what had attracted her companion’s attention—three twigs pinned together by a small nail and fastened securely to the post.


      To the uninitiated this would have seemed the work of a playful child. To Jeanne it spoke volumes. Even Florence understood enough of its meaning to cause her worry.


      “Now she will know,” she whispered to herself.


      The three sticks were a gypsy “patteran,” a part of the sign language left by these wandering people at every crossroad.


      “See!” exclaimed Jeanne. “There are gypsies about. And oh! they are French gypsies!” She clapped her hands. “Only in France do they make a patteran like that.


      “See! I will read it. They say they are three; a man, a woman and a little girl. They have gone up the bay and will stay tonight at a small island.”


      Florence marveled that so much could be told by three crossed sticks. Still, she did not doubt the French girl’s reading.


      Yet more astonishing was Jeanne’s attitude toward the whole matter. She appeared bubbling over with joy. Such a smile illumined her face as had not been there for weeks.


      “But, Jeanne,” said Florence, “do you not fear the gypsies? Once you were kidnapped and nearly killed by them.”


      “Oh—” Jeanne spread her hands, then pretended to blow a feather from her fingers. “That is all long ago. In spirit I am still a gypsy. And the gypsies live, not for the past, not for to-morrow, but for this day only. This day is quite enough.


      “Besides,” she added after a moment, “I do not know fear as many do. Gypsies are not afraid. They love life so much that danger, even death itself, is forgotten. See! I must tell you a story; then you will understand.”


      CHAPTER XIV


      THE DANCE OF DEATH


      “In France, at one time,” Jeanne began, as she settled back in her place and Florence rested on her oars, “the gypsies were treated as outlaws. They were hunted from province to province. Many were hanged on trees. Perhaps—” She shrugged her shoulders. “Perhaps this was their own fault. They may have behaved badly.


      “All this did not rob them of their love for life. They danced and sang all the same.


      “Sometimes they had rifles and bullets. One time they had none. A company of soldiers were stealing upon them through the forest. They were expected at midnight, when a young man, Bratu Vaicu, who was in love with the old chief’s daughter, said to him:


      “‘This is the time Tinka promised to marry me.’


      “‘Spoken like a brave gypsy!’ exclaimed the chief. ‘Let the wedding go on.’


      “Danger meant nothing to these gypsies when a bridal feast and a dance were at hand. They kindled fires. The women prepared the feast.


      “Stan and Marga decided to be married, too. Two other couples joined them. Four couples, four weddings in all. What a night of joy for a gypsy camp!


      “They cleared a space among the trees. Old Radu took down his fiddle. He began to sing. They all started dancing, doing the tarantella, the most beautiful dance in the world.”


      “Yes, the most beautiful,” Florence agreed.


      “Shots sounded in the distance,” Jeanne went on, in a tone that was musical, dramatic. “The shots did not disturb the gypsies. Bullets meant death. But what was death? Were they not living now as they had never lived before?


      “The dance grew wilder. Shots came closer. Bullets whizzed by. Still they danced.


      “A soldier peered through the branches. He expected to see grim faces and muzzles of rifles. Instead, he saw laughing eyes and flashing heels. What did it mean? He did not understand.


      “He was joined by another, another, and yet another. A beautiful gypsy girl saw them. She seized one soldier and drew him into the dance. Others followed. Soon all the soldiers were dancing.


      “Morning found the soldiers without swords or rifles. Who cared? They had found true happiness. They would join the gypsies. And they did.


      “So you see,” Jeanne ended with a sigh, “by their very love of life, their disregard for danger and death, they won more abundant life. But surely you can see, too, that gypsies are not really afraid.


      “Neither am I. If there are gypsies from France in these forests, I wish to see them, to speak their language, to hear them speak my own beloved tongue. In this strange land we have a bond of brotherhood.”


      “So that is the way she feels about it!” Florence thought in some surprise. “Then I must find her some gypsies.”


      She did find them, and that very soon—the same three who had left their patteran on the dock post. She lost them, too, only to be found by them long weeks afterward under the most unusual circumstances.


      In the meantime, there was the rowboat and water that was like glass. She rowed on and on down the bay until the cottages, the store, the ancient sawmill, the dock, were all but specks in the distance. Then, with a fir tree on a point as her guide, she rowed straight for their cabin.


      They ate their lunch on the beach that evening. Then Jeanne went for a stroll along the shore.


      Florence pushed her boat out into the bay and rowed toward the open lake. She loved this spot. No small lake could have so won her affection. Here in this land-locked bay she was always safe from storms. Yet, just beyond, through the gap between two points of land, she could see Lake Huron. “Makes you feel that you are part of something tremendous,” she had said to Tillie, once. And Tillie had understood.


      Now she dropped her oars and sat there alone, watching the light fade from the sky while “some artist Saint spilled his paint adown the western sky.”


      She was glad to be alone. She wished to think. Jeanne had a disturbing way of reading one’s thoughts, or very nearly reading them, that was uncanny. It was of Jeanne, in part, that she wished to think.


      “It is positively weird,” she told herself, “the way exciting happenings keep bobbing up in this quiet place. Just when I think those gypsies have left these parts and Jeanne is free from any harm they might do her, she discovers that patteran and gets excited about it.”


      She had not expected Jeanne to be so anxious to see the gypsies. Now she was in a quandary. Should she attempt to find the gypsies and bring them to Jeanne? She did not doubt that this could be done.


      “Their camp is just over there,” she told herself, nodding toward the little island that lay across the bay. “But if I find them; if they meet Jeanne face to face, what then?”


      Who could answer this question? Certainly it was beyond her. There were times when she felt certain that this gypsy band had come to America for the purpose of revenge; that they had somehow secured possession of a speed boat, had perhaps stolen it, and that it had been they who tipped over the rowboat and had come near drowning Jeanne on that other night.


      Just now she was not so sure of this. “If they stole a speed boat they would not dare remain so long in one place,” she thought. “But, after all, what other motive can they have for remaining in this vicinity?” What, indeed? They were not to be seen at the village, nor along the shore selling baskets and telling fortunes as gypsies are accustomed to do. Yet they did not go away.


      “If they did not run us down, who did?” she asked herself for the hundredth time. She all but hated herself for clinging so tenaciously to this question.


      She thought of the rich people who lived on Erie Point. At first she had blamed them for the near catastrophe—had thought of it as a cruel prank. The lady cop’s opinion of rich young people had cast a deep shadow upon this theory. Still she had not wholly abandoned it.


      Then, of course, there were the people on Gamblers’ Island. The lady cop had said she believed someone had mistaken their boat for hers. “That would mean that they know she is after them, and they wish to destroy her,” she reasoned. “And yet she hides from them as if they knew nothing about her. It’s all very puzzling.”


      She recalled her latest visit to the lady cop’s cabin. They had been seated by the lady cop’s fire when Tillie said, “O-oo! How thrilling to be the friend of a lady detective!”


      “It may be thrilling,” Miss Weightman had replied, “but you must not forget that it is dangerous, too.”


      “Dangerous!” Tillie had stared.


      “The crook, the lawbreaker is sought by the detective,” the lady cop had continued soberly. “Too often the tables are turned. The detective is hunted by the crook. There is an age-long war between the law and the breakers of the law.”


      “Such peril,” Florence assured herself now, “should be welcomed by every right-minded person. If being a friend to justice and to those who uphold the arm of the law puts one in danger, then welcome, oh you danger!”


      All the while she was thinking these problems through, she was conscious of a drumming sound beating in upon her senses. Now it suddenly grew into a roar.


      “Another speed boat. And I am alone, far out at sea,” she thought to herself in sudden consternation as, gripping the sides of her boat, she braced herself for a sudden shock.


      The shock did not come. Instead the put-put-put of a motor ceased and, ten seconds later, the strangest craft Florence had ever seen glided up beside her boat. She stared at it in amazement. The thing was not one quarter the size of her rowboat; yet it boasted an outboard motor capable of handling a twenty foot boat. It had no keel. The prow was flat as a surfboard. There was one seat, large enough for a single person. In that seat reposed a grinning boy of some eighteen summers.


      “What is it?” The question escaped her lips unbidden.


      “Name’s Spank Me Again.” The boy’s grin broadened.


      “But what is it?” she persisted.


      “Guess.”


      “I can’t.” She was beginning to feel amused. “It makes a noise like an airplane. But it has no wings. Looks like a surfboat. But surfboats don’t have their own power. It can’t be a boat because it has no keel. I guess it’s a what’s-it.”


      “Correct,” laughed the boy. “And I’m a who’s-it. I’m Bradford Erie. My dad’s frightfully rich, so I have to have this thing to advertise.”


      “Advertise?” Florence was puzzled.


      “To advertise the fact that I’m just like everybody else. People think rich folks are not. But they are. How could they be different, even if they wanted to? They eat and sleep, drink, fish, play, fight and go to school if they are boys. And what does anyone else do? Exactly the same.”


      “I think I could like that boy,” Florence thought to herself.


      She said to him in a mocking tone, “It must be truly dreadful to be rich.”


      “Oh! it is!


      “Want a tow back?” He changed the subject.


      “That might be thrilling, and perhaps a trifle dangerous.”


      “I won’t dump you out. I’m no rotter. Give me a try.”


      She gave him a try. It was indeed a thrilling ride. His boat cut the foam as it leaped from side to side. She got some spray in her face, and was home before she knew it.


      “With that boy at the wheel,” she told herself, after thanking him and bidding him good-night, “no speed boat would run down a humbler craft. But then, perhaps he only mans the Spank Me Again.


      “That thing will be the death of him,” she said, as she finished telling Jeanne of this little adventure. “It will turn over when it’s going at full speed. The motor will take it to the bottom, and him with it.” Little she knew how nearly a true prophetess she was.


      That evening Florence sat for some time before the fire. She was trying to read the future by the pictures in the flames. The pictures were dim and distorted. She read little there. But often the smiling face of the “poor little rich boy,” who found it necessary to advertise the fact that he was just like other folks, danced and faded in the flames.


      “He’s a real sport,” she told herself. “I hope we meet again.”


      Strangely enough, with this wish came the conviction that they would meet again, that his life and her life, the life of Tillie, of Jeanne, and of the lady cop, were inseparably linked together.


      “But after all,” she told herself skeptically, “this, too, may be but a dream of the passing flames.”


      CHAPTER XV


      FISHING AND FIGHTING


      “Do you want to catch some fish, some real big black bass?” Tillie’s face shone, as she shouted this to Florence.


      Did she? The supreme thrill of a born fisherman, that which comes from seeing one’s line shoot out sweet and clean, telling of a bass on the hook, had come to her but three times in all her young life.


      “Do I!” She seized Tillie and gave her an impulsive hug. “Lead on!”


      “It’s a long way out. Two miles; maybe more.”


      “What’s two miles?” Florence tightened the muscles of her right arm till they were hard as stone.


      “We’ll go,” said Tillie. “I saw them yesterday; three big black bass. And were they black! And big! Long as your arm. Anyway, half. They all marched out to see my minnie, like three churchmen in black robes. They looked, then turned up their noses and marched right back into the weeds.


      “But now!” Her eyes shone in triumph. “I got crawdads (soft-shell crawfish). Five of them. And do they like ’em! You’ll see!”


      Half an hour later, in Florence’s clinker-built rowboat, their two pairs of bronzed arms flashing in perfect unison as they plied four stout ash oars, they glided down the bay toward Gull Rock Point.


      A second half hour had not elapsed before they were silently drifting toward the edge of a weed bed that ran along a narrow point.


      “It’s right there before us,” Tillie said in a low tone. “You can see the bullrushes. You can’t see the pikeweed, only a top sticking up here and there. The pikeweed’s got wide leaves and stands thick on the bottom like a forest. Fish hide there just as wolves and bears do in the woods.


      “Here’s the spot.” She dropped her anchor without the slightest splash.


      “You catch ’em by the back,” she whispered, seizing a crawfish. “So they can’t pinch you, you hook ’em through the tail. Then you spit on ’em. That’s for luck.”


      When she had performed all these ceremonies, she tossed her crawfish far out toward the edge of the weed bed.


      “Now for yours.” She adjusted Florence’s struggling crab, then sent him off at another angle from the boat.


      After that she jammed her boy’s cap down over one eye, squinted at the water with the other, and sat quietly down to wait.


      A moment passed into eternity; another, and yet another. Five minutes, ten, fifteen. The water lapped and gurgled about the boat. A slight breeze set the bullrushes murmuring. A great, green dragon fly came bobbing along over the water. A sea gull soared aloft, but uttered never a sound. From his point of vantage, what did he see? Two girls fishing. Quite true. But what of the fish? Were those three bass lying among the weeds? Had they seen the crawfish?


      It was Tillie who first knew the answer. The rattler was off her reel. The reel spun round with no effort and no sound. Suddenly it stopped.


      Tillie placed a thumb on the spool, then counted in a whisper. “One, two, three, four, five.”


      The tip of her pole executed a whip-like motion. The fish was hooked, the battle begun.


      She gave him line. She reeled him in. He saw the boat and ran. He leaped a full foot from the water. He came down with a splash. The line slackened. Was he off? No. One more wild tug.


      And after that a slow, relentless battle in which the girl won.


      The fish lay flopping in the boat, a fine three pounder. Tillie bent over him, exultant, when with startling suddenness a voice sounded in her ear.


      “Hey, you kids! Beat it! This is our fishing hole.” The tone was cold and gruff.


      Tillie looked up in amazement. Then she scowled. A trim sailboat, manned by two boys and a girl, all in their late teens, had glided silently up to them and dropped anchor.


      Tillie fixed her keen blue eyes upon the trio. All were dressed in silk pajamas and were smoking cigarettes.


      “Since when?” she demanded, as her hands moved toward an oar.


      “Since then!” The older of the two boys seized a short pike pole from the deck and struck her across the back.


      To Florence, who looked on, it seemed that Tillie’s red hair stood on end, as she seized her oar and, using it as a spear, gave the intruder a sharp thrust in the stomach that doubled him up and sent him reeling off the narrow deck into the water.


      “Hey, you little devil!” The other youth turned purple with rage.


      All to no purpose. Tillie’s oar mowed him down. He, too, went into the water.


      “That for all your robbin’, gamblin’ lot!” Tillie screamed.


      Then in quite another tone, “Up anchor and away. There’s a storm brewing.”


      They were away before the first of their adversaries had reached the side of the sailboat.


      The shore was not far away. Tillie headed straight for it.


      “Got to defend our ship,” she breathed. “But we lack ammunition.”


      Gull Rock Point is a finger of land three rods wide, a quarter of a mile long, extending straight out into the bay. Its shores are moderately steep and composed entirely of small rocks.


      They bumped the shore, threw off their anchor, caught at overhanging branches, and climbed to land.


      They looked about. The two boys were on board the sailboat now. They were lifting anchor and setting sail.


      “They’ll come after us,” said Tillie, in the calmly assured tone of a great commander. “Load up.” She set the example by piling her left arm with rocks the size of a baseball.


      “Don’t shoot till you see the whites of their eyes,” she murmured. “Make every shot count. We can retreat if we must. They’d never find us in the brush. But don’t give up the ship.”


      Silence once more hung over the bay as the sailboat glided forward. The rushes whispered, the dragon fly bobbed and the water winked in the sun.


      The sailboat was a beautiful thing. Highly varnished it was, and all trimmed in brass.


      “Must have cost a small fortune,” was Florence’s mental comment. “They’re rich. How does Tillie dare?”


      In all this there was no thought of disloyalty to Tillie. She was ready to fight the affair through at her side.


      “Come on,” shouted Tillie, as the boat drew near. “Come on, and I will give thy flesh unto the fowls of the air and to the beasts of the field.”


      The answer was a contemptuous laugh.


      This angered Tillie still more. “Come on!” she screamed, “come on, you crooks, you tin horn gamblers, you—!”


      The names Tillie called her adversaries belong only to the land of the north. Florence heard them that day for the first time. We shall not repeat them here, but utter a little prayer that Tillie may be forgiven in Heaven.


      She punctuated her last remark with a wild swing of the arm. Not so wild as it seemed, however, for a stone, crashing against the side of the highly polished craft, cut a jagged line of white for fully two feet.


      “Come on!” she screamed. “We’ll make your pretty boat look like a tin can the day after Fourth of July!” A second swing, a second streak of white down the shiny surface of brown.


      Suddenly, the younger of the two boys took command. He veered the boat sharply about, then went sailing away.


      “We win!”


      For the first time Florence saw that Tillie’s face had gone white. She slumped down among the rocks to hide her face in her hands.


      “I forgot!” she moaned at last. “I got mad, and I forgot. Now they’ll ruin us. Dad told me not to do it. But I done it all the same.”


      After that, for a long time the bay belonged to the rushes, the ripples and the dragon flies alone.


      Rising at last, Tillie seized the anchor line, drew the rowboat close in, climbed aboard, motioned to Florence to do the same, seized the oars and began to row.


      They fished no more that day. Not a word was spoken until the boat bumped at Tillie’s dock.


      Then Tillie, dangling the fine black bass from the end of a string, said,


      “Here! You take it. I couldn’t eat a bite of it. It’d choke me.”


      “Thanks.”


      “It’s all right. You’re a brick.”


      “So are you.”


      “Good-bye.”


      “Good-bye.”


      Tillie was gone.


      CHAPTER XVI


      SHIPS THAT PASS IN THE TWILIGHT


      That evening, while the sky was still pink and the water changing from blue to purple and then to gold, Florence went for a row alone. She wanted to think. The events of that day had stirred her to the very depths. She had not believed that there were such persons in the world as those three young people who had attempted to drive them from Tillie’s fishing hole.


      “Rich, that’s it,” she told herself. Yet, in the depths of her heart she knew that this was not all.


      “Tillie called them crooks, gamblers,” she told herself. “A professional gambler must have a cold heart. He takes money in an unfair way from men who have earned it and need it. How can one expect to find a warm heart in the breast of a gambler’s son?”


      As she asked herself this question, she rounded a small island that lay a little way out from the point upon which the palatial summer home of Erie, the millionaire, had been erected.


      She barely missed bumping into a canoe that lay motionless in the water. The canoe held a solitary occupant, a girl of sixteen.


      Instinctively Florence knew that this was the millionaire’s daughter, she who had lost the three priceless rubies in a gambling den.


      Instantly her heart warmed. The girl was beautiful. She was rich. Yet, on her face was a look of loneliness and sadness such as Florence had seldom seen on any face.


      “It’s not so much the disgrace of losing the rubies,” she told herself. “This girl is young. She is just launching out into life. She has found it strange and rather terrible. She doesn’t understand.”


      Her first impulse was to pause close beside the girl, to tell her that she had heard much about her; that she longed to aid her; that she and the lady cop would help her; that if she would but allow it they would explain life to her; that in the end they would restore the rubies to their proper place.


      “But she is rich,” thought Florence, with a quick intake of breath. “I am poor. Her family is in society. I will never be.”


      Ah, yes, “society,” that mysterious something to which people have given this name. She did not understand it. There was a barrier. She must not speak. So she passed on. And the twilight deepened into night.


      She was just turning the prow of her boat toward the lights of home when a speed boat came roaring by. Just as they were opposite her, the searchlight from a larger boat played for an instant on the faces of those in the speed boat. She recognized them instantly.


      “Green Eyes, Jensie Jameson, and that boy who sometimes rides in the Spank Me Again!” she exclaimed beneath her breath. “So she is truly here. Could it have been they who ran us down that night?


      “Green Eyes, perhaps. But not that boy. I’d trust him anywhere.”


      Yet, even as she thought this, she was tempted to question her judgment.


      “Surely,” she told herself, “I have placed every confidence in other persons, and in the end have found them unworthy. Why not this boy?”


      She rowed silently and rather sadly back to their little dock. Surely this was a puzzling world. Perhaps, after all, she understood it as little as the “poor little rich girl,” back there in the canoe.


      CHAPTER XVII


      VOICES IN THE FOREST


      The following day the weather was threatening. Dark clouds came rolling down from the north. The biting chill they brought told that they had journeyed far, from the very shores of Hudson Bay.


      Petite Jeanne took one look at the out-of-doors; then she threw fresh wood upon the fire, curled up in her favorite chair, and lost herself in a French romance.


      Not so, Florence. For her all days were alike. Come sunshine, come rain, come heat, come cold, calm, or storm, it was all the same to her. The world outside ever beckoned, and she must go.


      This day she chose to wander alone over unfamiliar trails. As she plunged into the depths of the forest, she felt the cold and gloom press in upon her. It did not rain; yet the trees shed tears. From all about her came the sound of their slow drip-drip-drip. A cold mist, sweeping in from the lake, enveloped all. Now and again, as she passed through a grove of cottonwoods, a flurry of golden leaves came fluttering down.


      “Autumn is here,” she told herself. “We must be going back soon. But how I long to stay!


      “I love you, love you, love you,” she sang. And the song was meant for lake and beach, forest and stream, alike.


      Her trail was long that day. She wandered so far that she began to be a little frightened.


      “Can I find my way back?” she asked herself.


      Well enough she knew that before her lay endless miles of slashings and young timber which were known only to the wild deer and the porcupine; that it was quite possible for one to become lost here for days and perhaps die of exposure and starvation.


      She was thinking of turning back, when to her great surprise she heard voices.


      “In such a place!” she whispered to herself.


      At the same moment she noted that the forest ahead of her had grown thin, that she could see patches of sky beyond.


      Once more she had crossed a broad point and had come to a strange shore.


      But what shore? And who were these people?


      Again she paused. As before, she caught the sound of voices, this time much more distinct.


      “But what a strange language!” she thought to herself.


      She concluded that she must be entering some Finnish settlement.


      “Safe enough,” she reassured herself.


      For all that, she moved forward cautiously. Safety first. She was far from her own cabin.


      She had just reached a point where, by parting the bushes, she thought she might be able to catch a glimpse of the strangers, when, with the suddenness of an eagle’s cry, a scream rent the air. And after that, another and yet another. They were a woman’s screams.


      “What is this?” she asked herself, as her cheeks blanched and the blood seemed to stand still in her veins. “Is this a murder?”


      The question spurred her to action. She was young and strong as a man. If someone needed aid, it was her duty to step out and do her bit.


      With little thought of further concealment, she moved rapidly through the thin screen of brush.


      Imagine her surprise when, upon emerging, she saw a man and a woman, gypsies, both splashing through the lake water to their waists.


      Mystification replaced surprise and fear but for a moment. It was replaced by sorrow; for, suddenly stooping beside a great rock, the gypsy man put out his hand and lifted a small form from the water.


      “The child!” she exclaimed in a low voice, tense with emotion. “Their child! She has been playing on the rocks. A wave caused by some passing ship carried her away. Perhaps they did not notice in time. She may be dead.”


      Without having seen Florence, the gypsies waded ashore. There, with a look of infinite sadness, the man placed the dripping child on the ground.


      The woman joined him. And there they stood, the two of them, in the bowed attitudes of those who mourn for the dead.


      It came to the girl then that these gypsies, who had spent all their lives in caravans on land, knew little or nothing of the water, which they had apparently adopted as their temporary home.


      No sooner had she thought this than she sprang into action. Without so much as a “May I?” or “If you please,” she leaped forward, pushed the astonished parents aside, seized the child and held her, head down, in the air. Water poured from the child’s nose and mouth. Next, Florence placed her across the trunk of a fallen tree and rocked her back and forth. At last she laid her on the ground and began to work her arms in an attempt to restore respiration.


      All this time the gypsies stood looking upon her as if she might be a goddess or a demon, sent to restore or devour their child.


      Suddenly the child sneezed.


      On hearing this, the gypsy woman once more sent forth a piercing scream, then threw herself upon Florence’s neck.


      Shaking herself free, Florence resumed her work.


      A moment later the child began to cry.


      A few husky wails from the child, and Florence’s work was complete.


      After removing the child’s damp clothing, Florence joined the man in making a fire. She taught the woman, who had partially regained her composure, how to chafe the child’s hands and feet; then she prepared to leave them.


      “I wish Jeanne were here,” she told herself. “I would like to know who they are, where they came from, and why they are here. So would Jeanne. But Jeanne is far away. If I bring her here they will be gone. I cannot take them to her. Have to trust to good fortune to bring us together again.”


      Did she trust in vain?


      If she had seen the look on that woman’s face as she once more vanished into the forest, she would have known certainly that in this world there was one person who would, if fate required it, go to the gallows or the electric chair for her.


      Thus does fate play with the children of men. She casts before them golden opportunities. If they prove themselves steadfast, true and fearless, in her own good time, in some far future it may be, in ways of which they do not dream, she sends her reward.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      REVERIES


      Florence had not lost herself in the forest. Though she had not the slightest notion what shore she stood on at the time she brought the gypsy child back to life, she experienced little difficulty in finding her way back to her cabin.


      Two hours had not elapsed when once more she sat before her own fire, drinking strong coffee and relating her adventure to Jeanne.


      “But the poor gypsy child!” Jeanne exclaimed as she finished. “Out in such weather. And after such an adventure!”


      “Their camp must have been very near,” replied Florence. “And you know well enough that the gypsies can arrange a cozy camp out of less than nothing at all.”


      “Oh yes, yes, surely that is so!” exclaimed the little French girl.


      “But how unkind fate is.” Her tone changed. She became sad. “Here I am pining my heart away for one look at some gypsy friends. And all I see is three tiny twigs they have touched, their patteran, while you, who care so little, meet them at every turn.”


      “When the storm is over,” Florence sought to console her, “we will row over to that island where we saw their camp. Perhaps they are still there.”


      “They will not be.” Jeanne refused to be comforted. “Always they are on the move. When one meets them, the proper thing to say is, ‘Where do you come from today? Where do you go to-morrow?’


      “How strange these gypsies are!” Jeanne mused after a moment of silence. “Always they are on islands and on points of land where there are no roads. They travel by water. Water gypsies. How quite novel that is! And yet, in southern France there are some such people. There are villages where all the fisher-folk are gypsies. Brave and daring seamen they are, too.


      “Ah, yes, very brave. You must not think that gypsies are cowards. Gypsies fought in the great war, fought and died. Ah, yes! So you see this beautiful story of the stage, this play in which I am to have so wonderful a part, this tale of gypsies in war, is not without its parallel in life.”


      At that she lapsed into silence. She was thinking again of that night, which each sunset found a day nearer, when on an American stage, before many hundreds of people, she should dance the gypsy tarantella on a miniature battlefield beneath the light of an imaginary moon.


      At such times as this, Florence loved to watch the changes that passed over Jeanne’s face. As she imagined herself in the wings, awaiting her cue, a look of uncertainty, almost of fear, was written there. As, still in her imagination, she stepped out to face her audience, a wistful expression banished fear. After that, as she entered into the compelling rhythm of the dance, came complete transformation. Her face, warmed as if by the mellow light of the morning sun, became the face of a Madonna.


      “I only hope,” Florence thought to herself, “that the play proves a great success. It means so much to her. And she is so kind-hearted, so unspoiled. She has lost so much; has so much to win.”


      “Listen to the rain!” cried Jeanne. “Who would believe it could come down so hard?”


      “Three days’ rain. That’s what the old timers say it will be. We have so little time to spend here. And there is so much that might be done.” Florence sighed.


      “Do you know,” she spoke again, after watching the glow of the fire and listening to the steady patter-patter on the roof, “living in a place like this affects me strangely.”


      She stretched herself full length in the great cedar chair. “I feel as if I had always lived here, never been out of the woods; as if I were very poor, ignorant and strong. I find it hard to believe that I have warm, soft, bright garments of fine spun cotton and silk. It is as if my garments had always been of brown homespun, my boots of coarsest leather, my hat of rain-proof stuff; as if I tramped days and days over miles of trail that would weary city-dwellers, but can only bring fresh joy to the one of browned features and brawny limbs.


      “And why not?” she cried with some passion, sitting up quite abruptly. “Why not a cabin like this, and peace? In winter the trap line, a long, long tramp in high boots through drifted snow. A weasel pelt here, a mink there, and by this pond muskrat skins.


      “And out over the lake’s four foot ice, far across the frozen inland sea to Goose Island. There a fish shanty, a hole in the ice, twenty fathoms of line and a rich catch of lake trout and sturgeon. Why not always at night the crackling fire, the bacon and corn bread eaten with a relish because one is truly hungry?


      “Why not? No worry about room rent, a run in a silk stocking or a frayed Sunday dress. Why not always boots of cowhide and coats of canvas that do not wear out?”


      “Oh! but after all you are a girl,” smiled Petite Jeanne.


      “In this day,” said Florence with great emphasis, “that does not matter. All that matters is that I am as strong as a man; that if I choose I can follow a man’s trap line or fish in a man’s shanty over the frozen lake.”


      “That is not all.” The French girl’s tone was quiet, full of assurance. “Women are born with a desire for beauty, softness and color. We live for that which we see and touch; your eye catches the glorious red, the orange, the blue of a gown, and it enchants you. Is it not so?”


      “Yes, but here at the edge of the lake we have the sunset. What could be more gorgeous?


      “Ah! But that you cannot touch.


      “Did you never note?” Jeanne’s tone grew serious. “Did you never come to realize how much we live for the sense of touch? A scarf of silken gold is held out before you. You say,‘Let me see it.’ But you hold out a hand. Why? You wish to touch it. You have missed a friend for a long time. She returns. Your hands, your lips, meet. Why? Because you are not happy until you have touched the one you love.


      “No, no, Miss Florence! This is very wonderful, very peaceful. It is so very grand. But after all, it is only for now.


      “To-morrow, next day, sometime very soon you are going to hear the call of the city, to feel its pull at your heart. All the bright lights, the colors, the shouts, the throngs will call to you. And you will go. For there, after all, is life. Life—beautiful, rushing, throbbing life. That, my dear friend, is a city. It is found nowhere else.”


      Leaping from her chair, the little French girl went whirling across the floor in her fantastic dance. She danced herself quite out of the cabin and out into the rain, leaving Florence to meditate upon her strange words, to conclude that Jeanne was more than half right, then to spring suddenly to her feet, crying:


      “Come back here, Petite Jeanne! Come back right now. You will die of pneumonia.”


      “Ever hear of a sprite dying of pneumonia?” Jeanne’s eyes were as full of laughter as her golden locks were of water, as she came dancing back.


      “You’re not a sprite,” said Florence. “Even if you were one, who had taken human form, I’d have to keep you human until that play had its run.”


      “Oh! the blessed play!” said the French girl contritely, at the same time snatching at her drenched garments. “How one does hate being in training for anything.”


      Ten minutes later, wrapped in a white, woolly blanket, she sat toasting before a fire. At this moment everything, past and future, was forgotten in the glorious now.


      CHAPTER XIX


      THE STOLEN TRUNK


      The three days’ rain became a reality. A steady downpour, that set the forest mourning in earnest and turned the lake into a blanket of gray, settled down over all.


      Petite Jeanne did not care. She had been sent north to rest. There was still a pile of unread romances in the corner cupboard. The shed at the back of the cabin was piled high with dry wood. The fire burned ever brightly. What more could she wish?


      When she tired of reading she called to Tico, who lay sleeping by the fire hours on end, and together they went through some difficult step of the gypsy dance.


      To Florence, save for one condition, this prolonged downpour would have seemed nothing short of a catastrophe. She was shut away from her beloved out-of-doors, but this only gave her more time to spend with that fascinating person, the lady cop.


      The lady cop had become all but a pal to Florence and Tillie. Every evening, after the day’s work was done and darkness had blanketed the water, Tillie came stealing over to the mystery cabin.


      And she never lacked a welcome. She gave the lady cop many a needed bit of information. With her aid, the lady cop had so far progressed in her investigation that she whispered to them on the second day of the rain that soon she would be ready to wire for reënforcements. When these arrived she would spring the trap.


      “And then?” Florence breathed.


      “Then the three rubies will be in my hands. And someone will go to jail.


      “But let’s not talk too much,” she added. “The best laid plans fail often enough.”


      The hour of the day that Florence and Tillie loved best was the one which preceded the lady cop’s shooing them out for the night. At that hour, after brewing herself a cup of coffee and drinking it steaming hot, she spun weird tales of her adventures as a lady detective.


      An only child of a police captain, at the age of eighteen she had seen her father brought home dead, shot in the back while assisting in a raid on a notorious gambling house. Over her father’s dead body she had vowed that she would take his place.


      When the time came, when she was of age, her mother, having no boys to give to the great service of protecting humanity, had smilingly, tearfully, given that which she had, a girl. And to the city she had already proved herself a priceless gift.


      Working her way secretly into places where no man could ever have entered, she had brought to light places of vice and crime which for long years had remained hidden in the dark.


      Time and again she had succeeded in attaching herself to some wild young set, and in so doing had not alone shown them their folly, but had also brought those who preyed upon them to justice.


      “It’s not always easy to place money on the board,” she said one night, “on the gaming board, with a hand that does not tremble, when you realize that there are those watching who would gladly kill you, did they but know who you were.


      “Twice I was discovered and locked up. One of these times I let myself out of the window to the street two floors below on a rope made of my own skirt. The other time a squad wagon came in time to release me.


      “Listen to this!” Her eyes burned brightly. “Never believe the stories you read in cheap magazines. These stories tell you that crooks are really good sports, generous, chivalrous and all that. They are not—not one in a thousand. They are hard as flint; cruel, heartless, ready for any savage deed that will give them liberty and the wild life they crave.”


      After this outburst on that second rainy night, she lapsed into silence.


      In time she sprang to her feet and drew on her raincoat. “I am going out for a row alone in the dark,” she said. “Stay here and keep the fire burning. It’s not late. I’ll be back in an hour.”


      She left the cabin. Tillie and Florence sat by the fire.


      “Ever hear how this cabin came here?” Tillie asked.


      “No,” Florence replied quickly.


      “It’s sort of interesting. I’ll tell you.”


      “Oh! Please do!”


      “This,” Tillie began, “was once the cabin of a ship.”


      “It looks the part,” replied Florence. “But where are the portholes?”


      “Someone has covered them.” Tillie stepped to the wall, fumbled for a short time with a fastening, then swung back a section of the paneling which was, in reality, a small door, revealing a circle of brass framing a glass.


      “But why a ship’s cabin on land?” Florence’s face took on a puzzled frown.


      “It was all on account of old Captain Abner Jones. His ship was wrecked on the shoals near Goose Island. She was the Mary C, just a freighter, but a good strong one.


      “Captain Abner Jones had her for his first command. She was his last, too. He lived in this cabin and sailed the Great Lakes for thirty-five years.


      “Then, when she struck one stormy night, through no fault of his, he refused to leave her. All through the storm he stuck there, though she was half torn to pieces. When the storm was over, his men went out to get him.


      “Still he wouldn’t come. ‘No, men. Much obliged all the same,’ he told them. ‘You’ve been a good crew. You’ll find other berths. But mine’s here. I’ll never leave this cabin.’


      “The men went aside. I’ve heard my father tell it lots of times. They talked it over. They loved their old skipper. They knew the next storm would do for the ship, and him, too, if he stayed. So they made a plan.


      “‘All right, Cap,’ the first mate said, when they had come back to him, ‘you have your way. And we’ll have ours, too. Give us a day, mebby two, and we’ll put this cabin in a safe place.’


      “‘Meanin’ what?’ the captain asked.


      “‘That we’ll set the cabin ashore, and you in her.’


      “I guess the captain saw they were too strong for him, so he let them have their way.


      “They took a lot more than two days. You see what a neat job they did. Why, there’s even a hold to the place! They built it of ship’s timbers.”


      “A hold!” Florence stared at her.


      By way of answer, Tillie began rolling up the canvas that covered the floor. When she had done this, she pried up a plank, then another. Next she sent the gleam of a flashlight into the dark depths below.


      “Sure enough, a real hold!” exclaimed Florence.


      “And there’s a trunk!” Tillie, too, was surprised. “How long do you suppose it’s been there?”


      “Not long. See! The copper is not tarnished. It’s her trunk.” She spoke of the lady cop.


      “It must be. But such a queer trunk!”


      It was indeed an unusual bit of baggage. Made of some very hard tropical wood, it was bound by broad bands of copper. Strangest of all were its straps. They were four inches wide and fully three quarters of an inch thick.


      “What monster has a hide like that?” Tillie asked in amazement.


      “A walrus or an elephant.”


      “It’s empty.”


      “Quite naturally. One does not leave one’s things in a trunk in a cellar like this.”


      “But it’s wide open.”


      “That’s a bit strange.”


      “It’s all strange. A woman with a trunk like that!”


      For a moment they stood there, staring down into that dark chasm.


      “Tell you what!” exclaimed Tillie at last. “I’ve got an idea!”


      Tillie was given to having ideas. Some of them were quite wild, for Tillie was more than half wild herself.


      “Let’s steal her trunk!” she cried, clapping her hands.


      “That,” said Florence in some disgust, “seems a dumb idea.”


      “Not so dumb as you think. Listen. Day before yesterday I brought the lady cop a small bag of balsam tips; you know, the green end of twigs that smell so swell.”


      “Yes?”


      “She took one sniff of them, then threw up her hands and said, ‘I’d like a trunk full, a whole trunk full to take home to my friends, for making pillows.’


      “We’ll steal her trunk and hide it in the woods. We’ll fill it with balsam tips. Turkey Trot and I will bring it back. She’ll drop dead when she sees it. She’ll never know it’s been gone until she sees the balsam tips. Come on. Give me a hand. She’ll be back pretty soon. We’ll just hide it in the brush until we go home. Then we’ll carry it over to your point.”


      Florence, though not fully convinced of the wisdom of such high-handed proceedings, was quite carried away by Tillie’s bubbling enthusiasm. In less time than it takes to tell it, the trunk was up from the dark hole and away to the brush, the planks down again, the canvas spread smoothly in place.


      They were not a moment too soon. Shaking the rain from her coat, the lady cop came breezing in.


      “It’s glorious!” she enthused. “Even in the night and the rain. I hate to leave it all. But I fear I must. Very soon.”


      This last remark sent a chill running up Florence’s spine. But she said never a word.


      CHAPTER XX


      13-13 AND OTHER SIGNS


      “Look at this cabin!” The lady cop’s voice was filled with consternation as she spoke. Florence and Tillie could only stand and stare. The lady cop’s room was a wreck. She had gone out before dawn; had been gone an hour, had picked up Florence and Tillie on her way back, and now this!


      Florence had never seen such a roomful of confusion. Table upside down, chairs overturned, clothing scattered everywhere, broken glass from the transom overhead, the canvas torn up, a gaping hole where the imitation ship’s hold was; such was the scene upon which she gazed in the utmost astonishment.


      “You know,” said Tillie in a tone that was both serious and solemn, “we girls didn’t do that.”


      “Of course not, child!” The lady cop laughed in spite of herself. “For all that, I know who did it. And soon enough they shall have their pay.


      “I know, too, what it was they wanted. And they—” The lady cop advanced to the center of the room to cast one glance to the void below, “and they got it!”


      “Wha—what was it they wanted?” Florence managed to stammer. She knew the answer, but wanted it from the lady cop’s lips.


      “My trunk.”


      “Your trunk! Why should they want that? It was—” She checked herself in time.


      The lady cop gave her a sharp look, but proceeded to answer her question as well as she might.


      “The truth is, I don’t know why they wanted that trunk,” she began. “They have wanted it for a long time. Now that they have it, I hope they are satisfied. I can get a tin one down at the store for a few dollars. And it, I hope, will contain no secrets.”


      “Secrets!” Florence wished to tell her own secret, that the mysterious trunk was safely locked up in a hunting cabin back in the woods where she and Tillie had carried it through the rain and the dark. She did not quite dare.


      “That trunk,” said the lady cop, up-ending a chair and dropping into it, “has been the most spooky thing you ever saw.


      “My cousin bought it for me at a police auction sale.”


      “A police auction sale!” Tillie stared at her hard.


      “Once a year the police department sells all the lost, stolen and unclaimed articles that have come into its keeping. You’d be surprised at the variety of articles sold there; electric drills, oriental rugs, watches, knives, burglars’ tools, suitcases full of silks—everything.


      “This trunk was in the sale. It was filled with a lot of worthless clothing. But my cousin bought it for me. It was such an unusual affair. Teakwood, heavy copper, walrus hide. You wouldn’t understand unless you saw it.”


      Florence and Tillie exchanged significant glances.


      “This cousin of mine is a queer chap,” the lady cop went on. “He’s always trying to break up superstitions. Belongs to a Thirteen Club formed in his academy days. Thirteen fellows lived in a building numbered 1313. Table always set for thirteen, whether they were all there or not. Such things as that.


      “Now every year on the thirteenth day of a month, Friday if possible, they have a banquet. Six of the thirteen are dead. Four met violent deaths. Yet they keep it up. Thirteen places set. Seven seats filled. Six vacant.


      “Makes you shudder to think of it. But he loves it.


      “He bought this trunk because a crook had owned it. That’s supposed to bring bad luck.


      “He hadn’t got half way home with it before someone dragged it off the truck. He crowned the fellow with half a brick and retrieved the trunk.


      “He took it home. That night he woke up to see it disappearing out of the window. When he fired a shot through the window the trunk paused in its journey and he took it back.


      “Then, because I am a policewoman, he presented it to me. And here—here it is not. They got it at last!”


      Once more the two girls exchanged glances. They said never a word.


      “Queerest part of it all is,” the lady cop concluded, “the thing was chuck empty!


      “But come on!” she exclaimed, springing up. “Let’s get this place straightened out. Then we’ll fry some bacon.”


      “Shall we tell her?” Tillie asked in a low tone as she and Florence walked down the little dock half an hour later.


      “I don’t know. Not just yet.” Florence’s face took on a puzzled look. “If that trunk has such wandering ways, perhaps it’s safer where it is. Does anyone go to that hunting shack?”


      “Not this time of year.”


      “And no one besides us knows where the trunk is, and we won’t tell.”


      “Cross my heart!”


      “See you this afternoon,” Tillie added. “We’re going fishing.”


      “Are we?”


      “You know it! Got to work this forenoon. Can go after dinner. And boy! Will there be fishing!


      “You know,” she added with all the wisdom of an old timer, “after a three days’ storm is the very best time to fish. When it is sunny and still, the fish lay round and get lazy; too lazy to eat. A storm stirs ’em up. Watch ’em bite this P. M. So long!” She went skipping away.


      CHAPTER XXI


      “FISHIN’”


      Youth is the time of life when perils, sorrows and battles are soon forgotten; when joy persists, and the anticipation of some fresh thrill is ever uppermost in the mind. As they started on the proposed fishing trip rather late that afternoon, Tillie, to all appearances, had forgotten her battle with the children of a rich city gambler. The splendid black bass they had captured, the memory of the thrill of the chase, was still with her.


      “Do you know,” she said to Florence, “I think the other two bass are larger, much larger? Perhaps one is a five pounder.


      “We are going to have a grand time!” she enthused. “There are two big muskies lurking in those weeds. I saw them once. They may strike today.”


      “You don’t think those hateful people will come back?” Florence wrinkled her brow.


      “Guess we gave ’em enough!” Tillie clipped her words short.


      “You said they’d ruin you.”


      “Mebby they can’t.” Tillie’s strong arms worked fast at the oars.


      They arrived at the fishing hole. Once more the conditions were ideal. Dark, slaty clouds lay spread across the sky. A slight breeze roughened the surface of the water. Such water as it was! Gray, shadowy water that suggested fish of immense proportions and infinite fighting power.


      The whispering rushes, the gurgling water, the bobbing dragon fly, were all there.


      “As if we had been gone but an hour,” Florence said, as she dropped the anchor.


      “Yes,” replied Tillie, “this old bay changes very little. I climbed up on Gull Rock to steal a gull’s eggs when I was three. And there it stands still. And still the gulls lay their eggs there. Only difference is, I have learned how foolish it is to steal their eggs.”


      She baited her hook with a large minnow, drew out her line until thirty feet of it hung loosely coiled in her left hand; then with a deft toss landed the minnow thirty feet from the boat.


      “There,” she sighed, “right over there.”


      Florence was obliged to satisfy herself with a shorter cast.


      “Do you know,” said Tillie, and the sound of her voice glided along like the air of some old song, “this has been my fishing hole ever since I was old enough to paddle the first little tub of a boat I ever owned? But it’s never lost its mystery, this hole hasn’t.


      “There have been times when I thought I knew all about it. I’ve skated over it in winter when the ice was like glass. I could see every stone, every stick and log at the bottom. I peered in between every little forest of pikeweed and said, ‘Nope, there’s nothing there.’


      “There have been times in summer when the surface of the water was smooth as a looking-glass. Then I peeked around in every little corner down there in the depths of it, and I said, ‘Ah, ha! At last I have you! I know all about you. You’re only a hole full of water with a sandy bottom and a shelving bank. You’re full of weeds and other common things.’


      “Just about then the sun goes under a cloud. A little breeze ripples the water. I can’t see a thing. I wait. The rain comes pattering down. I put a shiny minnow or a dark old crawdad on my hook and throw it far out over the edge of the old fishing hole. Pretty soon the line starts stealing away. My reel goes round and round, silent as a whisper. Then of a sudden I jerk. I begin reeling in. A beautiful thing all green and gold leaps from the water. But I have him still.


      “‘Ah!’ I cry. ‘A black bass. Where did he come from? The old fishing hole, to be sure.’And right away that old pool with its mysterious blue-green top of rippled, spattered water is as full of mystery as it ever was.”


      “Isn’t it wonderful to have such a fishing hole!” Florence enthused.


      “Don’t all boys and girls have fishing holes?”


      “I’m afraid not.”


      “In the cities, of course not. It’s too bad.”


      For a time after that they were silent. It was Florence who broke the Sabbath-like stillness of the old fishing hole.


      “People,” she mused, “are very much like fishing holes. You have a friend. You are with him a great deal. He tells you all he can about himself. He turns the light of truth upon himself and allows you to gaze into the very depths of his soul. At last you say,‘There is no mystery left in his being. I know it all.’ Then of a sudden, in time of joyous tempest, splendid success or dark storm of disappointment and sorrow, in a moment demanding heroic courage, he shows you in an instant that there are possibilities in his being of which you never dreamed.


      “Cities are like that, too,” she went on. “Take the great city I call home. It’s a very plain city where millions toil for their daily bread. I’ve been all over it. I often say to myself, ‘There is no further mystery in this city.’ I have no more than said it than I come upon a Chinatown, a theatre, a court room, some dark place at night where such persons meet as I have never known. Then that old city seems to look up and laugh as it exclaims,‘No mystery!’”


      “It must be wonderful to explore such a city!” Tillie’s words were filled with longing.


      “Perhaps,” replied Florence, “we can do it together some time.”


      A large perch took Florence’s minnow. She reeled him in and threw him in the live-net.


      “Probably all I’ll get,” she commented, “but they are fine fried brown in butter.”


      “None better.”


      Tillie lost her minnow. A second and a third disappeared into that dark expanse.


      “Somebody’s stealing my bait.” She selected a very large minnow and hooked it on with meticulous care. Then out into the deep he went to join his comrades.


      The manner in which he did this was startling in the extreme. Hardly had he hit the water than Tillie’s reel flew round and round, quite beyond control. With a quick glance toward the sky, she assured herself that some thieving bird had not seized her bait, then she pressed a thumb on her reel as she seized the handle to end its wild flight. Fortunately her line was long and strong. She had the fish under control in another moment.


      But to play him, to land him—that was the problem.


      “What is he?” Florence asked in an awed whisper.


      “Who knows?”


      Tillie reeled him in for twenty yards, then let him take the line slowly out.


      “Tire him out,” she explained.


      This she repeated three times. Then as a look of fixed determination settled on her face she said quite calmly:


      “The landing net.”


      Florence was ready. Settling her feet firmly, Tillie began to reel in. The manner in which she reeled in that mysterious monster was a thing to marvel at. And he came, foot by foot, yard by yard, fathom by fathom, until a great gaping mouth appeared close to the surface.


      “A pike!” Tillie’s voice betrayed her disappointment. “But he’s a darb. We must have him. Get ready. When I give him line, get the net ahead of him.”


      Florence obeyed with trembling fingers. She was a second too late. Tillie did not give the powerful fish line. He took it. Grazing the rim of the landing net, he shot away, taking fathoms of line with him.


      The process of wearing him out was repeated. Once again he was brought to the side of the boat. This time Tillie gave him very little line. Unfortunately it was not enough. As his head shot toward the landing net, the hook that protruded through his jaw caught on the rim of the net. There was a thundering of water, a whirlpool of white spray, and he was gone.


      “Dumb!” exclaimed Tillie, throwing down her rod.


      “Lost him!” Florence dropped the net. “But then,” she added, “a pike’s no good except to look at.”


      “That’s right,” agreed Tillie. “And we came out here for a big black bass. We’ll have him too!” She baited her hook anew.


      An hour passed, and another. The sun hung for a time above the cedars, then slowly sank from sight. The water turned golden, then red, then steel blue. Still they fished on.


      The number of fine perch, nine, ten, twelve inches long, which Florence dropped into the live-net, grew and grew. Tillie flung hers overboard in great contempt, as soon as they were hooked, and grumbled because they took her bait.


      “Do you know,” said Florence teasingly, “I believe I have five pounds of fish? You have tried all afternoon for a five pounder, and got nothing. In life one should humbly accept that which comes, and hope for bigger things.”


      “I wonder.” Tillie studied her face with tired eyes. “I wonder if that’s so, or do you win best if you insist on having only the big things?”


      “I suppose,” Florence replied, “that one does that which one’s nature demands. I can’t throw a good perch away. You can’t keep one. It’s a queer old world.”


      “It is!” Tillie punctuated her remark with a vigorous overhand throw that landed her minnow far out into the darkening water.


      “Watch!” she exclaimed a moment later. “See that line go out! It’s a bass!”


      There is nothing sweeter than the swift run of a bass before he turns his minnow and swallows it.


      Zing! Tillie snapped the line. “Hooked!” she exclaimed, planting her feet far apart.


      The ripples had subsided. The water was like polished steel at the surface. Yet one could see far into those mysterious depths.


      “See!” she exclaimed tensely. “I’ve got him! The big one! And how meekly he comes in!”


      What she said seemed true. She was reeling in rapidly. At the same time a monster of the lake, such a bass as Florence had never dreamed of, came racing toward the boat.


      Three yards, five, he shot forward. Florence stared. The expression on Tillie’s face was a strange thing to see. Hope, joy, triumph vied there with fear, distrust, despair. It was her great chance. She had staked all in the one cast. Was she to win or lose?


      During all this time the afterglow of the sun had lighted the water. In an instant, without warning, it faded and near darkness came. Not so soon, however, but that the girls were able to witness a strange sight. With a sudden stop and whirl, the big bass changed course and shot away. But Tillie’s reel? It did not spin. She still reeled in. A steady tug held her line taut. Ten seconds later a beautiful green-tinted bass, weighing perhaps a pound, broke the water and landed with scarcely a struggle in the boat.


      What had happened? This little one and the giant companion had fought for the deadly minnow. He had won.


      For fully half a minute, while the end of twilight became night, Tillie stood staring at her catch. He had flapped himself loose from the line and lay there in the boat snapping about.


      Suddenly she seized him and threw him far into the rushes. Then she dropped into a seat to hide her face in her hands.


      Tillie was of the emotional type. Some people are. What of it? Theirs is the privilege to weep or to shout for joy. Tillie wept.


      But what was this? Of a sudden their boat gave a lurch that sent Florence sprawling over the stern seat.


      What had happened? Her eyes told her in an instant. Her heart went to her throat. A speed boat, with power shut off, had glided upon them unobserved. The now invisible occupants had seized their anchor line, then started their powerful motor. They were now headed for the outermost point of land and the open sea.


      “They’ve got us!” Tillie exclaimed. “They’ve got us!”


      “Who?” Florence screamed. “In the name of all that’s good, who?”


      Tillie did not reply. She was making her way forward.


      CHAPTER XXII


      KIDNAPPED


      “They are carrying us away!” Florence cried. Her tone was that of despair.


      “We must cut the tiller,” was Tillie’s answer.


      “Then they’ll run us down, as they did Jeanne and me.”


      “No matter! We must cut the tiller!”


      “But how? We have no knife.”


      Tillie thought a moment. Then once more she crept forward toward the bobbing prow. Once there, she gripped the boat’s gunwale, reached far forward, then set her teeth in the strong rope.


      The tiller was an extra thick one, and quite new. Nature had provided Tillie with a most excellent set of teeth. She used them now with a skill born of despair. Both she and Florence were strong swimmers. Though their boat were wrecked, they might still reach land.


      “If only we do not get out of the channel,” she thought as she renewed her attack on the stubborn strands of rope.


      As they left Hoyt’s Bay behind, the water grew rougher. Shooting forward, the slight rowboat plowed through waves instead of riding over them. Tillie was drenched to the skin. There were times when her very form was lost in spray. Yet she stuck to her post.


      Night had come. There was no moon. The sky was black. The sea was black. The night was cold. Florence shuddered. Then, feeling the water creeping over her feet, she began to bail.


      Tillie’s task was half done. How stout the rope was. The pull on it was tremendous, yet with half the strands cut, the boat rode on.


      “How—how many more strands?” she asked herself as she spat out a mouthful of bristly fibre.


      “Soon it will be too late,” she told herself. No longer could she distinguish land from water, but years of experience told her that they were fast leaving land behind, that they would, in a very brief space of time, be in the open waters of Lake Huron.


      “And then—” she breathed. She dare not think.


      The rope was at last three-fourths eaten away. The strain on the remaining strands was telling. They were beginning to stretch when suddenly a final cowardly and brutal act capped the atrocities of the heartless invisible ones. Had they been watching? Did they know the girl’s purpose? Had they judged their position? Who knows? Enough that of a sudden their boat gave a swerve to the right. It executed a curve that no light rowboat could endure. Next instant the girls found themselves pitched head foremost into the icy waters, while their empty boat sped on.


      Florence struck out with hands and feet. She gave herself half a minute to regain composure. Then she looked for Tillie. Tillie was swimming with one hand while she shook a belligerent fist at the fast disappearing speed boat.


      “Well!” she exclaimed when she had completed this ceremony to her satisfaction. “We are free!”


      “Free as a gull. Where’s land?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “How long can you swim?”


      “A long time. How long can you?”


      “A long time. But in this water?”


      “I don’t know. Boo! It’s cold. Let’s swim.”


      “Where to?”


      “I don’t know.”


      At that moment, as if in answer to an unuttered prayer, a strange thing happened. A golden light shone across the water. A golden disk appeared on the horizon.


      “The moon! Thank—thank God!” Tillie’s tone was reverent.


      “The moon, yes,” said Florence. “It usually rises.”


      “But can’t you see? It’s not rising behind water, but trees. That’s Goose Island over there. It’s three miles from the mainland.”


      “What’s Goose Island?”


      “It’s where we go fishing through the ice in winter.”


      “Anybody live there?”


      “No.”


      “Any cabins?”


      “No.”


      “Then—”


      Florence stopped herself. She was about to say that outside a cabin, with no fire, drenched to the skin, they would be chilled to death, when a voice seemed to whisper, “One thing at a time. Only one.”


      “We’ll swim for it,” she said quietly. “How far do you think it is?”


      “Two miles, perhaps.”


      Two miles! Her heart sank.


      “But the wind and waves are with us. We’ll make it.”


      “The winds and the waves obey Thy will,” rang through Florence’s ears. “Yes,” she replied, “we will make it.”


      For a long time there was no sound save the dip-dip of their strong arms and the occasional swirl of a whitecap as it broke near them.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      STRANGE DELIVERANCE


      An hour passed and still two dark spots, like markers for a gill net, rose above the waves. The moon, rising higher and higher, brought out more distinctly the ragged tree line of Goose Island.


      At times the weary girls turned on their backs to float like so much lifeless driftwood. When their weary muscles had gained renewed strength, they began their task again.


      There were times when Florence, stout-hearted though she was, was tempted to give up hope. At such times she envisioned the rocky beach, the cabinless forest of scrub trees that must grace the surface of the island. She felt, too, the chill of the wind that must await them there.


      “What’s the use?” she asked herself many times. And always the answer came, “One step at a time is enough for me.” She must trust the future.


      As for Tillie, she never faltered. Such is the soul of one bred to the rigor, the suffering and perils of the north country. It accepts the condition that each moment offers and awaits the rest. Who will say that this, as a rule of life, is not best?


      “Cheerio, old thing!” Tillie exclaimed at last. “Another quarter of an hour, and we will be there.”


      There was courage in her voice, but a look of utter weariness in her eye.


      “Will she last?” Florence drew one more portion from her reserve strength, prepared, if need be, to see her gallant friend through.


      Her aid was not needed. The sturdy muscles and vigorous heart of this backwoods girl carried her through. Certainly no city cousin of hers who starves her body and poisons her blood to obtain a slim and graceful figure could have done as much. Who wants to be a wisp that contains a soul? Who would not rather be a Greek goddess?


      They landed at last upon a broad and pebbly beach.


      As they crept up away from the waves, the sharp pebbles brought no pain to hands and knees. They were benumbed by cold, too exhausted to feel pain.


      Yet, after Tillie had laid there for a moment, she drew herself to a sitting position to say an astonishing thing.


      “Florence,” she exclaimed, “we’ll get that old black bass yet!”


      In spite of the cold and exhaustion, Florence laughed. The laugh did them both good.


      “If we are going to do that,” she said, rising stiffly, “we will have to keep moving. If we don’t, we’ll be no better than the wreck of the Hesperus. Let’s go somewhere. It’s a little late, but some place on the island may still be open. A ham and egg place. Haven’t any money, but they’ll trust us. We look so honest, and our clothes are so spick and span.” She looked at Tillie, in her blouse that clung like a rag and knickers that turned her slim legs into pipe stems, and laughed again.


      “Come on,” said Tillie, struggling to keep up the illusion. “I know a place to go.”


      She made her way up the gravel beach to a spot where the surface was soft, sandy and half overgrown with grass. Then they started to skirt the shore.


      They had not gone a hundred yards before Florence began to feel that Tillie was leading a lost hope. The wind was rising. The cold seemed more bitter.


      “Never will stand it,” she told herself with grim conviction. “Never in the world!”


      Still she trudged on. Her limbs were growing stiff, her eyes blurred. As they rounded a clump of scrub birch trees, she thought her eyes deceived her. There appeared to be something over there that was not a tree; a small square thing like an overgrown chimney.


      “Look!” She pulled Tillie by the arm. “Look, Tillie! Is there something over there?”


      Tillie looked, then cried out for very joy.


      “It’s a fish shanty! Daddy Red Johnson’s fish shanty! He left it here winter before last. Then he died. Nobody touched it. Oh, thank God!”


      She dropped to her knees, but was up in an instant.


      “It doesn’t look like a shanty,” said Florence as they approached it. “Looks like a tall box.”


      “That’s about all it is. Four sides and a roof. Three feet square. Just a protection from wind and snow while you fish.


      “But oh, good old Daddy Johnson, if you see us now,” she murmured, talking to the sky, “you know we need your fish shanty a heap worse than you ever did!


      “Here’s the door,” she said a moment later. “Walk right in and make yourself at home.”


      Inside this curious box-like affair, which is moved so easily over the ice during the winter fishing, there was only standing room for two.


      But how warm it seemed! “As if there were a fire.” Florence hugged Tillie for very joy. Then she thanked the Creator of all for this miraculous deliverance.


      “It’s going to be hard,” she told herself, as she thought of standing there all night, “but we’ll make it. And to-morrow we will improve our condition.


      “Do boats pass this island?” she asked.


      “Only very far away.”


      “Could they see a signal flag of distress?”


      “I doubt it. Besides, they wouldn’t be looking for it. No one is ever stranded here.


      “Speaking of fire,” mused Tillie, returning to the old subject, “Daddy Red Johnson used to keep a few sticks in the upper corner.


      “Here they are!” she cried as her hand searched the corner.


      “Everybody liked Daddy Red Johnson.” There were tears in her voice. “He was a good man. Nobody would touch his things, not even after he was dead.


      “He always kept a box of matches right down here.” Her hand groped for a moment. Then such a shout of joy!


      “Here they are! Saved, Florence!”


      With trembling fingers she drew out a safety match and struck it on the box. It flared out cheerily, dispelling the dark.


      “Come on!” she cried. “We’ll carry this shanty to the beach. We’ll build a roaring fire before it and be all warm and dry before you know it.”


      As they tumbled out of the shanty, then tipped it over, something fell to the ground with a thud. It was a short handled axe.


      “I forgot the axe,” said Tillie, tucking it under her arm. “He used that for cutting his hole through the ice, Daddy Red Johnson did. Shouldn’t wonder if his fish line was here, too.”


      CHAPTER XXIV


      OUTBOUND IN THE NIGHT


      Petite Jeanne was disturbed. Nine o’clock had come and passed. Reluctantly she made tea and drank it alone. Florence was not back. It was strange.


      “They went fishing, she and Sun-Tan Tillie,” she said to Tico, the bear. “One does not fish at night, unless it is for bull-heads. And who wishes for bull-heads? Bah! They are like snakes. You cut off their heads, and still they bite your finger.”


      Ten o’clock found her pacing the floor. Having at last arrived at a decision, she dressed hurriedly in knickers and a heavy jacket, drew a pair of men’s rubber boots on over her shoes, called to Tico, and went out.


      There was, she knew, a trail through the forest to the village. She had never followed it. She dared try it now. So, armed only with a flashlight, with the bear at her heels, she set out.


      She was disturbed more than she cared to admit, even to herself. She feared, not for herself, but for Florence. All these strange, half told tales that had reached her ears, tales of gamblers and lady detectives, of strange water gypsies and half savage bears, had worked upon her imagination. One who knows no fear for his own safety is often the first to fear for others. Such was the nature of the little French girl. So she started out over an unknown trail at night in search of aid.


      The trail was long and winding. More than once she lost herself. It was boggy in places. There was need for boots. At times she was obliged to take one step at a time, then lift the other foot out of the mud by the boot straps.


      When at last she reached the silent, sleeping village, she was near exhaustion. The silence of the village frightened her more than the lonely forest.


      “It is as if everyone in the world were dead,” she told herself through teeth that chattered.


      “I must find that boy, Turkey Trot,” she said to Tico. “He may know something.”


      A faint light at the rear of Tillie’s house was reassuring. Someone was there.


      She knocked loudly at the door. A boy appeared with a lamp held high over his head.


      The lamp descended with a crash. Fortunately it went out. The boy, who was Turkey Trot, had seen the bear, and had not seen Jeanne standing in the shadows. He vanished.


      Driven to desperation, Jeanne sprang after him, seized him by the collar, and flashed her light in his eyes.


      “Why do you run?” she demanded fiercely. “Where is my friend? Where is Florence?”


      “It was the bear!” Turkey Trot still trembled. “Where is Tillie?”


      “You do not know?”


      “Not me.”


      “And you are alone?”


      “Folks went to the Soo this morning. Be back to-morrow.


      “But I got a motor, an outboard motor,” he added cheerfully. “Man gave it to me this morning. It’s a hummer. Plenty of boats. We’ll go find them. Broke an oar, like as not.”


      “Oh! Do you think so? Could we?”


      This tow-headed boy had suddenly become a savior in Jeanne’s eyes.


      “What’ll we do with the bear?” the boy asked doubtfully.


      “Do you think we could take him?”


      “Don’t he bite?”


      “Tico? Never! He is tame. Oh, very!”


      “We might try.”


      Ten minutes later an outboard motor began its put-put-put. A sixteen foot boat with Jeanne in the prow, Turkey Trot in the stern, and the ponderous bear in the middle, was headed out toward Gull Rock Point.


      “Know where they fish, I do,” Turkey Trot shouted above the noise of the motor. “Find’em out there somewhere.”


      “Perhaps,” Jeanne whispered to herself. There was doubt in her mind and misgiving in her heart. Florence had not stayed out like that before, without announcing her purpose. And there were strange doings about, very strange doings indeed.


      The water was black with the peculiar blackness that is night. The path of pale light cast across it by the moon only served to intensify that blackness. From time to time Jeanne sent a narrow pencil of light from her electric torch. In a wavering circle this light searched the sea. Its efforts were in vain. No craft was on the water at all at that late hour. Florence and Tillie, as you know, were far away.


      They reached Gull Rock Point. Still they discovered nothing. They began circling the deep bays between points of land. One wide circle passed within their view, a second and a third.


      Then, all of a sudden, Turkey Trot, whose eyes were familiar with every detail of those shores, uttered a low exclamation. Turning sharply, he headed straight for a log-strewn, sandy beach.


      Petite Jeanne had seen only logs. Turkey Trot had seen that which set his blood racing.


      * * * * * * * *


      In the meantime, on their bleak and barren island, Tillie and Florence were not idle. The fish shanty which they had found was composed of a light frame of wood and an outer covering of fibre board. Tillie seized the edge of the roof, Florence the bottom. Thus, in the half darkness, stumbling over stumps and stones, but cheered by the thought that here at last was shelter and a degree of warmth, they made their way to the beach.


      There, with the aid of the axe, they split a dry cedar stick into small splints. They next lay down side by side in order to break the force of the wind, and Tillie struck a match. It flickered and flashed, then blazed up. Another moment, and the dry cedar was crackling like corn in a popper.


      “A fire!” Florence breathed. “A fire! Oh, Tillie, a fire!”


      For the moment she was as emotional as her companion.


      Soon they had a roaring fire of driftwood. The lake level had risen three feet that spring. Great quantities of dead timber, to say nothing of logs and planks from docks, had been carried away. There was no scarcity of fuel.


      The dance they did that night beneath the moon while their clothes were drying was a thing of wild witchery. But what of that? There was none to witness save the stars. The island was all their own.


      When at last their clothes were dry, with a fire of hot coals before them, they packed themselves like two very large sardines into the fish shanty, which lay side down on the beach with its door open to the fire. In ten minutes they were both sound asleep.


      CHAPTER XXV


      A SCREAM IN THE NIGHT


      The object that had caught Turkey Trot’s eye as he skirted the log-strewn beach was a rowboat that, bumping on the beach now and then as if in a futile attempt to drive itself ashore, lifted its prow in the air.


      “It’s Tillie’s!” he breathed as they came close.


      “It is.” Jeanne’s tone was low.


      “The anchor’s gone. Painter cut.” The boy’s trained eye took in every detail. The oars, too, were gone. But within the boat, on a stout cord, mute testimony to Florence’s afternoon of perch fishing, lay a dozen or more dead perch.


      “They fished,” said Turkey Trot.


      “How long?”


      The boy shrugged.


      “Is fishing good in this bay?”


      “We never come here. Tillie never does. Sand and small rocks. No weeds in the bay. They didn’t fish here.”


      “Then why did they come?”


      For a time Turkey Trot did not answer. Then suddenly his face brightened. “Lots of raspberries back there.” He nodded toward the fringe of forest that skirted the shore. “Clearing, back a little way. Lots of trails. Might have gone back there and got lost.”


      “But the anchor? The cut painter? The dead fish?”


      Once more the boy shrugged. “All I know is, we might find something back there. We can’t find anything more here.”


      To this argument Jeanne found no answer. They silently grounded their boat on the sand. Turkey Trot drew it up on the beach. He did the same for Tillie’s light craft.


      “It’s funny,” he murmured, as he gazed at the painter. “Brand new rope. Looks like it had been chawed off.”


      Turning, he put out his hand for the flashlight, then led the way into the timber.


      What can be more spooky than following a woodland trail far from the homes of men at the dead of night? Nor was this particular trail devoid of sad ruins telling of other days. They had not followed the narrow, winding, tree-shadowed trail a hundred rods when they came to the ruins of what had once been a prosperous logging camp.


      Years had passed since the last sound of axe, the last buzz of saw, the last shout of teamster had died away. The roof of the cook shack had fallen in. A score of bushes had lifted their heads through its rotting floor.


      The bunk house, proudly displaying its roof, still stood. Its door, which hung awry, was wide open. Into this door, from off the shadowy trail, a dark spot dashed.


      Petite Jeanne started, then drew back. Was it a wolf, a wandering dog, or some less formidable creature? Without glancing back, she at last plodded doggedly on. Since Turkey Trot carried the torch, she was obliged to follow or be left in the dark.


      Once more they were lost in the shadows of cedars and birches as the trail wound up a low hill. And then they came upon the most mournful sight of all, an abandoned home.


      Standing as it did at the center of a grass-grown clearing, with door ajar and broken windows agape, the thing stared at them as a blind man sometimes appears to stare with sightless eyes. To make matters worse, three tall pines with mournful drooping branches stood in a graveyard-like cluster near the door, while beneath them, shining white, some object seemed a marble slab.


      “Boo!” Turkey Trot’s stolid young soul at last was stirred. “We—we won’t pass that way!”


      He turned down a trail that forked to the right.


      Hardly had he done this than Petite Jeanne gripped his arm.


      “Listen!” Her voice was tense.


      Turkey Trot did listen, and to his ears came the sound of music.


      “It—it’s a banjo or somethin’,” he muttered. “And—and singin’.”


      He turned a startled gaze toward the deserted cabin. The sound appeared to come from there. His feet moved restlessly. He appeared about to flee.


      “’Tain’t them,” he said in a near whisper. He spoke of Florence and Tillie. “They didn’t have no banjo. And besides, they wouldn’t.”


      “Of course not.” Petite Jeanne had him by the arm. “All the same, we must see. They may know something. Many things.”


      They moved a few steps down the trail they had chosen. At once they were able to see more clearly. Behind the cabin, and within its shadows, was a half burned-out camp fire. And about the fire people sat.


      “Who can these be?” Jeanne asked.


      Turkey Trot did not reply. Instead, he took her by the hand and led her farther down the trail.


      In time this trail, after circling the narrow hill, came up again, thus bringing them nearer the camp fire.


      At last the boy dropped on hands and knees and began to crawl. Following his example, Jeanne lost herself in the thick bed of tall ferns.


      They had crept silently forward to a point where it seemed that a parting of the ferns would show them the camp of the strangers, when suddenly a blood curdling scream rent the air.


      Instantly Turkey Trot flattened himself to the earth. As Jeanne did the same, she found her heart beating like waves on a rocky shore.


      She thought of Tillie and Florence. The tiller of their boat had been cut. She recalled this. Their boat was adrift. Had they been kidnapped and carried here?


      Instantly she was on her feet and darting forward. Knowing nothing of her thoughts, anxious only for her safety, the boy seized her foot. She fell heavily, then lay there motionless, as if dead.


      The boy was in a panic. But not for long. She was only stunned. Presently she sat up dizzily.


      They listened. Then they rose to their feet. A strange sound had come to them. They guessed its origin.


      When they reached the camp fire no person was there. Old Tico stood grunting with satisfaction over a box of berries spilled in someone’s hurried departure.


      “Tico!” exclaimed Jeanne. “We forgot him!”


      It was true. In their excitement they had forgotten the bear. Having smelled refreshments, he had taken a direct course to the strangers’ camp. Beyond doubt he had poked his nose over the shoulder of some fair young lady. A scream, panic, and hasty retreat had followed.


      But who were these people that indulged in an after midnight feast in so lonely a spot? To this question the boy and girl immediately sought an answer.


      They were not long in forming a partial answer. It was Jeanne who cried out:


      “See this handkerchief. Only a gypsy, a French gypsy, wears one like it.


      “And this cigarette case!” she added a moment later. “See! It is from France, too!


      “Gypsies, French gypsies!” A note of sorrow crept into her voice. “They have been here. Now they are gone. I wanted to see them, only to hear them speak!”


      How little she knew.


      “Listen!” The boy held up a hand.


      From the nearby shore came the thunder of a speed boat leaving the beach.


      “Do gypsies have speed boats?” Jeanne asked in surprise.


      “Who knows?” was the boy’s wise answer.


      “But where are our friends?”


      “We won’t find them here.”


      Little Turkey Trot was now fully convinced that his sister and Florence had been taken captive by these strange dark people. He knew little of gypsies. He had heard that they carried people away. He did not wish to disturb Petite Jeanne, so he said not a word. Such was the big heart of the village boy.


      “Might as well go home,” was his conclusion.


      Jeanne did not question this. They passed around the staring cabin and down the trail toward the ruins of the lumber camp.


      Turkey Trot walked rapidly. Jeanne, who was afraid of tripping in the dark, was a little way behind him, when she came abreast of the black bunk house that gloomed in the dark. She stole one glance at it. Then her heart stood still. From the depths of that darkness two eyes gleamed at her.


      “Green eyes!” She barely missed crying aloud.


      With three bounds she was at Turkey Trot’s side.


      Even then she did not speak. The boy had not seen the things. Why disturb him? Perhaps she had seen nothing. Those eyes may have been a creation of her overwrought imagination. So she reasoned, and was silent.


      Turkey Trot was firm in his belief that the missing girls had been carried away. He fastened a rope to the remains of Tillie’s painter, and took the boat in tow.


      “They won’t be back for it,” he muttered. “Big seas come in here. Smash it up.”


      At that he started his motor and they went pop-popping toward home in the deep darkness that lay just before dawn.


      CHAPTER XXVI


      “A BOAT! A BOAT!”


      The sun was high when Florence and Tillie woke on the island where for a time they were Crusoes. Their first thought was of food. To Tillie, Goose Island was no unknown land. She had been here often in winter. The time had been when wild geese laid their eggs here. They came no more. There would be no eggs for breakfast.


      “Fish for breakfast,” Tillie declared. “It’s our only chance.”


      “No line,” said Florence.


      “Yes. Here’s one.” Tillie produced one from the pocket of her knickers.


      “Got a can of worms in your pocket, too?” Florence asked with a laugh. To her the affair was becoming a lark. The sun was bright and cheering, the sea a glorious blue. There was not a cloud in the sky.


      “Someone will find us,” she declared hopefully.


      “We’re a long way off the ship channel,” said Tillie. “We may be here for days. They’ll search the shores for our boats and our bodies.” She shuddered. “They’ll beat the forest for miles before they think of looking on Goose Island. And you may be sure enough that those villains, whoever they were, will never whisper a word of it. They think we are at the bottom of the lake. That’s what they hope, too.


      “Florence.” Her tone became quite solemn. “It’s not whether you are rich or poor that counts. It’s whether you are honest and loyal and kind. Take Daddy Red Johnson. He was poor. But he was square and kind. Once when he was fishing for trout he caught a ninety pound sturgeon. Mighty near pulled him through the hole. He got over ten dollars for it. He called that Providence. Said God sent the sturgeon so he could help out a poor Indian who was sick and had only dried fish to eat.


      “He was poor. But he was good and kind. Then there’s the Eries. They’ve got millions; yacht worth a hundred thousand, big cottage up here, sailboats, speed boat, everything. But they’re just as square as any poor folks.


      “Wait till we get back!” she exclaimed. “Somebody’ll suffer for this! Cedar Point has had enough of that sort of thing. Crooks rob city folks in the winter. Then they come up here to try and have a good time like real people. Do you think they ever can? Not much! Man with a black heart never has a good time anywhere. Cedar Point has had enough badness.


      “But there’s the question of breakfast!” she exclaimed. “Plenty of minnows if we can catch ’em. Pull off your shoes.”


      For half an hour they labored on the sandy beach, in shallow water, constructing a minnow trap of stones and sticks. They made a narrow pond that could be closed quickly. After corralling a school of sand minnows, they closed them in. One of them was soon flopping on Tillie’s hook.


      “Have to swim for my breakfast,” she explained, rapidly disrobing. “Some big old rock bass out there beneath that rock, I’ll bet.”


      She plunged into the water, swam thirty yards, then mounted the rock.


      Standing there in the morning sunshine, she seemed a statue of bronze.


      The statue became a thing of great animation shortly after her minnow hit the water. She had hooked a fish.


      “He’s a whopper!” she shouted back. “We’ll get more, too.”


      They did. Half an hour later four plump rock bass, spiked to a broad plank, were roasting to a delicious brown.


      “Nothing better than planked fish,” said Tillie, as she cleaned up the last morsel and sucked her fingers. “Next problem is one of transportation.”


      “Tickets for two,” replied Florence, “and no return tickets, please.”


      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Tillie philosophically. “This isn’t half bad; not near so bad as what was intended for us.”


      “No,” Florence’s tone was a sober one, “it’s not.”


      “Well,” Florence’s voice took on a more cheerful tone, “this appears to be our island. We’d better explore it. There may be some‘Man Friday’ just around the corner.”


      They started out along the pebbly beach. Here and there they came upon bits of wreckage from cottagers’ docks that had been carried away by the high water. Two posts joined by cross pieces, long planks very full of spikes, short bits of broken boards—such was the driftwood that obstructed their path.


      “Enough planks and nails to build a house,” was Tillie’s comment.


      “Why not?” Florence became enthusiastic at once. “At least we could build a three-sided shelter with one side open to the fire. That’s good sound lumber.” She struck one plank a thwack with the small axe she carried in her hand.


      “We might,” admitted Tillie. “We’d better go farther. Find the best place.”


      They trudged on. Then, quite unexpectedly, as they turned a corner, they saw something looming in the distance.


      “A boat! A boat!” Florence fairly shrieked this as she went racing away.


      She was not wholly wrong. It was a boat. But one of those heavy, flat bottomed affairs, used only by commercial fishermen, it lay bottom up, displaying three stoved-in planks.


      “Let’s turn her over.” Tillie’s tone was wholly practical. She had been brought up in a boat.


      They put their shoulders to the craft, and over it went.


      Tillie tapped it here and hacked at it there with the axe. “Not so bad,” was her final judgment. “Sides are sound. Stern, too. Have to give her three new planks in her bottom. We can calk up the seams with moss and rosin. Make some oars out of cedar poles, and there you are. It’ll be a stiff pull. All of two miles to shore. But we’ll make it.”


      “How long will all that take?”


      “Maybe two days.”


      At once Florence became downcast. She was beginning to think of Petite Jeanne. She had come to this place for rest. “Little rest she’ll get while I am missing!” she thought gloomily. “We ought to get away from here at once. But how can we?”


      “All right,” she spoke in as cheerful a tone as she could command. “Let’s get to work at once.”


      They did get to work, and made famous progress, too. Lunch forgotten, supper forgotten, they toiled on until, just as the sun was dropping low, Tillie declared the clumsy craft would float.


      “No oars,” objected Florence.


      “Can pole her close to shore,” replied Tillie. “Try to take her down to our camp.”


      This proved a Herculean task. The boat was clumsy and hard to steer. Three times she filled and all but sank. Bailing with a small wooden box they found was slow work. They reached camp at last, tired, soaked to the skin, and ravenously hungry.


      “Ought to have caught some fish,” Tillie said remorsefully. “Too late now. Only bullheads bite in the dark. They stay in the bullrushes. None here.”


      They made a fire, dried their clothes, then heated some water in a hollow stone. To this water they added bitter willow leaves. As they sipped this they pretended they were drinking tea.


      “To-morrow,” said Tillie with a sigh, “I’ll catch a lot of fish.”


      “To-morrow I would like to go home.”


      “Well, maybe,” replied Tillie thoughtfully. “All depends on that old boat. If she only soaks up so she don’t leak like a gill net, we might.”


      There was nothing left for it but to attempt to round out the night with sleep. They were tired enough for that, beyond question.


      After building a hot fire, they curled up in their herring box shelter and prepared to sleep.


      Florence had all but drifted off to the land of dreams, when she fancied she heard the throb of a motor. The impression was half real, half dream. Reality struggled for a time with dream life. Dream life won, and she slept.


      CHAPTER XXVII


      THE “SPANK ME AGAIN”


      Florence awoke with a start. She sat up abruptly, rubbing her eyes in a futile attempt to remember where she was.


      “I am—” she muttered. “This is—”


      A dull red glow met her eyes. Like a flash she knew. She and Tillie had started their second night on Goose Island. The red glow was their camp fire, burned low. She had been asleep for some time.


      “But that sound!” She was now fully awake. A loud throbbing beat in upon her eardrums.


      “It’s a boat! Some sort of motor boat!” she fairly screamed. “Tillie! Tillie! Wake up! There’s a boat!”


      Tillie did wake up. She sprang to her feet to stare into the darkness at a spot where a dot of red light was cutting its way through the night.


      “He’s passing!” she exclaimed. “It’s that boy in the Spank Me Again. He has not seen our fire. We must scream.”


      Scream they did, fairly splitting their lungs. And with the most astonishing results.


      The crazy little craft gave vent to a series of sharp sput-sput-sputs. Then suddenly it went dead; the light disappeared. Night, dark and silent as the grave, hung over all.


      “We—we frightened him,” Tillie gasped. “He—he—went over. He may be hurt, may drown. We must save him!”


      “How?”


      “Swim.” Tillie was kicking off her shoes.


      Florence followed her example. Together they entered the chilling water to begin one more long swim, to the spot where the strange little motor boat had last been seen.


      “He’s hurt,” Tillie panted between strokes, “or he’d yell for help.”


      Florence thought this probable, and her heart chilled. In their eagerness for deliverance, had they caused another to lose his life? She redoubled her efforts.


      A dark bulk, lying close to the water, appeared before them.


      “The boat,” thought Florence, “it did not sink. There is hope.”


      She was right. As they reached the overturned boat, they found the Erie boy, in a semi-conscious condition and with a bad cut on his temple, clinging feebly to the stern.


      To assist him to a position across the boat’s narrow hull, then to push and pull the small craft ashore, was the work of an hour.


      By the time they reached the beach, the boy had so far regained his strength that he was able, with their assistance, to walk to their camp.


      A great fire was soon busy dispelling the cold, while clouds of steam rose from their drenched clothing.


      Florence bandaged the boy’s head; then, with all the skill of a trained nurse, she brought him fully back to life by chafing his hands and feet.


      “So—so that’s who it was?” he found words to gasp at last.


      “I thought it was—well, mebby I didn’t think at all. I just lost control and she went over. Good thing you were here.”


      “It was.” There was conviction in Tillie’s tone. “I always knew that thing would kill you. And it’s pretty near done it.”


      “Mighty close,” he agreed.


      “But why are you here?” he asked in some amazement, as he took in their crude accommodations.


      “Because we can’t get away. We’re marooned,” Florence explained.


      She proceeded to relate in a dramatic manner their strange adventure.


      “The beasts!” exclaimed the boy. “How could they?”


      “Guess that gets asked pretty often these days,” said Florence soberly.


      “Question is,” mused the boy, “how are we to get away?”


      “Your boat—” began Florence.


      “Soaked. Engine dead. Besides, she carries only one person. Positively. Couldn’t even hold one of you on my lap.”


      “We’ve fixed up a sort of boat, wreck of an old dory,” suggested Tillie.


      “Will she float?”


      “I think so.”


      “Fine! Give you a tow.


      “Tell you what!” The boy stood up. “We’d better get my motor and bring it to the fire. Dry it out by morning. Got a three gallon can of gas. Be away with the dawn.”


      The motor was soon doing its share of steaming by the fire.


      “Got some rations?” the boy asked. “Of course you haven’t. But I have. Regular feast, all in cans. Always carried ’em for just such a time as this. Boiled chicken in one can, chili con carne in another, and a sealed tin of pilot biscuits.”


      He brought this unbelievable feast to the place before the fire. When the chicken and the chili had been warmed, they enjoyed a repast such as even the millionaire’s son had seldom eaten.


      “Well,” he sighed, as the last morsel disappeared, “as it says in The Call of the Wild, ‘He folded his hands across his feet before the fire, allowed his head to drop forward on his breast and fell fast asleep.’”


      “Oh no!” exclaimed Tillie. “Let’s not try to sleep. Let’s tell ghost stories till morning.”


      “Agreed!” the boy seconded with enthusiasm. “And the one who tells the best one wins this.” He laid a shining gold piece before them on a rock.


      The contest was carried forward with spirit and animation. But Sun-Tan Tillie, with her weird stories of that north country was easily winner.


      “Now we shall see how it performs,” said the boy, rising stiffly as day began to dawn.


      He lifted his motor from its place before the fire, and carried it to his boat. Five minutes had not elapsed before it began to sput-sput merrily.


      “Have you home for breakfast,” he predicted.


      He made good his word. Just as Jeanne and Turkey Trot, after one more night of fruitless search, sat down to their oatmeal, bacon, and coffee, two well soaked girls broke in upon them. By dint of diligent bailing they had forced their crazy dory, towed by the equally crazy “Spank Me Again,” to carry them home.


      CHAPTER XXVIII


      GLOWING WATERS


      There were dark looks on many faces as the story of the kidnapping of the two girls and the atrocious attempt at their lives spread about the village. The native population of this Northland is intensely loyal to its own people. The summer sojourners, too, had come to have a great love for the happy, carefree Tillie, who caught their minnows and helped to launch their boats.


      “Something will come of this,” was the word on many a tongue.


      As for Florence, after receiving Jeanne’s open-hearted and joyous welcome home, her first thought was of the lady cop.


      “We must tell her at once,” she said to Tillie. “Our experience may fit into the task she has before her.”


      “Yes,” replied Tillie, “we must.”


      They rowed at once to the lonely cabin among the cedars.


      But what was this? As they made their way up from the dock, they spied a white paper fluttering at the door.


      “Gone!” was Florence’s intuition.


      She was right. On the paper, written in the round hand of the lady cop, were these words:


      They are gone. I must follow. Good-bye, girls. And thank you. I hope to meet you in another world.


      The Lady Cop.


      For a moment they stared in silence.


      “Gone!” Florence repeated at last. “They have gone! She means the gamblers.”


      “Another world,” Jeanne read in a daze.


      “And we have her trunk!” Florence exclaimed suddenly.


      “Her trunk?” Jeanne’s eyes opened wide in astonishment. She had not been told of this episode.


      “Sit down.” Florence eased herself unsteadily to a low railing. Then she told the story of the trunk.


      “And now,” she concluded, “we have that mysterious trunk, which was wanted by the gamblers, though why, not even the lady cop could guess, on our hands. They want it. She wants it. We have it. And we do not know her real name. She implied the Miss Weightman was an assumed name. What a pickle!”


      “What a sour pickle indeed!” agreed Jeanne.


      “And to-morrow we leave for Chicago.”


      “To-morrow! It does not seem possible.” The little French girl’s heart went into a flutter. This meant that ten days from this time she would be at the center of a great stage strewn with broken instruments of war, and lighted only by an artificial moon, doing the gypsy tarantella while a vast audience looked on and—


      Applauded? Who could say? So much must come of this crowded quarter of an hour. Her heart stood still; then it went racing.


      “Ah, well,” she sighed, “only time can tell.”


      “I guess that’s true,” Florence agreed, thinking of quite another matter. “We may be able to find her in Chicago and return her trunk.


      “And now—” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Now I must go to our cabin and sleep.”


      The remainder of that day was uneventful. But night set all the village agog.


      After a good sleep, Florence had assisted Jeanne with the packing in preparation for the morrow’s departure. They had said their sad farewell to night and the stars, a farewell that night and stars were not to accept as final. They had crept beneath their blankets and had fallen fast asleep.


      Florence awoke some time later with the glow of an unusual light in her eyes.


      Springing out of bed, she rushed to the window. The next instant she was shaking Jeanne as she exclaimed excitedly:


      “Jeanne! Jeanne! Wake up! There is a fire! A big fire somewhere on the bay!”


      After struggling into their outer garments, they rushed to the water’s edge and launched their boat.


      They had not gone far before they discovered the location of the fire.


      “It’s on Gamblers’ Island.” Her voice was tense with emotion. “It’s the gamblers’ cottage. It will burn to the ground.”


      This last seemed certain. Already the flames were mounting high. Even in the village there was scant fire protection. On the smaller islands there was none.


      Florence seemed to hear the beating of her own heart. Here was swift revenge for a cowardly crime.


      But was it revenge? The lady cop had said the gamblers were gone. Perhaps they were not all gone. One might have remained behind to light the blaze, to cover some evil deed. Who could tell?


      Then again, the fire might have been accidental, a mouse chewing a match.


      All this time Florence was rowing sturdily. They were approaching the scene of the fire. Other boats were coming. Rowboats, motor boats, speed boats, like particles of steel attracted by the magnet, they came nearer and nearer to a common center, the fire.


      At a certain distance all paused. The night was very nearly still. A faint breeze carried the soaring sparks away from the tiny island forest and out toward the water.


      As the scores of craft came to rest they formed a semi-circle.


      It was strange. The quiet of the night, the flames rushing silently upward. The light on the water, the faces of two hundred people, tense, motionless, lighted red by the flames. And above it all a million stars.


      Florence had seen something akin to this pictured in a book. She searched her mind for that picture and found it; a circle of gray wolves sitting in a circle about a half burned-out camp fire, beside which a lone wanderer slept.


      “Only these are not wolves,” she told herself. “They are people, kind-hearted people. It is the home of wolves that is going up in flames. May they never return!”


      “And they never will.” She started at the sound of a voice at her elbow. Unconsciously she had spoken aloud. Tillie, who had slipped up beside her in her rowboat, had answered.


      “That is not their island,” Tillie explained. “They only leased it. Now they will not be allowed to rebuild.”


      “You should thank God for that.”


      “I have,” Tillie replied frankly.


      Once more there was silence.


      Some time later Tillie spoke again. “We have her trunk, the lady cop’s. You are goin’to-morrow. Will you take it?”


      “I believe not,” Florence said thoughtfully. “I haven’t her true name. It will be safer here. If I find her I will send for it.”


      After that for a space of a full half hour silence reigned supreme. Not a boat left that unbroken circle. What held them there? There was nothing they could do. What is the dread, all-potent charm that holds a throng to the scene of a fire until the last shingle has flared up, the last rafter fallen? Does it hark back to days when our ancestors knew no homes, but slept by camp fires in the forest? Who can say?


      As the last wall crumbled in and the chimney came down with a crash, as if touched by a magic wand the circle melted away into the night.


      Half an hour later Florence and Jeanne were once more sleeping soundly. Such is the boundless peace of youth.


      CHAPTER XXIX


      FADING SHORE LINES


      The following night found Florence seated on the after deck of a large lake steamer bound for Chicago. Strange and varied were the thoughts and emotions that stirred her soul as she watched the dark shoreline of the North Peninsula fade in the distance.


      There was a moment when she sprang to her feet and stretched her arms far out as she cried, “I want to go back! Oh, I want to go back!”


      At this moment the woods and the water, the sunsets, the moon at midnight, the fish, all the wild forest creatures were calling her back.


      Yet, even as this yearning passed, she felt the smooth comfort of silk stockings, caught the bright gleam of red and blue in her dress and knew that here, too, was joy. In her imagination she heard the rush and felt the thrill of a great city, experienced again the push and pull of it, and once more accepted its challenge.


      “I am strong!” she cried aloud. “The summer, this wild life, has renewed my powers.”


      But Jeanne? Ah, there was the question. She had accepted a mission. She had agreed to take the little French girl into the north woods and see that she had rest. Had she performed this mission well or ill?


      To this question she could form no certain answer. Life in this out-of-the-way place had so pressed in upon her, adventure and mystery had so completely taken possession of her, that she had found too little time to think of Jeanne.


      “What if I have failed?” Her heart sank. “What if the doctor says I have failed?”


      Jeanne was asleep in her stateroom. She seemed well and happy, quite prepared for the great testing which lay just before her. But who could tell?


      “So often,” she thought to herself, “we are led away from the main purpose of our lives by some surprising affair which springs straight up before our eyes and for the moment blinds us.”


      Yet, as she reviewed the events of the past weeks she experienced few regrets. She had been working, not for her own glory, but that others might find success and happiness.


      “But what came of it all?” she asked herself. “What mysteries did we solve?”


      The problems that had perplexed her now passed, like soldiers on parade, before her mind’s eye. Who had run them down and all but drowned them on that first night? The gamblers? The gypsies? Green Eyes and her rich friends? She had found no answer.


      Where were the three priceless rubies? Did they lie among the ashes of the gamblers’ cottage? Had the gamblers taken them when they departed? Had the lady cop regained possession of them? Where was the lady cop, and what was her real name? Again no answer.


      What of the lady cop’s trunk? Why had the gamblers turned the cabin upside down in search of an empty trunk? How were Tillie and she ever to return it now?


      The problem that stood out in her mind strongest of all was this: Who had taken them for that terrible ride out into the night waters of Lake Huron?


      “The gamblers, to be sure!” Tillie would have said at once. It seemed probable that the villagers thought the same.


      “And perhaps they burned the gamblers’cottage for that reason,” she told herself. Yet, of this there was no proof.


      Turkey Trot and Jeanne had surprised gypsies in a feast near Tillie’s abandoned boat. Jeanne believed these gypsies had taken them on that all but fatal ride. Had they?


      “If they did,” she told herself, “they were striking at Jeanne. They may strike again.”


      The conclusion she reached at the end of this review of affairs was that she must keep a close watch on Petite Jeanne until the first night’s performance was over.


      “They kidnapped her on the eve of her other great success,” she murmured. “They may repeat.


      “And yet, that was France. This is America.”


      At that she rose and walked away to their stateroom.


      CHAPTER XXX


      THEIR CROWDED HOUR


      Petite Jeanne’s one big night was at hand. Already the shadows were growing long in her modest little sitting room. Tonight, for one brief hour at least, she was to be an actress. How the thought thrilled her! An actress for an hour. And then?


      True, she had acted once upon the stage of the famous Paris Opera. But that was but a fete, an affair of a single night. Tonight much was to be decided. Would the play go on? Night after night would she dance the gypsy tarantella under the stage moon? Would these Americans applaud?


      “Americans,” she said aloud, as she sat looking away into the gathering darkness. “After all, how little I know about them.”


      “Americans are like all the rest of the world,” Florence replied. “They love laughter, dancing and song. Then, too, they can feel a pang of pity and shed a tear. Just dream that you are on the stage of the Paris Opera, and all will be well.”


      Petite Jeanne was not sure. She had suddenly gone quite cold, and was not a little afraid.


      “Green Eyes will be there. She hates me, I fear,” she murmured.


      “On the stage, when the great act comes, there will be only Tico and you. The night, the broken cannons and the moon.”


      “Ah, yes.” The little French girl sighed. “I must try to feel it and see it all as I felt and saw it, a small child in France.”


      “In half an hour we must go to the theatre,” said Florence. “We will have a cup of tea, as we did sometimes when we were in our cabin.”


      “If only we were there now,” sighed the little French girl. “Oh, why must we be ambitious? Why do we struggle so for success and yet more success, when peace awaits us in some quiet place?”


      To this Florence found no answer. She rose to turn on the electric plate for tea, when the telephone rang.


      She went to answer it. Petite Jeanne heard her answer the telephone, but paid no attention to her conversation until she caught the word gypsy. Then she sat straight up.


      “I must meet her tonight?” Florence was saying. “A gypsy woman? But that is quite impossible.


      “She is being taken to Canada tonight by the officials, you say? But how can it be necessary for me to see a gypsy? I know no gypsies. Besides, I can see no one tonight. Believe me—”


      Her words were broken in upon by Petite Jeanne. “If it is a gypsy, you must see her!” The little French girl was pulling at her arm impulsively. “It is important. It must be. Besides, gypsies, they are my friends. You must remain here. I will go to the theatre alone.”


      One look at Petite Jeanne’s tense face told Florence that she had no choice in the matter.


      “I will see her,” she spoke into the telephone. “Send her over at once.”


      They drank their tea in silence. The night was too full of portent for words.


      “Gypsy?” Florence thought. “What can she want of me?”


      Then she thought of those gypsies they had seen in the north country. Had they made their way to Chicago? That was not impossible. And if they had, what did this woman have to tell?


      “Promise me one thing.” Petite Jeanne suddenly leaned toward her. “Bring that gypsy woman to the play. She is French. She knows the tarantella. She has known war, as it was in France. I will dance for her. She will understand.”


      “I promise,” Florence replied solemnly.


      The moment for Jeanne’s departure arrived. Florence saw her carefully packed into the car sent from the theatre, then she returned to her room to wait.


      With Jeanne gone, the place seemed strangely still. The clock ticked solemnly. From somewhere in the distance a fire siren set up a mournful wail.


      “She is too much for me,” she whispered, speaking of Jeanne. “Think of her forcing me to remain here to meet a ragged gypsy, and this the night of all nights. And then I must bring that strange person to her show her first night!”


      A knock sounded at the door. She sprang up to open it. A man stood there, not a woman. For a moment she did not see the woman behind him in the shadows.


      “I beg your pardon,” said the man, “I am an immigration officer. This woman and her companions entered our country without permission. We found them in the west side settlement. They must return to Canada. This woman insisted upon seeing you.” He pushed the short, brown woman into the light.


      Instantly the girl recognized her, and gasped. She was the mother of the beautiful child that had so narrowly escaped drowning.


      “You wished to see me?” she asked as soon as she gained possession of her voice.


      “Yes. You good. You kind. You not bad. Gypsy not forget. I must tell.”


      Mystified, Florence motioned her to a seat.


      The tale the woman had to tell was a long one, and passing strange. In her broken tongue, with many repetitions, it was long in the telling.


      And all the time the clock was ticking away the moments. Petite Jeanne’s great hour approached.


      CHAPTER XXXI


      PETITE JEANNE’S DARK HOUR


      Petite Jeanne reached the theatre. She was quite alone. She entered at the stage door unnoticed. A chill numbed her being as the shadowy hallway leading to the dressing rooms engulfed her.


      The past ten days, as she reviewed them now, seemed a bad dream. Rehearsals had been carried to the last degree of rigor. The director had been tireless and exacting. On her return the physician had pronounced her physically perfect; yet, at this moment her knees seemed ready to cave in beneath her.


      “The first night!” she whispered to herself. How often, in the last few days, she had heard those words. Experienced actors who had known many “first nights” and many failures as well, spoke them in whispers. Inexperienced youngsters shouted them. As for Jeanne, no one had heard these words fall from her lips.


      “So much depends upon tonight,” she told herself. “Success or failure. And who does not wish to succeed grandly?”


      The curtain was down, the stage deserted, as she paused in the wings before going to her dressing room, where Tico, curled up in a warm corner, awaited her.


      Many times she had stared up into the dark rows of empty seats as she did her dance. In her mind’s eye she could see them even now. But now, too, she caught the rustle of programs. The seats were filling, filling with Americans—to her the great unknown. In wild panic she fled to her dressing room.


      The place was bare, barn-like. Only Tico greeted her. It was cruel that Florence could not be here now.


      “But she will come,” she assured herself, as a feeling of great hope surged through her being. “They will be there in the audience, she and the gypsy woman. I will see them. They will give me much courage.”


      As she changed to her stage costume, a great peace stole over her. But this was not for long.


      The sound of the orchestra’s opening number sent fresh chills up her spine. What was she to do? How could she find fresh courage for this hour? No answer came.


      The curtain went up. Then, amid such a hush as she had never before experienced, she tremblingly took her place on the stage. The scene was a French gypsy camp, for the play told of gypsy life during the World War.


      Fortunately her part in the first act, also in the second, was small. She sat unobtrusively beside the bear in her corner, or moved silently to the side of the ancient gypsy fortune teller.


      The story of the gypsies during that war is a fascinating one. Their young men volunteered. They died as bravely as any other true Frenchmen. The older ones, the women and children, wandered here, there, everywhere, enduring the suffering and privation that had fallen upon the land.


      In the story of this play, at its beginning, like Cinderella, Petite Jeanne, a diminutive figure, was held in the background. Marie Condelli, a fascinating dark-eyed gypsy girl, dressed in many bright silk skirts, took the front of the stage. It was she for whom feasts were arranged, she with whom a great American officer fell madly in love on the very day before his heroic death on the battlefield, she who was the very darling of gypsy camp and war camp alike.


      One night, so the play ran in its second act, the two girls, the dark-eyed one and Petite Jeanne, sat at the feet of the fortune teller when that aged person spread her arms wide as she cried:


      “I see a vision. It is a battlefield. Many are dying. A great officer is wounded. He falls. He is a father. She, his child, comes to him. It is a girl, a young woman. She bends over him. I see her face. Now I do not see it. But yes. It is Marie. No, it is little Jeanne. No! No! It is one. Which is it? My God, the vision is gone!” She falls to the earth in a spasm. When she comes to herself, the two girls implore her to tell them the truth. Had she seen one? Had it been the other? For both Marie and Petite Jeanne had been brought up like orphans in the gypsy camp. It had been rumored that one of these was stolen as a babe from a great French family. But which? No one knew.


      Such is the story of that drama up to the great third act in which Petite Jeanne was to emerge from her obscurity and play an important role.


      One fact we have not mentioned. Early in this play, it is revealed that Petite Jeanne’s gypsy lover has gone to war, and is believed to have been killed.


      All during the first act, and again through the second, Jeanne’s eyes strayed to one spot, to the seats that had been allotted to Florence and any friend she might care to bring. Always the seats were unoccupied. At each fresh disappointment her despair deepened.


      “Will they not come?” she asked herself over and over. “They must! They must!”


      CHAPTER XXXII


      PETITE JEANNE’S TRIUMPH


      The tale the gypsy woman had to tell was as astonishing as it was fascinating. As we have said, told in her halting speech, it was long. Florence’s face showed her consternation as she looked at her watch when it was done.


      “Come!” she cried, seizing the woman’s arm. “We must go to the theatre at once! We will miss some. We must not miss all. It is the first big night.”


      She started and all but screamed as a man loomed before her. The officer! She had quite forgotten him.


      “No tricks!” he warned. “She must start for Canada tonight.”


      “But she must go with me first.” Florence was quick in recovery.


      “No tricks,” he repeated.


      “None at all. You may go with us. Only—” she hesitated, “we have but two seats.”


      The man bent a steady look upon her. “You look all right. I’ll meet you at the box office after the show.”


      “Oh, thank—thanks! But we must rush!” Florence was halfway out of the door.


      Down the stairs they raced, then round the corner to a taxi stand.


      Only once they paused before reaching the theatre. Leaping from the taxi, Florence dashed into a telegraph office. There she sent the following message to Sun-Tan Tillie at her home in the north woods:


      “Bring the trunk at once. Your expenses will be paid.”


      On returning to the taxi, she murmured, more to herself than to the gypsy woman:


      “So they were in that trunk all the time! How perfectly marvelous!”


      A moment later the taxi came to a grinding stop before the theatre. Here they were, at last.


      * * * * * * * *


      At that moment Petite Jeanne sat in a dark corner backstage, engulfed in despair. The curtain was down. The scene shifters were preparing for the great third act. The orchestra could be heard faintly. Her zero hour was at hand.


      Thus far, the play had gone well. Its fate now lay in her hands. The big scene, the gypsy dance on a battlefield under the moon, would decide all.


      And to Petite Jeanne at that moment all seemed lost. “If only they were my own French people,” she moaned.


      At that moment all the hateful acts performed by her people against visiting Americans since the war, passed through her mind.


      “How they must hate us!” she thought in deep despair. “And they know I am French. These Americans. They are so tremendous in their approval, so terrible in their disapproval! How can I dance before them? If only Florence and that gypsy woman were here!”


      At that moment of sheer despair, a hand was laid upon her shoulder. A voice spoke to her.


      “Cheer up, sister!” the voice said. “You are going to be a wonder! Only forget them all, and dance as you danced that night in the forest beneath a real moon. That was heavenly!”


      The little French girl started in astonishment. She found herself looking up into the peculiar greenish eyes of the stage star she had thought of as her enemy.


      “You—you saw?” Her eyes were filled with wonder. “And you do not hate me?”


      “I? Hate you? I am your sister of the stage. Your success is the success of all.”


      Petite Jeanne’s mind whirled. Then her thoughts cleared. She stood up straight and strong. She planted one kiss on the cheek of Green Eyes, shed one hot tear, then she was gone.


      A few moments later, in the hush of moonlight, with a great throng looking down upon them, she and Tico appeared upon the stage.


      In this act, as the play runs, the dark-eyed rival of the girl portrayed by Jeanne discovers her father, a great French officer who has lived unknown to his daughter for years, only to find that he is dying.


      The light-haired gypsy comes upon the scene to find the other girl in her dying father’s embrace, thus to learn that her hope of finding as a father some noble Frenchman is dashed to the ground.


      Downhearted, despairing, her lover gone, hopes vanished, she remains with bowed head while the dying officer is carried away. Then, as her bear’s nose touches her hand, she remembers her art, the art of dancing. In this art she finds solace.


      Moving gracefully into the dance, Petite Jeanne danced as she had never danced before. One pair of eyes in all that vast audience inspired her most. Gypsy eyes they were, the eyes of a stranger who had belonged to the camps of her enemy in France, but who, in a strange land, had become her friend. Florence and the strange gypsy had arrived in time.


      The spell woven over the audience at that hour was sheer magic. The moonlight, the battlefield with its broken cannons; all this, with the bewitching dance of the tarantella, held the throng breathless, spellbound.


      Then, at the dramatic moment, a soldier appeared. He was dressed in the uniform of a French poilu, but his face was the face of a gypsy.


      He stood motionless, entranced, till the dance was done. Then, with a cry of joy, he clasped Petite Jeanne to his heart. He was her long lost lover.


      To crown all, there comes from the distance a sound of shouting. Jeanne lifts her head to listen.


      “What is it?” she asks hoarsely.


      “That?” There is the joy of heaven in her lover’s eyes. “That is the armistice. The war is over!”


      At these words, like the roar of a pent-up torrent, applause from those silent walls of humanity broke loose. Never before in the history of the theatre had there been such acclaim.


      Petite Jeanne took curtain after curtain. She dragged forth her rival and her lover, all the cast. At last, quite exhausted, she fled to her dressing room, where she found Florence and the faithful Tico awaiting her.


      “Oh, Florence!” Her voice broke as she threw herself into her boon companion’s arms. “These Americans! They are so very wonderful!”


      “Down deep in our hearts we love the French as we love no other people.” Florence’s tone was solemn. “Two millions of our boys have lived in your villages. They shared your homes. They ate at your tables. They know how brave and generous the French people are. How could they help loving them?


      “But, oh, Jeanne!” Her voice rose to a high tremolo. “I know all! All that we wish to know about those mysterious affairs of the north country!”


      “Stop!” implored the little French girl. “You shall not tell me now. We must escape. We will go to our room. There we will have coffee and some most wonderful wafers, and we shall talk until it is day. Is this not the way of actors? And I am an actress now!” She laughed a merry laugh.


      “Yes,” said Florence, “you are a very great actress!”


      “Tico and I are very great,” Petite Jeanne laughed again, for at that moment she was the happiest girl in the world.


      One moment that wild enthusiasm lasted; then again came desire to know, to hear the answers to many sealed secrets.


      “Come!” she said. “Let us tell secrets by the light of a candle.”


      CHAPTER XXXIII


      FAST WORK


      In the meantime, in the far-away Northland, there was great commotion within one small cottage. Tillie had received Florence’s message. She had read it over twice before showing it to her father and to Turkey Trot.


      At last she read it aloud: “Bring the trunk at once. Your expenses will be paid.”


      “What trunk does she mean?” her father asked in surprise.


      “It’s a trunk we foolishly took from the lady cop’s cottage last summer,” Tillie replied, and groaned.


      “But oh, father!” she cried a moment later, “I must go!”


      Without a word her father disappeared through a door. He reappeared a moment later holding a well-worn leather bag. In it were their summer’s savings. He counted out some soiled bills. “She said she’d pay it back,” was his quiet comment. “Such folks don’t often go back on their word. Here’s the money.”


      “Turkey,” he addressed himself next to his son, “you hitch old Billy to the stone-boat and go after the trunk. We’ll get Mike Donovan to drive Tillie over to the station. If we hurry, there’ll be just about time.”


      So it happened that an excited girl stepped from the train in mid-afternoon of the next day in the great city of Chicago. This was Tillie. She had wired ahead to Florence, who was there to meet her. They clasped each other tightly.


      “Have you got it?” Florence asked breathlessly.


      “The trunk? I have. Here’s the check.”


      “Good! It’s fearfully important and too mysterious for words. Let’s go after it at once.”


      They were some little time in finding the baggage room in the large depot. When they did there was a crowd waiting and they were obliged to stand in line. To such a pair of eager spirits these waits seemed endless. But at last their time came. With trembling fingers Florence handed over the check. The agent disappeared with it. After some little delay he returned. The check was in his hand.


      “Sorry,” he apologized. “Not here yet.”


      “Not in,” Florence voiced her disappointment. “It was on the Copper Express.”


      “The Copper Express!” The man seemed puzzled. “What sort of a trunk? That baggage—”


      Just then a strange thing happened. Gripping Florence’s arm hard, Tillie exclaimed in a shrill whisper, “Look! There goes the trunk! That young man has it!”


      Florence could not believe her ears. She did not doubt the testimony of her eyes. The mystery trunk was fast disappearing down a passageway that led to the street. It was on a strange young man’s back.


      “Come on!” she cried. “He is stealing it! We must not let him.”


      After that things happened so rapidly that there was no time to call for aid. They dashed away after the thief. They found him dumping the trunk into the back of a low-built, high power automobile. Another young man was seated at the wheel. With a sudden leap of the heart, Florence recognized this young man. He was the one Tillie had pitched so unceremoniously into the water.


      “Here, you,” she cried, seizing the trunk stealer by the shoulder and whirling him about, “that’s our trunk.”


      Taken completely by surprise, the man did not act at once. It was well, for when he did come to his senses, he flashed an automatic. A second too late. He saw his gun whirl into space as Florence launched her full one hundred and sixty pounds against his chest. He went down in a heap.


      His companion, attempting to come to his aid, found himself expertly tripped by the versatile Tillie. The next instant, like some jaguar, she was at his throat and he heard her hiss: “Now we got you. You gamblin’, robbin’ kidnapper.”


      It was fortunate for the girls that they were not obliged to hold their poses long. Half a dozen coppers arrived in time to give them aid, and assured them that matters would be adjusted in court at the proper time.


      An investigation revealed the astonishing fact that the slick crooks had learned in some way, perhaps through Florence’s telegram, that the trunk was on the way. They had boarded the train at an up-state station, forged a check for the trunk and claimed it.


      “They nearly got it that time,” Florence sighed as two red-caps tumbled the trunk into a waiting taxi and she and Tillie whirled away. “We’ll take it to Petite Jeanne’s apartment. It will be safe enough there. The gypsy told us where we could find the lady cop. We have located her. She and the ‘poor little rich girl’will be with us at Petite Jeanne’s show tonight. After that we will go to the apartment and have the formal opening of the trunk. Won’t that give us a thrill?”


      “Won’t it, though?” Tillie bobbed up and down in her excitement.


      “Those young men we just caught,” Florence said after a time, “were the last of the band.”


      “What band?”


      “A band of gamblers and thieves the law has been after for a long time. Through information provided by our gypsy friend, the others were taken today. They will not be bothering the kindly people of your settlement for some time to come. There is enough chalked up against them to last half a lifetime.”


      “I suppose,” replied Tillie thoughtfully, “that I should feel sorry for them. But I just can’t. They went too far.”


      “About two miles too far,” agreed Florence, recalling their heart-breaking swim in the cold night waters of Lake Huron.


      CHAPTER XXXIV


      THE TREASURE CHEST


      That night, just as the clock was striking twelve, an interesting company gathered in Petite Jeanne’s parlor. The lady cop was there. So, too, was Sun-Tan Tillie. Minus her faded bathing suit, looking quite stunning in a new dress of dark green, her big eyes shining with interest, Tillie sat in a corner. Close beside her was the “poor little rich girl,” who once had pledged her parents’rubies, and lost. She knew Tillie and, without having the least notion what it was all about, had come at her request. Petite Jeanne and Florence completed the company.


      A tale was to be told. Secrets, they hoped, were to be revealed. With her taste for the dramatic, Petite Jeanne had insisted that the affair be carried off in the grand manner.


      Electric lights were off. Shades were down. Four flickering candles furnished faint illumination for the room. On the very center of the rug rested the mysterious oriental trunk which had caused many a palpitation of the heart. It gave off a pungent odor of the forest.


      “But how did you get it?” the lady cop exclaimed, on seeing it. “When I learned that the gamblers did not take it on their flight, I gave it up. Thought it was burned in their cottage.”


      Florence held up a hand. It had been Jeanne’s decree that she should tell the story. “You will remember,” Florence began, “that it was my good fortune to be permitted to pour a few quarts of water from the lungs of a gypsy child.”


      “In other words, you saved her life,” suggested the lady cop.


      “Something like that. The gypsies are a loyal and grateful people. I have always known that. From the time I saved her child’s life, that gypsy mother had it in mind to repay the service. She has done it. Three nights ago she told me the answer to the riddles that have vexed our minds and lost us sleep. Yes, she even told me where I would find the three oriental rubies, which were so unfairly taken from Miss Erie.”


      “The—the rubies!” The Erie girl sprang to her feet.


      Tillie pulled her down. “Wait!” she whispered.


      At that moment Florence felt her heart sink to her shoes. What if, for once, the uncanny knowledge of the gypsy woman had failed? What if the three rubies were, after all, irrevocably lost?


      “The die is cast,” she told herself sternly. “I must go on.”


      “You will recall,” she said, turning to the lady cop, “that on the night when we first entered your cabin we, Petite Jeanne and I, had just had our rowboat swamped by some reckless, or willfully wicked people in a speed boat.”


      The lady cop nodded.


      “You thought they had been after you. I thought it was the reckless prank of some rich young people. You were right. The boat was driven by one of the younger gamblers. His pal and two gypsies were on board. They suspected you; meant to drown you. They got us instead. And that’s that.” Florence sighed.


      “Now the trunk.” Everyone moved forward. “Not so fast,” she cautioned. “I am going to account for its presence here.


      “You thought—” again she turned to the lady cop, “that the gamblers got your trunk. They meant to. They were a few hours late. Tillie and I got it the night before.”


      “You?” There was incredulity in the lady cop’s eyes.


      “That’s once when a prank turned out well,” Florence smiled. “Tillie and I meant to fill it with balsam tips and return it. We have. See!”


      She threw up the lid of the trunk, and at once the air of the room was heavy with the natural perfume of the forest.


      “We kept the trunk till now,” she said quietly. “And that’s that.


      “And now we come to our big night, Tillie’s and mine, the night we were kidnapped.


      “In this instance there were three possibilities. It might have been a prank indulged in by reckless young people. The gamblers may have done it, or the gypsies. Tillie thought it was the work of the gamblers. Because she came upon a gypsy feast that night, Jeanne blamed the gypsies. They were both right.


      “By this time the two rather striking young gypsy girls had learned who Jeanne was. They had hated her in France. They hated her still. They could not get at her. She stayed in the cabin. They proposed to take out their spiteon her friends. The gamblers hated Tillie. They combined forces and prepared to show us a rough time. Well,” she ended grimly, “they succeeded. After cutting our boat loose, they came ashore to prepare a meal and eat it. It was this feast that Jeanne’s bear interrupted. They fled.”


      “And all this,” said Petite Jeanne, coming out from among pillows in a dark corner, “goes to prove that we owe a most humble apology to my beloved Green Eyes and to her friends of the Erie cottage. We suspected you of pranks which were quite impossible for you to perform.” She spoke the last to Miss Erie.


      “Oh, that’s quite all right!” The rich girl’s tone was friendly. “We do not expect to be entirely understood. We were taught by my father when we were very young that to take advantage of others because of wealth or power is the act of a coward. That there are such rich cowards, one can’t deny. We hope they are very few.”


      Jeanne beamed her thanks for this speech. “But, Florence!” she cried suddenly. “This does not explain the green eyes I saw in the deserted lumber camp that night.”


      “You must work out your own solution for that.” Again Florence smiled. “Some wild creature was hiding there, or you were having a case of nerves. Our gypsy friend knew a surprising lot. She did not know everything. No more could she tell what caused the fire on Gamblers’ Island.”


      “But—but the rubies!” exclaimed Miss Erie, as the story seemed about to end.


      “That,” said Florence, true to Jeanne’s dramatic conception, “is to be the last touch. According to our gypsy friend’s story the three rubies are supposed to have been hidden in some secret pocket of this ancient trunk, and there they should be still.”


      “The trunk!” “The trunk!” “Trunk!” came from the lips of Tillie, the lady cop and the Erie girl all at once.


      “We will now proceed to find out.” Florence’s voice took on a business-like tone. “Jeanne, a blanket. We’ll dump these balsam tips in it and tie up the corners.”


      When the trunk seemed empty, all crowded around.


      Lighted only by candles, Florence began prodding and thumping with a chisel until at last she brought forth a hollow sound. A section of the trunk’s false bottom was pried up, and then they started back. For, in that dim light, small eyes appeared to gleam up at them.


      The spell lasted for but a moment. Then Florence’s hand went down and came out full of gems.


      “A regular treasure chest!” There was awe in the lady cop’s voice.


      The next instant she had taken something from beneath her coat and was pinning it on Florence’s breast. It was her detective badge.


      “Now,” she exclaimed, “that is where it belongs!”


      “No! No!” The girl removed the badge and returned it to its place. “I had all the luck. It will be quite different in the future.”


      “Who knows?” said the lady cop quite soberly.


      The trunk proved to be the hiding place for a noteworthy collection of gems. The police had taken it in a raid and, quite ignorant of its value, had sold it. Some of the jewels were returned to their rightful owners. Several remained unclaimed. So Florence, Petite Jeanne, Tillie, and the lady cop are all richer by a jewel or two; while the “poor little rich girl” regained her standing in her family by returning the much prized bauble to its place in the collection.


      The gypsy drama, with Petite Jeanne playing a leading role, enjoyed a long run. In the meantime, Florence was not idle. Fresh adventures came to her. Was the lady cop one of her companions? Was Petite Jeanne? Was Tillie? Did Betty come back? You will find the answer to all these questions in our next book, to be entitled The Golden Circle.

    

  


  
    
      THE PHANTOM VIOLIN, by Roy J. Snell


      CHAPTER I


      THE SHIP’S GHOST


      “Flo—Florence! They saw me!”


      The little French girl, Petite Jeanne, sprang noiselessly through the cabin door. Then, as if to keep someone out, closed the door and propped herself against it. “They saw me!” she repeated in a whisper. “And they—I believe they thought me a ghost. I’m sure it was so. I heard one of them, he said ‘ghost.’ I heard him!” Jeanne clasped and unclasped her slender fingers.


      “Who saw you?” Florence stared at her through the dim light of the moon that came straying through the narrow window.


      “Yes. Who saw you?” came from somewhere above them.


      “The men.” Jeanne was growing calmer. “There were two of them. They saw me. They had tied their boat to the wreck. They were going to do something. I am sure of that. Then they saw me and acted very much afraid. And then—”


      “You do look like a ghost,” Florence broke in. “In that white dressing gown with your golden hair flying in the moonlight, you look just like a ghost. And I suppose you popped right up out of the hatch like a ghost!” She laughed in spite of herself.


      “But these men—” her tone sobered. “What were they doing here at this time of the night?”


      “That?” said Jeanne. “How is one to know? They rattle chains. They see me, then Old Dizzy lets out one of his terrible screams, and they are gone!”


      Closing her eyes, the little French girl saw all that had happened just as if it were being played before her as a drama. She saw dark waters of night, a golden moon, distant shores of an island, black and haunting and, strangest, most mysterious of all, the prow of a great ship rearing itself far above the surface of Lake Superior’s waters.


      The ship was a wreck, you would have said a deserted wreck. And yet, even as you said it, you might have felt the hair rise at the back of your neck, for, appearing apparently through the solid deck, a white apparition rose at the prow. Rising higher and higher, it stood at last a wavering ghost-like figure in that eery moonlight. This was her own figure Jeanne was seeing now. Once again, with eyes closed, she seemed to stand there in her wavy gown of filmy white, bathed in the golden moonlight. Once again she looked at the glory of the night, the moon, the stars, the black waters, the distant, mysterious shores where no one lived.


      The distant shore line was that of Isle Royale fifteen miles off the shore of Canada, in Lake Superior.


      All this was a grand and glorious dream to her.


      They had been here three days, she and Florence Huyler, whom you may have met before, and Greta Clara Bronson, whom you are going to love as Petite Jeanne, who had known her for but two months, loved her.


      “Tomorrow,” Jeanne had whispered to herself, standing there in the moonlight, “we are going ashore, ashore on that Mystic Isle.”


      Ashore? One would have said she must be standing on a ship lying at anchor. This was not true. The old Pilgrim, a three hundred foot pleasure boat, would never sail again. Fast on the rocks, her stern beneath the black waters, her prow high in air, she would rest there a while until—ah, well, until, who could say what or when?


      “This,” the little French girl had whispered, “is our summer home.” How the thought had thrilled her! Three girls, the “last passengers,” they had styled themselves, three girls alone on a great wrecked ship for long summer months.


      What fun it had been to fit out the captain’s and the first mate’s cabins—what fun and what work! Bunks had been leveled, chairs and tables fitted with two short and two long legs to fit the slanting floors, a score of adjustments had been made. But now they were all done.


      “And tomorrow,” she had repeated in a whisper, “tomorrow—”


      But what was that? Had she caught a sound? Yes, there it was again, like the purring of a cat, only louder. It came from the dark waters of night. Listening, intent, motionless, she had failed to fathom its meaning.


      “Something on shore,” she had tried to assure herself.


      “Ashore.” At once her keen young mind was busy conjuring up fantastic pictures of those shores which, though so near, scarcely a half mile away, were utterly strange to her. Wild moose, wandering about like cattle; wolves, tawny gray streaks in the forest; high ridges; great boulders laden with precious green stones; and in the silent waters of narrow bays such monstrous fishes.


      “Ah!” she breathed. “Tomorrow!”


      But again her mind was caught and held by that strange sound, a very faint put-put-put.


      Even as she listened the sound ceased. Then of a sudden she felt a thud that shook the wrecked ship. At the same instant she made out a dark bulk that was, she felt sure, some form of a craft.


      “Men!” she thought with a shudder. “Men coming to the wreck in the night! I wonder why?”


      She was frightened, dreadfully afraid. She wanted to escape, to drop through the hatch-way, to go where her friends were in the cabin below. Her feet would not move. So there she stood, white-faced, tossing gold-white hair, waving white robe, a pale ghost in the moonlight.


      What did the men on that boat think of her? Of course there were men, two of them, on the deck of that small, black power boat. For the moment they did not see her.


      “Why are they here?” Jeanne asked herself. “What will they do?”


      This indeed was a problem. The ship had been relieved of her cargo, all but a few barrels of oil in the hold that could not be reached. Even the brass fittings had been removed.


      “There is nothing they could want,” she assured herself, “absolutely nothing. And yet—”


      Jeanne was gifted with a most vivid imagination. This old ship had sailed the seas for more than forty years. What unlawful deeds might not have been done within this grim old hull! There had been smuggling, no doubt of that. The ship had visited the ports of Canada a thousand times. What secret treasure might still be hidden within this hopeless hulk? She shuddered at the thought.


      “All we want,” she breathed, “is peace, peace and an opportunity to explore that most beautiful island.”


      Strange to say, the little French girl was not the only person who at that moment felt a cold chill run up his spine. One of the men, the tall one on the little schooner, had caught sight of a patch of wavering white far up on the prow.


      “Mart!” he was saying to his companion, and there was fear in his voice, “Do you think anyone ever died on this old ship?”


      “Of course. Why not?” His companion’s voice was gruff. “What do you think? She’s sailed the lakes for forty years, this old Pilgrim has, and why wouldn’t people die on her, same as they die on other ships?”


      “Then,” the other man’s words came with a little shudder, “then it was a lady that died, for look! Yonder in the prow is her ghost a-hoverin’ still.”


      The other man looked at the drifting, swaying figure all in white, and he too began to sway. It seemed he might drop.


      Seeming to collect his strength with great effort, he seized the line that held his own tiny craft to the wrecked ship, then grasping a pike pole, was prepared to give it a mighty shove that would send it far out.


      At this very moment a strange and terrible sound smote the air; a wild scream, a shrill laugh, all in one it rent the still night air three times, then all was still.


      The man with the pike pole shuddered from head to foot. Then, regaining control of his senses, he gave a mighty heave that set his small craft quite free of the apparently haunted ship.


      The boat had not gone far when a curious animate thing that seemed neither man nor beast burst from the narrow cabin. The thing began roaring and dancing about the deck like a baboon attacked by hornets. On the creature’s shoulders was something four times the size of a man’s head. The upright body was quite as strange as the head. As the boat continued its course the great round head rolled off and a smaller one appeared. This small head bobbed about and roared prodigiously, but all to no purpose. The little black boat had moved straight on to pass at last from sight into the night.


      Then, and not until then, did the wisp of white, which, as you know, was Petite Jeanne, glide forward and vanish. She burst excitedly into a dark cabin.


      “I heard chains rattle,” Jeanne repeated, standing still in the cabin doorway. “One of the men spoke. They looked up at me. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. My—my feet wouldn’t budge!”


      She began dancing around the small cabin in her excitement.


      “What happened then?” Florence, a large, ruddy-cheeked girl in knickers, demanded. “What did they do?”


      “They—why, it was queer! They seemed in an awful hurry. They untied their boat and—


      “Of course,” she added as an afterthought, “there was Dizzy. He let out a most terrible scream, and laughed. How he did scream and laugh! Three times—one, two, three. They shoved off, those men did, as if their very life depended on it!”


      “Thought you were a ghost,” Florence chuckled. “Can’t be any question about that. Who’d blame them? Look at you!”


      “And then,” Jeanne went on, “then some queer thing with two legs came out and danced wildly about the deck. He had an enormous head. Bye and bye his head tumbled off, at least the awful big part, and I heard him roaring at the other men.”


      “Him?”


      “Yes. It was a man in a diving rig. He’d taken off the helmet. Now, what do you think of that?”


      Quite out of breath, the blonde haired little French girl dropped down upon a berth at the side of the cabin.


      “Man in a diving suit.” Florence spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “Going to dive, of course.”


      “But why?”


      “That’s right. Why?” Florence’s brow wrinkled.


      “I wish—” she said slowly after a period of silence, “wish they hadn’t come.”


      She was to wish this many times in the days that were to follow. And then she was to change her mind.


      CHAPTER II


      MYSTERIES OF NIGHT


      As Florence and Jeanne sat there in the dark, whispering and wondering about the strange black schooner and its purpose in these waters, wondering too whether they dared light a candle and heat water for tea, something moved in the berth above their heads, and they became once more conscious of the third member of their party, Greta Clara Bronson.


      You have been wondering perhaps how it came about that Jeanne and Florence, who spent so much of their time in great cities, were to be found living on this wreck off the primeval shores of Isle Royale. You will find the answer in the third girl, Greta Clara Bronson, who now slid her bare feet over the edge of the berth and prepared to descend.


      Greta was slender, rather tall, with black hair, snapping black eyes, and a body that was a fine example of perpetual motion. At this moment she was recovering from an attack of hay fever and asthma. That is why she was here, why they were all here. Isle Royale is a rare retreat for hay fever victims.


      Two months before Jeanne had met Greta and had fallen in love with her. Greta could dance almost as well as Jeanne. She played the violin “divinely,” as Jeanne expressed it. So when, one midsummer day, Jeanne found her friend sitting up in bed panting for breath, and was told that only a summer on Isle Royale could bring back to her the joy of life, she had hurried away to find Florence. Together they had plotted and planned. And now, here they were.


      But why on a wrecked ship? Are there no hotels on the island? Yes, there are four small hotels on Isle Royale. But what trio of happy, energetic, adventure-loving girls would choose a hotel rather than the deck of a wrecked ship for a summer outing? Some might, but not Florence, Greta, and Jeanne.


      The only fear, expressed by them a half hour later over their tea, was that some unforeseen event might drive them from their strange retreat.


      “Who’s afraid?” Florence swung her stout arms wide. And who indeed could be, with Florence as her protector? Strong as a man, a physical director and a gymnast, tipping the scale at one hundred and sixty pounds, she could swim a mile, row a boat through tireless hours, and handle a gun with the best of men. Nor was the gun lacking, a short, business-like rifle hung above her berth.


      “Not that you’ll ever need it,” Swen Petersen, a fine young fisherman who had loaned it to her, had said. “All us fisher folks are simple and honest. And you’re not allowed to shoot animals on the Island. It’s a game preserve. But you will like to look at my rifle sometimes.” So he had left it.


      Florence smiled as she recalled his words. She was enjoying “looking at it” this very moment. More than once she had taken it down to handle it lovingly. Once, on seeing a bit of wood bobbing in the water, she had taken aim and fired. The short, stout rifle had a great roar to it. And Florence had a steady aim; she had split the wood in two, first shot.


      “All the same,” she thought to herself, “I wish people would not prowl around the boat at night. And what would one dive for?” she asked herself. “Three or four barrels of oil in the hold—surely they are not worth all that trouble.”


      Then it struck her all of a heap that here was a mystery and perhaps some great secret.


      “Does this broken hulk of a ship hide some rich treasure?” she asked herself.


      She laughed the thought down, but it bobbed up like a cork in water, more buoyant than ever.


      “The ship’s ghost is gone!” she exclaimed, springing up. “I wonder if those men will come back. I’m going to see.”


      “And leave us here?” Greta, too, was on her feet. Youngest of the trio, she was unaccustomed to wild, out-of-the-way places.


      “Come along,” Florence invited. “No ghost costumes though! Get into your long coats.”


      A moment later three dark shadows stole out upon the slanting deck of the wrecked ship.


      “Boo!” Greta gripped Florence’s stout arm. “How spooky it all is in the moonlight!”


      “And just think!” Jeanne whispered. “Thousands of people have walked this deck, thousands upon thousands! The ship’s more than forty years old. Thousands of those passengers will never walk any deck again. They are gone from this world forever.”


      “Oh—oh! Jeanne, don’t talk like that!” dark-eyed Greta implored.


      “But where’s your black schooner?” Florence demanded.


      “Gone for good, I guess,” Jeanne said after scanning the dark waters.


      “For good?” Florence murmured. “I wonder.”


      For a full half hour they marched arm in arm up and down the broad deck. During all that time not a dozen words were spoken. It was a time for thought, not for speech. Here they were, three girls alone on the deck of a wrecked ship. They hoped to make it their summer home. Were intruders to bring all this to an end?


      “Not if I can help it!” Florence told herself.


      “Swen told us we would not be disturbed,” she thought. “No one lives near. The Tobin’s Harbor settlement is five miles away. Blake’s Point with its rugged reefs and wild waves lies between. Few small crafts pass that way.


      “Ah well,” she whispered to herself, “tomorrow we will row over to Duncan’s Bay. Perhaps we shall find some trace of the black schooner there.”


      After that, for many long moments she gave herself over to contemplation of the scene of wild beauty that lay before her. The golden moon, dark waters, a shore line that was like a ghostly shadow, the wink and blink of a distant lighthouse, all this seemed a picture taken down from an art museum wall.


      “Come!” she said at last, giving two slender arms a squeeze. “Come, we must go in. Tomorrow is another day.”


      CHAPTER III


      A PHANTOM OF THE AIR


      “It’s a phantom, a phantom of the air!” Body aquiver, her black eyes reflecting the light of the setting sun, Greta stood intent, listening with all her ears.


      A moment before she had been hearing only the goodnight song and twitter of birds. Strange sounds they were to her. Bird songs all the same. But now this. “It is celestial music from heaven!” she whispered. Yet as she thought it, she knew that was not true. A musician herself, she had recognized at once the notes of a violin.


      The sound came from afar. At times a light breeze carried it quite away.


      “May be miles away. In this still air sound carries far. But where can that one be who plays so divinely?”


      To this question she could find no answer. She was standing on a narrow, natural platform of stone. Before her, almost straight down two hundred feet, were the black waters of Duncan’s Bay. Miles away, with ridges, tangled jungles and deep ravines between, was the nearest settlement.


      She had climbed all the way up Greenstone Ridge from the shore of Duncan’s Bay that she might be alone, that she might think. She was not thinking now. She was listening to such music as one is seldom privileged to hear.


      Yes, she had climbed all that way through the bush that she might think. Greta was an only child. This was her first long journey away from home and mother. Tears had stood in her mother’s eyes as she bade her goodby, yet she had said bravely enough, “You must go, Greta. The doctor says you will escape from the poison of ragweed. I cannot come with you. You will be safe and happy with Jeanne and Florence. Goodby, and God bless you!”


      There were times when this dark-eyed child recalled those words, when great waves of longing swept over her, when her shoulders drooped and all her body was aquiver. At such times as these she wanted nothing so much as to be alone.


      As she had stepped into the still shadows of the evergreen forest at the back of the camping ground on Duncan’s Bay that afternoon, she had been caught in such a wave of homesickness as would seem for the moment must sweep away her very soul.


      “Florence!” she had called, and there was despair in her heart. “Florence, I am going to climb the ridge. You and Jeanne go on. I have my flashlight. I—I’ll be back after the sun has set.”


      “All right,” Florence had called cheerfully. “Don’t go over the ridge. If you do you’ll get lost. Keep on this side. If you lose your way, just come down to the water’s edge and call. We’ll hear you and come for you in the boat.”


      “Oh!” the slim black-eyed girl had breathed. “Oh, how good it will be to be alone—to watch the sun set over the black waters and to know that the same sun is making long shadows in our own back yard at home, and perhaps playing hide and seek in mother’s hair!”


      She turned her face toward the rocky ridge that towered above her and whispered to herself once more, “Alone, all alone.”


      Strangely enough, though no one is known to inhabit Greenstone Ridge, and surely no one at that hour would be found wandering there so far from the regular haunts of men, she had experienced from the first a feeling that on that ridge she was not quite alone.


      “And now,” she breathed, “I know I am not alone up here. There is someone else somewhere. But who can that person be? And where?”


      Here indeed was a mystery. For the moment however, no mystery could hold her attention. Even thoughts of mother and the sunset were forgotten. It was enough to stand there, head bare, face all alight, listening to that matchless melody.


      * * * *


      As Florence had pushed her stout little boat off the sandy shore that afternoon, she had been tempted to call Greta back. “Perhaps,” she said to Jeanne, “we have made a mistake in allowing her to lose herself in that forest alone.”


      “But what can harm her?” Jeanne had reasoned. “Wolves are cowards. The wild moose will not come near her. There is no one on the ridge. It will do her good to be alone.”


      Thus reassured, Florence had straightened the line on her pole, hooked a lure to a bar on her reel, and, with Jeanne in the stern of the boat, had rowed away.


      Someone had told Florence that the waters of Duncan’s Bay were haunted by great dark fish with rows of teeth sharp as a shark’s. From that time the big girl had experienced a compelling desire to try her hand at catching these monsters. Now she breathed a sigh of suppressed excitement as she unwound a fathom of line from her reel.


      “You do it this way,” she said to Jeanne. Her whole being was filled with a sort of calm excitement. “Cousin Joe told me just how you fish for pike. You put this red and white spoon with its four-pointed hook on the line. Then you let the line out, almost all of it, a hundred and thirty feet. Then you row around in curves. You drag that red and white spoon after the boat. See?”


      Jeanne nodded. “And—and what happens then?” She had caught a little of the big girl’s excitement.


      “Why then of course the fish takes the spoon.”


      “But what does he want with the spoon?” Jeanne’s brow wrinkled.


      “He thinks—” Florence hesitated, “well, maybe he thinks it’s a herring or a perch. Perhaps red makes him mad. He’s a wolf, this pike is, the wolf of all dark waters. He eats the other fish. He—but come on!” her voice changed. “Let’s get going. Be dark before long. You let out the line while I row.”


      For some time after that, only the thump-thump of oars and the click of the reel disturbed the Sabbath-like stillness of that black bay, where the primeval forest meets the dark water at its banks and only wild creatures have their homes.


      “There!” Jeanne breathed. “It’s almost all out.” She sat in the back seat and, lips parted, pulse throbbing, waited.


      They circled the dark pool. The sun sank behind the fringe of evergreens. A bottle-green shadow fell across the waters. They circled it again. A giant dragon fly coursed through the sky. From afar came the shrill laugh of a loon. A deep sigh rose from nowhere to pass over the waters. A ripple coursed across the glassy surface. And then—


      “Florence! Stop! We’ve hit something! The line! It’s burning my fingers!” Jeanne was wild with excitement.


      “Here! Give it to me!” Florence sprang up, all but overturning the boat. Gripping the rod, she reeled in frantically. “It’s a fish!” Her words came short and quick. “I—I feel him flapping his tail. He—he’s coming. Must have half the line. Here—here he comes. Two—two-thirds.


      “Oh! Oh! There he goes!” The reel screamed. In her wild effort to regain control, Florence felt her knuckles bruised and barked, but she persisted. Not ten feet of line remained on the reel when the fish reluctantly halted in his wild flight.


      “He—he’s hooked fair!” she panted. “And the line is stout, stout as a cowboy’s lariat. We—we’ll get him! We’ll get him!”


      Once again her splendid muscles worked in perfect time as she reeled in yard after yard of the stout line.


      This time she fancied she caught a glimpse of a dark shadow in the water before a second mad rush all but tore rod and reel from her grasp.


      “Florence! Let the old thing go!” Jeanne’s tone was sober, almost pleading. “Think what a monster he must he! Might be a sea-horse or—or a crocodile.”


      “This,” said Florence, laughing grimly, “is Michigan, not Florida. There are no alligators here.”


      Once again she had the fish under control and was reeling in with a fierce and savage delight. “He’s coming. Got to come. Now! Now! Now!”


      CHAPTER IV


      CAPTIVATING PHANTOM


      The music to which Greta listened was unfamiliar. “Is it a song?” she whispered, “or an evening prayer? Who can have written it? Perhaps no one. It may have come direct from heaven.”


      She could not believe it. Someone was playing that violin. Real fingers touched those strings. She longed to search them out, to come before that mysterious person of great enchantment and whisper, “Teach me!”


      Ah yes, but which way should she go? Already the shades of night were falling.


      “No! No!” she cried as the music ended. “Don’t stop! Go on, please go on!” It was as if the phantom violin were at her very side.


      The music did not go on, at least not at once. Emerging from its spell as one wakes from a dream, she became once more conscious of the goodnight song of birds, the dull put-put-put of a distant motor, the cold black rocks beneath her feet, the dark waters far below where some object, probably Florence and Jeanne in the boat, moved slowly forward.


      And then her lips parted, her eyes shone, for the phantom had resumed his song of the strings.


      * * * *


      In strange contrast to all this, Florence continued her battle with the big fish. In this struggle she was meeting with uncertain fortune. Now she had him, and now he was gone. She reeled in frantically, only to lose her grip on the reel and to see her catch disappear in a swirl of foam. At last, when her muscles ached from the strain, the fish appeared to give up and come in quite readily.


      “There! There he is!” Jeanne all but fell from the boat when she caught one good look at the monster. He was fearsome beyond belief, a great head like that of a wolf, two rows of gleaming teeth, a pair of small, snake-like eyes. And, to complete the picture at that moment over the bottle-green waters a long ripple ran like a long green serpent.


      “Florence!” she screamed. “Let go! It’s a snake! A forty-foot long snake!” The slight little girl hid her eyes in her hands.


      No need for this appeal. In a wild whirl of foam the thing was gone again. But still fastened to his bone-like jaw was the three-barbed hook. And the line, as Florence had said, was “stout as a cowboy’s lariat.” She had him. Did she want him? Who, at that moment, could tell?


      Strangely enough, at that moment one of those thoughts that come to us all uninvited, entered the big girl’s mind. “What did that diver on the black boat want on our wreck?”


      No answer to this disturbing question entered her mind. They had left the ship unguarded. They had come to Duncan’s Bay prepared to stay at least for the night. That they would stay she knew well, for the wind was rising again. To face those dark, turbulent waters at night would be perilous. “What may happen to the ship while we are gone?” she asked herself. Again, no answer.


      * * * *


      The melody, faint, coming from afar, indistinct yet unbelievably beautiful, having reached Greta’s ears once more and entered into her very soul, she stood as before, entranced, while the light faded. She was, however, thinking hard.


      “Where can it be, that violin?” she whispered.


      Where indeed? On that end of Isle Royale there are two small settlements. To reach the nearest one from that spot would require three hours of struggling through bushes, down precipices and over bogs. The traveler would be doing very well indeed if he did not completely lose his way in the bargain. It was unthinkable that any skilled violinist would undertake such a journey only that he might fling his glorious music to the empty air about the Greenstone Ridge. It was even more unthinkable that anyone could have taken up his abode somewhere among the crags of that ridge. On Isle Royale there are summer homes only along the shore line, and there are very few of these. The three hundred and more square miles of the island are for the most part as wild and uninhabited as they must have been before the coming of Columbus.


      “It is a phantom!” Greta whispered, “A phantom of the air, a phantom violin.”


      Had she willed it strongly enough, she might have gone racing away in fear. She did not will it. The music was too divine for that. It held her charmed.


      What piece was it the mysterious one played? She did not know or care; enough that it was played. So she stood there drinking it in while twilight faded into night. Only once had she heard such music. In a crowded hall a young musician had stood up and, all unaccompanied, had played like that.


      Could it be he? “No! No!” she murmured. “It cannot be. He is far, far away.”


      Then a thought all but fantastic entered her mind. “Perhaps I have radio-perfect ears.” She had heard of people, read of them in some magazine, she believed, whose ears were so attuned to certain radio sounds that they could receive messages, listen to music with their unassisted ears.


      “It has never been so before,” she protested. “Yet I never before have been in a place of perfect peace and silence.” The thought pleased her.


      And then, as it had begun, the marvelous music died away into silence.


      For ten minutes the girl stood motionless. Then, seeming to awake with a shudder to the darkness all about her, she snapped on her flashlight and went racing over the narrow moose trail leading away to the distant camping grounds of Duncan’s Bay.


      CHAPTER V


      PALE GREEN LIGHT


      The little drama, in which Florence and Jeanne played major roles, continued.


      Duncan’s Bay is primeval. Not an abandoned shack marks its shores, not a tree has been cut down. When darkness “falls from the wings of night” this bottle-green bay, reflecting the trees, shut in by the gloom of the forest, casts a spell over every soul who chooses to linger there.


      It is a solitary spot. Six miles away, around a wind-blown, wave-washed point there are human habitations, none nearer. Little wonder, then, that the frail, blond-haired Jeanne should renew her pleading.


      “Florence, let that thing go!”


      The “thing” of course was a living creature caught on Florence’s hook at the end of the stout line.


      “But Jeanne,” the big girl remonstrated, “I can’t let him go!”


      “Cut the line!” Jeanne was insistent.


      “It cost two dollars. And that red and white spoon cost another dollar. Shall I throw three dollars into the lake?


      “Besides,” Florence began reeling in once more, “the thing’s a fish, not a snake. There are no boa constrictors in America. He’s just a big, old northern pike. Looks like a snake, that’s all.


      “I—I’ll bring him in,” she panted. “You just take a good look.”


      She reeled in fast. The fish, at last weary of battle, came in without a struggle and, for one full moment lay there upon the surface of the water. A magnificent specimen of his kind, he must have measured close to four feet from tip to tail. His eyes and cruel teeth gave him a savage look, but in that failing light his sleek, mottled sides were truly beautiful.


      “Wolf of the waters,” Florence murmured. “Truly you do not deserve to live! If a herring, gorgeous flash of silver, passes your way, there is a mad swirl and his favorite pool knows him no more. The beautiful speckled trout and the perch fare no better. Even little baby ducklings that sport about on the surface are not safe from your cruel jaws. A swirl, a frantic quack, qua-a-ack, and he is gone forever. And yet,” she mused, “who am I that I should set myself up as a judge of wild life?”


      “Florence,” Jeanne pleaded, “let him go! What do we want with him?”


      “Why! Come to think of it, we couldn’t really make much use of him.” Florence laughed a merry laugh. “Must weigh twenty pounds.”


      “And if you put him in the boat he might bite you,” Jeanne argued.


      “Or break a leg with his tail.” Florence laughed once more.


      She flipped the line. The red and white spoon shot to right and left. She did it again. The fish turned. A third time the spoon rattled. There was a swirl of white waters, then darkness closed in upon the spot where the fish had been.


      “He—he’s gone!” Jeanne gasped.


      “Yes. I gave him his freedom.” Florence lifted the red and white spoon from the water to send it rattling to the bottom of the boat. “But think of the picture he would have made! ‘Pike caught by girl in Duncan’s Bay on Isle Royale.’ Can’t you just see it?


      “But after all,” she mused as the darkness deepened, “I don’t think so much of that kind of publicity. If we could only have our pictures taken with some innocent wild creature we have saved from destruction, how much better that would be.”


      There was about this last remark an element of prophecy. But unconscious of all this, Florence took up the oars and prepared for a moonlit row back to the camping grounds.


      “Listen!” She suddenly held up a hand for silence.


      Across the narrow bay there ran a whisper. Next moment the glassy surface was broken by ten million ripples. At the same time a cloud covered the moon, and the world went inky black.


      Directing her course more by instinct than sight, Florence sent her boat gliding right to the bottle necked entrance to the bay. Then the moon came out.


      For some time they sat in their tiny craft and stared in amazement. Beyond the entrance to Duncan’s Bay lies a mile of jagged, rock-walled shore line. Against this wall waves were now breaking. As the two girls watched, they saw white sheets of foam rise thirty feet in air to spray one section of rocky wall only to rush on and on out to sea until it ended in a final burst of fury far away.


      “Well,” Florence sighed, “we’re here for the night, whether we like it or not.


      “I wonder—” her tone changed. “Wonder if Greta’s back.”


      Greta was not back. As they grounded their boat on the sandy beach, no dancing sprite came to meet them. Florence cupped her hand for a loud “Whoo-hoo!”


      “Whoo-hoo,” came echoing back from the other shore. After that the woods and waters were still. Only the distant sound of rushing waters against rocky shores beat upon their ears.


      “We’ll build a rousing campfire,” Florence said as she sprang ashore. “If she’s lost her way she’ll see the light.”


      A small, dead fir tree offered tinder. The scratch of a match, then the fire flamed high. Larger branches of poplar and mountain ash gave a steadier blaze. “She’s sure to see that,” Florence sighed as she settled down upon a log.


      There was not long to wait. Greta had indeed caught sight of that bursting flame. She had not, however, been lost. Truth is, she had never been lost in her life. There are those who have the gift of location; they always know where they are. It was so with Greta.


      “Girls! Oh, girls!” She came bursting through the bush. “The strangest thing! A violin! A phantom violin! I’m sure it was a phantom. Who else could be playing so divinely up there on that ridge at this hour of the night? Such music!” She drew in a long breath. “Such music you never heard!”


      She began a wild dance about the fire that surely must have equaled any performance there in the brave days of long ago when only Indians came to pitch their tents on this narrow camping ground.


      “Now,” said Florence as a broad smile overspread her face, “tell us what really happened up there on the ridge.”


      Greta did tell them. With the light of the fire playing upon her animated features, she told her story so convincingly that even Florence was more than half convinced that Greenstone Ridge truly was haunted by the ghost of some violinist of enduring fame.


      “And after that, one more strange thing,” Greta went on. “I went racing headlong down the trail until I almost pitched myself into the antlers of a giant moose who hadn’t heard me coming. That frightened me. I went head first down the ridge to tumble against a tree. When I picked myself up I was at the top of one more rocky cliff.


      “I stood there panting,” she took in a long breath. “I listened for the moose. They don’t chase you, do they?”


      “Not often, I guess.” Florence threw fresh fuel on the fire. “Well, this one didn’t. But I was afraid he might. So I waited and listened.” Greta paused.


      “It was dark by that time,” she went on at last. “I looked down where you should be, and saw nothing. I looked back at the ridge. It sort of curves there, and—” Again she took a long breath. “I saw a light, thin, pale green light. It seemed to hover on the side of the ridge. I—it—it frightened me. At first it seemed to move. ‘It’s coming this way!’ I told myself. And you’d better believe my heart danced.


      “But it didn’t move. Just hung there against the rocks. So, pretty soon I climbed back up to the trail and ran, fast as I dared.


      “Now,” she sighed, “what do you think of that?”


      “I think,” Florence chuckled, “you have been seeing things!”


      “And hearing them,” Jeanne added.


      “But you don’t think—” Greta spoke in a sober tone. “You don’t think that music could have been played on the radio? That my ears picked it up?”


      “No,” Florence replied at once. “I think that’s nonsense.”


      But the little French girl was not sure. She had heard of such things. Why doubt them altogether? Besides, here was a beautiful, glorious mystery. What more could one ask?


      “Greta, I envy you!” She threw her arms about the little musician. “You are the discoverer of a great mystery. But we shall unravel this mystery together, you and I. Is it not so? Mais oui! And Florence,” she added, “our big, brave Florence, she shall protect us from all evil.”


      In the end Florence was to have a word or two to say about this. If there were mysteries to solve, she must play some more active part than merely that of policeman.


      CHAPTER VI


      A STRANGE CATCH


      In the meantime there were things to do. The boat must be dragged up and turned over, to afford them a shelter for the night. Balsam tips must be gathered. These are nature’s mattresses. Over these their blankets must be spread. This accomplished, they would think of supper.


      Three pairs of eager hands accomplished all this in a surprisingly short time. Then, over a fire that had burned down to a bed of glowing coals, they brewed strong tea, toasted bread, broiled bacon, and in the end enjoyed a delicious feast.


      After this, with a great log at their backs, they sat staring dreamily at the fire.


      “It’s so good to live,” Jeanne murmured.


      “Just to live,” Florence echoed.


      “And breathe,” Greta added. “You can’t know how it feels to take one long, deep breath of this glorious air, after you have struggled and struggled just for a tiny breath of life.”


      For some time after that they sat in silence. Florence was thinking of the wreck, wondering what might be happening to it in their absence. In her short sojourn there she had come to love the old Pilgrim that would sail no more.


      “A diver,” she whispered low. “He came in search of something. I wonder what? Will I ever know?”


      Jeanne’s thoughts were in far-away France. The glowing coals reminded her of many another campfire that had warmed her on the sloping hillsides of France.


      “Bihari,” she thought, “I wonder where he and his gypsy band are tonight?” He had returned to France. She had left him there. But gypsies seldom remain in one place. “He may be back in America.” She listened to the rustle of cottonwood leaves. They seemed to say, “He is in America; you will see him soon.”


      “But how could this be?” She smiled at her own fancy. “He is a gypsy. I am on an island. Can he drive his van across miles of water?” But gypsies, she knew right well, went where they chose. Neither wind, storm nor broad waters could stop them.


      As for Greta, she was hearing again the magic music of the phantom violin. “Some day,” she told herself, “I shall see that violin and the hands that created that entrancing melody.” But would she? Who could tell?


      “Do you know,” Florence at last broke in upon these reveries, “Swen is a fine boy. I wish we could help him with that boat affair he told about.”


      “What boat affair?” Jeanne looked at her.


      “Don’t you remember? He said it would help the whole island. There are many fishermen living all around the island. A boat comes twice a week for their fish. And the captain pays so very little for their fish! In these hard times money is so scarce the fishermen are being obliged to stay on the island all winter. And some of them have no opportunity to send their children to school.


      “Swen says they are trying to charter a boat so they can carry their own fish to market. Not a big boat, but large enough. They’ve got some money pledged. But it is not enough. So there you are.”


      Swen was a fine young fisher boy whose nets were set not far from the wrecked Pilgrim.


      He it had been, who pointed out to them what a wonderful summer home the wreck might become. For a very little pay he had assisted them in fitting up their rooms. He had rented them a boat and had thrown in much equipment besides.


      “He’s a fine boy,” Florence repeated. “When hard times came he was planning to enter college. Now—”


      “Now if we only could help him!” Jeanne put in eagerly. “He might go!”


      “They live in a lighthouse,” Greta said, “he and his people do. He told me.”


      “How romantic!” Jeanne hugged her knees. “We should see him in his lighthouse tower.”


      “But most of all I wish we could help him,” Florence said. “All we need—” she prodded the ground with a sharp stick. “All we need is a barrel of gold. Greta wants a fine music teacher. I’d love to travel. Swen wants a boat for his people. And you, Jeanne, what is it you want?”


      “I?” Jeanne laughed. “Only happiness for all my good friends.”


      “A barrel of gold,” Florence repeated dreamily. “And perhaps it is right beneath us, in this very soil.”


      “Beneath us?” Greta stared.


      “Why not? A very small barrel, even a tiny keg. This spot, the only level ground on the shores of this bay, has been a camping ground for countless generations. The Indians came to Isle Royale to pound out native copper from the rocks. They built their campfires right here. Swen says if you dig down you will find the remains of those campfires still.”


      “How thrilling!” Greta’s eyes were large with wonder. “Suppose we dug down and found some treasure—a barrel of—. But then, Indians didn’t have barrels, not even kegs.” Her dream faded.


      “The voyageurs did,” Florence encouraged.


      “Who were they?”


      “The traders who came after the Indians. They camped here on their way across the lake. Can’t you see them?” With outstretched hands, the big girl stared into the darkness that is Duncan’s Bay at night. “Great, stalwart men, muscles like iron bands, faces browned by the sun, eyes ever looking forward to fresh fields of adventure, the voyageurs!


      “Perhaps—” her voice dropped to a low note of mystery, “perhaps they camped here one night with a great bag of gold. Perhaps they were expecting an attack by Indians and, thrusting their gold in their water barrel, buried it here, never to return.”


      “Yes,” Jeanne smiled doubtfully, “perhaps they did. Anyway, you are right on one score. It’s a barrel of gold we need.”


      “Just now,” Florence laughed, “what we need most is a good night’s sleep.”


      Their balsam-scented bed at last called them to rest. They went reluctantly.


      Greta and Jeanne were weary. After listening for a time to the constant rush of water against the rocky shores of Blake’s Point and staring at the ribs of their boat just over their heads, they fell asleep.


      Florence did not fare so well. Lying there in that narrow bed beneath their boat, she found her mind going over the events of the day and of those days that had gone before.


      The adventure with that great pike had excited her beyond belief. Ever a child of nature, she had experienced in this event a return to the wild desires of her early ancestors. They had been wanderers, adventurers, hunters, fishermen, explorers. The world had changed. Her people were now city dwellers.


      “And yet—” she felt her splendid muscles swell, “adventure has not passed from the earth. There still are adventures for those who desire them, clean, clear adventures. One—”


      She broke short off to sit straight up. The stretch of level land on which they were camped was hardly a hundred feet wide. Back of that was a sloping hillside where the spruce, balsam and pine of a primeval forest battled for a place in the sun. From this forest she had caught some faint sound, the snap of a twig, the click of some hard object against a stone.


      “Could be men,” she whispered. “Just over that ridge is Tobin’s Harbor. Many people there. But such a trail! Straight up! And on such a night. They—”


      There it was again. She clenched her hands hard to prevent crying out. A loud click had sounded out in the night. “Like the raising of a rifle’s hammer,” she told herself.


      But was it a rifle? She must see. Lying flat down, she pushed the covers quietly aside, rolled over twice and found herself beneath the dark night sky.


      The moon was still shining. Her eyes soon accustomed themselves to the light. Still lying flat on the damp earth, she listened with all her ears. What she heard set her blood racing. “Footsteps,” she whispered, “in the night.”


      They seemed very near, those footsteps. But were they human footsteps? She doubted it. And from this came a sense of relief.


      Raising herself on one elbow she peered into the night. At that moment a loud groan sent the chills down her spine.


      Next instant she was ready to laugh. A giant old patriarch of his tribe, a moose with wide-spreading antlers had stepped out into the moonlight.


      “A moose,” she whispered. “Swen says there are a thousand or more on the island, and that they are harmless. But how old and feeble this one seems!”


      She had judged correctly. The moose was nearing the end of his days. His giant antlers were a burden. He walked very slowly and with many a groan. On the island he was known as Old Uncle Ned.


      The girl’s lips were parted in a smile when, of a sudden, the blood seemed to freeze in her veins. A second creature had appeared at the edge of the forest—a great, gaunt wolf.


      At this instant, with one more groan, Old Uncle Ned stepped into the water prepared to swim across the bay.


      The bit of wild life drama witnessed by the girl during the next moment will never leave the walls of her memory. Neither the moose nor the wolf had seen her. The moose, no doubt, smelled fresh water grass on the other side. The wolf was eager for a kill.


      Waiting in the shadows, the killer opened his mouth to show his white teeth, his lolling tongue. But the instant the aged moose was well in the water and, for the time, quite defenseless, with one wild spring his pursuer was after him.


      “He—he’ll kill that moose!”


      Scarcely knowing what she did, in her excitement Florence sprang to her feet, seized the steel casting rod and, racing to the bank, sent the red and white spoon darting toward the swimming wolf.


      The first cast fell short. The reel sang and she rolled in for a second try. All this she had done under the impulse of the moment, without truly willing it.


      Next instant she was awake to reality, for on a second cast the spoon, striking the wolf on the back, slid down to at last entangle the three-pronged hook in the tangled hair of his bushy tail.


      “Jeanne! Greta!” the girl screamed. “Wake up! I’ve caught a wolf!”


      “Wake up yourself,” Jeanne replied dreamily. “You are walking in your sleep. You let that fish free long ago.”


      “No! No!” Florence, quite beside herself, protested. “Get up! Quick! Quick! I’ve caught a wolf. A real wolf of the forest!”


      At the same time she was saying to herself, “Whatever am I to do?”


      CHAPTER VII


      THE LAST PASSENGERS


      Florence had the wolf by the tail, there could be no doubt about that. The three-pronged hook of her trolling spoon was securely entangled in that bushy mat of hair. The line that held the spoon was strong. What was she to do next?


      The aged moose, awakened to his peril by the sound of her voice, threw his head about, took one startled look, then grunting prodigiously, went swimming for the other shore.


      Turning angrily, the wolf began snapping at the hook. “Won’t do to let him take more line,” the girl told herself. “Got to give the poor old moose a chance.”


      At that moment Greta rolled from beneath the boat, leaped to her feet to stand staring, wild eyed, at the scene before her.


      “Florence! It’s a wolf!” she cried.


      “Yes, and I’ve got him!” Florence laughed in spite of herself.


      “Let—let him go! Throw down the rod! Let him go!” Jeanne cried as she came tumbling out from her bed.


      But Florence held tight. When the wolf turned about to snap at the line, she reeled in. When he started away, she gave him line, but not too much. There was the venerable moose to consider. Having started the affair, she was determined to finish it.


      “Let him go!” Jeanne’s voice dropped to a terrified whisper. “Can’t you see he’s turning? He—he’s coming this way. He’ll eat us!”


      Then, calmed by her sense of danger, she rushed back to the half burned out campfire, seized two smouldering sticks and waved them to a red glow. Rushing forward, she threw one at the gray beast who was indeed swimming toward the camping ground.


      The flaming stick struck the water with a vicious sizzle. Black on the instant, it nevertheless left its imprint on the wolf’s brain. Once again he wheeled about.


      The moose by this time had climbed up the opposite bank and disappeared, as much as to say, “Well, you go ahead and fight it out.”


      Strange to say, Florence at this moment began losing her calm assurance. She reeled in when perhaps she should have given line. It was astonishing the way the wolf came in. He had not half the pull of the great fish.


      Before she knew it, his feet were on a sandbar. After that it was quite another story. He was not looking for a fight, that wolf. He was looking only for safety. With a mad dash he was down the sandbar, up the bank and into the forest.


      Completely unnerved at last, Florence lost all control of the reel. After spinning round and round like mad, it came to a jerking halt. For one split second there was a tremendous strain on the line, then it fell limp.


      “He—he’s gone!” Jeanne breathed. “Broke the line.”


      “Maybe he did. I’m going to see.” To her companions’ utter consternation, Florence followed the wolf into the dark forest.


      She returned some moments later. In her hand was the red and white spoon.


      “Went round a tree and tore the hook out of his tail,” she explained calmly. “See! Some gray hairs!” She held it out for inspection. “Gray hairs, that’s all I get. But the moose got his life back, for a time at least. Perhaps he’s learned his lesson and won’t try swimming bays again.


      “You see,” she explained, throwing some bits of birch bark on the fire and fanning them into a blaze, “a moose is practically powerless in deep water. If you catch up with him when you’re in a canoe, you may leap into the water, climb on his back, and have a ride. He can’t hurt you. But on land—that’s a different matter.”


      The little drama played through, a tragedy of the night averted, Jeanne and Greta crept back among the blankets beneath the boat and, like two squirrels in a nest of leaves, fell fast asleep.


      Florence remained outside. The wind had dropped, but still the rush of waves might be heard on the distant shore. This wild throbbing made her restless. She thought of the wreck. How was it standing the storm? Well enough, she was sure of that. But other more terrible storms? Her brow wrinkled.


      “Could camp here,” she told herself. “Get a tent or have some one build us a rough cabin. Stay all summer. But then—”


      Already she had begun to love their life on the wreck.


      “It’s different!” she exclaimed. “Different! And in this life that’s what one wants, things that are different, experiences that are different, a whole life that is different from any other.


      “Well,” she laughed a low laugh, “looks as if we were going to get just that, whether we stay on the wreck or on land.”


      Her thoughts were now on the mysterious black schooner that had visited the wreck the night before, and now on Greta’s phantom violin and the strange green light.


      “May never happen again,” she murmured. “For all that, Greta will go back again and again, when it is quite dark. People are like that.”


      She had turned about and was considering a return to her nest beneath the boat when, of a sudden, she dropped on her knees in the dark shadows of a wild cranberry bush.


      “Something moving,” she told herself, “moving out there in the channel.”


      At first she thought it a swimming moose, and laughed at her own sudden shock. Not for long, for as the thing came into clearer view she saw it was a power boat.


      Moving along, it glided past her, dark, silent, mysterious in the night.


      “The black schooner!” she whispered. “Wonder if it’s been to the wreck!” Her heart sank.


      “But no,” came as an afterthought. “It has been too stormy. They are putting in here for the rest of the night.”


      When the schooner had passed on quite out of sight, she made her way to the overturned boat, crept beneath it and had soon found herself a cozy spot among the blankets. She did not fall asleep at once. In time the silence lulled her to repose.


      When she awoke there was the odor of coffee and bacon in the air. Greta and Jeanne were getting breakfast.


      “Boats leave no trail,” she assured herself. “Unless they have seen the black schooner, I will not tell them it passed in the night.”


      A bright glitter was on the surface of the bay. Old Superior had put on a bland and smiling face. No trace now of last night’s boisterous roaring.


      “We’ll get back to the Pilgrim as soon as breakfast is over,” Florence decided.


      “But the barrel of gold?” Greta protested. “Aren’t we going to dig for that?”


      She was thinking of the talk they had had about the campfire, of the Indians, trappers and traders who had camped here for hundreds of years. In a flight of fancy she had dug a barrel of gold from beneath the sandy surface.


      “No gold digging today,” Florence laughed. “No spade. But you’ll see! There’s another day coming. We’ll find it, don’t you ever doubt it, a whole barrel of gold!”


      Florence was born to the wilds. High boots, corduroy knickers, a blue chambray shirt, a red necktie, these were her joy. She was as much at home in a boat as a cowboy is in a saddle. Breakfast over, she sent their light craft skimming through the narrows and out into the broad stretch of water lying between Blake’s Point and the reef that was the Pilgrim’s last resting place.


      “Look how he smiles!” she cried, throwing back her head. “Old Superior, the great deceiver! You can’t trust him!”


      And indeed you cannot. When a storm comes sweeping in over those miles of black waters and the fog horn on Passage Island adds its hoarse voice to the tumult of the waves, it is a terrible thing to hear those waves come roaring in.


      Florence had accepted the judgment of old time fishermen that for the time the wreck was a safe place to be. But this morning her brow wrinkled. “What if it should be carried out to sea!” she thought with a shudder. “And we, the last passengers, on board!” She said never a word to her companions who, reflecting the smile of Old Superior, were deliriously happy.


      CHAPTER VIII


      DIZZY’S WELCOME


      As they neared the wreck, from somewhere inside it came one wild scream, then the maddest laugh one might ever hope to hear. Just such a laugh as on that other night had completed the task of turning Jeanne into a ghost and frightening the mysterious men of the black schooner away.


      Had some stranger been present, he might have expected at this moment to see Florence drop her oars in surprise and consternation. Instead, she rowed calmly on, chuckling meanwhile.


      “Dizzy’s welcome!” she exclaimed.


      “Good old Dizzy!” Jeanne chimed in.


      Dizzy, as they had named him, had been aboardship when they arrived. At least they had found him swimming frantically about in the one-time dining room of the ship. He was a large loon. Crippled by some accident so he could not fly, he had somehow got into this place, but had failed to find his way out.


      Almost starved, he had appeared to welcome their arrival. They had bought fresh trout and fed him. From this time on, with no apparent desire to leave the place, he had become a devoted pet.


      “We’ll be joining you shortly,” Florence cried out to him as the boat bumped the side of the ship. This news was answered by one more delirious burst of mirth.


      “One could almost think he was human!” Greta shuddered in spite of herself. For her this old ship had a haunting appearance.


      Old Superior is ever ready enough to display his various moods. The girls had not been aboard an hour when a dense fog came sweeping in from the north.


      “Never find our way if we were out there now,” Florence said with a shrug of her stout shoulders.


      There came a slow, drizzling rain, followed by more and denser fog.


      Two hours later a wild storm came sweeping in. Sheets of water, seeming at times to leap from the very lake, dashed against narrow cabin windows. There was a ceaseless wash-wash of waves against the black hull of the wreck. What did this mean to the happy trio? Nothing at all. They were down in their private swimming pool with Dizzy. Such a strange and wonderful swimming pool as it was too! Once the dining saloon of the great ship, it now lacked both chairs and tables, but the decorative railing leading to the floor above made a perfect diving board. A second rail ran slantwise into the water that at the far end must be twenty feet in depth.


      “Shoot the shoots!” Greta cried as, sitting astride the rail, she shot downward to hit the water with a splash and to go swimming away. How Dizzy beat the water with his wings and screamed! How they laughed and splashed him! How he dove and swam!


      “It—it’s wonderful!” Jeanne bubbled, her mouth half filled with water. “And to think,” she exclaimed as she dragged herself to a place beside Florence on the topmost step of the broad stairway, “to think that only a short time back all this was swarming with people off on a holiday! Some gay, some solemn, some rich, some poor, but all promenading the deck and all coming in here for their dinner. And now look! Here we are, only three. And it is all ours! And look at the cabins! Rows of them on either side, high and dry, half of them. People could sleep in them.”


      “But they never will,” Florence said soberly. “We are the old ship’s last passengers, no doubt about that. Next winter ice will form on the bay. It may be a foot thick. Then a storm will come roaring in and break it all up. The ice will come tearing at the old ship and cut her in pieces, if she lasts that long.” Florence had not meant to add this last bit; it just came out.


      “Of course the ship will last the summer through.” There was the slightest tremor in Jeanne’s voice. “Everyone says that. S-o-o-o!” she cried in her old merry way, “Let us enjoy it all while we may!” Once again she sat astride the rail to go sliding down and lose herself in a mass of foam.


      “Old ships,” Florence thought, “are like old houses. They have secrets to tell. What stories the doors to those cabins could relate!” Her eyes swept the long array of cabin doors.


      “Secrets they keep,” she whispered. “And treasures they sometimes hide, these old ships.” She was wondering what the secrets of this old ship were and whether after all there was some treasure hidden here.


      They had set up a small stove in the captain’s cabin. Five minutes later they were all three doing a wild Indian dance round the fire. This ended by a pow-wow in blankets, then a feast of smoked trout, hard crackers and some hot drink only Jeanne knew how to make. And still, outside, the wind drove rain against the windowpanes.


      “If she lasts that long,” Jeanne whispered under her breath. She was thinking of Florence’s words about the ship.


      For the time it appeared there was nothing to fear. The wind dropped at sunset. Clouds went scudding away and the moon, shining like a newly polished copper kettle, hung over all.


      After Greta and Jeanne had crept into their berths, Florence slipped into knickers and mackinaw to climb the steps leading to the bridge. There, while the moon sank lower and lower, she paced slowly back and forth.


      In common with all other girls, this big girl had her dreams. Strange dreams they were that night. For her the ship was not a wreck, but a living ship riding on an even keel, plowing its way through the dark night waters. She was the captain on the bridge. From time to time, as if for a word with the wheelman, she paused in her march; at times, too, appeared to jangle a bell. For the most part she paced slowly back and forth.


      “Why not?” she murmured at last. “Why should I not some day command a ship? I am strong as a man. There would be things to learn. I could master them as well as any man, I am sure.”


      She paused for a moment’s reflection. Had there been other lady captains? Yes, she had read stories of one who commanded a tugboat in Puget Sound.


      And there had been the lady of the “Christmas Tree Ship.” The husband of this Christmas tree lady had been lost on his craft while bringing thousands of Christmas trees to Chicago. She had chartered another ship and had carried on his work.


      “What a glorious task!” the girl murmured. “Bringing Christmas trees to the people of a great city!


      “She’s dead now,” she recollected, “that lady captain is dead. The Christmas tree ship sails no more. But it shall sail. Some day I shall be its captain. And Christmas trees shall be free to all those who are poor.”


      Laughing low, she once more resumed her walk on the bridge. This time her thoughts dwelt upon things very near at hand. “This wreck,” she was thinking, “this old Pilgrim—is it a safe place to be?


      “It—it just has to be!” she exclaimed after a moment’s reflection. “It’s such a grand place for the summer. Broad deck, sloping a little, but not too terribly much. Cabins without number, a swimming pool that once was a dining hall. Who could ask for more? And yet—” her brow wrinkled. The little breezes that blew across the water seemed to whisper to her of danger.


      At last, shaking herself free from all those thoughts, she went down to her cabin and was soon fast asleep.


      CHAPTER IX


      THE CALL OF THE GYPSIES


      The following day was bright and clear. The waters of Old Superior were as blue as the sky. Even the wreck took on a scrubbed and smiling appearance.


      “As if we were all prepared to shove off for one more voyage,” Jeanne said with a merry laugh.


      As soon as the sun had dried the deck, Jeanne and Greta spread blankets and, stretching themselves out like lazy cats, prepared for a glorious sun bath.


      It was a drowsy, dreamy day. In the distance a dark spot against the skyline was Passage Island where on stormy nights a search-light, a hoarse-hooting fog horn and a whispering radio warned ships of danger.


      All manner of ships pass between Isle Royale and Passage Island. They were passing now, slowly and, Jeanne thought, almost mournfully. First came a dark old freighter with cabins fore and aft, then a tugboat towing a flat scow with a tall derrick upon it, and after these, all painted white and with many flags flying, an excursion boat. And then, reared over on one side and scooting along before the wind, a sailboat.


      Just to lie in the sun and watch this procession was life enough for Jeanne and Greta. Not so Florence. She was for action. Dizzy needed fish. She would row over to the shoals by Blake’s Point. There she would troll for trout.


      The water about Blake’s Point is never still. It is as if some great green serpent of the sea lies stretched among the rocks and keeps it in perpetual motion by waving his tail. It was not still when Florence arrived.


      “Just right,” she whispered, as if afraid the fishes might hear. “Rough enough for a little excitement, and no real danger.”


      Casting a shining lure into the water, she watched the line play out as she rowed.


      A big wave lifted her high. Still the line played out. The boat sank low. She checked the line. Then, watching the rocks that she might not come too close and snag them, she rowed away.


      For some time she circled out along the shoals, then back again. She had begun to believe there were no fish, and was musing on other things, phantom violins, black schooners, gray wolves, Old Uncle Ned, when, with a suddenness that was startling, her reel began to sing.


      Dropping her oars, she seized the pole and began reeling in rapidly. Next moment she tossed a fine three pound trout into her boat. “You get ’em quick or not at all,” Swen had said to her. She had got this one “quick.”


      An hour later four fine trout lay in the stern of her boat. “Enough,” she breathed. “We eat tonight, and so does Dizzy.”


      The day was still young. She had not meant to visit Duncan’s Bay, but now the place called to her.


      Swen’s short, powerful rifle lay in the prow of her boat. Why had she brought it? Perhaps she could not tell. Now she was glad it was there.


      “Go ashore on Duncan’s Bay,” she told herself. “Go hunting phantoms and, perhaps, a gray wolf or two. Wouldn’t mind shooting them, the murderers, not a bit!”


      It was a strange wolf she was to come upon in the forest that day.


      With corduroy knickers tucked in high laced boots, a flannel shirt open wide at the neck, and a small hat crammed well down on her head, this stalwart girl might have been taken for a man as, rifle under arm, she trudged through the deep shadows of the evergreen forest covering the slope of Greenstone Ridge.


      That she was in her element was shown by the spring in her footstep, the glad, eager look in her eyes.


      “Life!” she breathed more than once. “Life! How marvelous it is!


      “‘I love life!’” She hummed the words of a song she had once heard.


      “Life! Life!” she whispered. Here indeed was life in its most primitive form. At times through a narrow opening she caught a glimpse of gray gulls soaring like phantom ships over the water. To her ears came the long, low whistle of some strange bird. She was not surprised when she found herself standing face to face with a magnificent broad-antlered moose. She stood quite still.


      Great eyed, the moose stared at her. A sound to her right caught her attention. She looked away for an instant. When her gaze returned to the spot where the monarch of the forest had stood, he had vanished.


      “Gone!” she exclaimed low. “Gone! He was taller than a man, yet he vanished without a sound! How strange! How sort of wonderful! But I wonder—”


      But there was that sound from below. Snapping of twigs and swishing of branches. No moose that. She would see what was down there.


      She did see, and that almost at once. A few silent steps, and she came upon him—a man. He was standing at a spot where a break in the evergreens left a view of Duncan’s Bay.


      He was looking straight ahead. On his face was a savage, hungry look. Only the night before the girl had seen that same look in the eyes of a wolf.


      She was not long in learning the reason. In plain view through that narrow gap was the patriarch of his tribe, the moose she had saved from the wolf.


      “But why that look?” She was puzzled, but not for long. In the hands of that man was a rifle. An ugly smile overspread his face. His teeth shone out like fangs as he lifted the rifle and took deliberate aim at the moose.


      She recalled Swen’s words: “Isle Royale is a game preserve. You will not be allowed to kill even a rabbit.”


      “This man is a poacher.” Her mind, always keen, worked quickly. “I can save the moose, and I will!”


      Swinging her own rifle into position, she fired well over the heads of man and moose. The shot rang out. The startled moose fled.


      And the man? She did not pause to see. Like a startled rabbit she went dodging and gliding back and forth among the evergreens. In her mind, repeated over and over, was the question, “Did he see me? Did he see me?”


      * * * *


      After a long and glorious sun bath followed by a delicious lunch served on deck, Jeanne and Greta sat for a long time staring dreamily at the sea. Then Jeanne, throwing off her velvet robe, stood up, slim and straight, on the planked deck.


      “Wonder if I can have forgotten,” she murmured. Then, seizing a tambourine, she began a slow, gliding and weaving motion that, like some beautiful work evolved from nothing by the painter’s skillful hand, became a fantastic and wonderful dance.


      For a full quarter hour Greta sat spellbound. She had seen dancing, but none like this. Now the tambourine was rattling and whirling over the little French girl’s head, and now it lay soundless on the deck. Now the dancer whirled so fast she was but a gleam of white and gold. And now her arms moved so slowly, her body turned so little, she might have seemed asleep.


      “Bravo! Bravo!” cried Greta. “That was marvelous! Where did you learn it?”


      “The gypsies taught me.” Dropping upon the deck, Jeanne rolled herself in a blanket like a mummy.


      “People,” she said slowly, “believe that all gypsies are bad. That is not so. One of the very great preachers was a gypsy—not a converted gypsy—just a gypsy.


      “Bihari and his wife were my godparents in France. They were wandering gypsies, but such wonderful people! They took me when I had no home. They gave me shelter. I learned to dance with my bear, such a wonderful bear. He is dead now, and Bihari is gone. I wish they were here!”


      Next moment she went rolling over and over on the deck. Springing like a beautiful butterfly from a cocoon, she whirled away in one more riotous dance.


      It was in the midst of this that a strange thing happened. Music came to them from across the waters—wild, delirious music.


      Jeanne paused in her wild dance. For a space of seconds she stood there drinking in that wild glory of sound.


      Then, as if caught by some spell, she began once more to dance. And her dance, as Greta expressed it later, was “like the dance of the angels.”


      “Greta,” Jeanne whispered hoarsely when at last the music ceased and she threw herself panting on the deck, “that is gypsy music! No others can make music like that. There is a boat load of gypsies out there by Duncan’s Bay.”


      “Yes, yes!” Greta sprang to her feet. “See! It is a white boat. It is just about to enter the Narrows. Perhaps Florence will see it.”


      “Florence—” There was a note of pain in Jeanne’s voice. “Florence has the boat. I cannot go to them. Perhaps I shall not see them—my friends, the gypsies. And they make music, such divine music!”


      “Music—divine music,” Greta whispered with sudden shock. “Can one of these have been my phantom violinist?


      “No,” she decided after a moment’s contemplation, “that was different. None of these could have played like that.”


      “It is the call!” Jeanne cried, springing to her feet and stretching her arms toward the distant shore. Fainter, more indistinct now the music reached their ears. “The gypsies’ call! I have no boat. I cannot go.”


      CHAPTER X


      SILENT BATTLE


      Ten minutes of running and dodging brought Florence, still gripping her rifle, squarely against a towering wall of rock.


      “Did he see me?” she asked herself. “And if he did?”


      Dropping back into the protecting branches of a black old fir tree, she stood breathing hard, listening.


      Her mind was in a whirl. She had saved the moose. But what of herself?


      “Probably a foolish thing to do,” she muttered low. “And yet—”


      Her mind took another turn. Who was this man? Certainly he was breaking the law. No man had a right to kill a moose on Isle Royale.


      “They are one of the great joys of the island,” she told herself. “Hundreds of people come just to see them. Nowhere else can one see them so easily and safely in their native haunts. If men begin to shoot them they will go to the heart of the island and no one will see them. What a pity!”


      Again, who was this man? She thought of the black schooner that had come creeping up the bay in the dead of night and that other one Jeanne had seen by the wrecked ship. Were they the same? And did this man belong to that schooner? To none of these questions could she form a positive answer.


      When she had rested there in the shadows until she was sure the man had not followed her, she went gliding along beneath the rocky ridge, then started, slipping and sliding downward, to the camping ground.


      Like a patient steed her boat lay waiting on the beach.


      “Should hurry back to the ship,” she told herself. But the waters of Duncan’s Bay, so peaceful, so undisturbed and deserted, seemed to call. She answered that call.


      After rowing quietly for a half hour, she dropped her oars, took up her rod and began to cast. Her reel sang, the spoon gave off a silvery gleam as, cutting a narrow arc through the air, it sank from sight.


      Without truly hoping to catch a fish, she reeled in slowly. She repeated this again and again. Her boat was drifting. She gave no attention to that. Each cast was straighter, longer than the last. Here was real sport.


      But wait! Of a sudden the pole was fairly yanked from her hand. “A fish!” she exclaimed. “Oh! A fish.”


      She reeled in rapidly. The fish came up from the deep.


      “Only a poor little four pound pike,” she sighed as she shook him free.


      The little pike had three brothers; at least she hooked that number and threw them back.


      Then came a sudden shock. It was as if a powerful man had seized her lure and given it a terrific yank.


      “That’s the big boy again, or his brother.” She was thinking of that other night with Jeanne. She set her shoulders for a tussle. “If it is—” She set her teeth tight. “Watch me land him!”


      The “tussle” never rightly began. With a suddenness beyond power to describe, a voice in her very ear said:


      “So! Now I have you!”


      It was the man who meant to murder the aged moose. In his two gnarled hands he gripped a stout ashen oar. The oar was raised for a blow.


      What had happened was this. Her mind fully occupied with the fishing adventure, the girl had allowed her boat to drift farther and farther into the bay. She had at last come within the stranger’s view. Still angry because of his interrupted piece of vandalism, he had pushed off from the shore and, by using an oar for a paddle, had stolen upon her unobserved.


      That there would be a battle the strong girl did not doubt. How would it end? Who could say? Her pulse pounded madly as she reached for her own oar.


      The two small boats were a full mile from the Narrows, through which one enters Duncan’s Bay. At that moment a white fishing boat, fully forty feet long and gay with all manner of flags and bunting, was entering the Narrows.


      There were a number of men and women on board, all gayly dressed, and, until a few moments before, enjoying a grand fete of music and dancing. Now they were silent. Duncan’s Bay affects all in this same manner. Dark, mysterious, deserted, it seems to speak of the past. A hush falls upon all alike as they pass between the narrow, sloping walls that stand beside the entrance to this place of strange enchantment.


      Conspicuous because of his size and apparent strength, one man stood out from the other voyagers. Garbed in green breeches and a gayly decorated vest, he stood at the prow, massive brown arms folded, silently directing the course of the boat by a slight swaying, this way and that, of his powerful body.


      Florence was quick. Hours of work in a gymnasium each day for months on end had given her both the speed and strength of a tiger. Before the intruder could strike she had seized her oar and was prepared to parry the blow.


      The oars came together with a solid thwack. Not a word was said as they drew back for a second sally. This was to be a silent battle.


      The man tried a straight on, sword-like thrust. It became evident at once that he meant to plunge her into the icy water. What more?


      Swinging her oar in a circle, she struck his weapon such a blow as all but knocked it from his hands.


      Before he could regain his grip, she sent a flashing blow that barely missed his head, coming down with a thud upon his back.


      Turning upon her a face livid with anger, he executed a crafty thrust to the right, leading her weapon astray. Before she could recover, her boat tipped. She fell upon one knee. At the same instant there came a crashing blow that all but downed her for a count of ten. The man smiled.


      “I’m done!” her aching heart seemed to whisper.


      But what was this? There came the sound of heavy feet dropping upon the bottom of the boat. This was followed by a wolf-like growl. Then came the panting breath of terrific struggle.


      Florence regained full consciousness in time to see her adversary caught in the grip of a powerful man, and to witness the feat of strength that lifted him clear of the boat and sent him sprawling into black waters a full ten feet away.


      At that her deliverer turned and smiled, showing all his fine white teeth.


      “Bihari!” she exclaimed. “Bihari the gypsy!”


      “Yes, Miss Florence.” The man bowed. “Here we meet again. And this one—” He glanced at the man struggling in the water. “What of him?”


      “It’s not far to shore. Perhaps he can swim that far.”


      “Ah, yes, I am sure of that.” Bihari’s grin broadened. “Come then, we will forget him. You will come aboard our fine little schooner. My good Mama will look you over and see if you are hurt.”


      To her surprise Florence found the flag-bedecked boat close at hand. The villainous intruder had been outgeneraled by his own tactics. He had come upon Florence silently, unobserved. In this same manner Bihari, witnessing the struggle, had stolen upon him. Not, however, until he had won the battle had Bihari discovered he was defending a long-time friend.


      “Florence!” his buxom wife cried as the girl climbed aboard. “It is indeed good to see you! And where is my Jeanne?”


      “She—she’s not far away. You shall see her within an hour if you choose.”


      “Choose?” Bihari laughed a great roaring laugh. “Have we not traveled half way round the world that we might see her? Have we not traded our vans for a boat that we might come to this place? Show us the way.”


      “You saw the wreck as you came in?”


      “Ah, yes.”


      “That is the place.”


      “The wreck?” Bihari stared.


      “The wreck,” she repeated.


      Without another word this strange skipper mounted the deck to begin that unusual directing of his craft.


      Four words came back to Florence, as with her boat in tow, she rode in luxurious ease out of the bay. “We will forget him.” Bihari had said that. He had been speaking of the stranger. Could they safely forget him? Something seemed to tell her they could not.


      CHAPTER XI


      SONG OF THE PHANTOM


      It is not difficult to imagine Jeanne’s wild joy when, after an hour of disappointment because she had no boat for rowing to Duncan’s Bay, she saw the gay gypsy boat slip from out the Narrows and head straight for the spot where she stood upon the sloping deck.


      “Oh!” she cried to Greta. “They are coming! Florence has found them. She knows how I love gypsies who are good. She will bring them.” She sprang into a dance so wild that Greta thought she would spin quite off the deck and go flying through the air to meet the gay white boat.


      “It can’t be Bihari!” she exclaimed at last, throwing herself down upon the deck. “It just cannot be!”


      It was Bihari for all that. The schooner was still an arm’s length from the side of the wreck when with one wild leap Jeanne was in Madame Bihari’s strong arms.


      “Jeanne! My Petite Jeanne!” the good woman cried. Tears stood in her eyes. “Jeanne, you are with us once more!”


      There followed hours of great joy, of music and feasting; telling of stories, too.


      “In France,” Bihari said to Jeanne, “all is beautiful. Every day grows longer without you. We said, ‘Well, we will return to America.’ And here we are.


      “We came to Chicago. You were not there. We came to the shore of Lake Superior. You were not there. They said, ‘She is on an island, Isle Royale.’ We said, ‘Take our vans. We must have a boat.’ See! We have a boat. Is it not a jolly one? And we have you!


      “And see!” he exclaimed, pointing at a brown mass of fur against the cabin. “See, we have found you a bear. He is almost as wise as your other one. And Mama here has taught him some of your dances.


      “Come!” he exclaimed, poking the sleeping bear with his foot. “Come! Dance for us!”


      Unrolling himself, the bear stood up. At first, still groggy with sleep, he looked more like an empty sack trying to play it was a man. When Bihari seized his violin and began to play, it was as if the bear were run by a motor and the current was suddenly turned on. He began hopping about in a most grotesque manner. Soon he and Jeanne were doing a wild, weird dance.


      Florence, accustomed to all this from the past, sat looking on in silence. Greta too was silent. Yet how strange it all seemed to her!


      “Bravo!” Bihari shouted when the dance was over. “We will visit the island. We will go to every place where there are people. They shall have music and dancing, such entertainment as they have never known before.”


      The days that followed were one round of joy for the little French girl. The old wreck became once more a pleasure ship. Flags and bunting were hung on every brace and spar. The deserted cabins overflowed with life and echoed sounds of joy from dawn to dark.


      Great flat boxes of clay were brought from the mainland. On these campfires were kindled. Their red and yellow gleam might be seen wavering upon the water far and near. Strange dishes were prepared in kettles hung over these fires. They feasted, danced, sang and told stories by the hour. Both Jeanne and Florence lived the life of the open as they had lived it in France with Bihari and his band.


      As for the dark-eyed Greta, it was all so wild and strange she could only sit shyly smiling in a corner, both charmed and bewildered by the ways of these people of the open road.


      At times she stole away to the prow. One night, when songs were loudest, she took her violin from beneath her arm and played to the rushing waves. Then again she would sit staring away toward the land where no light shone, dreaming strange dreams.


      “Gold,” she would murmur, “a barrel of gold. Florence said there might be a barrel of gold buried on the camping ground.


      “But that,” she would exclaim, “that is absurd!” In spite of all her denials, the conviction clung to her that somehow, somewhere a barrel of gold would play an important part in her life.


      “Wonder how much that would be?” she murmured. “Enough for—for everything?” For a long time she had wished to study violin under a very great master, and had not been able.


      “Money, money, money,” she whispered now. “Some have much more than they need, and some none at all. How strange life is!”


      Finding in this no source of joy, she gazed away toward the shores of Isle Royale, to dream that she was once more listening to the magic music of the phantom violin.


      In this mood she took up her own violin and was soon lost to all else in an attempt to reproduce the notes of the haunting melody that had come to her that night.


      To her unspeakable joy, she found she could catch here and there a few scattered notes. With time it came to her more and more.


      So engrossed was she in this joyous adventure into the unknown, she did not know that the gypsy songs had ceased, that soft padded footsteps approached, that a little circle of eager listeners had gathered about her.


      “Ah!” someone sighed as her last note died away.


      Then, in consternation she became conscious of their presence.


      “Magnificent!” Bihari exclaimed. “We have artists of the violin in France. Few play more wonderfully. What piece is that?”


      “It—” Greta stared. “Why, that is the song of the phantom.”


      “Song of the phantom!”


      Greta was obliged to tell her story.


      “That is no phantom!” Bihari declared stoutly. “Some great artist is hidden away in those hills. Why? I wonder. I should like very much to hunt him out and sit at his feet. But tomorrow—no, the day after—we become water gypsies again. We must play and dance. Coins must jingle, for we must live.


      “And you—” He turned eagerly to Jeanne. “You will go with us, round the island?”


      “Yes! Yes! She will go, Jeanne will go!” The gypsy band, all old friends, swarmed about her. What more could she say but “Yes, I will go.”


      “And you,” she cried, gathering Greta and Florence in her arms, “you will go also?”


      “It would be a grand adventure,” Florence replied, “but Greta is here, in part to rest and grow strong. I think we must stay and keep the ship until your return.”


      So in the end this was agreed upon. “And we,” Greta whispered to Florence, “we shall go over to Duncan’s Bay. We shall dig for a barrel of gold and hunt down the home of that phantom who plays so divinely.”


      “Yes,” Florence agreed. “We will do just that.” But in her own mind’s eye was the face of a very ugly man. And that man was trying to cut off her head with an ashen oar.


      Next day was Sunday. There was no wild and hilarious music on this day, for Bihari and his band were deeply religious. All day they sat about the ship, some in groups talking quietly, and some alone meditating on the ways of a great Creator who rules the waves and watches over His children in all their wanderings.


      As darkness fell a bright fire was lighted. Bihari took down his violin and all joined in those sacred melodies that belong to all time, all lands and all people.


      Next day, with many a shout of farewell, the gypsy bark sailed away. And in the prow, standing beside Bihari, was the little French girl.


      “I’ll be back in ten days,” she shouted back as the wreck began to grow small in the distance.


      “Will she?” Florence whispered. “I wonder.”


      CHAPTER XII


      GOLD


      Bihari and his gypsy band in their Ship of Joy had scarcely passed from sight around Blake’s Point when the sun went under a cloud and a damp, chill wind came driving in from the north.


      “Boo! How cold!” Greta wrapped her sweater tight about her.


      With the gay flags down, the hilarious music stilled, the wreck seemed a cold, dull and lifeless place. “Something sinister and threatening about it,” Florence thought.


      To Greta she said, “Pack up the things you’ll need for ten days, plenty of warm stockings and the like. We’re going camping on the island. We’ll tramp all over Greenstone Ridge and sleep where night overtakes us.”


      “That,” Greta cried, “will be grand! Shall I take my violin?”


      “Surely. You might be able to take a few lessons from your mysterious phantom,” Florence laughed as she began packing away eatables that were both light and nourishing.


      “There are streams and small lakes,” she murmured half to herself. “We shall have fish to fry, and some berries are ripe, blueberries, raspberries and a sort I have never seen before.


      “Here,” she said to Greta as her feet touched the shores of the camping ground on Duncan’s Bay, “here we shall camp for the night. Tomorrow we will go on. I mean to do a little digging.”


      “For gold?” Greta stared.


      “For a barrel of gold.” Florence smiled. “Well, anyway, for something.”


      Dragging a small trench spade from her pack, she studied the lay of the land.


      “Now where would one make camp?” she said thoughtfully as her keen eyes surveyed the narrow patch of ground. “Not too far back. Campfire might be blown into the forest and set the hillside blazing. Not too close to the shore either. Wind might come up and drive the waves over you while you slept.


      “About here.” She set her spade at the very center of the level stretch of ground that in all is not larger than one city lot.


      “You know, Greta,” she said thoughtfully as she began to dig, “it really doesn’t matter whether we find a barrel of gold. Very often people are harmed by having too much money. It’s good for us to work. There are ways of getting things we need—good stout clothes, plain food, and all the education that’s good for us, if we are wise and really work hard.


      “We may find gold. No one could be sure we will not. We may find charcoal and scorched bones. If we study these carefully we can say, ‘This fire was kindled two hundred years ago, before ever white men set foot on these shores.’ We will be adding a sentence or two to Isle Royale’s strange history. That’s something.


      “And we might—” she was digging now, cutting away the thin sod, then tossing out shovelfuls of sandy soil. “We might possibly find some copper instruments crudely made by the Indians.


      “That—” she stood erect for a moment. “That would be a great deal. Any museum would pay well for those. Some may have been found on the island, but I doubt it. But it is known that the Indians came here from the mainland to take chunks of solid copper from the rocks.


      “They had to heat the rock, build great fires upon it, then drag the fire away and crack the brittle hot rock.


      “Copper!” She breathed a deep breath. “That’s why we have the island instead of Canada. History, Greta, is truly fascinating if you study it as we are doing now, right on the ground. We—what’s that!” she broke short off. Some metal object had clinked on her spade.


      “Its a coin!” she exclaimed a moment later. “A very old coin, I am sure!” She was all excitement. “Money! I told you, Greta! Gold!”


      It was indeed a golden coin, very thin and quite small for all that. By careful scouring they managed to make out that the words stamped on its face were French. They could not read the date.


      “Gold!” Greta seized the spade to begin digging vigorously. “Gold! There was a barrel of gold! The barrel rotted long ago. But the gold, it is still there. We will find it!”


      In a very short time the slender girl found her breath coming in deep pants. Blisters were rising on her hands. She might soon have exhausted herself had not Florence shoved her gently to one side and taken the spade from her.


      Strangely enough, the big girl had thrown out but three shovelfuls of sand when again her blade rang.


      This time the earth yielded a greater treasure—not gold, but copper. A small knife with a thin blade and round handle of copper, it showed the marks of the crude native smithy who fashioned it.


      “From the past!” Florence’s eyes gleamed. “The very distant past! How Doctor Cole of the museum will exclaim over that!”


      So engrossed were the two girls in their study of this new treasure, they failed to note three facts. Darkness was falling. A stealthy figure was creeping upon them in the shadows of the forest. A short, powerful motor boat had entered the Narrows and was headed for the camping grounds.


      In the meantime Jeanne had made an important discovery. The Ship of Joy had gone cruising round Blake’s Point to turn in at a narrow circular bay known as Snug Harbor.


      Jeanne thought this one of the most beautiful spots she had ever known. White lodge building, more than half hidden by fir and balsam, little cottages tucked away at the edge of the forest, and about it all an air of quiet and peace. They were at the door of Rock Harbor Lodge.


      “We will disturb their quiet,” Jeanne thought to herself, “but not their peace, I am sure.”


      While Bihari was talking with the owner of the lodge regarding a night of music and dancing, she stole away over a path shadowed by mountain ash and fir. At the end of the path she came to a long, low, private cottage, boarded up and closed. Before this house a long narrow dock ran out into the bay. Tied to this dock was a schooner.


      “The black schooner!” Jeanne shuddered.


      Yet drawn toward it as a bird is drawn to a snake, she walked slowly down the dock to find herself at last peering inside the long, low cabin.


      At once she sprang back as if she had seen someone. She had seen no one. The schooner was for the moment deserted. What she had seen, hanging against the wall, was a diver’s helmet.


      “The black schooner!” she murmured once more as she hurried away, losing herself from sight in the shadow of the forest.


      * * * *


      Back on the camping ground, the first intimation Florence and Greta had that there was anyone about was when, with a startling suddenness, a bright searchlight flashed into their eyes. The light came from the water. At the same time there came the sound of movement in the dry leaves of the forest at their backs. Instinctively Florence whirled about. Her bright eyes searched the forest. No one was there.


      * * * *


      When Jeanne once more reached the lodge dock where the Ship of Joy was tied, a crowd of people from the cottages had gathered about Bihari and his band. She grasped the sleeve of a tall young man to say in a low, agitated tone, “Do you know what schooner that is?”


      “Schooner?” He smiled down at her.


      “Yes, the one by that other dock. Over—why!” she exclaimed, “it is gone! It was a black schooner. But now it is not there.”


      The tall young man looked at her in a manner that seemed to say, “You’ve been seeing things.” This embarrassed her, so she lost herself in the crowd.


      But not for long. One moment, and a pleasing voice was saying in her ear, “And are you the golden-haired gypsy who will dance with the bear tonight?”


      CHAPTER XIII


      THE HEAD HUNTER


      When the searchlight from the water had been switched off, Florence saw the dark gray power boat approaching the camping ground.


      “Greta,” she groaned, “we should have gone up the ridge at once! There’s no peace or privacy anywhere!”


      As the boat came nearer they read in large letters across the prow one word, “CONSERVATION.”


      This brought momentary relief to the startled girls. Conservation men are government men and these, Florence believed, could be trusted.


      Pulling in close to shore, the boat dropped anchor. A sturdy, sun-tanned man leaped into the small boat they had in tow, and rowed rapidly toward land.


      “Who’s the man who went into the bush just now?” he demanded the instant his feet touched land.


      “M—man?” Florence stammered. “There is no man.”


      “So I see,” the newcomer grumbled. “There was one, though. Don’t try to deceive me! I saw him! He’s short, stoutly built, rather dark, with a week’s beard. Now then! Does that convince you?”


      “Yes.” Florence found her knees trembling. “Perhaps,” she thought, “these Conservation men have saved us from trouble without knowing it.”


      “Yes,” she repeated, “I believe you are telling the truth. You did see a man. But—but he doesn’t belong to us. Truly he does not! Wait! I’ll tell you about him.”


      “Tell me about yourself first. What are you doing here?” The man did not smile.


      “Why—we—we—we—” Florence was greatly disturbed. “We came over here from the wreck. We—”


      “Oh!” her inquisitor broke in as a smile overspread his face. “You’re the girls living out there on the wreck. That—er—I owe you an apology. We’ve heard of you. You’re O. K. You see, we’re the Conservation men on the island, Dick and I. Got to see that no game is killed, no trees cut, no fires started, all that.


      “But tell me now—” His voice took on an eager note. “Tell me about that man.”


      Florence told him all she knew. He was, she felt quite certain, the man who had intended murdering Old Uncle Ned, the veteran moose, and the man who had fought with her that battle of oars. She trembled now as she thought what might have happened had not these Conservation men happened along.


      “God seems to be keeping an eye on us,” she was to say to Jeanne some time later. And Jeanne was to reply reverently, “He notes the sparrow’s fall.”


      “Excuse me,” the Conservation man said when the story was done. “My name is Mell. As man to man, I’d like to shake your hand. The way you saved the old moose was keen. You’re the right sort. I—I’ll get you a job on our force.” He shook her hand warmly.


      “But this fellow—” his brow wrinkled. “We’ll have to look after him. He’s a head hunter, beyond a doubt. Fellow can get good money for a fine pair of moose antlers. These rascals come over here and kill our best friends of the wildwood, just for a few sordid dollars. Watch us go after him!”


      Leaping into his boat, he was away.


      “He’s—he’s all right.” Florence was enthusiastic. “Question is, shall we camp here or try a return trip to the ship?” For a moment all thoughts of the treasure hunt were forgotten.


      “Moon will be out by ten o’clock,” she said after a moment’s thought. “Be safer on the water then. We’ll make a fire and have something to eat.”


      Their evening lunch over, the girls curled up side by side with the wall of their small tent at their back and the glowing fire before them. All about them was blackness. Not a gleam came from the surface of dark waters. Not a break appeared in the wall of bottle-green that was the forest at their back. For all this, they were not afraid. Swen’s rifle lay across Florence’s knees. Their ears were keen. No intruder could slip upon them unannounced.


      “Gold!” Greta whispered. “We found a tiny bit. I wonder if there can be much more.”


      “Who knows?” Florence murmured dreamily.


      Presently the big girl’s head fell forward. She slept, as the wild people before her had slept, sitting before the fire.


      Greta did not wake her. “I will hear in time if there is any danger,” she told herself. She liked the feel of it all, the warmth of the fire on her face, the little breezes playing in her hair, her sleeping comrade, the night, the mysterious forest—all this seemed part of a new world to her. She smiled as she thought of her own soft bed at home with its bright covers and downy pillow. “Who would wish to live like that always?” she asked herself. “Who—”


      Her thoughts snapped off like a radio singer who had been cut off. Wind was beginning to come down the bay and, wafted along by it was a sound, faint, indistinct but unmistakable.


      “The phantom violin!” she whispered.


      This time the sound came from so great a distance that it was but a teasing phantom of sound.


      She wanted to slip away into the forest and follow the sound. But she dared not.


      * * * *


      Petite Jeanne was with her wild, free friends of other days. In the pale light of Japanese lanterns she danced with the bear the old fantastic dances of those other days. When it was over and she passed the tambourine for Bihari, a great weight of silver coins thumped into it. For a moment she was deliriously happy. When it was all over and she had rowed alone in a small boat out to the center of the narrow bay, her feelings changed. For one short moment she wished herself back on the wreck with Florence and Greta.


      “But I must not!” She pulled herself up short. “Bihari and his people have done much for me. I must not fail them now.


      “Ah! But this is beautiful!” she breathed a moment later. “And I shall see it all—all this marvelous island!”


      The scene before her was like some picture taken from a fairy book. A dark circle of forest with only a pale light gleaming here and there like a star, and at the center of all this the lights of a long, low room casting mellow reflections upon the water.


      Figures moved about like gay phantoms in this light. To her ears came the low melody of guitar and violin.


      “It is so beautiful!” She felt her throat tighten with the joy of it all. “And yet—”


      She was thinking of the black schooner that had slipped away into the great unknown lying away beyond the shrouds of night.


      “The diver was on that schooner,” she assured herself. “What if they return to our home, our poor wrecked ship! They may set fire to it! They may blow it up with dynamite!” She shuddered. “They came there to look for something. I wonder what it could be? Florence is a famous diver. When we are back at the wreck—if we ever are,” she murmured dreamily, “she shall dive into that place and see. She—”


      But someone was calling her name. She must return to the shore. Her brief hour of revery was at an end.


      * * * *


      On the camping grounds at Duncan’s Bay for two hours Florence slept. When she woke the moon was out. The wind too had risen.


      “Waves will be too high,” was her instant decision. “We must stay here for the night.”


      “And tomorrow,” Greta whispered eagerly, “tomorrow at dawn we will go up the ridge.”


      “Why so soon?”


      Greta told of hearing that faint thread of music.


      “We shall see,” said Florence, and began preparation for the night.


      Their tent was small, only seven feet square. It had a floor of canvas. Once inside with the flap buttoned tight, they were as securely housed as the caterpillar in his chrysalis.


      Greta was not slow in creeping down among the blankets. She went to sleep at once.


      As for Florence, she drew on her heavy sweater, thrust her feet under the blankets, propped the rifle against the tent wall and, folding her arms across her knees, sat at half watch the night through.


      The sun had not cleared the tree tops when the Conservation boat appeared. It had a small black power boat in tow.


      “We waited for him all night, that head hunter,” Mell explained. “Didn’t show up. Hoofed it back into the hills, I guess. The boat was stolen. We’re taking it back.


      “No good, his hiding in the forest,” he concluded. “We’ll get him, you’ll see. Tell every ship captain to watch for him.”


      “I hope,” said Florence when they were gone, “that they get him very soon.”


      A half hour later, with packs on their backs, the two girls headed up the rocky slope.


      “Treasure hunt can wait,” was Florence’s comment. “We can go after that when Jeanne is back. Now we’re going to explore Greenstone Ridge.”


      This course, she had thought during the night, might seem a bit dangerous with the head hunter still at large. “But the ridge is a trackless wilderness,” she had reassured herself. “He will never come upon our trail.” Which, as you will see by what follows, was a fair conclusion.


      The events that followed the climbing of Greenstone Ridge on that bright and beautiful day were strange beyond belief.


      CHAPTER XIV


      SECRET OF GREENSTONE RIDGE


      Late next afternoon the Ship of Joy with Bihari and his band, including Jeanne and the bear, went gliding down the long, narrow stretch of water known as Rock Harbor. As Jeanne, seated in a sunny spot on the deck, watched the small island to the left go gliding by, she felt, as one feels the current of galvanic electricity go coursing through his system, the thrill and mild terror that comes when one senses impending adventure, terror, or disaster. She could not tell what was to happen.


      “Something will happen,” a voice seemed to whisper. “You are coming nearer and nearer.”


      She did not doubt the voice. It had come to her before. Such is the gift of wandering people; they feel and know in advance.


      No, she did not doubt. And yet, the low sun shone so mildly, waves lapped the boat’s sides so dreamily, islands of green and brown glided by so like drifting shadows, she forgot all else and, stretching out upon the deck, she surrendered herself to the spell of it all.


      Not for long. A chill wind came sweeping over the tops of the islands. Dark clouds scurried overhead.


      “This is bad!” Bihari grumbled. “Our next stop is Chippewa Harbor. We must go out into the lake to get there. Lake Superior is bad when he is angry. He puts out hands and seizes small boats. He drags them down and they are never seen again.


      “At Chippewa Harbor there are little cabins and just now a large party camping in tents. We will sing and dance for them.


      “But tomorrow—” he laughed a large, good-natured laugh. “Tomorrow. We have with us always tomorrow. That will do.


      “In this harbor we are safe. Tonight we will sing for ourselves.”


      He was right. When at last they reached the narrow passage through which they were to glide into broad, open waters, they saw an endless field of black and white, a stormy sea.


      Pulling in behind a small island where the wind could not reach them and the water was at rest, they dropped anchor and at once the gypsy band were engaged in a merry and quite innocent revel of wild music.


      Jeanne did not join them. Had one asked her why, she perhaps could not have told. She thought of Florence and Greta, wondered if they were at the wreck or on land, wondered, too, how the wreck would stand the storm. She thought of friends in Chicago and her castle in France where her great-aunt saw to it that she lived up to her position as a great young lady.


      “Life,” she whispered, “is strange. We long for the past. And when we find it again, we are not sure that we want it. Life, it seems, goes on and on, but never truly backward. We must go on and on with it to the end. And then—


      “Oh, but life is truly wonderful!” she cried, springing to her feet and doing a wild fling across the deck. “Who would not love to live on and on and on forever!


      “And perhaps—” her voice dropped as if in a prayer. “Perhaps we shall.”


      Jeanne’s soul was like a day of clouds and sunshine, a change with every tick of the clock.


      Next instant she had caught sight of a tall, narrow tower rising above a low building.


      “The abandoned lighthouse!” she cried. “That is where our good friend the fisher boy, Swen, lives. He told me he had his home with his father and mother in that tower. What an odd home it must be! No corners in the rooms at all. Oh, I must see it and our good friend Swen!”


      Next instant she sprang into a boat bumping at the side of the schooner, untied the rope, seized the oars and rowed away alone. Even as she did this there came over her again that sense of impending danger.


      * * * *


      Greenstone Ridge, like the backbone of a very lean horse, runs the entire length of Isle Royale. The crest of that ridge may be reached only by climbing a very steep slope. This climb is broken by narrow plateaus. When Florence and Greta had reached the first plateau they turned their backs upon that end of the island that was known to them and headed straight on into the great unknown.


      They came at once upon a well-trodden moose trail. Hundreds of moose wander from end to end of this strange island. This trail made travel easy. Moss soft as carpet, bits of soft wood beaten into pulp, with here and there a stretch of black earth or gray rock, offered pleasant footing for their patiently plodding feet.


      “We’ll stop at noon,” Florence said. “Have a cold lunch and a good rest. We’ll travel some more after that. When we’re tired we’ll find a big flat rock, build a fire, make hot chocolate, fry bacon, have a real feast. Then the tent and blankets. We’ll be living where no one has lived, explorers. Won’t it be grand?”


      Greta had thought it might be. She did not feel quite sure. Pictures of her own safe bed, of a table spread with snowy linen and shining silver, floated before her eyes. “If mother could see me now!” she whispered.


      “But, oh, it is good to breathe—just breathe!” Throwing back her shoulders, she drank in a breath of air that was like water, clear and cold from a deep well.


      On this long tramp Florence led the way. Never a person who would waste breath with idle talk on such an occasion, she plodded along in silence. For all that, her active brain was busy. She was thinking through a very special and private interview she had had with Swen the fisher boy only three days before.


      “So you are going way back up yonder?” He had waved a sun-browned arm toward the distant ridge.


      “Yes.” Florence had caught her breath. “Yes, we are going up there. Won’t it be gr-a-a-nd! They say no one goes up there—that perhaps no one has ever been up there. It must be lonely, silent, beautiful!”


      “It’s all of that.” The fisherman’s blue eyes were frank and kind. “But I thought I’d ought to tell you, just in case you don’t know, there’s someone waiting for you up there.”


      “No.” The girl spoke quickly. “No, there is no one at all. We are going by ourselves, just Greta and I. We sent no one ahead.”


      “I believe you,” Swen replied. “All the same, there’s someone up there. I’ll tell you how I know.”


      As if to collect his thoughts, he had paused, looking away at Greenstone Ridge. Florence recalled that now.


      It was worth looking at, that ridge. In truth, every little corner of this large island was worth looking at.


      Just then the setting sun had transformed the far-away green of spruce and balsam into a crown of green and gold.


      “I’ll tell you why I know there’s someone up there,” Swen went on presently. “I’ve got a little store down by the end of the harbor. Four times that store has been entered. Things have been taken. Not stolen; just taken and the money left to pay for them. The first three times it was food they took. The last time it was a grinding stone for polishing greenstone. Cost me five dollars. The five was there. Can you beat that?”


      “But your store is on the other side of the island,” Florence had protested. “That’s another place entirely. We’re not going there.”


      “It’s all the same ridge,” Swen explained, patiently. “When you come to the tip-top of the ridge and if you go far enough toward the center of the island—not so far, either—you can look down on Duncan’s Bay on your side and upon our harbor on the other.


      “And up there somewhere,” he added with conviction, “there’s someone. I know it! He took things from our store.”


      Florence had thought of Greta’s phantom. Could it be that there truly was someone living on this ridge? And would they discover that person?


      “He pays for things he takes. He is honest,” she argued to herself. “He loves music. No true musician could be unkind or brutal.”


      “But, after all,” she had insisted, turning her face to Swen, “after all, there is no one. A boat came along at night. The people in the boat took the things from your store.”


      “Came in a boat, that’s what I thought at first.” The light of mystery shone in the fisherman’s eye. “But the last time, that time he took the grinding wheel and left the five dollars in gold, there was a storm on old Superior, a terrible nor-easter. No one could have lived in that sea. And there wasn’t so much as a rowboat in the harbor.


      “And that person don’t live on the shore, either,” he went on after a moment. “Know every boat of the shore, I do. Naturally, then, they’re up there on Greenstone Ridge somewhere, someone is, that’s certain.”


      “How—how long ago?” The words had stuck in Florence’s throat.


      “First time was all of a year ago. Last time, early this spring.”


      “Then—then perhaps he’s gone. This is August, you know.”


      “Maybe, miss. Somehow I don’t think so.”


      “Why would anyone stay a whole year in such a place? Think what it would mean!” Her eyes had opened wide. “No companions! No food except what you have taken up. All alone!”


      “You’re assuming there’s only one. I don’t know. There might be more. Articles have been found missing from cottages closed for the winter, food and clothing. Always paid for, though. One fisherman, who was very poor, found the price of three pairs of boots left for one pair; well-worn ones they were, too.


      “But why do they stay up there?” he went on. “It’s your question. Perhaps you will find the answer.”


      “Wh—why haven’t you been up there to see?” Florence asked.


      “Me? See here, miss, I’m a fisherman—belong to the water. No land lubberin’ for mine! And besides, I’ve a father and mother to look after. I got my money for the things he took, didn’t I? Then what call do I have looking into places like that?”


      Once again the girl had looked away to the place where the ridge must be. It was gone, swallowed up in the night. Not a light had shone up there. Not a campfire gleamed.


      “There is no one up there,” she had whispered to herself as she stood alone on the deck of the wrecked ship, straining her eyes for even a very small gleam against the sky. “There can’t be. They’d have a lamp of some sort, even if it were only a pine knot torch.”


      Then of a sudden she had thought of the curious green light Greta had seen at a distance on that very ridge.


      “What could have caused that light?” she had asked herself.


      She asked it all over again as she trudged away over the moose trail.


      “Of course,” she thought, “there’s the head hunter. But he’s out. Such men don’t climb ridges unless they’re obliged to—too lazy for that! And they don’t make divine music nor light green lamps at night.


      “I suppose,” she whispered to herself after a time, “suppose I should have told Greta what Swen said, but—”


      Well, she just hadn’t wanted to, that was all. Perhaps she had been selfish, she had wanted this trip so much. She had wanted company too. And too much talk about the secrets of Greenstone Ridge might have frightened Greta out altogether.


      “Do you know why they call this Greenstone Ridge?” she said aloud to Greta.


      “No. Why?”


      “Because there is a kind of quartz embedded in some of the rocks. They call these greenstones. They are about the seventh most valuable stone in the world.”


      “Shall we find some?” Greta’s tone was eager.


      “We’ll hope so.” Florence shifted her pack. “They make grand settings for rings, things like that. You chip them from the rocks with a chisel or hatchet.”


      “Green stones,” Greta whispered to herself. “Green stone and a green light on this very ridge. Of course, there’s no connection; but then, it’s sort of strange.”


      CHAPTER XV


      A LEAP IN THE DARK


      Jeanne’s row from the Ship of Joy to the small dock before the ancient lighthouse was a short one. Her boat tied up, she hurried along the dock, then over the winding path leading up the gentle slope.


      Darkness was falling. Even now, from the schooner’s cabin she caught a yellow gleam of light. She cast a hurried glance toward the tall stone tower.


      “They live up there somewhere,” she murmured. “But there’s no light.”


      She quickened her step. “Soon be dark.”


      Hesitating before a door, she took a grip on herself, then seized the doorknob and gave it a quick turn. The door flew open. Silence, the faint smell of smoked fish and half darkness greeted her. She was at the foot of a winding stairway. She sprang forward and up. At the top of that stairway was a second door. It stood ajar. She rapped on it. No answer. A louder rap. Still no answer.


      “Just make sure.” She pushed the door open. “Yes,” she told herself, “someone lives here, some old people who love comfort, chairs and soft, home-made cushions and all that. Dear old people they must be. And there, there’s a rag doll! Must be children, too. Swen never spoke of them. Perhaps—”


      She was beginning to think she had come to the wrong lighthouse when a sound from the stairs caused her to start violently.


      “Who—who’s there?” Her voice shook ever so slightly.


      There came no answer. Instinctively the girl sprang toward the center of this tower room.


      Perhaps this movement saved her. As she whirled about she saw to her horror that there, standing in the doorway, was the head hunter. She had not seen him before, but from Florence’s description she knew she could not be mistaken. There was the same short, stout body, the dark, evil face, the blood-shot eyes. That he recognized her as Florence’s friend she could not doubt. There was a look of savage glee in his eyes. His yellow teeth showed like fangs.


      For a space of seconds the little French girl stood paralyzed with fear. Then as her eyes circled the room they caught sight of a second door. She sprang toward this.


      The door swung open and banged shut. Like a flash she was away up a second flight of stairs.


      “This leads to the top of the tower,” she told herself. “And when I’m out there?”


      A bat, frightened from the beams, flashed by her, another, and still another. She hated and feared bats. But a greater terror lay behind. There came the sound of heavy steps.


      Darkness lay before her. “A trap door.” Her frightened mind recorded these words. “What if it is locked?”


      It was not locked. She was through it. It slammed behind her. There was no lock on that side. What was to be done?


      Two heavy stones on the ledge beside her seemed loose. They were loose. Pushing more than lifting, she banged one down upon the door, then the other. She caught the sound of muttered curses as the second stone banged down.


      Safe for the moment, she considered her next move. That the man would, in time, be able to wreck that door she did not doubt. “Sure to be an axe down there,” she told herself.


      Wildly her eyes searched the circular platform. In an obscure spot she saw a coil of rope.


      “Stout,” she told herself, “but too short. Never reach the ground.” Dizzily she surveyed the scene below. Beneath her for the most part were rocks. Between these were narrow patches of grass. “Nice place to land!” she grumbled.


      To the right and some twenty feet from the tower was a huge fir tree. In her distress she fancied that its branches reached out to her, offering aid.


      “If only I could!” she murmured.


      Seizing the rope, she tied one end to a beam, then leaning far out, watched the other end drop as it unfolded coil by coil. This came to an end at last. “Still thirty feet,” she thought with fresh panic. “Be killed sure.”


      Standing quite still, she listened. There came no sound. “Gone down. May not come back.” She uttered a low prayer.


      She was thinking now, wondering how this man had come here, all the way across the ridge from Duncan’s Bay. “Probably someone was after him. Should be,” she told herself. “Came here to escape. He—”


      Breaking in upon her thoughts came a terrific crash. A blow had been aimed at the trap door.


      “Got an axe. Door won’t last.” She was half way over the ledge. Ten seconds later, bracing her feet against the wall, she was going down the rope hand over hand.


      The end? She reached that soon enough. Still thirty feet above the earth, she clung there motionless.


      Then of a sudden, taking a strong grip on the rope, she began working her way back, round the tower. When she had gone as far as she dared, she gave a quick, strong push and set herself swinging wide.


      With a sort of pumping motion, aided by an occasional kick at the wall, she was able to get herself into a wide swing. Then of a sudden, with a quick intake of breath, she let go.


      She fell, as she had hoped to do, squarely into the arms of the friendly fir tree. She caught at its branches, swayed forward, held her grip, shifted her feet, then sank to a deep, dark corner where, for the moment, she might rest and gain control of her wildly beating heart.


      Ten seconds later there came a low swish. That was the falling rope. The head hunter had cut it. At thought of what might have happened, the girl all but lost her balance.


      A moment later, after a hasty scramble, she reached earth and went swiftly away.


      With hands scratched, dress torn and heart beating wildly, she reached the dock, raced along on tip-toe, dragged the tie rope free, dropped into her boat, then rowed rapidly and silently away.


      Arrived at the side of the Ship of Joy, she drew her boat into its protective shadows to sit there watching, listening, waiting motionless.


      From the shore there came a sound. It was strange. She could not interpret it. In time it died away.


      “Perhaps I should tell Bihari all about it,” she thought soberly. Still she did not move. She respected and loved the gallant gypsy chief; but most of all she feared his terrible anger.


      “This,” she thought with a shudder, “is no time for battle and bloodshed.” Her eyes were fixed upon the dark masses of Greenstone Ridge. The moon in all its golden glory had just risen over that ridge.


      On that ridge at this moment, had she but known it, sat two silent watchers, Florence and Greta. Had they been possessed of a powerful searchlight and an equally powerful telescope, they might have looked down from their lofty throne upon the little French girl seated there in the boat.


      As Jeanne sat there a curious sound struck her ear. “Like someone swimming,” she told herself. “Surely that terrible man would not think of attempting that! He knows Bihari’s power.”


      She sat motionless, listening, ready to spring up and flee, while the sound grew louder. Then of a sudden she gave vent to a low laugh.


      “The bear!” she exclaimed in a whisper.


      “The bear.” Her tone was suddenly sober. “He has been on shore. What has he seen? What has he done?


      “Well!” She rose as, without seeing her, the bear tumbled clumsily over the schooner’s rail. “Whatever he knows, he never will tell. That’s where a bear makes one fine friend.”


      CHAPTER XVI


      GRETA’S SECRET


      That night the dark-eyed Greta found herself in the midst of a nature lover’s paradise. Yet she was not at that moment thinking of any paradise. She was listening with all her ears, listening to the sounds of the night, waiting, too, for some other sound that she hoped might come.


      “Will it play tonight,” she whispered to herself, “the phantom violin?”


      That her ear might catch the faintest sound, she was sitting up in bed. And such a sweet-scented bed as it was! Blankets spread over nature’s thick mattress of dry moss and balsam tips.


      “Why can’t I forget and fall asleep,” she asked herself.


      Once again she leaned forward to listen. “How sweet!” she murmured as she caught the night call of some small bird, a single long-drawn note. “Just a call in the night.”


      And then, muscles tense, ears strained, she sat erect.


      “There it is again!”


      No bird this time, no single note, but many notes. Yet it was all so indistinct.


      “The phantom violin!” Her lips trembled. “Like the singing of angels!” she told herself.


      “There, now it has faded away.” Regret was registered in her tone.


      Once again she crept under the blankets to the warm spot at Florence’s side.


      They had come far that day, with pack on back over rough moose trails. The stalwart Florence had carried the heaviest load. Now, oblivious to all about her, she slept the deep sleep of one possessed of a clear head and a healthy body.


      The spot they had chosen for their night camp was down from the very crest of Greenstone Ridge but a dozen paces.


      Greta was very weary. They had traveled farther that day than had been their intention. There were no fit camping places along the moose trail. At last, just as shadows were falling, they had decided to climb to the crest, a hard task for the day’s end. They had made it, for all that. And on the far side of that ridge they had discovered the very spot. A flat rock, some twenty feet across, offered support for an improvised hearth of stones. A mossy bed above this invited them to sleep.


      “Plenty of wind. No rain tonight,” had been Florence’s prophecy. “We’ll just make our bed beneath the stars.”


      And so, here they were, and here was Greta, sitting up, wide awake, dreaming in the night.


      Florence had known Greta for only a short time. The true nature of this dark-eyed girl was for the most part as yet to her a veiled secret. She did not know that the nature of these slender, black-eyed ones often drives them unflinching into places of great peril, that roused by anger or intrigued by mystery they will dare all without one backward look.


      The story Swen had told Florence could not have frightened Greta from taking a part in this great adventure. Truth was, she knew it all, and more. She treasured a secret all her own, did this dark-eyed girl. She was thinking of it now.


      “He called them white flares,” she murmured low. “Said if we were in grave danger or needed help in any way, to light one of them. He would see the white light against the sky and come. Vincent Stearns said that.”


      She had met Vincent Stearns, a sturdy, sun-tanned young man, a famous newspaper camera man, at Tobin’s Harbor only two days before. Swen had taken her to the Harbor in his fishing boat. On the way he had told her of the mysterious someone who, he was sure, lived on Greenstone Ridge. She had repeated the story to Vincent Stearns.


      “Yes,” the photographer had said, “I’ve heard the story myself. So you are going up there on a camping trip—just two girls?” He had arched his brows.


      “Oh, but you should see Florence!” Greta had exclaimed. “She’s big as a man and strong! You can’t know how strong she is.”


      “All the same,” he had insisted, “you may find yourself in need of help. Take these. They are white flares. If you need help, set one on a flat rock atop the ridge and set it off. I use ’em for taking pictures of moose at night. It can be seen for miles, that white light.


      “I’m going to be hunting moose with a camera on the lakes near the far end of Rock Harbor. Wherever you are, if I see that flare I’ll come.”


      Greta had accepted the white flares. They were in her kit bag now. “Not that we’ll need them. But then, you never can tell.”


      After listening a long time for the return of the bewitching phantom music, she cuddled down and fell asleep.


      * * * *


      It was at about this same hour that Jeanne, looking from her porthole in the Ship of Joy, watching the brown old lighthouse tower that stood all dark in the moonlight, saw at one of the windows a wavering light. This was followed by a steady yellow gleam.


      “Who is it?” she asked herself. “Is that truly Swen’s home? And has he returned? Or is that the head hunter making himself comfortable for the night?”


      One more problem returned to her before she fell asleep. The bear had been to the mainland. Doubtless he had missed her and had followed by swimming. He had not, however, returned for some time. What had he done there on land?


      “Probably nothing,” she told herself. She could not be sure, however.


      In the morning she was to learn much and wonder still more.


      * * * *


      Greta had not slept long before she found herself once more wide awake, staring up at the fleeing clouds. “Something must have disturbed my dreams,” she murmured. “What can it have been?”


      Then, as minds have a way of doing, her mind took up an old, old problem and thought it all through again. This problem had to do with her future. A very rich woman had heard her playing the violin in a very small concert. She had, as she had expressed it, been “charmed, charmed indeed,” by Greta’s modest efforts. She had offered to become her good angel, had this very rich and rather pompous lady. “You shall study at my expense, under the very great masters,” she had said. “No expense shall be spared. And in time—” her bulging eyes had glowed. “In time you shall have the world at your feet!”


      Greta had not said “I will do it.” Instead, she had replied, “I must talk it over with my mother. I will see.”


      She was still “seeing.” This was one of the problems yet to be solved. She did long to study under great masters. And yet, she loved her own family. She wished that they might do for her all that was grand and glorious. “To invite a rich stranger into one’s life,” some wise person had said to her, “is often to shut one’s humble friends out.”


      “The world at my feet,” she repeated, then laughed softly to herself. Beneath them, rolling away like billows of the sea, was the glorious green of that primeval forest; and beyond that, black and mysterious in the night, lay the waters of Lake Huron.


      “The world at my feet! I have that tonight!” she murmured. “I—”


      She sat straight up to listen. The wind had changed. It was rising. The right side of their tent was sagging. Borne in on this wind, the sound that had puzzled her before came sweeping in like the notes of some long forgotten song.


      “Intermezzo from Cavalleria Rusticana!” Her astonishment knew no bounds. Surely there was someone on Greenstone Ridge! Someone who played the violin divinely.


      “And yet,” she thought more soberly, “in this still air sound carries far. May be on some boat out there on the black waters.”


      Peering into the night she strained her eyes in a vain attempt to discover a light on the lake. There was no light.


      She had just snuggled down in her warm corner once more when every muscle of her supple form stiffened in terror. She sprang to her feet. From some distant spot, yet startling in its distinctness, had come one wild, piercing scream.


      “Wha—what could that have been?”


      Gripping at her heart to still its mad beating, she sank back in her place.


      “Boo! How cold!” She drew the blankets about her.


      Her mind was in a turmoil. Who had screamed? That it was a person, not some wild creature, she could not doubt. But who?


      Should she waken Florence? Her hand was on the big girl’s shoulder. “But why?” she asked herself. “We are two girls. What can we do in the night on a ridge we do not know? Fall into a crevice. No help to anyone.”


      Once again she crawled down beneath the blankets. Once more she caught the notes of that mysterious music. It had not stopped. Plainly that person was not associated in any way with the scream.


      The wind began whispering in the pines. The sound blended with that strange music. Together they became the accompaniment to a dream. She slept. And still at her feet lay the glorious little world that is Isle Royale.


      CHAPTER XVII


      THE CAVERN OF FIRE


      Not until her courage had been strengthened by a steaming cup of coffee brewed over a fire before the tent was Greta ready to tell her companion of the mysterious sounds in the night.


      “Only a crazy old loon,” was Florence’s prompt solution.


      “A loon may be a bright bird,” Greta said laughingly, with the light of day terror had vanished, “but I’ve never known a loon that can play the Intermezzo from Cavalleria Rusticana.”


      “You know what I mean.” Florence threatened her mockingly with her sheath knife. “It was a loon that screamed. They’re very human at times.”


      “Not as human as that cry in the night,” the slender girl affirmed with conviction. “I’ll never rest until I’ve solved the mystery of that cry.”


      Florence scrambled to her feet. “In that case, we’d better get at its solving at once.”


      “Florence!” Greta’s tone was sober. “What would be your reply if right out of the blue a very rich woman would say to you: ‘You have a wonderful future. I will help you, give you money, all you need. You shall study under the great masters. In time you shall be greater than them all.’ What would you say?”


      “Why—I—I’d probably say ‘Yes.’”


      “But suppose you felt that accepting such an offer would put you in her power. Supposing you had always wanted to be free—free as a bird?”


      “I don’t know.” Florence spoke slowly. “Of course in a way I know what you mean. I am just a physical director. All day I put boys and girls through their exercises, teach them to play basketball and handball, instruct them in swimming and all that. Very useful. Makes ’em strong. But not quite like music, don’t you see? Perhaps a musician truly must be free.”


      “Yes, I see. We must think our problems through for ourselves, I guess.”


      “Guess that’s right. But come on! We’re off in search of a scream.” Seizing a stout walking stick, Florence prepared to lead the way into the great unknown.


      “You said there are greenstones to be found right up here in the rocks.” Greta studied a massive boulder of greenish hue.


      “Yes.” Florence produced a chisel and a small hammer. “Swen gave me these. They chisel the stones right out of the rocks. I saw one a lady down at Tobin’s Harbor had set in a cameo ring, a beauty. Worth quite a lot, I guess. Well, I hope to find a number as good as that. What grand Christmas presents they’d make!”


      “Florence!” Greta came to a sudden halt. “Swen said someone took an emery wheel for grinding greenstones from his store. Do you suppose someone is up here hunting greenstones? And do you think he could have fallen off into a chasm or something last night? Was it his scream I heard?”


      “So Swen told you all about that?” Florence exclaimed. “And yet you wanted to come!”


      “I—wanted to come?” Greta stared at her. “Surely! Why not? More than ever!”


      “Brave little girl!” Florence put a hand on her shoulder. “But that idea of yours about the scream seems a bit fantastic. You never can tell, though. But if he did fall in a crevice, we’d never find him, not up here.


      “Look at that ledge!” She pointed away to the right. “Hundred feet high, half a mile long.


      “And look down there.” Her gaze swept the tangled forests that lay below the narrow plateau on which they stood. “Just look! Trees have been fighting for their lives there a thousand years. Twisted, tangled, fallen, grown over with bushes and vines. How is one to conduct a search in such a place? Might as well forget it.”


      “Guess you’re right.” Greta sighed. Nevertheless, she did not forget.


      “Do you know,” she said a moment later, “I believe I’d rather sit by our campfire and think than to go prowling round this ridge today.”


      “You’re not afraid? Afraid of meeting some—someone?”


      “Of course not! Just footsore and weary after yesterday.”


      “Yes, I suppose you are. Sorry.” Florence’s tone changed. “As for me, I’m used to it. If you don’t mind, I’m going on. I don’t admit the possibility of anyone ever having been here before us. I mean to be an explorer. Were there any celebrated women explorers?”


      “Not many, I’m afraid. There’s one in Chicago who goes across Africa once in a while.”


      “Well, I’m going to explore. You watch me!” Florence laughed as she marched away into the bush. Soon enough she was to discover that her statement that no one had been here before them was not well founded. A rough and ready manner of discovery it was to be, too.


      Left to herself, Greta wandered back to camp, found a few live coals which she fanned into flame, added fresh fuel, brewed herself a cup of black tea, then sat down to think.


      “‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills,’” she repeated reverently, “‘from whence cometh my help.’”


      What was to come of this venture? Would she, like the prophets of old, find strength and inspiration by her sojourn in the hills?


      The morning had been chilly. A cold wind swept in from black waters. But now the sun was up. Gentle breezes, like fairies’ wings, brushed her cheeks. On a level space beneath her, thimbleberry blossoms lay like a blanket of snow. Away to the right a rocky slope flamed all golden with wild tiger lilies.


      “It—it’s like a fire,” she told herself, gazing into her own half burned out campfire.


      There was something about an open fire that takes us back and back to days we have never truly known at all, the days of our pioneer ancestors.


      To this slender girl on this particular morning the crackle of the fire seemed a call from some long-forgotten past.


      Their camp lay within the shadow of a great rock. The fire whispered of good fellowship and cheer. The day before had been a long one. Her muscles were still stiff from that long tramp. As she sat there gazing into the narrow fiery chasm made by half burned logs, she fell into a state of mind that might be called a trance or half a dream.


      As her eyes narrowed it seemed to her that the fiery chasm expanded until at last it was so high she might step inside if she willed to do so.


      “So warm! So bright! So cheery!” she whispered. “One might—”


      But what was this? With a startled scream she sprang to her feet.


      “Florence! It was Florence!” she cried aloud.


      Then, coming into full possession of her faculties, she stood and stared.


      At that moment, as if the show were ended, the bits of burning wood crumbled into a heap. The chasm of fire was no more.


      But what had she seen there? It was strange. She had seen quite plainly there at the center of the fiery circle the form of her companion, Florence.


      “Florence.” She said the word softly. “Of course she was not there, not even her image was there. And yet—


      “I wonder if it is truly possible to hear another think when she is far away? There are cases on record when this has seemed to be true. Mental telepathy they call it.


      “I wonder if that vision could have been a warning?


      “This place—” she shuddered. “It haunts me. Let me get out into the sunlight!


      “Surely,” she told herself soberly, “if we may not listen to our friends’ thoughts when they are far away, at least God can whisper them in our ear. With Him all things are possible. I must try to find Florence.”


      With that she walked some distance along the slope to at last vanish down a narrow moose trail that passed between two black old spruce trees.


      * * * *


      Bihari and his band, with Petite Jeanne in their midst, were having their breakfast coffee on deck that morning, when a white-haired youth came rowing alongside in a roughly made fishing boat. Two small children rode in the stern.


      “Swen!” Jeanne cried joyously. “So that is your lighthouse! That is your home!”


      “Yes.” Swen grinned broadly. “Anyway, I thought it was. Since—”


      “But Swen!” Jeanne broke in, “you never told me you were married. What beautiful children!”


      The children beamed up at her. But not Swen. He was blushing from ear to ear.


      “Children!” he exclaimed. “My children! I am but eighteen. What could you think? They are not my children. They are my brother’s. Their home is in the cabin by the lighthouse. And my home—” He hesitated, looking from face to face as if trying to read something there. “The lighthouse, it is my home. But someone, it seems, wants to tear it up. What can I think?


      “When I came home last night,” he rushed on, “all is strange. The doorstep is broken. My bench by the door, it is tipped over. There are bits of cloth everywhere. And my axe, it is thrown on the ground. In the tower it is no better. The trap door, it is broken, stones are thrown down and my rope, it is gone.”


      For fully a moment, when he had finished, Jeanne stared at him. Then, as in a dream, she murmured, “It was the bear.”


      “No,” said Swen, “it was not the bear.”


      “Come up and have a cup of coffee,” said Jeanne. She had recovered some of her composure. “Bring those beautiful children. We will have a romp with the bear. And then, then I will help you solve your riddle.” She laughed a merry laugh.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      AT THE BOTTOM OF THE ANCIENT MINE


      And what of Florence? For one thing, she had made a marvelous discovery.


      After leaving her companion, she had wandered for two hours along Greenstone Ridge. Here she paused to examine the surface of a greenish wall of rock. There she drew a chisel and small hammer from her knickers’ pocket to drill away on a spot of green. And now, with no thought of rock or greenstone treasure, head down, deep in meditation, she wandered along some moose trail.


      On Isle Royale moose trails are everywhere, so too are wild moose. Protected by law from murderous hunters, they wander at will from shore to shore.


      This girl, who appeared so much a part of this rugged island, knew she might meet a moose at any turn, yet she was not afraid.


      It was during one of these periods of deep thought that she struck her foot against some solid object and all but fell forward on her face.


      “What—what was that?” She turned about. “Only a rock. And—and yet—”


      She bent over to look more closely. An exclamation of joy escaped her lips.


      “A hammer! An Indian hammer!”


      At once she was down on her knees tearing away at the thick moss that on Isle Royale hides many a secret.


      That the history of this interesting island goes far back of the time when the first white trader saw it, she knew right well.


      Back in the dim past Indian tribes fought many a bloody battle over the copper of this strange island. Here, as we have said before, copper in solid masses might be found close to the surface. Rich indeed was the tribe that possessed copper for knives, beads, spear points and arrow heads.


      “I’ll find something more,” she told herself.


      As she looked at the surface she had bared she stared in surprise. She had uncovered a mass of charcoal.


      “And yet there can have been no forest fire.” She looked at the great two-foot-thick trunk of a spruce tree.


      “An Indian mine!” she exclaimed. “They built a fire on the surface, then dragged it away to break hot rock with these stone hammers.”


      She scraped away the charcoal with a sharp stick. As she did so something gave forth a low clink.


      “No, not a coin, but a knife,” she whispered. “An ancient copper knife! How perfect!” It was indeed a far more perfect specimen than the one she had found on the camping ground. She held the thin blade to the light. Dating back beyond the days of the white man, it held for her an indescribable charm.


      “The whole island is a treasure house. I’ll find another.” Once more she prodded away at the moss and charcoal. Not a second knife, but a spear point greeted her excited vision.


      She widened her search. Prying away at a deep bed of moss, she tore it away in a yard-square chunk. And there beneath it, grinning and horrible, was a skull.


      At that instant something stirred in the brush above her. With a startled scream she whirled about, took one step backward, lost her balance and plunged downward.


      She had gone over the ridge. For an instant her heart was in her mouth; the next she realized that the slope, which was not too steep, ended in a second narrow plateau.


      Struggling to break her downward plunge, she grasped at a branch. The branch snapped off. A trailing vine served her no better.


      “Yet,” she smiled, “the end will come soon.”


      Sooner than she thought. Just when she was waiting the final bump that should announce her arrival at the bottom, she dropped a surprising distance straight down, glanced to the right, slid some twenty feet, then dropped again to land with such a rude shock that for a full moment she lay there utterly oblivious to her strange surroundings.


      When at last she came to, and strove to discover what had happened, she found herself in a place of almost complete darkness. Only straight above her, at what seemed an incredible distance, a narrow crack of light shone.


      She rose stiffly to feel of her bruises. “None fatal, I guess.” She tried to face the situation with a smile.


      “Don’t know where I am, but I’ll not stay long.”


      Had she believed in imps she might have fancied one saying: “Oh, won’t you?”


      As she stretched her hands above her head to feel for some means of drawing herself up, she found nothing.


      “Solid rock.” For the first time she was truly startled. Where was she? How was she to escape?


      Thrusting a hand in her pocket, she drew out a box of safety matches. Having lighted one, she looked about her. By the yellow light she discovered several facts. This place had been made by men. Holes had been drilled in the rock. The rock had been blasted away. At her feet were bits of greenish rock. This, she found, was not rock, but pure copper.


      “An abandoned copper mine! A white man’s mine!” Her heart sank. Not one of these mines had been worked for forty years.


      “Got to get out of here some way.”


      She studied the rocky surface about her. “Might get a good foothold here and—”


      The match flared out. She lit another. “Could get a handhold there, and there!”


      She doubted her ability to make this perilous ascent. She had been fortunate to escape with no broken bones. Next time she might fare badly.


      “Might scream. No harm in that.”


      She screamed at the top of her voice and at once felt better.


      When, however, after a half hour’s attempt at scaling the rocky wall, she found herself at the bottom with only fresh bruises to show for her trouble, she was near to despair.


      Then a curious thing happened. Some object came bumping down the wall, which at the upper end was not steep.


      “Rock broke loose.” She dodged.


      The thing struck her on the head. No rock. It was soft.


      Gropingly she felt for and found it.


      “Leather,” she whispered. “Some little book.”


      Lighting a match, she examined it. She had just opened this blank book and was looking at a picture between the pages, when of a sudden her heart stood still.


      Something was coming down the wall, not bumping, but gliding.


      As she waited breathless, her match burned her fingers. And still there came that scraping, gliding sound. Her match sputtered out. She was in the dark.


      “Th—there it is,” she breathed as she pressed back against the wall. “It—it’s a snake!”


      She was ready to scream with fright when the real nature of that gliding thing came to her.


      “It’s a rope! A rope!” she exclaimed in a hoarse whisper. Then—


      “Greta! Greta! Are you there?”


      No answer. The rope had ceased to glide. All was still as the grave.


      Her heart thumped madly. Who was up there? Had the mystery man of Greenstone Ridge come to her aid? Who was he? What was he like? Why did he stay on the ridge?


      Suddenly she found herself more afraid than before.


      “I don’t want to touch that rope.” Her whisper ended in tremor.


      “And yet I must!”


      CHAPTER XIX


      MYSTERY FROM THE SKY


      Petite Jeanne loved children. They need not be dressed in silks. In truth, she thought that Nelse and Freda, the tots who had come with Swen, dressed as they were in their quaint home-made garments, were about the most fascinating creatures she had seen in all the wide world. While Swen enjoyed his coffee and told Bihari in an excited manner of that which had happened at his house during his absence on the evening before, she led her two young friends to the prow where the bear, like a huge dog, lay sprawled out on the deck.


      Seeing their eyes open big with wonder and fear, she seized the bear by the paws, dragged him to his feet, and led him across the deck in a clumsy dance.


      In less time than it takes to tell it, they were whirling about in a ring-around-a-rosy, Nelse and Freda, Jeanne and the big brown bear.


      “Do you stay here all through the cold winter?” she asked, when at last, quite exhausted, they dropped in a pile on the deck.


      “Oh, yes,” Nelse said cheerfully. “There is great fun! Snow for forts, ice for sliding. Winter is grand!”


      “But there is no school!” she protested.


      They did not seem very sorry about this, but Jeanne, recalling Swen’s desire for a boat that more money might be made by fishing and that these little ones might go to the mainland where there were schools, wished harder than ever that Florence’s dream of finding a barrel of gold might come true.


      “A barrel of gold!” she murmured. “What a lot of gold that must be!”


      She thought of her castle in France and almost wished she might spend it for these bright-eyed little ones.


      “But then,” she sighed, “one may not spend a castle. And there is Great-Aunt Minyon who would not allow me to spend a penny of it, even if it were possible. No! No! We must find our barrel of gold!”


      All this time there remained in the back of the little French girl’s head a question. “What did Swen mean when he said his doorstep had been broken, his bench overturned and bits of cloth scattered before his door? Just what he said, to be sure.


      “And the bear!” she whispered. “He was on shore a long time. What did he do?”


      To these questions she was destined to find no certain answer. When she had told Swen her part of the story and together they had searched the vicinity of Swen’s strange home for some clue as to the whereabouts of the head hunter, they could arrive at no definite conclusions regarding any part of the mysterious affair.


      “One thing is sure,” Swen declared at last. “We will not make him happy if he comes about our place again! We do not wish our moose killed, nor the good people who visit our island disturbed.”


      It did not seem probable that the man would return to this spot. “But where will we hear of him next?” Jeanne’s brow wrinkled. She thought of her two good pals up there somewhere on the ridge, then of their deserted home, the wreck.


      “Does he belong to that black schooner with the diver on board?” she asked herself. She did not think so. “But what of that schooner?”


      She decided in the end to abandon the task of solving mysteries and to give herself over, for the time, to the wild care-free life of Bihari and his band. For all that, as the Ship of Joy, riding the long sweeping waves that follow every storm, went plowing its way out of Rock Harbor and into the open lake, this little French girl sat upon the deck, staring at the sky. Her eyes were seeing things in the clouds.


      “A barrel of gold!” she whispered. Then, in a hoarse exclamation, “How absurd! And yet, one must dream.”


      * * * *


      In the meantime Greta, impelled by memory of a strange vision seen in the cavern of fire, had started out in search of her companion. She found little to guide her on her way. Florence had gone away to the right of their camp. This much she knew; nothing more.


      She had not proceeded far before she discovered that the narrow plateau was a bewildering labyrinth of trees, bushes, and rocks. More than this, its surface was as irregular as the face of the deep in time of storm. Here it rose steep as a stairway, there sloped away to end in a stretch flat as a floor.


      “Never find her in such a place,” she grumbled.


      “Florence!” she shouted. “Florence!”


      No answer save the long-drawn whistle of a bird.


      The silence and loneliness of the place began to oppress her. The memory of that scream in the night remained in her mind as something distinct, sinister.


      “Who could that have been?” she asked herself with a shudder. “Why did they scream? What could have happened?”


      Her mind was filled with pictures of crimes committed in secret places.


      “It’s absurd!” She paused to stamp her foot. “Nothing of importance will come of it. Mysteries fade before the light of day. The sun is shining. Why do I shudder? And for that matter, why am I here at all? A vision brought me here, a dream dreamed out by the fire. I—”


      She broke off short to listen. Faint and from far away there came the drone of an airplane motor.


      “The amphibian from Houghton,” she told herself. “Wonder if it will come near?”


      Every day in summer, sometimes two or three times a day, this great bi-motored plane brings passengers and sightseers to Isle Royale. The moose feeding on grass at the bottom of inland lakes have learned to glance up at its approach, then go on with their feeding.


      This girl thought little of an airplane’s approach. Indeed, she had all but forgotten it when, as she reached a rocky space quite devoid of trees and found herself in a position to look down upon another plateau that lay some two hundred feet below, she was made doubly conscious of its presence.


      “Why it—it’s not the bi-motor at all!” she exclaimed. “It’s some strange plane, all white, and it—it’s landing!”


      Instinctively she drew back into the shadow.


      On the surface of that other plateau she discovered a narrow lake, little more than a pond in size, but doubtless quite deep. It was on this lake that the plane was about to land. Having circled twice, it came swooping down to touch the water gently, gracefully as some wild migrating bird.


      “Wonderful!” she murmured in admiration.


      But that was not all. She had assumed for the moment that this was but a chance landing, caused perhaps by motor trouble. That it was not she was soon enough to know, for the plane taxied toward a large clump of dark spruce trees. And to the girl’s astonishment a narrow boat, painted the color of the water, stole out from that shore to at last glide alongside the now motionless plane.


      “Sol—solitude!” she murmured. “No one up here. They told us that. And now look! There must be a settlement. What—”


      Something strange was going on down there. She crawled back among the pine needles. Someone was being lifted out of the plane and into the boat. Now the boat with its apparently helpless burden was pulling for the shore. Studying this shore for a space of seconds, she thought she made out some sort of lodge there among the trees.


      Her heart pounded painfully. What was this? A kidnaping? A murder? Strange doings! Curious sort of place they had chosen for it all!


      She did not wait to see more. Gliding about the pine tree, she headed straight for her own camp; nor did she pause till the white of their small tent showed through the trees.


      * * * *


      And Florence? At the very moment Greta sighted their tent, she stood contemplating the rope that had so miraculously come to her aid.


      “Greta!” she called once more, this time softly. No answer.


      “It couldn’t be Greta.” She experienced a wild flutter at her heart. “We have no rope like that. But who can it be?”


      “There’s somebody waiting for you up there.” The words of the young fisherman came back to her, this time with a force that carried conviction.


      “Someone up here,” she murmured, “but who, and why? What can that person be like?”


      Recalling the face in the little book, she drew the book again from her pocket, struck a match, then peered at the picture.


      A youngish face topped by a mass of all but white hair seemed to smile at her from the book.


      “A man!” She caught her breath. “He’s handsome. I never saw him.”


      Then realizing that she might be seen in that circle of yellow light, she snuffed out the match, snapped the book shut, then stood at attention, listening.


      Aside from the long-drawn whistle of some small bird, no sound reached her ears.


      “Well,” she sighed, “there’s no good in delay.”


      Putting her hand to the rope, she tested it. “Solid! Solid as the rock itself. Now! Up I go!”


      Florence was no weakling. Indeed she was above all else a perfect physical being. No cigarette had ever stained her lips. She had lived clean. She had not neglected her physical inheritance. Boating, swimming, hiking in summer, skating and skiing in winter, kept her ever at her best. A forty-foot climb up a rope with a stone wall for footing was play.


      She did not pause to tell herself how easy it would be. A tight gripping at the rope, a quick breath, a leap upward, and she was away. Having scaled the steep portion, she paused for a second breath, then raced upward to find—


      “No—no one here!” she breathed as her keen eyes took in every detail, rock, bush, and tree.


      “Someone heard me call. Came to my aid, then vanished. How—how weird!”


      As if possessed by the idea that the place might be haunted, leaving the rope as it hung, she quickly lost herself on the hillside.


      “Where—where have you been?” Greta demanded as she at last hurried into camp. “Have—have you been in great peril?”


      Florence stared at her speechless. For a full moment she could not speak. When she found her voice she blurted out:


      “Mean to tell me you lowered that rope, then bolted?”


      “What rope?” Greta stared.


      “The rope in the old mine.”


      “What mine?”


      Florence burst out laughing. “What a world! You ask me if I have been in great danger. I have. But, after all, you seem to know nothing of it. How—how come?” She dropped to a place before the freshly kindled fire.


      “I dreamed it, I guess,” Greta replied slowly. “But please do tell me about it.”


      “I will. But first—” Florence drew the small blank book from her pocket, opened it to the place of the picture, then asked quietly, “Ever see him before?”


      “Why, yes, I—” Greta’s face was a study. “Florence, where did you get that?”


      “It came tumbling down into the mine.”


      There was a touch of something akin to awe in the slim girl’s voice as she said hoarsely, “That is a picture of the most wonderful musician I have ever heard. He plays the violin with a touch almost divine.”


      “The violin!”


      “Yes. But, Florence—” Greta leaned forward eagerly. “Tell me all about it. Tell me what happened to you!”


      When Florence had told her story Greta sat for a long time staring at the fire. When at last she spoke it was in a subdued and mellow tone. “That,” she said, pointing to the little book that lay open before them, “is the picture of Percy O’Hara. Strange name for a great musician. But the Irish, they say, have musical souls.


      “It was more than three years ago that I heard him play. It happened that I was with one of his personal friends. After the concert I was introduced to him. Can you imagine?” Her laugh was low and melodious. “Actually shook hands with him, the truly great O’Hara.


      “I’m afraid I was a bit romantic. I was young. He became my hero in a way. I tried to keep track of his triumphs. But quite suddenly his triumphs ceased to be. I heard nothing about him. There was a rumor that he had disappeared. What do you think could have happened? Surely one who had entranced thousands with his delirious music would not voluntarily allow himself to be lost—lost from the world that loves him!”


      “Something terrible may have happened to him.” Florence was staring at the fire. “Terrible things do happen these days.”


      “And this picture?” Greta whispered.


      “Probably belongs to some ardent admirer like yourself.”


      “But listen, Florence—” Greta’s lips tightened, a fresh light shone in her face. “I too have had an adventure, discovered a mystery. There is a narrow lake off there to the right and below us. A monoplane landed there today. Someone was lifted from the plane into a boat. They rowed to the shore where there is some sort of lodge. What can that mean?”


      “As far as we are concerned,” Florence responded soberly, “it seems to mean that we should strike our tent and descend to less inhabited regions where we can enjoy ourselves in peace.”


      “And leave those people to go on with their evil deeds?”


      “How do you know they are evil?”


      “Who would hide away up here if their purposes were lawful? Think, Florence! They may be kidnapers! That person may be a victim!”


      “Yes,” exclaimed Florence, springing to her feet, “and they may be law-abiding citizens! Come, you have given me the creeps. Besides, I’m starving. You get some bacon frying while I start the coffee brewing. We’ll eat. That will brighten our horizon.”


      Nine o’clock came. Seated before a fire of brightly gleaming coals, their cozy bed of blankets and balsam boughs awaiting them, the two girls forgot the mysteries and adventures of the day to sit and talk, as young people will, of home, of friends, of hopes and fears, and of the future that stretches on and on before them like a golden pathway. They were deep in this whispered revery when, gripping her companion’s arm, Greta exclaimed, “There it is again!”


      A wild, piercing, blood-curdling scream had rent the air of night.


      “Wha—what can it be?” As if for protection, the slim girl threw herself into the arms of her stout companion.


      “It’s no loon!” Florence measured her words. “It’s some human being in distress.”


      “I told you!” The slim girl shuddered.


      “We should go to their aid.”


      “But just two girls! What could we do? We—”


      “Listen!” Florence touched Greta’s lips. From afar, as on that other night, there came, wafted in faint and glorious tones, the whisper of a violin.


      “I’ll tell you!” Greta sprang to her feet. “That man playing the violin has nothing to do with this other affair. He couldn’t possibly, or how could he play so divinely?”


      “He couldn’t. He must be a friend of Percy O’Hara or he wouldn’t have had his picture. He is interested in others or he would not have lowered that rope to me. We must hunt him out and make him help us.”


      “But how do you know it is a man? Why not a girl, or two girls like ourselves?” Greta doubted.


      “It must be a man, just must be! Come!” Florence pulled her companion to her feet. “Come, we will follow the sound of the phantom violin.”


      Florence led the way. It was strange, this following a sound into the night. More than once Greta found herself in the grip of an almost irresistible desire to turn back; yet always that cry of terror appeared to ring in her ears and she whispered: “We must!”


      The trail they followed was one made by wild creatures. And night is their time for being abroad. Now as they pressed forward they caught the sound of some wolf or lynx sneaking away into the brush. Would they always flee? Greta shuddered as she asked the question.


      From time to time they paused to listen for those silver notes of the phantom violin. “Growing louder,” Florence whispered on each occasion.


      Once, after they had remained motionless for some time, she said with an air of certainty, “Comes from over the ridge.”


      Soon after that they took a side trail and began to climb. This path was steep, all but straight up. More than once Greta caught her breath sharply as her foot slipped. The sturdy Florence struggled steadily upward until with a deep sigh she exclaimed, “There!”


      She said no more. For a space of seconds the violin had been silent. Now, as the music burst once more upon their ears, it seemed all but upon them.


      “A—a little farther.” The slender girl gripped Florence’s arm until it hurt.


      Just then the moon went under a cloud.


      “Look!” Greta whispered in an awed tone. “Look! What is that?”


      What indeed? Before them, just how far away they could not tell, shone what appeared to be innumerable pairs of eyes.


      “Green eyes,” Greta whispered.


      Next moment her voice rose in a note of sheer terror.


      “Florence! Florence! Where are you?”


      No answer. Florence had vanished into the night.


      CHAPTER XX


      AID FROM THE UNKNOWN


      As Greta called for the second time, “Florence! Florence! Where are you?” an answer came floating up to her.


      “Here! Down below. I—I’m coming up.” There was a suggestion of suppressed pain in Florence’s voice. “Wait, you wait there.”


      Greta had never found waiting easy. To wait now, with a hundred green eyes focussed upon her was all but impossible. And yet, what more was to be done? Florence, having fallen down the hillside in the dark, had taken the flashlight with her. And the darkness all about was intense. Without willing it, again and again she fixed her eyes on those small glowing orbs of green. “If I only knew!” she whispered, and again, “If I only did!”


      She heard her companion’s panting breath as she struggled up the uncertain slope. “Must be half way up,” she whispered finally.


      There came the sound of tumbling rocks. “She—she slipped!” Catching her breath, she waited. Yes, yes, she was climbing again.


      And then as she was about to despair, a bulk loomed beside her, a strong arm encircled her.


      “Greta,” a voice whispered, “I’ve sprained my ankle; not too badly. The flashlight is broken. We must try to find our way back.”


      Two hours of groping and stumbling, with many a fall; two hours of fighting vines and brambles, then the dull glow of their burned out campfire greeted their tired eyes.


      “Home!” Florence breathed. “Home!” And to this girl at that hour the humble six-foot-square tent, which they had set up that evening, was just that—nothing less.


      It was Florence who could not sleep that night. The throbbing pain in the sprained ankle defied repose. The strange events of that day and those that had gone before had at last broken through her staunch reserve and entered her inner consciousness.


      “Sleep!” she exclaimed at last in a hoarse whisper. “Who can sleep?”


      * * * *


      Strangely enough, at that moment in a little cabin at Chippewa Harbor, Vincent Stearns, the young newspaper photographer who had given Greta the white flares, lay on his cot looking away at the moon and wondering in a vague sort of way what was happening to his dark-eyed friend up there on Greenstone Ridge.


      “Hope she finds some rare greenstones,” he said to the moon. “Hope she is finding adventure, happy adventure.


      “Happy adventure.” He repeated the words softly. “Guess that’s what we all hope to have in life. But so few adventures are happy ones.


      “And if that little girl’s adventures are not happy ones, there will come the white flare in the night.


      “The white flare.” He found himself wishing against the will of his better self that he might catch the gleam of that white light against the skyline. “What an adventure!” he murmured. “Racing away to Lake Ritchie, paddling like mad, then struggling up the ridge in the night to find—”


      Well, what would he find? What did he expect to find? He did not know. Yet something seemed to tell him that perhaps at some unearthly hour the flare would stand out against the sky.


      * * * *


      Adventure. Having given up thoughts of sleep, Florence was going over in her mind the events of that day.


      “The hydroplane,” she whispered. “Who can be coming up here to hide away on the shore of that narrow lake? And why?


      “How simple it is after all, coming up here in a plane without attracting attention! The plane from Houghton comes and goes at all hours. The people at Rock Harbor hear it. If it does not land at their door, they say, ‘It has gone to Tobin’s Harbor or Belle Isle.’ The folks at Tobin’s Harbor and Belle Isle think it has gone to Rock Harbor. The strange plane may come and go up here as its pilot wishes, and no one the wiser.


      “After all,” she sighed, “we are not officers of the law. It’s really not our affair. And yet—”


      She was thinking of the scream Greta had heard, and of the apparently helpless one carried to a boat and then to land, and after that of the scream they had both heard in the night.


      “Life,” she told herself, “all human life is so precious that it is the duty of all to protect those who are in danger.


      “Probably nothing very terrible,” she assured herself. “Nothing to be afraid of. We—”


      She broke her thoughts square off to lean forward and listen with all her ears. Had she caught some sound from without, the snapping of a twig perhaps?


      “Some prowling wolf or a moose passing.”


      Not satisfied with this, she opened the flaps of the tent and peered into the moonlight.


      The moon was high. The silence was uncanny. Every object, trees, bushes, rocks stood out like pictures in fairyland. Shadows were deep wells of darkness.


      Some ten feet from their tent was a large flat rock, their “table.” This stood full in the moonlight. That they had left nothing on this “table” she knew right well. She had washed it clean with a canvas bucket full of water from a spring. And yet—


      She rubbed her eyes to look again. No, she was not mistaken. Two objects rested on that rock, one white as snow, the other dark and gleaming.


      “Well,” she sighed, “have to see.”


      Creeping from the warm blankets, she stepped on the cold, damp floor of night. “Oo!” she shuddered. Next instant her hands closed on the mysterious objects.


      “How—how strange!” She shuddered again, but not from the cold, then beat a hasty retreat.


      Inside the tent, she turned the objects over in her hands. One was a large roll of bandages, the other a bottle of liniment.


      “Who—” she whispered, “who can that have been?”


      The answer came to her instantly. “The one who lowered the rope into the copper mine. And, perhaps, the one who plays the violin so gloriously. And who is he?” Here was a question she could not answer.


      “‘Take, eat,’” she whispered the words of a half forgotten poem.


      “Take, eat, he said, and be content.


      These fishes in your stead were sent


      By him who sent the tangled ram


      To spare the child of Abraham!”


      At that she rubbed the liniment over her swollen ankle vigorously, bound it tightly, then crept beneath the blankets once more.


      Though the bandage relieved her somewhat, she was still conscious of pain. Our waking thoughts as well as our dreams are often inspired by physical sensations. Pain awakens within us a longing for some spot where we have known perfect peace. To Florence, at the moment, this meant the deck of the unfortunate Pilgrim. There, with the waves lapping the old ship’s sides, the gentle breezes whispering and the gulls soaring high, she had found peace.


      As she allowed her mind to drift back to those blissful days, she was tempted to wish that she and the slender, dark-eyed Greta at her side had never set foot on Greenstone Ridge.


      “And yet—” she whispered. The words of some great prophet came to her. “‘There is a destiny that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we may.’”


      “It was written in the stars that we should be here,” she told herself. “And, being here, we shall do what we can for those who are nearest us.


      “But, God willing, we shall go back. And then?”


      She thought of the narrow camping grounds on the shores of Duncan’s Bay. “There is treasure hidden there,” she told herself. “How can it be otherwise? It is the only bit of level land on that side of Blake’s Point. Countless generations of men have camped there. We will go back there and dig deep.


      “And when I am weary of digging—” she laughed a low laugh. “I’ll go back and get that monster of a pike. I’ll go all by myself. And will I land him? Just you wait!”


      A shadow passed over her brow as she thought of the head hunter. “Terrible man! Where can he be now?”


      She thought of the strange black schooner with a deep-sea diver on board. “Some treasure on that old ship. When I’m back I’ll try diving to see what’s there. Might be more important than the wreckers, who stripped the ship, knew.


      “All we need,” she whispered dreamily as the drugging odor of balsam and the silence of night crept over her, “all we need is a barrel of gold. One barrel of—”


      She did not finish. She had fallen asleep.


      CHAPTER XXI


      A SONG FROM THE TREE TOPS


      Greta Clara Bronson was by nature a musician, an artist, a person of temperament. The dawn of another day found her in no mood for seeking adventure. The troubles of others, if indeed there were troubled ones in these hills, seemed far away.


      Having made sure that her companion’s sprained ankle was not a matter of serious consequence, she found herself ready for a day of rest and thought; not serious thought, but the dreamy sort that leads one’s mind, like a drifting cobweb, into unknown lands.


      All the long forenoon she lay upon a bed of moss in the sun. At times she dreamed of her home and mother. This seemed very far away. Would she return to it all? Surely, “‘When the frost is on the pumpkin,’” she whispered. Looking up at the sun, she smiled.


      For an hour she dreamed of the wreck and of the shady shores of Duncan’s Bay. “Dizzy,” she whispered, “I wonder where he is?” Before leaving the wreck, they had set their pet loon free. He seemed quite able to care for himself. “Probably he’s gone ashore and has laughed his head off at some crazy loon that looks just like him,” she chuckled.


      “But Jeanne?” Greta asked herself. “Is she truly happy with those queer gypsy people? How strange it seems!”


      * * * *


      Yes, Jeanne was happy with “those queer people.” Having, as of old, forgotten all thought of the morrow, she had in true gypsy fashion thrown herself with abandon into the joys of each new day.


      At Chippewa Harbor there were a few small cabins and many tents. The visitors showered silver down upon her tambourine when her dance with the bear was over. “Frank, joyous, kindly people, these Americans,” she thought. “What a glorious land!”


      And yet her keenest joy came when, after climbing a ridge, she came at last upon a lake three miles long, a mile wide, where there was no one. “Dark forests, darker water, wild moose, wild birds and the deep, glorious silence of God,” she whispered to the companion at her side. “How grand to pitch a tent on these shores and live many long days!”


      So the Ship of Joy made its way slowly along the shores of Isle Royale, and still the dark-eyed Greta sat far up on that ridge dreaming the hours away.


      After a lunch of toast, bacon and black tea, Greta declared her intention of going out to play for the birds.


      Tucking her violin under her arm, she wandered away up the ridge. At the summit, somewhat to her surprise, she found a hard-beaten trail. Traveling here with ease, she wandered on and on until with a little start she found herself recognizing a certain jagged rock formation.


      “Must have been here before.” She stopped dead in her tracks. “I have! Last night!”


      Should she turn back? Where were the green eyes?


      “Green eyes do not shine in the day!” She laughed a little. “Ghosts, witches, green eyes, they all vanish at dawn.”


      Seating herself on a moss covered rock, she began thrumming the strings of her violin. Then she sent out some little plaintive snatches of song.


      She paused to lean far forward, intent, alert, expectant. Yes, there it was. A bird had answered.


      After listening with all her ears, she imitated his call. Then she listened again.


      “Yes, yes, my little one!” Her heart warmed to the tiny whistler of Greenstone Ridge. “He’s coming closer.”


      Once more she repeated his song. This time there were two replies, one near and one far away. Soon it seemed the bushes, the trees, the very air was filled with little gray and brown songsters. Thrilled by this unique experience, she forgot both time and place as she proceeded to charm her tiny auditors.


      Place was brought back to her with startling force. Some great creature came thrashing through the brush.


      With a low cry, she gripped her precious violin and sprang for the nearest tree.


      Just in time she was, for a bull moose charged full upon the spot where she had been. Why he charged will remain a mystery. Perhaps he did not love music. Perhaps he was just mean by nature. Enough that he was here; and here, beyond a shadow of a doubt, he meant to stay.


      Having spent a full ten minutes sharpening his jagged antlers on a dead cottonwood tree, he marched up to Greta’s fir tree, leaned his full weight against it, then gave forth a most terrifying roar. Finding the tree quite solid and alive, he dropped with a grunt on the bed of moss at the foot of the tree and pretended at least to fall asleep.


      “Our next number,” Greta said quite soberly, “will be a cradle song entitled ‘When father moose goes to sleep.’”


      The thing she played, perched there like a nightingale on a limb, was not that at all, but an exquisite fantasy written after some all-but-forgotten folk song of the gypsies.


      Caught by the charm of it, she played it over and over.


      Then, to her vast astonishment, as the notes faded away and she rested there among the branches, someone took up her song.


      “A violin!” she whispered. “The phantom violin! And so close at hand!”


      The effect, there in the gathering twilight, was like a touch of magic.


      The silence that followed the stranger’s last note was most profound, so perfect that the flutter of a small bird’s wings might be heard ten yards away. Charmed by this little touch of the dramatic in life, Greta forgot that she was perched in a tree, that a monstrous moose lay at the foot of that tree, and that darkness was falling. Lips parted, ears strained, she waited for one more note from that magic violin.


      It did not come. Instead she heard a pleasing voice say, “What are you doing up there?”


      “Quiet!” she warned. “There is a moose.”


      “Oh ho! That’s it!” There came a mellow laugh. “Some bluffing old moose has you treed. Watch!”


      Next instant an ear-splitting shout rent the air.


      Came a terrific thumping at the foot of her tree, followed by a sound of crashing of bushes that rapidly diminished in the distance.


      “He’s gone,” the voice said. “Come down!”


      A brief scramble, then she found herself looking into a smiling face. The face was framed by a tangled mass of gray hair; yet the face was young. It was the face of the picture in that little blank book Florence had found in the mine.


      “Per—Percy O’Hara!” Her lips could scarcely frame the words.


      “You—” the man stepped back. “How did you know me?”


      “I’ve always known you, at—at least for a very long time. But why are you here?”


      “That,” he smiled, a strange smile, “that, dear child, is a long story.”


      “A child,” said Greta, “likes to hear stories.”


      “Is it not enough,” he laughed a low laugh, “that I have saved you from a wild and ferocious beast who, joking aside, would have slept right there all night? And must I tell you a story besides?”


      “Perhaps,” said the girl soberly, “you have more to gain by telling the story than I have by listening.”


      A frown gathered on his brow. She shuddered in fear. Yet again the ready smile returned.


      “Stories,” he said quietly, “must be told in just the right setting. This is not the time. Another day perhaps. Not now. I—”


      He broke short off. His face took on a look of horror. “Wha—what was that?”


      Up from the depths below, where darkness was falling among the black fir trees, rising like a siren, had come one long, piercing scream.


      Then silence and falling darkness settled over them like a shroud.


      CHAPTER XXII


      THE WHITE FLARE


      “That scream! What was it?” The figure of Percy O’Hara had suddenly grown tense. In the gathering darkness he seemed cast in bronze.


      To the slim girl who but the moment before had thought of this marvelous violinist as a phantom, the whole thing seemed unreal. “Have you never heard it before?” she asked with a voice that trembled.


      “Heard that scream before?” He stared at her.


      “I heard it two nights ago. But that was late, near midnight,” she said. “There are people down below by a narrow lake. They come and go in an airplane. There’s a lodge of some sort and a small rowboat. They carried someone into the lodge, someone who was helpless, crippled or bound. I could not tell.”


      “You know all this, you who have been here so short a time?”


      “Yes.”


      “I knew that someone came and went over there.” He spoke slowly. “But I—you see I’ve wanted to be alone. If you go about spying on others you’re likely to be found out yourself. I did not hear the scream at midnight. Sound asleep. But we must do something. We—”


      “Look!” The girl gripped his arm impulsively. “Look! It’s Florence! The white flare!”


      Even as she spoke night shadows were banished and every smallest shrub and bush stood out as in the light of day.


      “Come!” she cried. “We must go! It is Florence. That is a signal, a sign of danger. But—” her tone changed, “how could that be a signal? I never told her about the white flares. They were given to me as a signal to be used in case of danger.”


      “A signal to whom?”


      “Vincent Stearns,” she replied, her voice all atremble. “He will come. Something terrible has happened! We must hurry!”


      “In just one moment. I will be back. Don’t go without me. I know a short trail. We’ll be there at once.” Her new found friend disappeared into the night.


      At once the girl’s mind was awhirl with questions. So this was the phantom. Why had this wonderful musician hidden himself away here on Isle Royale? Had he committed some grave crime? It was unthinkable. And yet, why was he here? Would she ever know?


      Then her thoughts took another turn. Who had screamed? Why had Florence lighted the white flare? Because of the scream? She would hardly do that, and besides she did not know of the flares.


      “Oh why did we come here?” Greta said the words aloud.


      Then turning instinctively, she looked to see if Percy O’Hara might have heard.


      Percy O’Hara was not to be seen. That which met her gaze set her knees trembling afresh. Once again she was looking into what appeared to be a hundred pairs of green and gleaming eyes.


      “Here we are!” She started violently.


      Percy O’Hara was at her side. “We’ll go this way. Follow the ridge. I’ll lead the way.” Without another word he marched straight ahead, leaving her to follow on.


      He walked unerringly as some wild creature of the forest, straight to the small tent beside the big flat rock.


      They found Florence quite unharmed, but in a state of great agitation. “Oh, Greta!” she exclaimed. Then, catching sight of Percy O’Hara, broke short off to stare.


      “Wha—what happened?” Greta panted. “This is Mr. O’Hara. Tell me what happened!”


      “Nothing happened—that is, nothing much. Did you hear that scream?”


      “Yes. We—”


      “Well, I heard it and came dashing from the tent. My foot struck something and sent it bounding into the fire. Before I could grab it, there came a blinding white flare. I jumped back just in time to save myself. And now—”


      “And now,” Greta broke in, “Vincent Stearns will come all the way up the ridge from—from wherever he is. He—he’ll bring others, like as not, to—to save us from some—something terrible. Oh!” she fairly wailed, “that’s what one gets for keeping secrets! He gave me those flares before we started. And I—I never told you!” Greta seemed ready for tears.


      “It might be a great deal worse,” Percy O’Hara broke in. His tone was reassuring. He seated himself comfortably on a mossy rock. “I think that scream really meant trouble of some sort. It would seem to be our duty to investigate. And when there’s investigating to be done there’s safety in numbers. I think we’ll do well to await the arrival of your friend. Perhaps someone will come with him.


      “By the way,” his tone changed and his bright eyes gleamed in the firelight. “Have I been smelling bacon, coffee and all that these days, or have I not?”


      “Pure imagination!” Florence laughed. “We live on nuts and berries.” For all her laughing denial, she set about the task of sending delicious aromas drifting along the slope of Greenstone Ridge.


      The “phantom’s” delight in the food set before him could not have been denied. No empty words of praise were his. For all that, fingers that trembled ever so slightly, eyes that smiled in a way one could not forget, told Florence her skill as brewer of coffee and broiler of bacon was appreciated fully.


      When the simple meal had ended, with a low fire of bright coals gleaming red on the great flat rock, they settled themselves upon cushions of moss to wait.


      “Wait for what?” Greta asked herself. “For the coming of Vincent Stearns. And then?”


      Who could find an answer? Before her mind’s eye the seaplane once more soared aloft to at last settle down upon that narrow lake. She looked again upon those black waters, saw the rowboat, the moving figures, the helpless one being carried away.


      “What does it mean?” she whispered. Then again she seemed to hear that piercing scream.


      All this occupied her alert mind only a few short moments. Then her dark enquiring eyes were upon the face of that man who sat staring dreamily at the fire.


      “Percy O’Hara!” she whispered low. “The Phantom Violin! Why is he here?”


      As if feeling her eyes upon him, he turned half about, favored her with a matchless smile, opened his lips as if to speak, then seeming to think better of it, turned his face once more toward the fire.


      “Oh!” she thought, “he was going to tell me!”


      But he did not speak. Instead he continued to stare at the fire. She studied his face. Well worth her study, that face. A rather handsome, strong, sensitive face, an honest, kindly face it was. She looked in vain for traces of deep sorrow. They were not to be found. She tried casting him in the role of a man fleeing from justice. It could not be done.


      “And yet—”


      Once again his eyes were upon her.


      This time he took his violin from its case by his side. Tucking it under his chin, he began to play. The music that came to her ears did not seem human. So fine, so all but silent was it, yet so exquisitely beautiful, it might have been the song of a bird on the wing, or angels in heaven.


      “Oh!” she breathed as the last faint note died away, and again “Oh!”


      Wrapping the priceless instrument carefully, he returned it to its case.


      “Now,” she whispered, “now the Phantom will tell his story.” Still he did not speak.


      “Perhaps,” she told herself, “he is wondering what lies in the future for him, the immediate future, when he goes down the hill to that—that place.”


      She looked at his fingers. Slim, delicate, they were the fingers of a true artist. “And with these he will defend someone,” she told herself as a little thrill crept up her back. “How—how impossible that seems!


      “And yet, great musicians are not cowards.” She was thinking of that celebrated Polish patriot who, having played for the rich and great of all lands, had put aside his music when his country called.


      “He will not tell us tonight,” she assured herself, “The Phantom will not speak, perhaps never at all. Secrets are our own. No one has a right to pry into our lives.”


      Only once during that long wait did the Phantom speak. Turning to Greta, he said, “Where are you staying on the island?”


      Greta nodded at the small tent.


      “But before that?”


      “We have been living on the wreck of the Pilgrim.”


      “The wreck!” His eyes shone. “How wonderful! Better than Greenstone Ridge. Only,” he added, “people would come to see you there.”


      “Yes. And you will come?” Greta’s tone was eager.


      Once again his eyes shone upon her. “Yes,” he said quietly, “I fancy I shall be doing just that sometime.”


      It was a promise in answer to a prayer. The girl could ask no more.


      Ten minutes later there came the sound of movement in the bushes some distance down the ridge. This was followed by a loud, “Yoo Hoo!”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      MUSICAL ENCHANTMENT


      “Yoo Hoo! What’s up?” came from below.


      “It’s Vincent Stearns!” Greta sprang to her feet.


      She cast one wistful glance toward Percy O’Hara. He, too, was on the move.


      “The spell is broken,” she told herself with a sigh. “His story will not be told, at least, not now. Perhaps never.”


      “Nothing of importance has happened,” Greta said aloud to Vincent Stearns as he came toiling up the slope. “At least not to us. It was just an accident. Florence fell over a flare and kicked it into the fire. We—”


      “A fortunate accident I should say!” Percy O’Hara’s tone was full of meaning. “Far as we can tell, there’s something going on down there by that little lake that needs looking into. And now we have reinforcements.”


      “Sounds like an adventure.” The young newspaper photographer’s face took on a look of unwonted animation. “I’ll turn reporter and get a scoop for my paper.”


      “When we have finished you may not be in a mood for writing.” Percy O’Hara did not smile as he said this.


      In as few words as possible he told the little they knew of the mysterious ones who came and went in a hydroplane and who uttered unearthly screams in the night. “We might as well get right down there and have the thing over with at once,” he added at the end. “I don’t like interfering any more than I like being interfered with. It has been more than a year since I went into voluntary exile up here.” He paused to look away at the forest and distant waters all aglimmer with the light of the moon.


      “Voluntary exile,” Greta thought, “I wonder why? Can it have been anything very terrible that drove him into seclusion? He does not appear to fear being taken back.”


      “I’ve been thankful for the solitude,” Percy went on. “But there are times when one has no right to be left alone. Those people down there appear to have forfeited that right.


      “I have a light rifle,” he added. “Thought I might use it sometimes to kill rabbits if necessity demanded it. I’ve never used it.”


      “I’ve a gun of a sort,” Vincent added his bit. “I have a notion that persuasion is better than firearms, though. What say we get going? Young ladies—”


      “We’re coming along,” Florence put in. “I’m strong as a man. I’ll do my part if need be, and Greta can be the nurse, in—in case—” She did not finish.


      “But you’re lame!” Percy protested.


      “Only a little. Some raven came along with bandages and liniment.” She smiled knowingly. “It’s just about got me fixed up.”


      They were away. It was strange, this trooping away down the ridge, single file, in the night.


      “W—weird!” Greta whispered to her companion. “What do you think it is?”


      “Pr—probably nothing.” Florence was all aquiver.


      Working their way silently down the hillside, they at last arrived on the lower plateau. Here they came upon a well worn moose trail that, they thought, must lead to the lake.


      They were not mistaken. Before they reached the shore they caught the sound of splashing.


      “Moose.” Greta’s lips formed the word she did not speak.


      Looking across the lake, they caught a dull glow of light.


      “That—that’s the place.” She could not prevent her teeth from chattering.


      “Have to follow round the lake.” Percy O’Hara marched on as once more they took up the trail leading to the mysterious unknown.


      For a full half hour they moved silently through the evergreen forest that skirted the lake. The low plump-plump of feet on mossy trail, the swish of branches, was all that broke the silence, the deep silence of night.


      At last, quite suddenly, they came to a narrow cleared space, and there at its back was the house of mystery.


      For a moment they stood there, the four of them, Greta, Florence, Percy O’Hara, and Vincent Stearns, before a low structure that, standing dark and threatening among the black spruce trees and shadows of night, seemed to dare them to move forward. With her own eyes Greta had seen a helpless one carried from a hydroplane to this place. Three times with her own ears she had heard an unearthly scream rise from this spot. And now, now as the hour hand approached midnight they stood there listening, breathing hard, waiting. Waiting for what?


      Not a sound save the low splash of a moose feeding from the bottom of the lake reached their ears. From the single window, small and low, a dull light gleamed. The place seemed asleep.


      And yet, the instant Vincent tapped lightly on the door a hand was on the latch. “Now—” Greta took a step forward. “Now—”


      The door was thrown open. A man, seeming very tall and thin in that dull light, stood before them. His voice when he spoke was low, melodious, friendly, and quite disarming. There was, too, a note of sadness.


      “Come in! Have you lost your way? May I help you?”


      Greta at this moment recalled those startling screams, and shuddered.


      There was about the place an air of comfort. A gasp of surprise escaped Greta’s lips. “Chairs, couches, books, fireplace. Might be the living-room of any home. And up here!”


      “We—we’ve made a mistake?” she whispered to Florence.


      “Wait!” was the answer.


      The silence grew painful. “No,” Percy O’Hara said at last, as if there had been no silence. “We didn’t lose our way. In fact I could not lose myself up here if I tried. I’ve lived on this ridge for more than a year. We came—”


      “Wait!” The tall man, whose hair was graying about the temples, held up a hand. “You need not go on. I understand perfectly. I—I’m sorry you came. But since you are here, you have a right to be told certain things. Won’t you be seated?”


      He drew chairs to the fire, chairs with deep, soft cushions. As she sank into one of these Greta thought with a shudder how difficult it would be to rise from such a chair in a hurry, should necessity demand it.


      “I—” their host began, “I am considered a rich man. In fact a company I control owns more than half this island. This shelter rests on my land. You have been camping, all of you, on my land.” He paused as if to permit the words to sink in.


      “It is supposed,” he went on at last, “that rich men are the privileged ones of earth. Truth is they have few privileges. Here I am at the heart of an all but deserted island, living on my own land. I own every foot of land within ten miles of this spot! And yet, when I choose, I cannot be alone!”


      “I wish we hadn’t come!” Greta whispered.


      “Wait!” Florence replied once more.


      At this juncture a very short chubby man with an air of briskness about him entered the room.


      “Ah!” He rubbed his small hands together. “We have company, Percy O’Hara, Vincent Stearns, Greta Bronson and Florence Huyler.”


      Greta started. How could this little man know their names? She was to wonder still more.


      “You have no notion, Mr. Van Zandt,” the little man said, turning to his tall companion, “how famous our company is! A successful newspaper photographer, a very famous violinist, not to speak of the lady violinist and her friend.”


      He turned to the astonished group. “Your arrival has saved me the bother of hunting you up—providing now I may count upon your services.”


      Never had the two girls found themselves in so strange a position. They had come here with the others to assist—assist in what?


      Vincent half rose, then dropped back to his place. Percy O’Hara gripped the arms of his chair. Only Florence appeared at ease, and it was she who at last spoke. “I am sure,” she replied evenly, “that we shall be glad to render any service possible to Doctor Prince.”


      Once again Greta stared, this time at Florence. How could Florence know this man?


      “Ah!” the little man replied, not denying his identity, “I had hoped so. It is, however, from your musical friends that I expect to secure aid.


      “Mr. Van Zandt,” he addressed the other respectfully, “have I your permission to inform them?”


      A pained expression passed over the man’s face as he nodded assent.


      Next day, just as the shadows were beginning to lengthen on the hillside, Greta found herself joined in an undertaking the like of which she had never before known. Her part seemed as simple as the song of a bird who on a branch far above her head warbled in his own sweet way; yet she threw into it every atom of her being.


      Seated on a moss-covered rock a stone’s throw from the mysterious lodge, she tucked her violin under her chin and played as she had never done before. The tunes that crept out from that evergreen forest, like songs from the heart, were old as life itself, yet known and loved by every generation. She played one of those sweet, melodious songs of twilight, written as only an inspired artist can compose, then rested with bow poised, waiting. From away on the hill across the narrow lake the notes came back to her.


      Not an echo, but the crystal clear notes of a second violin, played as only one musician could play them, Percy O’Hara.


      Once again she played the slow, dreamy refrain. And, as before, it came drifting back to her.


      Inside the lodge Florence, listening, caught the rise and fall of that song and thought it must come from another world.


      But strange events were passing. Before her in a great cushioned chair sat a boy of fourteen. His attractive face was as white as death.


      “Think!” The little doctor, looking into the boy’s face, spoke softly. “Think, think back, back, back. What frightens you? Why do you cry out? Think back.”


      He leaned forward. Through the open window floated the entrancing music. Florence, understanding the meaning and the terrible import of it all, scarcely breathed, yet her lips moved in prayer.


      “Think!” the doctor repeated. “Think back. Now you are twelve, skating, playing football, wandering through the forest. Do you see anything that terrifies you?”


      No answer.


      “Now you are ten.” The doctor’s words came in a whisper. “You are on roller skates. You are at home by the fire. You speed in an automobile. Are you terribly afraid?”


      Still no answer. Still the music, now faint, now strong, came floating through the open window.


      “Now you are six.” The doctor’s eyes shone. “You are by the fireside. You are in your own small room. It is night. Does—”


      Of a sudden there came a scream so piercing that Florence leaped to her feet. It was the boy. His face was distorted by an agony of fear.


      “What? What is it?” The doctor was bending over the boy. “What frightens you?”


      “The dog!” the boy cried. “The big shaggy dog! Don’t let him in! He will bite me!”


      “No! No! You are mistaken. That is a kind dog. He will not bite you. He has never harmed any one. You must learn to love the good old shaggy fellow.”


      The lines of distortion began to disappear from the boy’s face. There was a question and a gleam of hope in his eyes.


      Through the window, borne on the breeze, there floated the notes of a song,


      “Silent night, silent night,


      Lovely and bright—”


      “He is kind,” the boy murmured. “He will not bite.” The look on his face was growing peaceful. He leaned back in his chair and was soon lost in quiet slumber.


      “You see,” the doctor murmured low as they tiptoed from the room, “God, with our help, is working a cure. Tomorrow we will repeat this. By that time the demon of fear will have left him.”


      “And it was his scream we heard,” Florence said softly.


      “It was his scream,” the father of the boy, the rich Mr. Van Zandt, replied. “It is a form of hysteria brought on by fright. He has suffered long, and we have suffered with him. We hoped this secluded spot might help. It did no good. When the illusion came he was seized with terror. He screamed. But now, thanks to this good doctor and the mystery of music, we may hope for a complete cure.”


      “These cases,” the doctor said, assuming a professional air, “are strange, but not uncommon. At some time in the patient’s past he has been terribly frightened. His outer self may have forgotten; his deep, inner self has not. When conditions arise that suggest this fright, it reoccurs.


      “If we can still his mind, then cause him to think back, back, back to that time of great fright, we may be able to reassure his inner self, and the hysteria vanishes.


      “We hope to banish this terrifying dog, who in reality could not have been vicious at all, then our work will be done.”


      “That,” said Greta some time later as she sat in the boat near to the lodge, “is one of the strangest things I have ever known.”


      “Our minds are strange,” said Florence as she rowed slowly toward the shore nearest their home on the ridge. “But that,” she murmured after a time, “that which we witnessed today is no less than musical enchantment.”


      CHAPTER XXIV


      THE LITTLE BLACK TRAMP


      It was evening of the following day. The fire on that big flat rock burned brightly. Florence and Greta sat sipping hot chocolate from paper cups. For a full half hour, while twilight faded into night, neither spoke.


      It was Greta who broke the silence. “Florence,” she said soberly, “life is strange.”


      “Yes,” Florence agreed.


      “Here we are on Greenstone Ridge,” the dark-eyed girl went on. “We came here to explore and to—to search out the secrets of the phantom. We found the phantom. We solved the mystery. And yet—”


      “The phantom is more mysterious than before.” Florence smiled a dreamy smile.


      “Yes,” Greta replied quickly, “he is! And perhaps we shall never delve more deeply into this mystery. We have not seen him since that night when, like knights of old, we marched down upon that mysterious cabin by the lake.”


      “We have heard his music but have not seen him, your strange Percy O’Hara,” Florence said quietly.


      This was exactly true. When the strange little doctor had suggested that they assist him in his marvelous cure of that boy afflicted with mental terror, Percy O’Hara had agreed at once, but had suggested that Greta should furnish the music close at hand and that his should be little more than an echo. This arranged, he had slipped away into the night. Since then they had heard him twice, had seen him not at all.


      “Why?” Greta whispered to herself. “Why?” There came no answer.


      “Florence,” she said, springing to her feet, “our work here is done. Doctor Prince has told us that our assistance is no longer needed. As for the phan—phantom, Percy O’Hara, we have no right to pry into his affairs. I—I’d like to go down to the camping ground by Duncan’s Bay.” She seemed ready to weep.


      “Tonight?” Florence rose slowly to her feet.


      “Tonight.”


      “All right.” The big girl began stuffing things into her bag. “We’ll be away in a jiffy.”


      A half hour later two dark figures, guided only by a flashlight, made their way over the long moose trail leading along the ridge, thence down to the shores of a dark and silent bay. And all the time Greta was thinking of Percy O’Hara, who had charmed thousands upon thousands with his matchless music, hiding away there on the ridge. Once she whispered, “Green eyes, a hundred pairs of green eyes.”


      As they neared the shores of the bay, however, her thoughts returned to her good friend Jeanne and their home, the wreck of the old Pilgrim. Once she whispered low, “A barrel of gold.”


      Had you chanced to look down upon that narrow stretch of level land on the shores of Duncan’s Bay later that night, you might have spied, hidden away in a shadowy corner, a small tent. Beneath that tent two girls slept, Florence and Greta. For them Greenstone Ridge had become a memory.


      They were up at dawn. Their boat, hidden deep among some scrub spruce trees, awaited them. So did a bright and shimmering lake. And beyond this, dark and silent, was their home, the wreck.


      “Perhaps Jeanne has come back,” said Florence. “We will row over at once.”


      They had covered half the distance to the wreck and were watching eagerly for some sign of life on its sloping decks, when Greta, whose gaze had strayed away to the left, cried out quite suddenly, “Look, Florence! What is that over there?”


      Shading her eyes, Florence followed the younger girl’s gaze, then said with a slow tone of assurance, “It’s a boat, a small black boat adrift. Some ship, or perhaps only a schooner, has lost her lifeboat. We’ll take it in tow, tie it up over at the wreck.”


      The small black boat was soon tied behind their own. Florence’s strong arms did double duty as she covered the remaining distance to the wreck.


      Greta had climbed on board the wreck, Florence had finished tying up her own boat and was giving her attention to the small black tramp, when she noted something of mild interest. In the bottom of that boat was water two or three inches deep, from a rain, perhaps. Floating on the surface of that water was a small square of paper.


      “Might give some clue,” she thought as she put out a hand.


      Once she had spread the paper on the boat’s seat, her lips parted in surprise.


      “Greta!” she cried, “Greta! Come here. See what I have found!”


      When Greta arrived all she saw was a sheet of water-soaked paper. In the center of that paper, done with a purple pencil, badly blurred but still quite easily read, were four words:


      “A BARREL OF GOLD.”


      “Isn’t that strange!” Florence exclaimed. “Here we’ve been dreaming in a silly sort of way about a barrel of gold. And now, here it is, all written out by a stranger!”


      “Perhaps Jeanne wrote it,” Greta suggested.


      “She can’t have. It’s not her writing. And look!” Florence studied the paper more closely. “There are two lines drawn under those words as if some other words had been crossed out and these inserted. And that—” she straightened up, “that is exactly what happened. There are faint traces of pencil marks all over the paper. The water has about washed them away. Perhaps when the paper is dry we can read the entire message.”


      Placing the paper carefully on her outspread hand, she carried it to the deck, then smoothed it out on a board in the sun.


      “Jeanne is not here,” Greta said quietly. “She’s not been here. Everything is just as we left it, except—” she hesitated.


      “Except what?” Florence stared.


      “I can’t be sure, but I think there are fresh marks of a black schooner that has been tied up alongside this wreck. Come and see.”


      “Can’t be any doubt of it,” Florence agreed a few moments later. “The black schooner, it’s been here again, Greta! Greta!” She gripped the slender girl’s arm. “Do you suppose there could have been a barrel of gold hidden on this wreck? And have they carried it away?


      “Of course not!” she exploded, answering her own question. “There are three or four barrels of oil in the hold. That was all they left. Swen told us that, and he should know.”


      CHAPTER XXV


      FATHER SUPERIOR TAKES A HAND


      The paper taken from the Little Black Tramp, as Florence had named the derelict, proved a disappointment. Though there was still some suggestion of writing remaining on its surface after it was dry, not one word could be read. Only those four words, brighter than ever, stood out clear and strong, “A BARREL OF GOLD.”


      Without the sprightly Jeanne about, the wreck seemed a lonely place. “What do you say we row back to the camping ground and dig for treasure?” Florence suggested after their midday siesta. “We can stay all night if the wind blows up.”


      “Dig for treasure? Florence, you’re still thinking of that barrel of gold!” Greta exclaimed. “You’ll not find it there. It’s on this old ship. You wait and see!”


      Greta was glad enough to go. She hoped, for one thing, that she might catch again the tuneful notes of that phantom violin. “Shall I ever know?” she asked herself. “Why does he hide away there on Greenstone Ridge? Percy O’Hara,” she whispered. She closed her eyes to see again that tangled mass of gray hair, those frank, smiling young eyes. “Percy O’Hara. How much good he could be doing! How he can charm the world’s cares away! And how this poor old world needs that these days!


      “And he could help those who are struggling up. He could teach—” she dared not continue, dared not hope that sometime, somewhere, this matchless musician might take her bow gently from her hand as he said with that marvelous smile, “No, my child. Not that way. See! Listen!”


      “If only it might be!” she sighed. Yes, she wanted to go ashore, longed to climb all the way up Greenstone Ridge. But this last she was resolved never to do. “He said he would come,” she whispered. “He will not fail.”


      At ten that night Greta slept soundly beneath the tent on the camping grounds. Having listened in vain for the faintest tremor of music on the air, she had surrendered at last to the call of dreamland.


      Florence, too, was beneath the blankets, but she did not sleep. The strange discovery of that day was still on her mind. “Barrel of gold,” she repeated more than once.


      Her treasure hunt that afternoon had been singularly unsuccessful. She had not found so much as a flint arrowhead or a copper penny.


      “Big piece of nonsense!” she told herself. “And yet—”


      A half hour later, having dragged on shoes, knickers, and sweater, she was digging once more on the camping ground, digging for gold. Such are the strange, unfathomable ways of youth.


      She had stirred up their campfire and was digging with the aid of its light. As she labored her sturdy figure cast odd, fantastic shadows on the dark forest at her back.


      * * * *


      At the same hour Jeanne returned to the wreck. She came with her gypsy friends on the Ship of Joy. For once in his life Bihari was in a great rush. His journey round the island had been completed. There was in the air some deep prophecy of storm. Being one of those who live their lives beneath the blue dome of heaven, he felt rather than saw this.


      “They are here!” Jeanne cried in great joy as they neared the wreck of the old Pilgrim. “Florence and Greta are here!”


      “But there is no light,” someone protested.


      “They are dreaming in some corner of the ship, or perhaps they are asleep,” Jeanne insisted. “They must be here, for—see! There is their boat. We have but one boat. They could not well be away.”


      Climbing to the deck, the little French girl bade her gypsy friends a fond farewell, then from her favorite spot on the deck watched the lights of Bihari’s boat grow dim in the distance. Then she set about the task of finding her friends. This, as you know well enough, was to be a hard task. They were not there.


      The explanation is simple enough. Having tried out the Little Black Tramp and found it easy to row, Florence had chosen to go ashore in it and to leave her own boat tied up to the wreck. So here it was and here was the little French girl alone on the Pilgrim. It was night, and she had not forgotten Bihari’s warning: “There comes a great storm.”


      * * * *


      On the camping ground, lighted by the campfire’s flickering glow, Florence dug steadily on. “Not that I expect to find anything,” she told herself. “I’m just wearing down my mental resistance to sleep. Pretty soon I’ll drop this old spade and creep beneath the blankets. I’ll—”


      She broke short off. Strange sounds were reaching her ears; at least they were strange for this place. Music, the tones of a violin, came to her. Clear and distinct they were.


      “Can’t be far,” she told herself. She thought of Percy O’Hara, the “Phantom.”


      “Air’s strange tonight,” she told herself.


      “Perhaps he’s still away up there. Sound carries a long way at times.”


      Once again her spade cut deep in the sand. But now her heart skipped a beat. She had struck some solid object.


      “Only a rock or a log buried by a storm centuries ago,” she told herself. “And yet—” she was digging fiercely now. Like a dog close to a ground squirrel’s nest, she made the dirt fly.


      The thing she had found was not a rock. “Not hard enough for that,” she told herself. “A log? Well, perhaps. But it—it’s—”


      She ceased digging. Seizing a firebrand, she fanned it into flame, then held it low in the hole she had dug. Next instant she was all but bowled over with astonishment.


      “It is a barrel!” she breathed. “Or, at least a keg. And it has heavy copper hoops. It—”


      But at this instant a light shone full upon her face. It was there for only an instant, but long enough to give her warning. Seizing her spade, she had half filled the hole when a small boat came around the point.


      * * * *


      At that hour too there were strange doings on the wreck. The mysterious black schooner had returned. Only chance had prevented the men on the schooner from seeing the light that shone from Jeanne’s cabin, to which she had retired in uneasy solitude. They approached the wreck from the other side.


      The first suggestion of their presence came to Jeanne as a slight bump ran through the stout old hull.


      “A—a boat!” she breathed. Instantly her light was out. A moment had not elapsed before, wrapped in a long dark coat, she crept out on the deck.


      Once outside, she stood there, silent, intent, ready to flee, listening.


      “Chains,” she whispered at last, “I hear them. That’s what they had on that black schooner that other night. They mean to lift something with chains. I’ll creep along the deck to that box where life preservers were kept. Have a look at these men from there. They won’t see me. I’ll be in the shadows.”


      She crept along in the deep shadows.


      “Here—here’s the place.” She drew up behind a large box painted white.


      After a brief rest to quiet the wild beating of her heart, she crept forward.


      “There!” she whispered. “I can see them plainly from here. There’s the man in the diving rig again. He is just going over the side. Taking a chain with him. I can hear it rattle. Chain’s fast to a light cable. They’re going to try lifting something from below, that’s certain.”


      The diver disappeared beneath black waters. Two other men stood at attention. The girl held her breath and waited. She tried to picture to herself the inside of the ship beneath the water.


      “Cabins where people have slept. Fishes swimming there and big old crawfish crawling over the berths. Deck slippery with slime, and the hold where all the freight was stored dark as a dungeon. You’d think—”


      She did not finish. From the distance had come a strange sound. A rushing as of a mighty wind. “But there’s no wind!”


      The sound increased in volume until it was like the roar of a storm. Then, of a sudden, a great swell struck the ship. It set the old wreck shuddering from stem to stern. It picked up the black schooner and, tossing it high, landed it half upon the dry deck of the ship and half upon the water. It keeled over on one side, reeled like a drunken man, seemed about to turn square over, then sliding off the deck, went gliding away.


      “But the diver?” Once again the girl held her breath.


      After what seemed a very long time, a dark spot appeared off to the right. The power boat glided over. The dark spot was taken on board.


      Next moment a second swell shook the ship. When this wave had subsided the power boat was nowhere to be seen.


      “Good old Father Superior,” the little French girl exclaimed. “He took a hand!


      “Will they return?” she asked herself. She found no answer. A glance away to the left caused her to shudder. Like an army of black demons, clouds were massed low against the sky. A faint flash of light painted them a lurid hue. This was repeated three times. Then all was darker than before.


      CHAPTER XXVI


      PASSING OF THE PILGRIM


      Florence had scarcely concealed the newly discovered treasure before she knew, from the shape of the oncoming boat, that it was owned by a friend. In truth it was Swen with his stout little fishing boat.


      “Hello!” he shouted as the fire, flaring up, revealed her face. “I thought you were at home on the wreck. I saw a light there. I was sure of it. Had to come in there for some nets I left on the shore, then I was going over to see how you were getting on and to warn you.”


      “No,” said Florence, “there can’t be a light on the wreck. No one is there.”


      “Yes.” Swen’s tone carried conviction. “There was a light.”


      “Then,” said Florence, “Jeanne has returned, or—or someone else is there.


      “Greta!” she called. “Greta! Wake up! Someone is on the wreck. We must go there.


      “We’ll leave the tent as it is,” she said five minutes later as Greta, hastily dressed and half asleep, stepped out in the air of night.


      “I’ll take you over,” Swen said. “The sea is roughing up a bit.”


      “Swen,” Florence said as they went pop-popping through the narrows, “you said you meant to warn us. Warn us of what?”


      “Probably nothing.” Swen seemed ill at ease. “There’ll be a storm—just a storm, that’s all. Two waves, like tidal waves, came near swamping my boat. It’s a sign, the fishermen say. But then, we are superstitious. That’s it, I guess.”


      For all that, when he had landed the girls at the wreck and had made sure Jeanne, not some stranger, was there, he turned his boat about and steamed away at full speed.


      “He came to warn us,” Florence whispered to herself. Then a matter of overwhelming interest drove all other thoughts from her mind. She turned to the others.


      “Oh, girls!” she exclaimed. “Just think! I found a barrel, a small barrel!”


      “On the camping ground?” Jeanne leaped to her feet.


      “Nowhere else.”


      “And—and what was in it?” Greta was fairly dancing with excitement.


      “There wasn’t time to see. It had copper hoops, that’s all I know. Swen came and then—then we were away. I—I covered it up. It won’t run away,” she laughed as Jeanne’s face sobered. “It will keep for another day.”


      “But let us go now, tonight!” Jeanne was quite beside herself with excitement.


      “No, not tonight,” Florence said with an air of decision. “Tomorrow.”


      As things turned out it was to be tonight; but this she could not know.


      Some three hours later Florence stirred uneasily in her sleep. It was a very dark night. The cabin on the wrecked Pilgrim in which she slept was a well of darkness. Yet there were times when, for one brief second, every detail of the cabin showed out in bold relief. The over-ornamented walls, done in white and gold, the narrow shelf where a small clock ticked loudly, the rough table with two short legs and two long ones to make up for the slanting deck; all these could be seen plainly. So too could the blond hair of her bunk-mate, Jeanne, sleeping beside her in the berth where for forty years only ship captains had slept.


      The large girl stirred once again. One brown arm stole from beneath the covers. The hand seemed to reach for some object hung in space.


      “A barrel of gold.” Her lips said the words aloud. The sound of her own voice roused her to a state of half-awakeness. “A barrel of gold,” she repeated.


      For some little time she lay there half asleep, half awake.


      Her sleep had been disturbed by certain sounds, distant rumbles, rushes and swishes of water; also by those vivid flashes of light.


      A moment more and she sat bolt upright in bed.


      “Going to storm,” she mumbled to herself, without being greatly disturbed. It had stormed before. Three times great, dark clouds had come driving in across black waters to engulf them. Each time the wrecked Pilgrim, with her three last passengers on board, had weathered the storm in as stalwart a manner as any ship afloat on the sea.


      For some time she sat there listening, watching. As the flashes of light grew brighter, more frequent, and the rumbles broke into short, sharp crashes, she crept silently from beneath the covers to draw on a heavy mackinaw, then step out upon the deck.


      At once a cold chill seized her. A flash of lightning had revealed such a cloud as she had not seen in all her life. Inky black, straight up and down like a gigantic pillar, it appeared to glide across waters that reflected its ink-blackness and to grow—grow—grow as it advanced.


      Stepping quickly back into the cabin, she shook her companions into wakefulness.


      “Jeanne! Greta! Wake up! It is going to storm. Something rather terrible!”


      Instantly she went about the business of lighting a flickering candle. Then she drew on knickers and high boots.


      Her mind was in a whirl, yet she managed to maintain a certain degree of inner calm.


      What was to be done? Here they were, three girls on board a wreck with a storm that promised unparalleled violence, sweeping down upon them.


      There was but one way of leaving the wreck. They must go, if at all, in their sixteen-foot rowboat—a mere nutshell in such a time as this. And yet—


      “Are—are you dressed?” she asked shakily.


      “Yes, all dressed.” Both Jeanne and Greta appeared to be quite calm.


      “All right. Throw what things you can into your suitcase, then come on.” She set the example by tossing garments into a corner, then cramming them into her bag.


      Having thrust a flashlight into her pocket, she led the way out into the night.


      She was met by a gust of wind that all but blew her off the deck.


      “Look—look out!” she warned. “Hang on tight! Over here! The boat’s over here.”


      To leave the ship at such a time as this seemed madness. Yet there had come to her a sense of guidance. In times of great crises she had more than once experienced just this. Now she moved like one directed by a master hand.


      The water appeared blacker now. The flashes of light were vivid beyond belief. The swells were coming in. Great sweeping swells, they lifted the little rowboat, tied on the lee side of the wreck, to a prodigious height, then dropped it into a well of darkness.


      “Drop—drop your bag into the boat when it comes—comes up.” Wind seemed to fill the girl’s ears. It caught her words and cast them away.


      Down went the bags, and with them the boat.


      One, two, three, up surged the boat again.


      “Now! Over you go!” Seizing Greta, she fairly threw her into the boat.


      Her heart sank with the boat. It rose with it as well. Jeanne was next. A moment more and she was over the side, clinging to the seat, cutting the rope, seizing the oars, then shoving off, all in one wild breath.


      “We—we’ll keep—keep our stern to the storm!” she screamed. “Head in toward Duncan’s Bay. Some sandy beaches there. Mi—might land. Mi—” The wind blew the words from her throat.


      The cove that forms an approach to Duncan’s Bay is shaped like the top of an hourglass. At the seaward side it is a mile wide. At the land side it is tapered to a narrow channel. By great good fortune the wind was shoreward and slightly toward the entrance of Duncan’s Bay. The big girl’s hope was to work her boat back into this cove where, more and more protected by the reef, she might find calmer water.


      To ride a great storm in a rowboat is always thrilling, but not certainly too dangerous. If the waves are long and high, you may ride to their crest, glide down the other side, then rise again.


      Pulling with all her might, the stout young oarsman held her boat’s stern to the gale. They rose. They fell. They rose again, this time in the midst of hissing foam.


      “This—this is going to be worth telling,” she shrieked. “If we live to tell it.


      “But I don’t think we will,” she whispered to herself.


      Now and again sharp flashes of lightning revealed their position. They were working back into the cove. But each moment the storm grew wilder. The wind fairly shrieked in their ears. Their hair flew out wildly. Some sea bird, seeking shelter, shot past them at a wild speed.


      Clinging to one another, Jeanne and Greta sat in the stern. As Greta watched that onrushing pillar of cloud, she was all but overcome by the conviction that never again would they romp upon the deck of the ill-fated ship.


      “And we have known such joy there!” she told herself with a low sob. “Our swimming pool, long, lazy hours in the sun, songs at sunset. When shall we know such joys again?”


      Then a strange question crept into her mind. What was it the men on the black schooner had sought on the wreck?


      “Whatever it was,” she whispered, “they will never find it now.”


      And yet, could she be sure of this? Moments, not hours, would tell.


      Then the storm broke. A vivid flash revealed the dark column. It appeared to hover over the Pilgrim.


      “Oh!” Greta covered her eyes.


      Florence still stared straight away and continued to row. This was no time for flinching. She saw the battered wreck rise high in air. After that came moments of intense darkness, such darkness as seems solid, like a black wall at the dead of night.


      When at last the blackness lifted, a flash of light showed the pillar of cloud far away and on the reef—not a sign of the ill-fated ship, the Pilgrim.


      “Look!” Jeanne cried, pointing away in the other direction. “Look over there! A light!”


      There could be no mistaking it. Off toward the entrance to Duncan’s Harbor was a swaying light.


      “It’s a boat. Some sort of a boat. We—we’ll try to head that way.


      “The ship,” Florence said soberly a moment later, “is gone! It was like an arm, that cloud, a great black arm reaching down and picking it up. I saw it. A waterspout, I suppose they’d call it. We—we were saved by God’s guidance.”


      A short time later they found themselves approaching a small power boat that, tossing about over the waves, moved cautiously nearer.


      To their great joy they found this to be Swen, and with him was Vincent Stearns.


      “I didn’t want to leave you,” Swen said a trifle shamefacedly, once he had them on board and well within the narrows. “I was afraid. But when I saw that cloud, when I knew what was sure to happen, I got Vincent to come with me. Now here we are, and, thank God, you are safe!”


      “Listen!” It was Greta who held up a hand for silence as they passed out of the narrows. Music had reached her ears, wild, delirious music, such as one may produce only at the end of a terrific storm.


      The storm was over—there could be no questioning that. The moon was out in all its glory. And there, his gray hair glistening in that light, standing before their tent on the camping ground, was the Phantom, Percy O’Hara. He was playing as perhaps he had never played before.


      “Now,” Greta whispered, “I have found him. I shall never lose him again.”


      Florence, you might say, was strange. At this dramatic moment she was thinking to herself, “A barrel, a copper-bound barrel. A barrel of gold.”


      CHAPTER XXVII


      GREEN-EYED MANSION


      “A Barrel of gold!” Florence cried as the music ceased and she sprang ashore. “Come on! A copper-bound barrel! A barrel of gold!” She was able to keep her secret no longer.


      Forgetting all else, Jeanne, Swen and Vincent followed her. Not so Greta. She had found her mysterious friend once more. She would throw discretion and all conventions to the wind.


      “You—you will tell me?” She hurried up to the musician smiling there in the moonlight.


      “Why, yes, my sweet little girl, if it will bring you joy I will tell you my secret which, after all—” he motioned her to a seat on a log by the fire. “Which, after all, is truly no secret at all.


      “Being famous,” he said, smiling in a strange way, “is not all that men think it. To hear people say, ‘Here he comes! There he goes!’ and to know they mean you, to be stared at all day long! Who could wish for that?”


      “But you charmed them with your music,” Greta said in a low tone.


      “Yes,” he agreed, “that was not so bad. To stand before thousands, to know that you are truly bringing joy to their lives, that is grand.


      “But even that—” his voice took on a weary note. “Even that loses its charm when you are weary and they still say, ‘Play for us. Play here. Play there.’ Then you long to be away from it all, to forget, and to make a fresh start.


      “And so,” he added, smiling down at her, “so I ran away to Greenstone Ridge.


      “One more thing—” his tone became more deeply serious. “I wanted to create a little music of my own, all my own. I suppose the desire to create is in the heart of all. Up there alone on Greenstone Ridge I wrote music. I played it to the birds, the wolves, the moose, but mainly to the twittering birds. You have heard some of it. How—how do you like it?”


      “I think,” Greta whispered, “that it is divine!”


      “But now—” Greta’s tone was wistful. “Now you will come back and you will play again! And you will teach others?”


      “Yes.” There was a touch of tenderness in his voice. “Yes, dear little girl, I will go back now. I will teach others, and you shall be my very first pupil.”


      “Oh!” she breathed. “How—how marvelous! But—” her voice sank to a whisper. “We—we are not rich.”


      “Rich? Who spoke of money?” Once more he beamed down upon her. “No true artist wants money from his disciples. All he asks is that his pupils have the touch divine. And that, my child, is yours. It is your very great gift.”


      For a time there was silence beside the campfire. That silence was broken by a shout of laughter. It came from the party of treasure hunters. Florence’s barrel had been dragged from its sandy hiding place.


      “I’ll just break in the head with the spade,” she said as it lay on its side.


      “No! No!” Vincent Stearns took the spade from her. Setting the barrel on end, he rubbed the sand away to find a wooden cork. With the heavy handle of his hunting knife he drove this in, and at once a pungent odor filled the air.


      “Rum!” said Vincent. “Very old rum!”


      “And not gold?” Florence’s hopes fell.


      “Just rum,” the photographer repeated. “Some trader buried it years ago. Poor fellow! He never came back!”


      “I—I’ll pour it out.” Florence’s hand was on the small barrel.


      “Oh, I—I wouldn’t do that!” Once again Vincent intervened. “They say old rum is very good for colds. That right, Swen?”


      “Sure it is, in the winter.” Swen smiled broadly.


      “Leave it to Swen and me,” Vincent suggested. And so it was left.


      “But those green eyes I saw up on the ridge,” Greta was saying to Percy O’Hara. “I saw them twice. They were horrible.”


      “That,” Percy O’Hara chuckled, “was the light from my green-eyed mansion.


      “You see,” he laughed again, “I found a great many greenstones on the ridge. One day I got a grinding wheel from Swen’s little store.”


      “He told me,” she murmured.


      “I left money for it. I polished the stones and set them in some soft sort of rock for tiny windows to the crude cabin I built. When my lamp was lit they shone out green in the night, those eyes to my green-eyed mansion.”


      “A green-eyed mansion on the ridge of Isle Royale,” Greta said in a low tone. “Perhaps some day the whole world will learn of it and make a pilgrimage to it.”


      “God forbid!” said Percy O’Hara fervently.


      CHAPTER XXVIII


      TREASURE AT LAST


      Vincent Stearns and Percy O’Hara bade their young friends farewell at dawn. With Swen they went gliding away toward Rock Harbor Lodge. They would wait the coming of a passing steamer that would carry them home.


      When the chill damp of morning was gone, the three girls spread blankets on the sand and fell fast asleep.


      It was mid-afternoon when they sat down to the first meal of the day. It was a regal feast, for Swen had left two large, juicy steaks, and Vincent had contributed a large box of chocolates.


      While they were in the midst of this repast there came from the bay a piercing scream. It was followed by a most ludicrous laugh.


      “That,” exclaimed Florence, jumping up, “is old Dizzy, the dear, crazy old loon! He survived the storm.”


      She threw him a large piece of fresh meat. After swallowing it at a gulp, he favored her with one more burst of laughter, then went splashing away.


      “Do you know,” she said as she resumed her place, “we’ve got a few days left here? I, for one, am through with mysteries. I’m all for having a hilarious good time—boating, swimming, fishing, hiking, and never a care!”


      This program was carried out until quite suddenly out of a clear sky mystery once more caught them. Nor will any of them live to regret it.


      It all came about because Florence suggested that they row out to the reef where the unlucky Pilgrim had gone aground.


      To them the reef was a mournful sight. Nothing appeared above the placid surface. A little way down on the jagged rocks were the boilers and engines of the Pilgrim.


      “And look!” Florence exclaimed. “Barrels down there. Three barrels. Not very far down either. Barrels of oil, Swen said they were. Must have shaken out of the hull, like peas out of a pod. But barrels of oil. You’d think they might be worth something.”


      Then, like a flash, a thought came to her. “That man on the schooner, the diver, what was he after? Could it be—?” She dared not trust herself to think further. Swen was coming that night with supplies. She would tell him about the barrels.


      “Yes,” Swen agreed at once when he had been told of the discovery, “those barrels of oil are worth quite a little. If it’s linseed oil they’d be worth fifty dollars apiece. Lubricating oil is cheaper, but would be worth going after. Dive down and put on grappling hooks. Drag them up on the reef. That should be easy.”


      “Well!” Florence exclaimed. “We’ve been ‘three last passengers’ and castaways. Now we are about to turn wreckers!”


      And wreckers they were. They found it an easy task to attach the grappling irons, then with a cable attached to Swen’s small power boat to drag the first two barrels to the dry surface of the jagged reef.


      The third barrel presented difficulties. It appeared unusually heavy. Twice the hooks slipped off. The third time the capstan on the boat gave way. But in time this third barrel lay beside its two companions on the reef, well above water.


      “There you are!” Swen exulted. “A fine day’s work! We’ll just tie up and have a look.” He nosed the boat inshore.


      “Huh!” he grunted a short time later. “Two barrels of lubricating oil. Not so good.


      “But look!” he exclaimed. “What’s this? This third barrel has rubbed against the rock until it got a hole in its side. No oil in that.”


      Just at that moment Florence caught sight of something that set her heart racing—a glint of gold from that hole in the barrel.


      “Sw-wen!” she said shakily. “Just help me roll that barrel over.”


      “Why? What?” Swen complied, and as he did so a golden coin rolled from the hole in the barrel.


      “A barrel of gold!” Florence sat down suddenly. She sat in a puddle of water on the concave side of a rock and did not know it.


      A barrel of gold it was—no less. The head of the steel barrel had been removed. A great number of gold coins, wrapped in paper, had been packed inside, then the head had been sealed up by steel welding. When the barrel had been painted it looked just like any other.


      Three hours later when the little fishing boat pulled away she carried a considerable treasure all in gold coins.


      “Of course,” Swen warned, “it’s not our gold. But there’s something in it for us all the same. Salvage, I guess you would call it.”


      The mystery of that barrel of gold was not solved at once. Little by little it became known that a very rich and stubborn man had refused to give up his hoarded gold when the United States Government, for the good of all its people, demanded that he should. Thinking to evade the law, he had packed his gold in a metal barrel and had attempted to ship it to Canada, and, as we know, had failed.


      Just who the men were on the schooner, with the diver on board, will probably never be revealed. Were they hired by the rich man to retrieve the treasure? Were they plain thieves who, having got some knowledge of the gold, proposed to take it for themselves? Who can say?


      Before the girls left the island a rumor was set afloat that there were bears to be found on the island. It was traced to the mainland. It was discovered there that a certain man of doubtful character had started the rumor. As proof of his story he displayed scratched hands and tattered clothing. He had met the bear, he said, by the old lighthouse at the end of Rock Harbor.


      “That,” Jeanne laughed, “must have been the head hunter. It was my bear he met. I’m glad, though,” she added, “that he escaped with his life. It is too terrible to die. The bear punished him quite enough.”


      The three girls were back in their city homes when the salvage on their barrel of gold arrived. Finding it to be quite a tidy sum, they promptly divided it in two parts and sent one part to Swen to be used for the best interests of his fisherfolk. That which remained they placed in the bank, a treasure hoard to be spent, in part at least, on some further adventure.

    

  


  
    
      THE CRYSTAL BALL, by Roy J. Snell [Part 1]


      CHAPTER I


      MIDNIGHT BLUE VELVET


      Florence Huyler read the number on the door. She wondered at the lack of light from within; the glass of the door was like a slab of ebony.


      “No one here,” she murmured. “Just my luck.”


      For all that, she put out a hand to grasp the knob. In a city office building, ten stories up, one does not knock. Florence did not so much as allow the yielding door to make a sound. She turned the knob as one imagines a robber might turn the dial of a safe—slowly, silently.


      Why did she do this? Could she have answered this question? Probably not! Certainly she was not spying on the occupants of that room—at least, not yet. Perhaps that was the way she always opened a door. We all have our ways of doing things. Some of us seize a door knob, give it a quick turn, a yank, and there we are. And some, like Florence, move with the slyness and softness of a cat. It is their nature.


      One thing is sure; once the door had yielded to her touch and she had ushered herself into the semi-darkness that was beyond, she was glad of that sly silence, for something quite mysterious was going on beyond that door.


      She found herself in a place of all but complete darkness. Only before her, where a pair of heavy drapes parted, was there a narrow slit of eery blue light.


      There was no need of tiptoeing as she moved toward that long line of light. Her sturdy street shoes sank deep in something she knew must be a rich Oriental rug.


      “In such a building!” she thought with increasing surprise. The building was old, might at any time be wrecked to make parking space for cars. The elevator, as she came up, had swayed and teetered like a canary bird’s cage on a coiled spring.


      “And now this!” she whispered. “Oriental rugs and—yes, a heavy velvet curtain of midnight blue. What a setting for—”


      Well, for what? She did not finish. That was the reason for her visit, to find out what. She was engaged, these days, in finding out all manner of curious and fantastic goings on. Was this to be one of the strangest, weirdest, most fantastic, or was it, like many another, to turn out as a simple, flat, uninteresting corner of a sad little world?


      Moving silently to that narrow streak that could barely be called light, she peered boldly within.


      What she saw gave her a start. It was, she thought, like entering the “Holy of Holies” of Bible times or the “Forbidden City” of Mongol kings. For there, resting in a low receptacle at the exact center of a large room, was a faintly gleaming crystal ball. This ball, which might have been six inches in diameter with its holder, rested on a cloth of midnight blue. Before it sat a silent figure.


      This person was all but hidden in shadows. A head crowned by a circle of fluffy hair, a pair of youthful, drooping shoulders; this for the moment was all she could see. The eyes, fixed upon the crystal ball, were turned away from her.


      Even as she wondered and shuddered a little at what she saw, a voice, seeming to come from nowhere, but everywhere at once, said:


      “It is given to some to see. Observe that which thou seest and record it well upon the walls of thy memories, for thou mayest never look upon it again.”


      That voice sent a shudder through Florence’s being. Was it the voice of a woman or a man? A woman, she believed, yet the tone was low and husky like a man’s. As Florence looked she wondered, for the girl sitting there before the crystal ball did not shudder. She sat gazing at the ball with all the stillness of one entranced.


      Nor was the strange girl’s perfect attention without purpose. Even as Florence stood there all ears and eyes, she was ready to fly on the instant, but just as determined to stay.


      The whole affair, the midnight blue of the curtains, the spot of light that was a crystal ball, the girl sitting there like a statue, all seemed so unreal that Florence found herself pinching her arm. “No,” she whispered, “it is not a dream.”


      At that instant her attention was caught and held by that crystal ball. Things were happening within that ball, or at least appeared to be happening.


      The gleaming ball itself changed. It was grayer, less brilliant. Then, to Florence’s vast astonishment, she saw a tiny figure moving within the ball. A child it was, she saw at a glance. A fair-haired, animated child was moving within that ball. She came dancing into the center of what appeared to be a large room. There she paused as if expecting someone. The room the child had entered was beautiful. Real oil paintings hung on the wall. There was a gorgeous bit of tapestry above the large open fireplace. A great golden collie lay asleep before the fire. All this was within the ball. And the animated child too was within the ball.


      Florence thought she had been bewitched. Surely nothing like this could be seen within a solid glass ball.


      Just then the voice began again to speak. This time the voice was low. Words were said in a distinct tone and all just alike. This is what it said:


      “Sit quite still. Let your mood be one of tranquillity. Look with dreamy eyes upon the crystal. Do not stare. It is not given to all to have magic vision. Some see only in symbols. Some see those whom they seek—face to face. You—”


      The voice broke off. The girl, seated in that mahogany chair, surrounded by midnight blue velvet, had been gazing at the crystal all this time; yet at this instant she appeared suddenly to become conscious of the change within the crystal ball. Perhaps, since she looked at it from a different angle, her vision had been obscured.


      The effect on the girl was strange. She shook like one with a chill. She gripped the arms of the black chair until, in that strange light, her hands appeared glistening white. Then, seeming to gain control of herself, she settled back in her place and, at the command of that slow, monotonous voice, “Keep your eyes on the crystal,” fell into an attitude of repose. Not, however, before Florence had noted a strange fact. “That girl in the glass ball,” she told herself, “is the one sitting in that black chair.


      “But no! How could she be? Besides, the one in the ball is younger, much younger. This is impossible. And yet, there are the same eyes, the same hair, the same profile. It is strange.”


      Then of a sudden she recalled that she was within the room of a crystal-gazer, that the crystal ball had been credited with magic properties, that one who gazed into it was supposed to see visions. Was she seeing a vision?


      “How could I see that girl as a child when I have never before seen her at any age?” she asked herself. It was unbelievable. Yet, there it was.


      Could the crystal ball bring back to the girl memories of her childhood? That did not appear so impossible. But—


      Now again there was a change coming over the crystal ball. A sudden lighting up of its gray interior announced the opening of a door in that fanciful house, the letting in of bright sunshine. The door closed. Gray shadows reappeared. Into those shadows walked a distinguished appearing, tall, gray-haired man. At once, into his arms sprang the fair-haired child. All this appeared to go forward in that astonishing crystal ball.


      At this instant Florence’s attention was distracted by a low cry that was all but a sob. It came from the lips of that girl sitting close to the crystal ball. As Florence looked she saw her staring with surprising intensity at the ball. At the same time Florence, who read lips almost as well as she could hear with her ears, made out her words:


      “Father—that must be my father! My long lost father! It must be! It—”


      At that instant something touched Florence’s shoulder. As she looked back she saw only the hand and half an arm. It was a woman’s hand. From the third finger, gleaming like an evil eye, shone a large ruby. The hand was long, hard and claw-like. It grasped Florence’s shoulder and pulled her back. She did not resist, though she might very successfully have done so. She was strong, was Florence—strong as a man. But about that hand there was something terrifying and altogether sinister. Florence had studied hands. She had come to know their meanings. They tell as much of character as do faces. And this, a left hand, seemed to say, “My mate, the right hand, is hidden. In it is a dagger. So beware!”


      Florence did not resist. Before she knew what had happened she was out in the dark and dusty hallway. The door she had entered was closed and locked against her.


      “So that’s that!” she said with a forced smile. But was that that? Was there to be much more? Very much more? Only time would tell. When one discovers an enthralling mystery, one does not soon forget. Such a mystery was contained in that crystal ball.


      “That’s one of them!” Florence declared emphatically to herself. “It surely must be!


      “That girl,” she thought with a sigh, “can’t be more than sixteen—perhaps not that. And her appearance speaks of money. Clothes all fit perfectly and in exquisite taste. Didn’t come from a department store, that’s sure.


      “But the look on her face—sad, eager, hopeful, all in one. How easy it is to lead such a person on and on and on.


      “On to what?” she asked herself with a start.


      “This,” she concluded, “is a case that calls for action. I’ll see Frances Ward first thing in the morning.


      “And then,” she laughed a low laugh, “perhaps I’ll take a few lessons in crystal gazing. Just perhaps. And again, perhaps not.” She recalled that claw-like hand and the ruby that appeared to burn like fire. “Anyway, I’ll try.”


      Florence, as you may have guessed by this time, was back in Chicago. It had been late autumn when she arrived. So often these days she had been in need of friends. She had found friends, two of them. And such wonderful friends as they were! One, Frances Ward, had given her work of a sort, a very strange sort. The other, Marie Mabee, had given her a home, and a marvelous home it was. Florence had not dreamed of such good fortune. And best of all, Petite Jeanne, the little French girl, was with her.


      Jeanne’s airplane, the Dragonfly, was stored away. For the time at least, her flow of gold from France had ceased. Her chateau in her native land lay among the hills where grapes were grown. It was surrounded by grape arbors, miles of them. Some strange blight had fallen upon the vines. Grapes failed to ripen. There was no more money.


      “And why should there be?” Jeanne had exclaimed when the letter came. “Who wants money? One is happier without it. I have my friends, the gypsies. They seldom have money, yet they never starve. I shall go to them. Perhaps I may find a bear who will dance with me. Then how the coins shall jingle!”


      To her surprise and great unhappiness, she found that her gypsy friends were now living in a tumbled-down tenement house, that they had parted with their vans and brightly colored cars and were living like the sparrows on what they might pick up on the unfriendly city streets.


      Disheartened, the little French girl had gone to the park by the lake for a breath of God’s pure air. And there, in a strange manner, she had found glorious happiness.


      Jeanne never forgot her friends. She hunted up Florence and made for her a place in that path of happiness quite as broad as her own.


      Just now, as Florence hurried down the wind-driven, wintry streets, as she dodged a skidding cab, rounded a corner where the wind took her breath away, then went coursing on toward the south, she thought of all this and smiled.


      Two hours later, just as a distant clock tolled out the hour of nine, she found herself seated in the very midst of all this glorious happiness.


      She was seated in a room above the city’s most beautiful boulevard. The room was beneath the very roof of a great skyscraper. It was a large room, a studio. Not a place where some very rich person played at being an artist, but a real studio where beautiful and costly works of art were produced by a slim and masterly hand.


      Had Florence turned artist? She would have laughed had you asked her. “I, an artist!” she would have exclaimed. She would have held out two shapely, quite powerful hands and have said, “Paint pictures with these? Well, perhaps. But I was born for action. How could I stand for hours, touching a canvas here and there with a tiny brush?”


      No, Florence had not turned artist, nor had Petite Jeanne. For all this, the most wonderful thing had happened to them. Often and often they had dreamed of it. In days of adversity when they sat upon stools and washed down hamburger sandwiches with very black coffee, Jeanne had said, “Florence, my very good friend, would it not be wonderful if someone very good and very successful would take us under her wing?”


      “Yes.” Florence had fallen in with the dream. “A great opera singer, or perhaps one who writes wonderful books.”


      “Or an artist, one who paints those so marvelous pictures one sees in the galleries!” Jeanne dreamed on.


      Even in days of their greatest prosperity, when Jeanne had gone flitting across the country, a “flying gypsy,” and Florence was happy in her work, they had not given up this dream. For, after all, what in all this world can compare with the companionship of one older than ourselves, who is at one and the same time kind, beautiful, talented, and successful?


      And then, out of the clear October sky that shone over the park by the lake there in Chicago, their good angel had appeared.


      It was not she who had appeared at once. Far from it. Instead, when Jeanne went to the park that day she had found at first only a group of tired and rather ragged gypsies, who, having parked their rusty cars, had gathered on the grass to eat a meager lunch.


      Jeanne had spied them. She had hurried away without a word, to return fifteen minutes later with a bundle all too heavy for her slender arms. Inside that bundle were, wonderful to relate, three large meat pies, four apple pies, a small Swiss cheese such as gypsies love, and all manner of curious French pastry. There were a dozen gypsy children in the group gathered there in the park. How their dark eyes shone as Jeanne spread out this rich repast!


      These strange people stared at her doubtfully. When, however, she laughed and exclaimed in their own strange tongue, “I too am a gypsy!” and when, seizing the oldest girl of the group, she dragged her whirling and laughing over the grass in her own wild gypsy dance, they all cried, “Bravo! Bravo! She is one of us indeed!”


      Then how meat pies, apple pies, cheese and pastry vanished!


      When the feast was over, having borrowed a bright skirt, a broad sash and kerchief, Jeanne led them all in a dance that was wilder, more furious than any they had known for many a day.


      “Come!” they shouted when the dance was over. “We were sad. You have brought us happiness. See!” They pointed to a dark cloud that was a flock of blackbirds flying south. “You must come with us. We will follow these birds in their flight. When winter comes we shall camp where roses bloom all the winter through, where oranges hang like balls of gold among the leaves and the song of spring is ever in the air.”


      Jeanne listened and dreamed. But her good friend Florence? She was not faring so well. Winter was at hand. How could Jeanne leave her in this great dark city alone?


      Just then a strange thing happened. A tall woman of striking appearance came up to the group. She wore a green smock all marked up with red and blue paint. There was a smudge of orange on her cheek, and in her hand a dozen small brushes.


      “See!” She held up an unfinished sketch. It was a picture of Petite Jeanne, Jeanne in her bright costume dancing with the raggedest gypsy of them all. On the face of Jeanne and the ragged child was a look of inspired joy.


      “You are a genius!” Jeanne cried in surprise, “You have painted my picture!” She was overjoyed.


      “I am a painter,” the lady, who was neither young nor old, said. “Sometimes I succeed, sometimes I fail. But you?” She turned to Jeanne. “Do you know many of these people?”


      “I—” Jeanne laughed. “I am related to them all. Is it not so?” She appealed to her new-found friends.


      “Yes! Yes! To us all,” they cried in a chorus.


      When, a half hour later, Jeanne bade a reluctant farewell to the gypsy clan, it was in the company of the artist. The leader of the gypsies had been presented with a bright new twenty-dollar bill, and Jeanne had made a friend she would not soon forget. What a day! What a happy adventure!


      CHAPTER II


      “JUST NOTHING AT ALL”


      The artist’s name was Marie Mabee. It was in her studio that Florence, on the evening after her strange experience with the crystal ball, found herself seated. It was a marvelous place, that studio. It was a large room. Its polished floor was strewn with all manner of strange Indian rugs. Marie Mabee was American to the tips of her toes. Save for one picture, everything in that room was distinctly American. The spinet desk with chair that matched, the drapes and tapestries, the andirons before the broad open fireplace, the great comfortable upholstered chair, all these were made in America.


      The one cherished bit from the Old World that adorned the room was a picture. It was a masterpiece of the nineteenth century. In that picture the sun shone bright upon a flock of sheep hurrying for shelter from a storm that lay black as night against the rugged hills behind. Trees were bending before a gale, the shepherd’s cloak was flying, every touch told of the approaching storm.


      “It’s all so very real!” Florence thought to herself as she looked at the picture now. “It is like Marie Mabee herself. She too is real. And the things she creates are real. That is why she is such a great success.”


      As if to verify her own conclusion, she looked at a canvas reposing on an easel in the corner. The picture was almost done. It showed Petite Jeanne garbed in a bright gypsy costume, flinging arms wide in a wild gypsy dance. In the background, indistinct but quite real, were wild eager faces, a fiddler, two singing gypsy children, and behind them the night.


      Marie Mabee had determined that by her pictures there should be preserved the memory of much that was passing in American life. The gypsies were passing. One by one they were being swallowed up by great cities. Soon the country would know them no more. She had taken Jeanne into her heart and home because in Jeanne’s heart there lived like a flame the spirit of the gypsies at their best, because Jeanne knew all the gypsies and could bring them to the studio to be posed and painted. She had taken in Florence as well; first, because she was Jeanne’s friend, and second, because, with all others, the moment she came to know her she loved her.


      “It is all very wonderful!” Florence whispered to herself as, after an exciting day, she sank deeper into the great chair by the fire. “How inspiring to live with one who has made a grand success of life, whose pictures are hung in every gallery and coveted by every rich person in the city! And yet,” she sighed contentedly, “how simple and kind she is! Not the least bit high-hat or superior. Wonder if all truly great people are like that? I wonder—”


      She broke short off to listen. A stairway led up from the top of the elevator shaft, one floor below. She did not recognize the tread of the person coming up the stairs. She wondered and shuddered. Somehow she felt that on leaving that room of midnight blue and a crystal ball, she had been followed. Had she? If so, why? She was not long in guessing the reason. Twice in the last few weeks she had whispered a few well-chosen words in the ears of Patrick Moriarity, a bright young policeman who was interested in people, just any kind of people. Patrick had rapped on certain doors and had said his little say. When next Florence passed that way, there was a “For Rent” sign on the door, right where Patrick had rapped.


      “Folded their tents like the Arabs


      And silently stole away,”


      she whispered to herself.


      She wondered in a dreamy sort of way whether those people, while they reluctantly packed a few tricks of their crooked trade, had recalled a large, ruddy-faced girl who had visited them once or twice to have her fortune told, and did they know she was that girl?


      “Fortunes!” she exclaimed. “Fortunes!” Then she laughed a low laugh.


      At once her face sobered. Was it, after all, a laughing matter, this having your fortune told? For some surely it was not. She had seen them seated on hard chairs, waiting. There were lines of sorrow and disappointment on their faces. They had come to ask the crystal-gazer, the palmist, the phrenologist, the reader of cards or stars, to tell their fortune. They wanted terribly to know when the tide of fortune would turn for them, when prosperity would come ebbing back again. And she, Florence, all too often could read in their faces the answer which came to her like the wash of the waves on a sandy shore:


      “Never—never—never.”


      “And what do these tellers of fortunes predict?” she asked herself. She did not know. Only her own fortune she knew well enough. Had she not had it told a half hundred times in the last months?


      “My fortune!” she laughed anew. “What a strange fortune it would be if all they told me came true! A castle, a farm, a city flat, a sea island, a mountain home, a dark man for a husband, a light one for a husband, and one with red hair! Whew! I’d have to be a movie actress to have all that.


      “And yet—” Once again her smile vanished. Was there, after all, in some of it something real? That crystal ball now—the one she had seen that very afternoon. She had been told that visions truly do come to those who gaze into the crystal ball. Had she not seen visions? And that fair-haired girl, had she not seen visions as well?


      Once again her mood changed. What was it this girl had wanted to know? She had said, “My long lost father!” Was her father really lost? Who was her father? She was dressed like a child of the rich. Was she rich? And was she in danger?


      “I must know!” Florence sprang to her feet. “I must go back there. I—”


      Once again she broke short off. There came a sound from without. A key rattled in the lock.


      “Some—someone,” she breathed, starting back, “and he has a key!”


      Her eyes were frantically searching for a place of hiding when the door swung open and a tall lady in a sealskin coat appeared.


      “Oh! Miss Mabee!” Florence exclaimed. “It is you!”


      “Yes. And why not I?” Marie Mabee laughed. “What’s up? How startled you looked!”


      “Nothing—just nothing at all,” Florence said in a calmer tone as she sprang forward to assist her hostess with her wraps.


      “Did you see anyone on the stairs?” she asked quietly.


      “No. Why? Have you stolen something?” Miss Mabee laughed. “Are you expecting the police?”


      “No, not that,” Florence laughed in answer. “I’ve only been having my fortune told.”


      “Is that so dangerous?” Miss Mabee arched her brows.


      “Yes, sometimes I’m afraid it is,” Florence replied soberly. “I know of one case where it cost a poor woman four hundred dollars.”


      “How could it?” came in a tone of surprise.


      “She had the money. They told her to leave it with them for luck. The luck was all wrong. They vanished.”


      “But that is an extreme case.”


      “Yes,” Florence replied slowly, “it is extreme. And yet, in days like these, people, who might in happier days be harmless, turn wolf and prey upon the innocent. At least, that’s what Frances Ward says. And she usually knows. She says it is the duty of those who are strong to battle against the wolves.”


      “And so you, my beautiful strong one, are battling the wolves? Good for you!” Marie Mabee gave her sturdy arm an affectionate squeeze. “That’s quite all right. Only,” she laughed, “please let me know when the wolves start coming up the stairs.”


      “I—I’ll try,” Florence replied in a changed tone.


      “And now,” said Marie Mabee, “how about a nice cup of steaming chocolate and some of those rare cakes that just came from that little bakery around the corner?”


      “Grand!” Florence exclaimed. “Here is one person who can always eat and never regret.”


      “Fine!” the artist exclaimed. “It’s wonderful to be strong and be able to glory in it. On with the feast!”


      CHAPTER III


      DANGER TOMORROW


      “Jeanne, one of your friends has stolen four hundred dollars!” Florence exclaimed, springing to her feet as Jeanne, garbed in a plaid coat and with a silver-grey fox fur about her neck, breezed in from the night. She had been to the Symphony concert. Her ears still rang with the final notes of a great concerto. Florence’s startling words burst upon her like a sudden blare of trombones and clash of cymbals all in one.


      “My friend?” she exclaimed in sudden consternation. “One of my friends has stolen all that?”


      “From a poor widow with three small children,” Florence said soberly. Then in a changed, half teasing tone, “Anyway, the paper says the thief was a gypsy, so I suppose she was, and a fortune teller as well.”


      “Oh! A gypsy!” Breathing a sigh of relief, Jeanne threw off her wraps, tossed back her shock of golden hair, then sank into a chair before the burned-out fire where Florence had sat musing for an hour.


      “My dear—” Jeanne placed a long slender hand on Florence’s arm. “Not all gypsies are my friends—only some gypsies. Not all gypsies are good. Some are very, very bad. You should know that. Surely you have not forgotten how those bad ones in France seized me and carried me away to the Alps when I was to dance in the so beautiful Paris Opera!”


      “No,” Florence laughed, “I have not forgotten. All the same, you must help me. Mr. Joslyn—he is our editor, you know—sent down a marked copy of the paper. Above the story of the gypsy fortune teller’s theft he wrote, ‘This is right in your line.’


      “So!” she sighed. “It’s up to me. Until just now I have been a reporter of a sort, rather more entertaining and amusing than serious. But now—” she squared her shoulders. “Now I am to become a sort of reporter-detective, at least for a time.


      “And Jeanne,” she added earnestly, “you must help me, you truly must. You know all the gypsies in the city.”


      “No, not all. But no! No!” Jeanne protested.


      “You know the good ones and the bad ones,” Florence went on, ignoring her denial. “You must help me find this bad one, and, if it is not too late, we must get that money back.


      “How foolish some people are!” Her voice dropped. “Here was a woman with three small children. She collected four hundred dollars from her husband’s estate. She hurries right off to the gypsies because one of them has told her two months before that she is to have money. Money!” She laughed scornfully. “Probably they tell everyone that—makes them feel good.


      “Then she asks them how to invest it so it will become a great deal of money right away, and they say, ‘Leave it with us for luck.’ She goes away. They vanish. And there you are!”


      “Where did this so terrible thing happen?” Jeanne asked.


      “In one of the narrow streets back of Maxwell Street.”


      “Maxwell Street!” Jeanne shuddered. She had been on Maxwell Street; did not wish ever to go again. But now—


      “Ah, well, my good friend,” she sighed, “it is always so. We come into great good fortune. We have marvelous friends. Marvelous things of beauty are all about us. We sigh with joy and bask in the sunshine. And then, bang! Duty says, ‘Go to Maxwell Street. Go where there is dirt and disorder, unhappiness, hatred and poverty.’ We listen to Duty, and we go. Yes, my good friend Florence, tomorrow I shall go.


      “And,” she added mysteriously, “when I am there, even you, if you meet me, will not know me.”


      “You will be careful!” Florence’s brow wrinkled.


      “I shall be careful. And now—” Jeanne rose, then went weaving her way in a slow rhythmic dance toward a narrow metal stairway leading to a balcony. “Now I go to my dreams. Bon nuit!”


      “Good night,” Florence replied as once more her eyes sought the burned-out fire.


      “Strange! Life is strange!” she murmured.


      And life for her had been strange. Perhaps it always would be strange.


      She did not retire at once. The studio, with its broad fireplace, its deep-cushioned chairs and dim lights, was a cozy, dreamy place at night. She wanted to think and dream a while.


      Never in all her event-filled life had Florence been employed in a stranger way than at that moment. She was, you might say, a reporter, or, better perhaps, an investigator, for one of the city’s great daily papers.


      She had walked into the newspaper office one morning, as she had walked into a hundred places, just to ask what there was she might do. She had, by great good fortune, been introduced to Frances Ward, who proved to be the most interesting and inspiring old lady she had ever known.


      “Our paper,” Mrs. Ward had said, “is cutting down on its playground and welfare work. There is—” she had hesitated to peer searchingly into Florence’s face—“there is something I have been thinking of for a considerable time. It’s a thing I can’t do myself.” She laughed a cackling sort of laugh. “I am too old and wise-looking. You are young and fresh and, pardon me, innocent-looking.


      “You wouldn’t mind,” she asked suddenly, “having your fortune told?”


      “Of course not.” Florence stared.


      “Several times a day,” Frances Ward added, “by all sorts of people, those who read the bumps on your head, who study the lines in your palms or the stars you were born under, card-readers, crystal-gazers and all the rest.”


      “That,” Florence said, “sounds exciting.”


      “It won’t be after a while,” Mrs. Ward warned. “All right, we’ll arrange it. You’ll have to find these fortune tellers. We don’t carry their ads. Some have signs in their windows. That is easy. But those are not the best—or perhaps the worst of them. The most successful ones operate more or less in secret. The way you find these is to say to someone, a clerk in a store, a hair-dresser, a check girl in a hotel, ‘Where can I find a good fortune teller?’ She will laugh, like as not, and say, ‘I don’t know.’ Then, ‘Oh, yes! Mary Martensen, the girl who does my nails, told me of a wonderful one. She told her the most astonishing things about herself. And, just think, she’s only been there twice! Wait till I call her up. I’ll get her address for you.’


      “And when you have that address—” Frances Ward settled back in her chair. “You go there and say, ‘So-and-so told me about you.’ You have your fortune told. Remember as much as you can, the fortune teller’s name, her appearance, the kind of fortune she tells you, the setting of her studio, everything. Then you come here and prepare a story for your column. We’ll call it ‘Looking Into the Future.’”


      “But I—I’m afraid I can’t write stories!” Florence said in sudden dismay.


      “You don’t have to,” Mrs. Ward laughed. “Just tell a reporter all about it and he’ll write it up. It will be a new and popular newspaper feature.


      “Looking Into the Future!” she repeated softly. “If you do your work well, as I know you will, the feature is sure to prove a success from the start.


      “But let me warn you!” Her voice dropped. “You will find it not only interesting and thrilling, but dangerous as well, for some fortune tellers are wolves. They rob the poor people by leading them on and on. These must be exposed. And, though we will conceal your identity as much as possible, there are likely to be times when these people will suspect you. If this—” she looked at Florence earnestly, “if this is too terrifying, now is the time to say so.”


      Florence had not “said so.” She had taken the position. Her column had been popular from the start. And now, as she sat there before the fire in the studio, recalling the words of Frances Ward, “not only interesting, but dangerous,” she repeated that last word, “dangerous.”


      At that moment a tiny spirit seemed to take up the refrain and whisper in her ear, “Dangerous. That is the place! The midnight blue room is for you a place of peril. If you go there tomorrow, you are in for it! You can never turn back until you have found the end of the road which winds on and on, far and far away.”


      “Tomorrow,” she whispered as she rose to fling her strong arms wide, “tomorrow I shall return to that place of midnight blue draperies, and I shall ask someone there to teach me how to read fortunes by gazing into the crystal ball.” There was a new fire in her eye as she mounted the narrow stairs to enter the chamber which the great artist had so graciously set aside for her use.


      CHAPTER IV


      THE “TIGER WOMAN”


      For Florence fortune telling had always held a certain fascination, not unmixed with fear. Very early in life she had lived for some time with an aunt. Always now, as she closed her eyes, she could see that aunt, straight-lipped, diligent, at times friendly, but always holding close to what she believed was “duty.” Often, too, she seemed to hear her say, “Cards, all playing cards, belong to the Devil. They are of very ancient origin, almost as old as Satan himself. The first cards were made for the purpose of fortune telling. Fortune telling, when it is not pure fraud, belongs to the Devil. Remember Saul. Think how, when he was going to battle he slipped away to that wicked witch. He asked her to tell him how the battle would go. Well, he found out, but little pleasure it brought him! He lost his throne and his head the very next day!”


      Florence did not believe all this, nor did she entirely disbelieve it. She tried to look at things calmly and clearly, then decide for herself. All the same, she shuddered as next day she tapped lightly at the door behind which a room was shrouded in midnight blue, and where a crystal ball shone dully.


      She smiled in spite of herself as the door opened only a crack and a pair of suspicious inquiring eyes peered out.


      “Something to hide,” was the thought that came to her. But was this quite fair? There were policemen always loitering about in the hallway of her own newspaper office. Perhaps all of life was a little dangerous these days.


      “Marian Stanley sent me,” she hastened to say before the door might close. “She is the night clerk at the Dunbar Hotel. She told me about you, how—”


      “Won’t you come in?” The door was wide open now. Before her stood a short, stout woman with strangely tawny hair. “Like a tiger’s,” Florence thought, “and I believe it’s a genuine shade.”


      “I—I’d like to learn about crystal gazing,” she said as she entered the room of midnight blue. “Is—is it frightfully difficult?”


      “To learn?” The Tiger Lady, as Florence was to call her, elevated her eyebrows. “A certain way, it is not difficult. But to go far, very far, as I have done—” the Tiger Woman sighed. “Ah, that is a matter of years. Then, too, there are secrets, deep secrets.” Her voice took on an air of mystery. “Secrets regarding the meaning of light, sound, and feelings; secrets regarding the moon and the stars, which we who have journeyed far could not afford to share.


      “But if you care to go a little way—” she spread out her hand. “Then I am here to show you for—let me see—” She pretended to consider. “Oh, you shall pay me two dollars. Huh? Will that be O. K.?” Her voice took on a playful note.


      “Two dollars will be all right. And may I begin at once?” There was in Florence’s words a note of eagerness that was genuine.


      “This,” she was thinking, “is a fresh way of approach. Perhaps there is something to this crystal gazing. I may become a famous gazer. How grand that will be!


      “Besides,” came as an afterthought, “I may be able to discover some worthwhile facts about that girl who saw those pictures in the crystal ball. Surely those pictures were real enough. But how did they come there? Could her imagination produce them? If so, would I too be able to see them?” She had a feeling that they had been produced by some strange magic—or was it magic? She could not be sure.


      “Now—” Madame Zaran, the crystal-gazer, took on a manner quite professional as she hid Florence’s two dollars on her person. “Now we shall proceed.”


      She motioned the girl to the ebony chair beside the table where the crystal ball rested. Then with nervous, active fingers she began arranging articles on that table.


      Florence was interested in these few objects. A raven carved from black marble, a bronze dragon with fiery eyes, and a god of some sort with an ugly countenance and a prodigious mouth, all these were on that table. Madame arranged them about the crystal ball, but some distance away from it. Then, as if the ball were a sacred thing, she lifted it with great care to place it in a saucer-like receptacle over which a bronze eagle perpetually hovered.


      The girl was much interested in the gazer’s hands. In her wanderings about the city in search of fortune telling facts, she had picked up interesting bits about hands. She was convinced that long slender fingers belonged to a person of a nervous and artistic temperament and that a very broad hand told of force coupled with great determination. Madame’s hand was fairly broad, but her fingers were not long. Instead they were short and curved. “Like the claws of some great cat,” the girl thought with a shudder. Never had she seen fingers that seemed better suited to clawing in hoards of gold.


      “And she would not care how she came by it,” Florence thought. And yet, how could she be sure of that?


      “Now,” Madame said in a changed tone, “look at the crystal. Concentrate. There is no spirit moving in the crystal. You need not draw one out. The pictures of past and future you are to see by gazing in the crystal are to come from within your own mind, or shall come to you from the spirit world outside the crystal.


      “Do not stare. Relax. Look quietly at the crystal. In this room there is nothing to disturb you, no radio with its noise, no ticking clock, nothing. The light is subdued. I myself shall retire. You have only to gaze in the crystal. This time you may see much. Then again, you may see nothing. It is not given to all, this great gift of looking into the future.


      “If it is given you to see, you will find first that the crystal begins to look dull and cloudy, with pin points of light glittering out of that fog. When this appears, you shall know that you are beginning to have crystalline vision. In time this shall vanish. In its stead will come a sort of blindness wherein you shall appear to float through great spaces of blue. It is against this background of blue that your vision must appear.


      “Ready? Concentrate. Gaze.


      “I am gone,” came in a tone that sounded faint and far away. Florence was alone—alone in the room of midnight blue and the faintly gleaming crystal ball.


      CHAPTER V


      FLORENCE GAZES INTO THE CRYSTAL


      She was alone with the crystal—or was she? She could not be sure. Which is more disturbing, to be alone in a room where a half-darkness hangs over all, or to feel that there is someone else in the room?


      Only yesterday she had been seized by a clutching hand and ushered out of that room. Where now was the owner of that hand? She had no way of knowing. One thing was sure, that had not been Madame Zaran’s hand. Those fingers had been long, slim and bony. Madame’s were not like that.


      “But I must concentrate!” She shook herself vigorously. “I must gaze at the crystal.” As she focussed her attention on the crystal ball, she became conscious of two gleaming green eyes. These were small but piercing. They belonged to the bronze eagle that, hovering over the ball in this dim light, seemed to have suddenly come alive.


      “Bah!” she exclaimed low, “what a bother sometimes an imagination may become! It must be controlled. I shall control it!” she ended stoutly.


      In the end she did just that and with the most surprising results. Settling back easily in her chair, feeling the cool darkness of the place and heaving a sigh, she fixed her eyes dreamily upon the crystal ball. For a full five minutes there was no change. The ball remained simply a faintly gleaming circle of light. Then, ah, yes! a change came. The ball lost some of its distinctness. It turned gray and cloudy. Pin points of light like shooting stars appeared against the gray.


      This continued for some time. Then, of a sudden, warmth came over the girl as she saw that gray turn to the faint blue of a morning sky. Leaning eagerly forward, she waited.


      “Yes! Yes!” Her lips formed words she did not speak. The lower portion of that blue turned to gray and green. She was looking now at rocky ridges half overgrown with glorious trees—spruce, birch, and balsam. Beneath this were dark, cool waters. Above, fleecy clouds raced across a dark blue sky. On the water were no boats, in the forest no people. She was gloriously alone.


      “Oh!” Florence breathed, stretching out her hands as if to gather it in.


      Now there came another change. Fading away as in the movies, half the trees became bare and leafless. The rocks, the grass and all the barren branches were bedecked with snow. The surface of the water glistened. “Winter,” she whispered. Then, as a strange emotion swept over her, she cried, “Where? Where?”


      As if frightened away by that sudden sound, the vision vanished and there she sat staring at a glass ball that was, as far as her eyes could tell her, just a hard glass ball and nothing more.


      “How strange!” She pinched herself. “How very strange!”


      But now a change was coming over the room itself. It was slowly filling with a dim light. She made out indistinctly a broad, black, dead fireplace, and above it on the mantel a great green dragon with fiery eyes.


      Then with a sudden start she sat straight up. On the opposite wall, against the midnight blue velvet, a shadow had appeared, a very distinct shadow of a man. Or was it of a man? The nose was long and sharp. The chin curved out like the tip of a new moon. It was a terrifying profile.


      “The—the Devil!” She did not say the words—only thought them. At the same time she seemed to hear her dead aunt say, “All this fortune telling business belongs to the Devil.”


      “Well? How about it?”


      Florence could not have been more startled by these words had they been shouted in her ear. They had been said quietly by Madame Zaran. She had returned. And in the meantime the sinister shadow had vanished from the wall.


      “I—why, I—” With a sort of mental click the girl’s mind returned to her vision of water, forest, and sky. “I saw—”


      “Wait! Do not tell me, not now.” Madame held up a hand. “Ah, you are one of those who are fortunate! It is given to very few that they shall see visions in the crystal ball on the very first time of their trying. You will go far. You must come again and again.”


      Madame’s hands were in motion. Florence fancied she could see those claw-like fingers raking in piles of crisp new greenbacks.


      “But I may be doing her a grave injustice,” she reproved herself.


      “I shall return,” she found herself saying to Madame Zaran.


      “Perhaps tomorrow?”


      “Perhaps tomorrow.”


      Scarcely knowing what she did, the girl let herself out of the room, caught the elevator, and next moment found herself in the bright sunlight, which, after all that midnight blue darkness and air of mystery, seemed very strange indeed.


      “Now for Sandy and his glass box,” she thought to herself when her mind had become accustomed to the world of solid reality about her. Sandy was her youthful red-headed reporter. Sandy was her “ghost writer.” She supplied the material of her own column, “Looking Into the Future.” It was Sandy who pounded it all into form on his trusty typewriter. His “glass box,” as she laughingly called it, was an office on the sixth floor of the newspaper office building that looked down upon the city’s slow, easy-going river.


      Sandy was not at all like the river. He was up-and-coming, was Sandy. The instant she came into his glass box he bounced out of his chair.


      “Hope you’ve got something good today!” he cried. “Big Girl, we’ve got a real thing here. Knocking ’em cold, we are. Look at this!” He put his hand on a wire basket filled to overflowing with letters. “All for you, all fan mail. And the things they want to know!” He laughed a merry laugh. “Old maid wanting to know some charm for attracting a man; a mother wanting the name of a crystal-gazer who can see where her long lost boy is; men wanting a fortune teller that will give them tips on the stock market. Funny, sad, tragic little old world of ours! It wants to gaze into the future right enough. They—


      “But say!” he broke off to exclaim. “You look as if you’d seen a ghost.”


      “Do I?” Florence’s eyes brightened. “Well, I’ve got a real story this time. I—


      “Wait a minute!” Florence broke short off to go dashing out of the glass box, then started gliding on tiptoe after a girl who was hurrying down the long narrow corridor.


      “It doesn’t seem possible,” she whispered to herself. “But it’s true. That’s the girl I saw in that room of midnight blue velvet, the one who saw moving figures in the crystal ball. And here she is hurrying along toward Frances Ward’s desk. I’ll get her story. I surely will. I must!” she murmured low as she hurried on.


      She was mistaken in part at least. There are some people whose stories are not to be told at a single sitting. The girl hurrying on before her was one of these.


      Frances Ward it had been who found Florence her latest opportunity for work, mystery and adventure. As Florence thought of all this now, a great wave of affection for the gray-haired woman swept over her.


      Frances Ward was old, perhaps past seventy. Her hair was frizzy, her dress plain and at times almost uncouth. Her desk was always covered with a littered mess of letters, paper files, scribbled notes and pictures. “A poor old woman,” you might say. Ah, no! Frances Ward was rich—not in dollars perhaps; still she was not altogether poor at that—she was rich in friends. For Frances Ward was, as someone had named her, “Everybody’s Grandmother.” She called herself, at the head of one column, “Friend of the People.” This, in a great busy sometimes selfish, sometimes wicked city, was Frances Ward at her best, the Friend.


      Because of this, the mysterious young girl whom Florence had only the day before seen gazing into the crystal ball and apparently seeing most mysterious pictures of her early life, was now calling upon Frances Ward for advice.


      As Florence reached the door of Mrs. Ward’s office, she heard the mysterious girl say, “I—I am June Travis.”


      “Oh!” There was a note of welcome in the aged woman’s voice. “Won’t you have a chair? And what can I do for you?”


      Frances Ward did not so much as look up as Florence, after slipping by her, seated herself before a narrow table in the corner of her office and began scribbling rapidly. This was not Florence’s accustomed place. But Frances Ward was old. She understood many things.


      “Well, you see—” the strange girl’s fingers locked and unlocked nervously. “I—I read your column al—almost every day. It—it has interested me, the way you—you help people. I—I thought you might be able to help me.”


      “Yes.” Frances Ward bestowed upon her a warm, sincere smile. “I might be able to help you. Will you please tell me how? You see—” she smiled broadly. “I am neither a mind reader nor a fortune teller, so—”


      “No!” The girl shuddered. “No, of course you’re not. But just think! It is partly that, about fortune tellers, I wanted to ask you. Do you believe in them, crystal-gazers and all that?”


      “No—” Frances Ward appeared to weigh her words. “N-no, I’m afraid I don’t, at least not very much. Of course, some of them are keen students of human nature. If they can read your face, understand your actions, they may be able to help you to understand yourself so as to meet with greater success. But—”


      “Do you believe they could make you see people in the crystal ball—people that you have not seen for years and years?” The girl leaned forward eagerly.


      “I should say that would be quite unusual.” Frances Ward smiled. “I should like to witness such a feat. I should indeed.”


      “Perhaps you can!” June Travis exclaimed. “I saw it only last evening, saw it with my own eyes. I saw my father, whom I have not seen for ten years—saw him distinctly in the crystal ball!”


      “You seem quite young.” Frances Ward spoke slowly. “You must have been a very small child when your father—” she hesitated. “Did he die?”


      “No! Oh, no!” the girl exclaimed. “He—he just went away. But he didn’t desert me. He left money, plenty of money, for my care. That—that’s why I am so anxious to find him now. It’s the money. There is quite a lot of it, and I shall soon be sixteen. And then—then I shall have to manage the money all by myself. And that—that frightens me.”


      “Money. Plenty of money,” Florence was repeating to herself in the corner. Strangely enough, at that moment she seemed to see the shining crystal ball. About the ball, with wings that carried them round and round in ever widening circles, were bank notes. Ten, twenty, fifty, one hundred dollar bills, they circled round and round. And, swinging wildly, clawing at them frantically but never catching one, was a hand, the Tiger Woman’s hand, the hand of Madame Zaran, the crystal-gazer.


      CHAPTER VI


      GYPSIES THAT ARE NOT GYPSIES


      While Florence was having a close look into the mystery of the crystal ball, the little French girl Petite Jeanne was not idle; in truth, Jeanne was seldom idle. She was like the sparrow of our city streets, always on the move.


      Since the artist did not require her services as a model that day, she considered it her duty to search out the haunts of certain gypsy groups, and to discover if possible what had happened to the poor widow’s four hundred dollars.


      “Bah! I don’t like it!” she exclaimed as she drew on an old gray coat and crowded a small hat over her gorgeous golden hair. “It is dangerous, this looking for a thief. But it is exciting too. So there you are! I shall go.” And go she did.


      Since Maxwell Street had been mentioned in connection with the theft, it was to that street she journeyed. It was a bright winter’s day. Wares that had been dragged indoors during severe weather had been hauled out again. And such wares as they were! Rags and old iron were offered as clothing and tools. There were stalls of vile smelling fish, racks of curious spices, crates of weary looking chickens and turkeys, everything that one may find in the poor man’s market of any great city. Jeanne had seen it all in Paris, in London, in New York and now in Chicago. Always she shuddered. Yet always, too, her heart went out to these poor, brave people who through sunshine and storm, winter’s cold and summer’s heat struggled to sell a little of this, a little of that, and so to keep themselves alive by their own efforts rather than accept charity.


      Out of all this drab scene one figure stood bright and colorful, a dark-eyed maiden dressed in all the many-hued garments of a gypsy. Jeanne went straight to her.


      “Want a fortune told?” The girl’s eyes gleamed. “Step inside. Read your palm. Tell your fortune with cards. Perhaps today is not so good.” She looked at Jeanne’s purposely drab costume. “Tomorrow may be better—much better. You shall see. Step right inside.”


      Jeanne stepped inside. The place she entered was blue with cigaret smoke. Idling about the large room, on couches and rugs were a half dozen girls dressed, as this other one, in bright costumes. At the back of the room was a booth, inside the booth a small table and a chair.


      Instantly Jeanne found herself ill at ease in these surroundings. She had seen much of gypsy life, but this—somehow a guardian gnome seemed to whisper a warning in her ear.


      Turning, she said a few words. She spoke in a strange tongue—the lingo of her own gypsy people. The girl she addressed stared at her blankly. Turning about, she repeated the words in a louder tone. Every girl in the room must have heard. Not one replied.


      “You are not gypsies!” Jeanne exclaimed, stamping her foot. “You do not know the gypsy language.”


      “Not gypsies! Not gypsies!” The swarm of girls were up and screaming like a flock of angry bluejays. “We are gypsies! We are gypsies!”


      “Well,” said Jeanne, backing toward the door, “you don’t seem much like gypsies. You should be able to speak the language—”


      “Paveoe, our mistress, she speaks that silly nonsense!” one of the girls exclaimed. “Come when she is here and you shall hear it by the hour.”


      “And does she run this place?” Jeanne asked. She was now at the door and breathing more easily.


      “Y-yes,” the girl said slowly, “Paveoe is the woman who runs this place.”


      “I’ll be back.” Jeanne opened the door, closed it quietly and was gone.


      “I wonder if this Paveoe is the woman I am looking for,” she whispered to herself. “Perhaps she has the money. Perhaps that is why she is not here.”


      As she crowded through the ragged, jostling and quite merry throng on Maxwell Street, Jeanne found her heart filled with misgivings. A spirit of prophecy belonging to gypsy people alone seemed to tell her that this woman, Paveoe, was bad, that they should meet, and then—. At that point the spirit of prophecy failed her.


      Meanwhile, in Frances Ward’s office the mystery girl, June Travis, was saying:


      “No, I do not remember my father—that is, hardly at all. And yet, it seems so strange I recognized him instantly when I saw him in—in the crystal ball! And the girl who was with him—it was I.” June broke off to stare out of the window and down at the slow-moving river.


      Florence wanted to say, “Yes, yes, she was in the crystal ball. I saw her. It could have been no other.” She opened her mouth to speak; but no sound came out. She had recalled that she was there to listen and not to talk. “But what a story this promises to be!” she thought to herself. Then, with a sudden start she began taking notes.


      “June Travis. Plenty of money. Much money when she is sixteen,” she wrote. “Money—” her pencil stopped. She had thought of the poor widow with four hundred dollars and the gypsy fortune tellers. “Wolves,” she thought, “human wolves, they are everywhere.” Once again her pencil glided across the paper.


      “It does seem a little extraordinary.” Frances Ward was speaking slowly, thoughtfully. She was facing June Travis, still smiling. “Strange indeed that you should see yourself as you were more than ten years ago, and that you should recognize your father.”


      “It was a beautiful room.” A look of rapture stole over the girl’s face. “A very beautiful room. Books, a fireplace, everything. Just the sort of place my father must have had to live in—for he must be rich. If he wasn’t, how could he leave me all that money?


      “And he was to come back.” Her tone became eager. “He will come back. Madame Zaran, that’s the crystal-gazer, says she’s sure he will come back. She’s told me wonderful things. I am to travel—California, the Orient, Europe, around the world.


      “But father—” her voice dropped. “She says she can’t get through to father. That will take money, much money. And very soon I shall have much money. Only—” she shuddered. “Somehow that makes me afraid.”


      “Yes.” Frances Ward nodded her wise old head. “You must not forget to be afraid, and to be very, very careful. I should like to meet this wonderful Madame Zaran.”


      “You shall meet her!” the girl exclaimed. “But, Mrs. Ward, you are so kind! You have helped so many. Can’t you help me find my father?” Her voice rose on a high note of appeal.


      “Yes.” Frances Ward spoke with all the gentleness of a mother. “Yes, I think perhaps I can. But first you must do everything possible for yourself. Where is your money kept?”


      “In a great bank.”


      “Good!” Frances Ward’s face lighted. “What do they tell you of your father?”


      “Nothing.” The girl’s face fell. “The man my father left the money with at the bank is dead. The others know that the money is for me and how it is to be given out.”


      “And you live—”


      “At a very fine home for girls, only a few girls, twelve girls, all very nice.”


      “And what does the person in charge tell you of your father?”


      “Nothing—nothing at all. I was brought there by a woman who was not my mother, a little old gray-haired woman who said I was to be kept there. She gave them some money. She told them where the other money was. Then she went away.”


      “Strange,” Frances Ward murmured softly, “very, very strange. But, my child!” Her tone changed. “You may be able to be your own best helper. You were not a baby when your father left you. Under favorable conditions you might be able to think back, back, back to those days, to recall perhaps rooms, houses, faces. You might describe them so accurately that they could be found. And, finding them, we might come upon someone who knew your father and who knows where he has gone.”


      “Oh, if only I could!” The girl clasped and unclasped her hands. “If only I could!”


      “That,” said Mrs. Ward, “may take considerable time, but I feel that it is a surer and—” she hesitated, “perhaps a safer way than some others might be.


      “My dear,” she laid a hand gently on June’s arm, “you will not go to that place at night?”


      “Oh, no!” June’s eyes opened wide. “We are never allowed to go anywhere after dark unless Mrs. Maver, our matron, is with us.”


      “That’s good.” The frown on the aged woman’s face was replaced by a smile.


      “Florence!” She turned half about in her chair. “You should know June Travis. I feel sure you might aid her. Perhaps you’d like to take her out for a cup of something hot. What do young ladies drink? Nothing strong, I hope.” She laughed.


      “Not I!” Florence replied, “I’m always in training.”


      “Which every girl should be,” Frances Ward replied promptly.


      “My dear,” she put out a hand to June, “I have a ‘dead-line’ to make. You wouldn’t know about that, but it’s just a column that must be in the paper a half hour from now. You will come back, won’t you?”


      “Yes, I will,” said June. “Thank you. I feel so much better a—about everything now.”


      “That,” said Florence as the two girls walked down the corridor, “is ‘Everybody’s Grandmother.’ She’s truly wonderful. She knows so much about everything.”


      “And,” she added aside to herself, “she knows just how much to say. If she had told this girl I was engaged in the business of hunting fortune tellers, that would have spoiled everything. But she didn’t. She didn’t.”


      “Have you visited fortune telling studios before?” she asked the bright-eyed June as they sipped a hot cup of some strange bitter drink Florence found in a narrow little hole-in-the-wall place.


      “Oh, yes, often!” The girl’s eyes shone. “I’m afraid I’ve become quite a fan. And they do tell you such strange things. Honestly,” her voice dropped, “Madame Zaran told me things that happened weeks ago and that only I knew about—or at least only one or two other girls.


      “But this—” her voice and her face sobered. “This is different. This is what Polly, one of our girls, would call ‘very tremendous.’ Think of seeing yourself and your own father just as you were years and years ago!”


      “Yes,” Florence agreed without hypocrisy, “it is tremendous.”


      “But it costs so much!” June sighed. “Don’t you tell a soul—” her voice dropped to a whisper, “I saved and saved from my allowance until I had it all—two hundred dollars!”


      “Two hundred dollars! Did they charge you that for gazing into the crystal? Why, they—”


      Florence did not finish. She was trying to think how much those people would charge for their next revelation when, perhaps, this girl had come into possession of much money.


      As she looked at the young and slender girl before her, a big-sister feeling came sweeping over her. “We—” she placed her large, strong hand over June’s slender one, “we’re going to stick together, aren’t we?”


      “If—if you wish it,” the other girl replied hesitatingly.


      “And now—” she rose from her chair. “I must go. There’s a wonderful woman on the south side. Everyone says she’s marvelous. She’s a fortune teller too, a voodoo priestess, black, you know.”


      “From Africa?”


      “No. Haiti. She tells such marvelous fortunes. Her name is Marianna Christophe. She’s a descendant of a black emperor. And she has a black goat with golden horns.”


      “Perhaps,” Florence laughed, “she borrowed the goat from the gypsy girl in a book I once read. What’s the address? I must have her tell my fortune.”


      “It’s 3528 Duncan Street. I wish—” the girl hesitated. “I wish you were going now.” She shuddered a little. “She’s black, a voodoo priestess. She has a black goat with golden horns. I’m always a little scared of black things.”


      “Say!” Florence exclaimed, seized by a sudden inspiration, “why don’t you wait until tomorrow, then I can go with you to see this voodoo priestess?”


      “I—I’d love it.” The girl’s face brightened.


      “She’s beautiful, this June Travis,” Florence told herself, “beautiful in a peculiar way, fluffy hair that is not quite red, a round face and deeply dimpled cheeks. Who could fail to love her and want to protect her?”


      “Let me see,” she said, speaking half to the girl, half to herself, “No, I can’t go tomorrow. How will the day after do?”


      “That will be fine.”


      “You’ll meet me here at this same hour?”


      “Yes.”


      “Fine. Then I’ll be going.” Florence held out a hand. “Goodbye and good luck. I have a feeling,” she added as a sort of afterthought, “that we are going to do a lot of exploring together, you and I.”


      As she hurried toward Sandy’s glass box Florence repeated, “An awful lot.” At that, she had not the faintest notion what a truly awful lot that would be.


      CHAPTER VII


      THE BRIGHT SHAWL


      When Jeanne left that place of many gypsies who were not gypsies, she quickly lost herself in the throng that ever jams the narrow sidewalks on Maxwell Street. She was glad, for the moment, to be away from that place. It somehow frightened her. But she would go back; this she knew. When one is looking for a certain person, one looks into many faces, to at last exclaim, “This is the one!” Jeanne was looking for a certain thieving gypsy woman. She must look into many gypsy faces.


      But now, pushed this way, then that by the throng, she listened with deaf ears, as she had often done before, to the many strange cries and entreaties about her. “Lady, buy this! Buy this and wear diamonds.” “Shoe strings, five cents a dozen! Shoe strings!” “Nize ripe bananas!” “Here, lady, look! Look! A fine coat with Persian lamb collar, only seventeen dollars!” The cries increased as she passed through the thick of it. Then they began to quiet down.


      As she looked ahead, Jeanne spied a crowd thicker than all the rest. It centered about a rough board stand. Since she was a small child Jeanne had been unable to resist crowds. She pressed forward until she was in the thick of this one.


      Just then a man mounted to the platform, took up a microphone and began to speak. His voice carried far.


      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “there is to be conducted on this platform a dancing contest. It is open to gypsy dancing girls only. Let me repeat, gypsy dancing girls.”


      Gypsy dancing girls! Jeanne’s heart bounded. It had been a long time since she danced in public. But always, as long as she could remember, she had danced. By the roadsides of France, on the streets of gay Paris, in the Paris Opera, in light opera in America she had danced her way, almost to fame.


      “And now to think of dancing on this street, before this crowd! Why should I think of it?” Yet she had thought of it, and the thought would not quiet down. Once a gypsy, always a gypsy. Once a dancer, always a dancer. And yet—she would wait.


      “Where are the gypsy dancers?” Jeanne asked a slender girl in a bright shawl who was packed in close beside her.


      There were gypsy dancers enough, Jeanne saw this at once. They came on, one at a time. A four-piece orchestra played for them. Some were bright and well-dressed, some ragged and sad. Some brought their own music and flashed their tambourines in wild abandon. Some danced to the music that was offered and did very badly indeed. “None,” Jeanne thought, “are very good. And yet—”


      Of a sudden she began to wonder what the purpose of it all might be. Then she caught the gleam of a movie camera lens half-hidden behind an awning. “They’ll be in the movies,” she thought. This did not thrill her. To be in movies of this sort, she knew too well, was no great honor.


      And yet, as she stood there listening to the mad rhythm of saxophone, violin, oboe and trap-drums, her feet would not stand still. It was provoking. She wished she might move away, but could not. She seemed to have lost her will power.


      Then she once more became conscious of the slender girl in the bright shawl.


      “The prize is twenty-five dollars,” the girl was saying in a low tone. “How grand to have that much money all at one time!”


      Jeanne stared at her with fresh interest. As she made some manner of reply, she found herself, without willing it, dropping into the curious lingo that is gypsy speech. To her surprise, she heard the girl answer in that same lingo.


      “So you are a gypsy,” she said. “And you dance.” She could see the child’s slim body sway to the rhythm of the music. “Why do you not try for the prize?”


      “I would love to,” the girl murmured. “God knows we need the money! And I could beat them, beat them blind, if only—”


      “If only what?” Jeanne breathed.


      “If only I did not have a bad knee. But now, for me to dance is impossible.”


      At that moment Jeanne became conscious of a coarse-featured, dark-faced woman who was pushing forward a young girl. She recognized the girl on the instant. She was one of those girls who, but half an hour before, had insisted they were gypsies, but who could not speak the gypsy language.


      “Yes,” the woman was saying, “yes, she can dance, and she is a gypsy. Try her. You shall see. She dances better than these. Bah!” She scowled. “Much better than these.”


      “I do not believe she is a gypsy,” Jeanne whispered to the girl beside her.


      “She is not a gypsy,” the lame girl said soberly. “But if we tell—ah, then, look out! She is a bad one, that black-faced woman.”


      “So we shall be very wise and keep silent.” Jeanne pressed the girl’s arm. How slender it was! Jeanne’s heart reproached her. She could win that dance contest in this girl’s stead. And yet, she still held back.


      The girl, pushed forward by the dark-faced woman, was now on the platform. She danced, Jeanne was forced to admit, very well, much better indeed than any of the others. The crowd saw and applauded.


      “She is a good dancer,” Jeanne thought, “very good. And yet she is sailing under false colors. She is not a gypsy. Still,” she wondered, “am I right? Do all American gypsies know the gypsy tongue?” She could not tell. And still, her feet were moving restlessly. Not she, but her feet wished to dance.


      And then, with the suddenness of the sun escaping from a cloud, came great joy to Jeanne. A powerful arm encircled her waist and a gruff voice said:


      “Tiens! It is my Jeanne!”


      It was Bihari, Bihari, Jeanne’s gypsy step-father! She had supposed him to be in France.


      “Bihari!” she cried, enraptured. “You here?”


      “Yes, my child.”


      “But why?”


      “Does it matter now?” Bihari’s tone was full of serious joy. “All that matters now is that you must dance. You are a gypsy. We are all gypsies, all but that one, the one who, without your dancing, will win. She is an impostor. She is no gypsy. This I know. Come, my Jeanne! You must dance!”


      “Here!” Jeanne sprang forward, at the same time dragging the bright shawl from the slender girl’s shoulders. “Here! I, too, am a gypsy! I, too, will dance.”


      “She a gypsy?” The dark-faced one’s cheeks purpled with anger. “She is no gypsy! Did I not this moment see her drag the shawl from this girl’s shoulders?” She lifted a heavy hand as if to strike the little French girl. That instant a hand that was like a vice closed upon her uplifted arm.


      “Put that arm down or I will break it off at the elbow!” It was the powerful Bihari.


      The woman’s cheek blanched. Her hand dropped. She shrank back into the crowd.


      “She is a gypsy,” Bihari said quietly to the man on the platform. “I am her step-father. She traveled in my caravan. I will vouch for her. And she can dance—you shall see.”


      Perhaps Bihari, the gypsy smithy, was not unknown to the man on the stand. At any rate, Jeanne had her chance.


      She had not forgotten her own bright gypsy shawl of days gone by, nor the prizes she had won while it waved and waved about her slim figure. Now, in this fantastic setting, it all came back to her.


      Once again, as she stood there motionless, awaiting the first haunting wail of the violin, she felt herself float and glide like a cloud over the dewy grass of some village square in France; once again heard the wild applause as her bright shawl waved before a sea of up-turned faces in the Paris Opera.


      “And I am not doing this for myself, but for that poor child with the lame knee,” she thought as her lips moved in a sort of prayer.


      It is safe to say that Maxwell Street will not soon again see such dancing as was done on that rough platform in the moments that followed. Jeanne’s step was light, fairy-like, joyous. Now, as she sailed through space, she seemed some bird of bright plumage. Now, as she floated out from her bright shawl, as she spun round and round, she seemed more a spirit than a living thing. And now, for ten full seconds, she stood, a bright creature, gloriously human.


      Seizing a tambourine that lay at the drummer’s feet, she struck it with her hand, shook it until it began to sing, then tossing it high, set it spinning first on a finger, then upon the top of her golden head. And all this time she swayed and swung, leaped and spun in time with the rhythmic music.


      When at last, quite out of breath, she sprang high to clear the platform and land squarely in the stout arms of Bihari who, holding her still aloft, shouted, “Viva La Petite Jeanne! Long live the little French girl!” the crowd went mad.


      Was there any question regarding the winner of the dance contest? None at all. When the tumult had subsided, without a word the man on the platform tossed the sheaf of bills straight into Jeanne’s waiting hands.


      “Here!” Jeanne whispered hoarsely to the frail girl whose shawl she had borrowed, “Take this and hide it deep, close to your heart!” She crowded the prize money into the astonished girl’s hand. Then, as the crowd began surging in, she threw the bright shawl to its place on the girl’s shoulders.


      “Tha—thanks for trusting the prize with me.” The girl smiled.


      “Trusting you!” Jeanne exclaimed low. “It’s yours, all yours! Take it to your mother.”


      “You can’t mean it! All—all that?” Tears sprang to the girl’s eyes.


      “I do,” Jeanne replied hurriedly. “This is the spirit of the road. We are gypsies, you and I. Today I have a little. Tomorrow I shall be poor and someone shall help me. This is life.”


      Next instant the crowd had carried Jeanne away. But close by her side was Bihari.


      As the crowd thinned a little Jeanne caught sight of a forbidding face close at hand. It was the woman who, a few moments before, had believed her own dancer to be the winner. Stepping close, she hissed a dozen words in Jeanne’s ear. The words were spoken in the language of the gypsies. Only Jeanne understood. Though her face blanched, she said never a word in reply.


      “Bihari,” she said ten minutes later as they sat on stools drinking cups of black tea and munching small meat pies, “do you remember that dark woman?”


      “Yes, my Jeanne.”


      “She is a bad one. I wonder if she could be our thief who stole the poor widow’s four hundred dollars?”


      “Who knows, my Jeanne? Who knows? I too have read of that in the paper. I too have been ashamed for all gypsies. We must find her. She must be punished.”


      “Yes,” said Jeanne, “we must find her.” Then in a few words she told of her own part in that search.


      “As ever,” said Bihari, “I shall be your helper.”


      “But you, Bihari,” Jeanne asked, “why are you not in our most beautiful France?”


      “Ah!” Bihari sighed, “France is indeed beautiful, but she is very poor. In America, as ever, there is opportunity. Right here on Maxwell Street, where there is much noise and many smells, I have my shop. I mend pots and pans, yes, and automobiles too, for people who are as poor as I. So we get on very well.” He laughed a merry laugh.


      “And because I am here,” he added, “I can help you all the more.”


      CHAPTER VIII


      A VISION FOR ANOTHER


      That same afternoon Florence met Sandy at the door of his glass box. “Are—are you leaving?” she asked in sudden consternation. “I didn’t get my story in.”


      “Oh, that’s O. K.” Sandy, who was small, young, red-haired and freckled, threw back his head and laughed. “I did it for you. It’s gone to press. Remember that psychoanalyst who wears some sort of a towel wrapped round his head and claims he is a Prince of India?”


      “Oh, yes. He was funny—truly funny. And he wanted to hold my hand.” Florence showed her two large dimples in a smile.


      “Yes. Well, I did him for you. So! Come on downstairs for a cup of coffee.”


      “Sure.” Florence grinned. She was not on a diet and she was ready for just one more cup of coffee any time. Besides, she wanted to tell Sandy about her latest finds, Madame Zaran, June Travis, and the crystal ball.


      “It’s the strangest thing,” she was saying fifteen minutes later as, seated in a remote corner of the cafeteria maintained for employees only, she looked at Sandy over a steaming cup of coffee. “I gazed into the crystal and, almost at once, I began seeing things!”


      “What did you see?” There was a questioning look on Sandy’s freckled face.


      “Trees, evergreen trees.” Florence’s eyes became dreamy. “Trees and dark waters, rocks—the wildest sort of place in the great out-of-doors.”


      “And then?”


      “And then it all changed. I saw the same trees, rocks and waters covered with ice and snow.”


      “That surely is strange!” The look on Sandy’s face changed. “You must have been seeing things for me.”


      “For you?” The girl’s eyes opened wide.


      “Absolutely.” Sandy grinned. “You see, they’re trapping moose on Isle Royale, and—”


      “Isle Royale!” Florence exclaimed. “I’ve been there, spent a whole summer there. It’s marvelous!”


      “Tell me about it.” Sandy leaned forward eagerly.


      “Oh—” Florence closed her eyes for a space of seconds. “It—why it’s wild and beautiful. It’s a big island, forty miles long. It’s all rocks and forest primeval. No timber has ever been cut there. And there are narrow bays running back two miles where, early in summer, marvelous big lake trout lurk. You put a spoon hook on your line and go trolling. You just row and row. You gaze at the glorious green of birch and balsam, spruce and fir; you watch the fleecy clouds, you feel the lift and fall of your small boat, and think how wonderful it is just to live, when Zing! something sets your reel spinning. Is it a rock? You grab your pole and begin reeling in. No! It moves, it wobbles. It is a fish.


      “Ten yards, twenty, thirty, forty you reel in. There he is! What a beauty—a ten pounder. You play him, let out line, reel in, let out, reel in. Then you whisper, ‘Now!’ You reel in fast, you reach out and up, and there he is thrashing about in the bottom of your boat. Oh, Sandy! You’ll love it! Wish I could go. Next summer are you going?”


      “Next week, most likely.”


      “Next week! Why, it’s all frozen over. There are no boats going there now.”


      “No boats, but we’ll take a plane, land on skiis. You see,” Sandy explained, “our nature editor has gone south. Now this moose-trapping business has come up and our paper wants a story. The thing has been dumped in my lap. I’ll probably have to go.”


      “Oh!” The big girl’s face was a study. She loved the wide out-of-doors and all wild, free places. Isle Royale must be glorious in winter. “Wish I could go along! But I—I can’t.”


      “Why not?” Sandy asked.


      “I’ve got this girl, June Travis, on my hands. And, unless something is done, I’m afraid it will turn out badly.”


      “June Travis?” Sandy stared.


      “Yes. Didn’t I tell you? But of course not. It’s the strangest, most fantastic thing! I should have told you that first, but of course, like everyone else, I was most interested in my own poor little experience.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      Florence did tell him. She told the story well, about June gazing into the crystal ball, the moving figures in that ball, June’s fortune which she was soon to possess, the voodoo priestess and all the rest. She told it so well that Sandy’s second cup of coffee got cold during the telling.


      “I say!” Sandy exclaimed. “You have got something on your hands. Look out, big girl! They may turn out too many for you. My opinion is that all fortune tellers are fakes, and that the biggest of them are crooked and dangerous, so watch your step.”


      “Oh, I know my way around this little town,” Florence laughed. “And now allow me to get you a fresh cup of coffee.”


      “Sandy,” Florence said a moment later, “the little French girl, Petite Jeanne, was with me on Isle Royale. She’d like to hear all about your proposed trip to the island. We may be able to think up some facts that will be a real help to you. Why don’t you come over to our studio for dinner tomorrow night? I’m sure Miss Mabee would be delighted to have you.”


      “All right, I’ll be there. How about your gypsy girl friend preparing a chicken for us, one she has caught behind her van, on the broad highway?”


      “Her van has vanished, much to her regret,” Florence laughed. “We’ll have the chicken all the same.”


      “And about this story of the crystal ball,” Sandy asked as they prepared to leave the cafeteria. “Shall I run that tomorrow?”


      “Oh, no!” Florence exclaimed in alarm. “Not yet. I want to dig deeply into that. I—I’m hoping I may find something truly magical there.”


      “Well, don’t hope too much!” Sandy dashed away to make one more “dead-line.”


      That had been an exciting day for the little French girl. After she had crept beneath the covers in her studio chamber at ten o’clock that night, she could not sleep. When she closed her eyes she saw a thousand faces. Old, wrinkled faces, pinched young faces and the half greedy, half hopeless faces of the middle-aged. All that Maxwell Street had been as she danced so madly for the prize that meant so little to her and so much to another.


      “Life,” she whispered to herself, “is so very queer! Why must we always be thinking of others? Life should not be like that. We should be free to seek happiness for ourselves alone. Happiness! Happiness!” she repeated the word softly. “Why should not happiness be our only aim in life? To sing like the nightingale, to dart about like a humming-bird, to dance wild and free like the fairies. Ah, this should be life!”


      Still she could not sleep. It was often so. It was as if life were too thrilling, too joyous and charming to be spent in senseless sleep.


      Slipping from her bed, she drew on heavy skating socks and slippers, wrapped herself in a heavy woolen dressing gown; then slipping silently out of her room, felt about in the half darkness of the studio until she found the rounds of an iron ladder. Then she began to climb. She had not climbed far when she came to a small trap door. This she lifted. Having taken two more steps up, she paused to stare about her. Her gaze swept the surface of a broad flat roof, their roof.


      “Twelve o’clock, and all’s well,” she whispered with a low laugh. The roof was silent as a tomb. She stepped out upon the roof, then allowed the trap door to drop without a sound into its place. She was now at the top of her own little world.


      And what a world on such a night! Above her, like blue diamonds, the stars shone. Hanging low over the distant dark waters of the lake, the moon lay at the end of a path of gold.


      Here, there, everywhere, lights shone from thousands of windows. How different were the scenes behind those windows! There were windows of homes, of offices, of hospitals and jails. Each hid a story of life.


      So absorbed was the little French girl in all these things as she sat there in the shadow of a chimney, she did not note that a trap door a hundred feet away had lifted silently, allowed a dark figure to pass, then as silently closed. Had she noted this she must surely have thought the person some robber escaping with his booty. She would, beyond doubt, have fled to her own trap door and vanished.


      Since she did not see the intruder upon her reveries, she continued to drink in the crisp fresh air of night and to sit musing over the strangeness of life.


      Some moments later she was startled by one long-drawn musical note, it seemed to have come from a violin, and that not far away. Before she could cry out or flee, there came to her startled ears, played exquisitely on a violin, the melodious notes of O Sole Mio.


      To her vexation and terror, at that moment the moon passed behind a cloud and all the roof was dark. Still the music did not cease.


      Awed by the strangeness of it all, captivated by that marvelous music played in a place so strange, Jeanne sat as one entranced until the last note had died away.


      “There, my pretty ones!” said a voice with startling distinctness, “how do you like that? Not so bad, eh?”


      There was something of a reply. It was, however, too indistinct to be understood.


      “Could anything be stranger?” Jeanne asked herself. She knew that the voice was that of a young man, or perhaps a boy. She felt that perhaps she should proceed to vanish.


      “But how can I?” she whispered, “and leave all this mystery unsolved?”


      Oddly enough, the very next tune chosen by the musician was one of those wild, rocketing gypsy dance tunes that Jeanne had ever found irresistible.


      Before she knew what she was about, she went gliding like some wild bewitching sprite across the flat surface of the roof. She was in the very midst of that dance, leaping high and swinging wide as only she could do, when with a suddenness that was appalling, the music ceased.


      An ominous silence followed. Out of that silence came a small voice.


      “Wha—where did you come from?”


      “Ple—oh, please go on!” Jeanne entreated. “You wouldn’t dash a beautiful vase on the floor; you would not strangle a canary; you would not step upon a rose. You must not crush a beautiful dance in pieces!”


      “But, ah—”


      “Please!” Jeanne was not looking at the musician.


      With a squeak and a scratch or two, the music began once more. This time the dance was played perfectly to its end.


      “Now!” breathed Jeanne as she sank down upon a stone parapet. “I ask you, where did you come from—the moon, or just one of the stars?” She was staring at a handsome dark-eyed boy in his late teens. A violin was tucked under his arm.


      “Neither,” he answered shyly. “Up from a hole in the roof.”


      “But why are you playing here?” Jeanne demanded.


      “I came—” there was a low chuckle. “I came here so I could play for the pigeons who roost under the tank there. They like it, I’m sure. Did you hear them cooing?”


      “Yes. But why—” Jeanne hesitated, bewildered. “Why for the pigeons? You play divinely!”


      “Thanks.” He made a low bow. “I play well enough, I suppose. So do a thousand others. That’s the trouble. There is not room for us all, so I must take to the house-tops.”


      “But how do you live?” Jeanne did not mean to go on, yet she could not stop.


      “I play twice a week in a—a place where people eat, and—and drink.”


      “Is it a nice place?”


      “Not too nice, but it is a nice five dollars a week they pay me. One may eat and have his collars done for five a week. The janitor of this building lets me have a cubbyhole under the roof, and so—” he laughed again. “I am handy to the pigeons. They appreciate my music, I am sure of it.”


      “Don’t!” Jeanne sprang up and stamped a foot. “Don’t joke about art. It—it’s not nice!”


      “Oh!” the boy breathed, “I’m sorry.”


      “What’s your name?” Jeanne demanded.


      The boy murmured something that sounded like “Tomorrow.”


      “No!” Jeanne spoke more distinctly. “I said, what’s your name?”


      The boy too spoke more distinctly. Still the thing he said was to Jeanne simply “Tomorrow.”


      “I don’t know,” she exclaimed almost angrily, “whether it is today still, or whether we have got into tomorrow. My watch is in my room. What I’d like to know is, what do your parents call you?”


      “Tomorrow,” the boy repeated, or so it sounded to Jeanne.


      Then he laughed a merry laugh. “I’ll spell it for you. T-U-M, Tum. That’s my first name. And the second is Morrow. I defy you to say it fast without making it ‘tomorrow’!


      “And that,” he sighed, “is a very good name for me! It is always tomorrow that good things are to happen. Then they never do.”


      “Tum Morrow,” said Jeanne, “tomorrow at three will you have tea with me?”


      “I surely will tomorrow,” said Tum Morrow, “but where do I come?”


      “Follow me with your eye until I vanish.” Jeanne rose. “Tomorrow lift that same trap door, climb down the ladder, then look straight ahead and down. You will probably be looking at me in a very beautiful studio.”


      “Tomorrow,” said Tum Morrow, “I’ll be there.”


      “And tomorrow, Tum Morrow, may be your lucky day,” Jeanne laughed as she went dancing away.


      Tomorrow came. So did Tum Morrow. Jeanne did not forget her appointment. She saw to it that water was hot for tea. She prepared a heaping plate of the most delicious sandwiches. Great heaps of nut meats, a bottle of salad-dressing and half a chicken went into their making.


      “Tea!” Florence exclaimed. “That will be a feast!”


      “And why not?” Jeanne demanded. “One who eats on five dollars a week and keeps his collars clean in the bargain deserves a feast!”


      The moods of the great artist were not, however, governed by afternoon appointments to tea. When Tum Morrow, having followed Jeanne’s instructions, found himself upon the studio balcony, he did not speak, but sat quietly down upon the top step of the stair to wait, for there in the center of the large studio, poised on a narrow, raised stand, was Jeanne.


      Garbed in high red boots, short socks, skirts of mixed and gorgeous hues and a meager waist, wide open at the front, she stood with a bright tambourine held aloft, poised for a gypsy dancer.


      To the right of her, working furiously, dashing a touch of color here, another there, stepping back for a look, then leaping at her canvas again, was the painter, Marie Mabee.


      Evidently Tum Morrow had seen nothing like this before, for he sat there, mouth wide open, staring. At that moment, so far as he was concerned, tomorrow might at any moment become today. He would never have known the difference.


      When at last Marie Mabee thrust her brushes, handles down, in the top of a jug and said, “There!” Tum Morrow heaved such a prodigious sigh that the artist started, whirled about, stared for an instant, then demanded, “Where did you come from?”


      Before the startled boy could find breath for reply, she exclaimed, “Oh, yes! I remember. Jeanne told me! Come right down! She has a feast all prepared for you.”


      She extended both hands as he reached the foot of the stairs. Tum took the hands. His eyes were only for Jeanne.


      It was a jolly tea they had, Jeanne, the artist, and Tum. Tum’s shyness at being in the presence of a great personage gradually passed away. Quite frankly at last he told his story. His music had been the gift of his mother. A talented woman, she had taught him from the age of three. When she could go no farther, she had employed a great teacher to help him.


      “They called me a prodigy.” He sighed. “I never liked that very much. I played at women’s clubs and all sorts of luncheons and all the ladies clapped their hands. Some of the ladies had kind faces—some of them,” he repeated slowly. “I played only for those who had kind faces.”


      “But now,” he ended rather abruptly, “my teacher is gone. My mother is gone. I am no longer a prodigy, nor am I a grown musician, so—”


      “So you play for the pigeons on the roof!” Jeanne laughed a trifle uncertainly.


      “And for angels,” Tum replied, looking straight into her eyes. Jeanne flushed.


      “What does he mean?” Miss Mabee asked, puzzled.


      “That angels come down from the sky at night,” Jeanne replied teasingly.


      “But Miss Mabee,” she demanded, “what does one do between the time he is a prodigy and when he is a man?”


      “Oh, I—I don’t know.” Miss Mabee stirred her tea thoughtfully. “He just does the best he can, gets around among people and hopes something will happen. And, bye and bye, something does happen. Then all is lovely.


      “Excuse me!” She sprang to her feet. “There’s the phone.”


      “But you?” said Tum, “you, Miss Jeanne, are a famous dancer—you must be.”


      “No.” Jeanne was smiling. “I am only a dancing gypsy. Once, it is true, I danced a light opera. And once, just once—” her eyes shone. “Once I danced in that beautiful Opera House down by the river. That Opera House is closed now. What a pity! I danced in the Juggler of Notre Dame. And the people applauded. Oh, how they did applaud!


      “But a gypsy—” her voice dropped. “With a gypsy it is different. Nothing wonderful lasts with a gypsy. So now—” she laughed a little, low laugh. “Now I’m just a wild dancing bumble bee with invisible wings on my feet.”


      “Are you?” The boy’s eyes shone with a sudden light. “Do you know this?” Taking up his violin, he began to play.


      “What is it?” she demanded, enraptured.


      “They call it ‘Flight of the Bumble Bee.’”


      “Play it again.”


      Tum played it again. Jeanne sat entranced.


      “Encore!” she exclaimed.


      Then, snatching up a thin gauzy shawl of iridescent silk, she went leaping and whirling, flying across the room.


      In the meantime, Miss Mabee, who had returned, stood in a corner fascinated.


      And it was truly worthy of her admiration. As a dancer, when the mood seized her Jeanne could be a spark, a flame, a gaudy, darting humming-bird, and now indeed she was a bee with invisible wings on her feet.


      “That,” exclaimed the artist, “is a tiny masterpiece of music and dancing! It must be preserved. Others must know of it. We shall find a time and place. You shall see, my children.”


      Jeanne flushed with pleasure. Tum was silent, but deep in both their hearts was the conviction that this was one of the truly large moments of their lives.


      CHAPTER IX


      JEANNE PLANS AN ADVENTURE


      The dinner served in Sandy’s honor at the artist’s studio was an occasion long to be remembered. Jeanne had chanced to speak of her gypsy step-father, Bihari.


      “And is he now in America?” Miss Mabee asked with sudden interest.


      “Yes. In Chicago!” Jeanne replied joyously.


      “Then we must have him at our party tonight. Perhaps I might like to paint his picture.”


      “Oh, you are sure to!” Jeanne cried. “There is no one in the world like Bihari.”


      So Bihari was sent for. Tum Morrow too had been invited and, to help the affair along, had volunteered to bring three boon companions, all destitute musicians, and all glad to provide music in exchange for Jeanne’s gypsy-style chicken dinner.


      When the hour arrived all were there; so too were the great steaming platters of chicken with dumplings and gravy. And such a feast as that was! Bihari had persuaded two good cooks of his own race to prepare the feast. And, because of their love for Bihari and Jeanne, they had spared neither time nor labor.


      “That,” said Sandy, as at last the final toast of delicious fruit juice had been drunk, “is the finest feast I have ever known.”


      “And now,” he said to Jeanne, “tell us about this magic isle I am to visit, this Isle Royale.”


      “You?” Jeanne looked at him in surprise. “You are going to Isle Royale? In winter?”


      “Yes. In an airplane.”


      “In an airplane?” The look of surprise and longing on Jeanne’s face was a wonderful thing to behold. Her own Dragonfly was stored away, but never would she forget those golden days when she had gone gliding through the air. Nor would she forget the glorious days she had spent on the shores of the “Magic Isle.”


      “You are going to Isle Royale in an airplane,” she repeated slowly. “Then I shall tell you all about it—but on one condition!”


      “Name it.” Sandy smiled.


      “That you take me with you.”


      A little cry of surprise ran round the room. For a space of seconds Sandy was silent. Then, with a look of sudden decision on his face, he said, “It’s a go!”


      “And now, Jeanne,” Miss Mabee arose, “when our good friend Tum has put another log on the fire and we have all drawn up our chairs, suppose you tell us all about this very wonderful isle.”


      So there, with the lights turned out, with the glow of the fire playing over her bewitching face, Jeanne told them of Isle Royale. She spoke of the deep, dark waters where lake trout gleam like silver; of the rocky shore where at times the waters of old Lake Superior come thundering in, and of the little lakes that lay gleaming among the dark green forests.


      She told of wild moose that come down to the shores at sunset to dip their noses in the bluest of waters, then to lift their antlers high and send a challenge echoing away across the ridges. She told of the bush wolves who answered that challenge, then of the slow settling down of night that turned this whole little world to a pitchy black.


      “And then,” she whispered, “the moon comes rolling like a golden chariot wheel over the ridge to paint a path of gold across those black waters. And you, not to be outdone by a mere moon, touch a match to your campfire and it blazes high to meet the stars.


      “That,” she exclaimed, springing to her feet and executing a wild dance before the fire, “that is summer! What must it be in winter? All those tall spruce trees decorated with snow, all those little lakes gleaming like mirrors. And tracks through the snow—tracks of moose, bush wolves, lynx and beaver, mysterious tracks that wind on and on over the ridge. To think,” she cried, “we are to see all this!


      “But Sandy!” Her mood changed. “You said they were trapping moose. Why should they trap any wild thing? That—why that’s like trapping a gypsy!”


      “Some gypsies should be trapped.” Sandy laughed, seizing her hand teasingly. “But as for the moose of Isle Royale, they have become too numerous for the island. They are trapping them and taming them a little. In the spring they are to be taken to game sanctuaries on the mainland where there is an abundance of food. But look!” he exclaimed. “We are taking up all the time raving about this island. What about our musicians? Let’s have a tune.”


      His words were greeted with hand-clapping. Tum Morrow and his companions tuned up and for the next half hour the studio walls echoed to many a melody. Some were of today, modern and rhythmical, and some of yesterday with all their tuneful old melodies.


      During this musical interlude Florence, seated in a dark corner, gave herself over to reflections concerning the amusing, mysterious and sometimes threatening events of the days just past.


      “It is all so strange, so intriguing, so rather terrible!” she was thinking to herself. “This Madame Zaran, is she truly a genius at crystal gazing? How could she fail to be? Did I not, myself, see a vision in the crystal ball? And that girl June, who could doubt but that she saw herself as she was when a child, with her father? And yet—” the whole affair was terribly disturbing. They had compelled the girl, a mere child, to pay two hundred dollars for this vision. How much for the next? They had promised to reveal her father’s whereabouts, tell her when he would return. Could they do that? “Ten years!” she whispered. “One is tempted to believe him dead. And yet—”


      Then there was the voodoo priestess, she with the black goat. They were to visit her on the morrow. “And I have an appointment with Madame Zaran too. A busy day!”


      She thought, with a new feeling of alarm, of Jeanne’s experience on that day. “Wish I hadn’t told her of that thieving gypsy fortune teller. Get her into no end of trouble. Dangerous, those gypsies!” Then, at a sudden remembrance, she smiled. It was good that Jeanne had won the dancing contest; good, too, that she had helped that gypsy child of the bright shawl. Jeanne had “cast bread upon the waters.” It would return.


      Then of a sudden as the music stopped, she gave a start. Before her eyes there appeared to float a shadow, a curiously frightening shadow. It was the shadow of a face she had seen on the midnight blue of Madame Zaran’s studio, a face that had somehow reminded her of Satan. “My dear old aunt used to say Satan had a hand in all fortune telling,” she whispered. But then, aunts were almost always old-fashioned and sometimes a little foolish.


      Now the music played so well by Tum Morrow and his companions came to an end. There was instant applause, and Florence was wakened from her disturbing day dream.


      “Can you play one of Liszt’s rhapsodies?” Miss Mabee asked.


      “I’m sorry,” Tum said regretfully, “I have never studied them.”


      “But yes!” Bihari, the gypsy blacksmith, sprang up. “Let me show you! The best one it goes like this. Every gypsy knows it.”


      Taking the violin from Tum Morrow’s hand, he began drawing forth a teasing, bewitching melody. “Come!” he exclaimed, nodding his head at the other musicians. “You know this one. Surely you must!”


      They did. Soon piano, cello, clarinet and violin were doing full justice to this glorious gypsy music written down for the world by a master composer.


      A perfect silence fell over the room. When the violin dropped to a whisper and was heard alone, there was not another sound.


      As for Jeanne, while Bihari played she was far, far away beside a hedge where the grass was green and the midnight blue of the sky was sprinkled with golden stars. Again, with her fellow wanderers she breathed the sweet free air of night, listened to the call of the whippoorwill and the wail of the violin.


      “Wonderful!” Miss Mabee exclaimed as the music ended. “You almost make me want to be a gypsy. And Bihari, you shall make me famous. I shall paint your picture. You shall be seated on your anvil, playing Liszt’s rhapsody to a group of ragged children. In the background shall be a dozen poorly clad women holding their pots and pans to be mended, but all carried away by that glorious music. Ah, what a picture! Shall I have it?”


      “If you wish it,” Bihari replied humbly.


      “Tomorrow?”


      “If you wish.”


      “Done!” the artist exclaimed. “And all the ones with ragged shawls and leaky pans shall be well paid.


      “And now, Tum, my dear boy,” she turned to the boy musician. “You give us a goodnight lullaby, and we shall be off to pleasant dreams.”


      A half hour later Miss Mabee and Florence sat before the fire. Florence had just told of her experience as a crystal-gazer.


      “You were day-dreaming, my dear,” Miss Mabee laughed lightly. “Had you been looking dreamily at a spot of light or a blank wall, you would have seen the same thing. You are fond of the wide out-of-doors and our bits of American wilderness. Day-dreaming is our most wonderful indoor sport. Were it not for our day-dreams, there are many who would go quite mad in these troublous times. But when life is too hard, off we drift on our magic carpet of dreams, and all is well.”


      CHAPTER X


      A VOODOO PRIESTESS


      When Florence and June Travis arrived at the home of Marianna Christophe, the voodoo priestess, next afternoon, they met with a surprise. The surprise was not in the building—it was unpretentious enough, a long, low building with a pink front. The surprise came when they found several large and shiny automobiles parked along the curb before the door.


      “Our visit is off,” Florence sighed. “Must be a funeral or something.”


      “But I have an appointment at four o’clock!” June protested.


      “Oh, well, we’ll see.” Florence lifted an ancient brass knocker and let it fall.


      Instantly the door flew open and a brownish young lady with white and rolling eyes peered out.


      “I have an appointment,” June Travis said timidly.


      “I’ll look.” The brown one vanished, to return almost at once.


      “Yass’m! Jest step right in!” She bowed low. “The priestess will see you, ’zactly at four.”


      The reception room which the girls entered was large. Along one side was a row of comfortable chairs. All but two of the chairs were filled. If one were to judge by their rich attire, these people were the owners of the cars parked outside. They were all women. One was old and one quite young. The others, four in all, were middle-aged.


      “She’s marvelous!” one of the waiting ones said in a half whisper. “The first time I saw her she told me I had a boy who was not yet sixteen and who was more than six feet tall. She said I had been married twice, but that I have no husband now. She said my principal jewels were a necklace of pearls coming down from my grandmother, a diamond bracelet and three diamond rings. All of this is exactly right. And think of it! She had never seen me before! I had not so much as given her my name. Wasn’t that most astonishing?”


      Florence listened in vast surprise. This woman was speaking, beyond doubt, of the voodoo priestess. Could she indeed tell you all about yourself, your innermost secrets? She shuddered. Who could want any stranger to know all that? She looked at June. She, too, had heard. Her face was all alight. “All these people believe in her,” she whispered. “They are much older than I, and must be wiser, and they are rich. Surely she will tell me where my father is, and when he will come back. It—it’s so very little to ask.” There was an appealing note in the girl’s low voice that went straight to Florence’s heart.


      “I have ten dollars left,” June whispered. “Next week I’ll have a little more, and soon a very great deal.”


      “Yes,” Florence thought, “and therein lies your great peril! In such times as these much money is a menace to any innocent and unprotected person. We must find her father, we must indeed! But how? There’s the trouble.”


      Her thoughts were broken in upon by the brown girl of the rolling eyes. “The priestess will see you all now,” she whispered.


      “June,” Florence asked in a low tone, “have you been here before?”


      “Never.” The girl shuddered.


      “And yet,” Florence thought, “they are passing her in ahead of those others! Can it be that this priestess has already heard of this child’s money?” For the first time in her life she began to believe that at least some of these fortune tellers knew everything, even the innermost secrets of one’s heart. The feeling made her uncomfortable.


      The room they entered was weirdly fantastic. Its walls were covered with paper so blue that it seemed black. Over this paper flew a thousand tiny imaginary birds of every hue. The floor was jet black. On a sort of raised platform, in a highly ornamental chair that seemed a throne, sat a very large black woman with deep-set dark eyes. She was dressed in a robe of dark red. As the two girls entered, she was swinging her arms slowly up and down as if to drive away an imaginary swarm of flies, or perhaps ghosts.


      “I am—” June began.


      “No, child. Don’t tell me.” The woman’s tone was melodiously southern. “I’s a priestess, a voodoo priestess. I’s the great, great granddaughter of Cristophe, the Emperor of Haiti.


      “Listen, child!” Her voice dropped. It seemed to Florence that the lights grew dim. “At midnight in the dark of de moon, on de highest mountain in Haiti, dey took me an’ a big black goat, all black. Dey sacrificed de goat in de dark of de moon. But me, honey, me dey made a priestess. To me it is given to ask and to know all things. As I look at you now, I seem to see no father near you, no mother near you, but girls, one, two, three, oh, mebby a dozen. That right?”


      “Yes, I—”


      “Don’t speak, honey. You come to ask where your Daddy is, and I—I am here to tell you. Only—”


      “I—I’ve got ten—”


      “Don’t speak of money, not yet. I—”


      The priestess broke off suddenly. Florence had entered silently, but had fallen back at once into a dark corner. For the first time the priestess became conscious of her presence.


      “Who’s that?” she demanded.


      “Only my friend,” June replied timidly.


      “Well, she can sit over there.” The priestess pointed to the farthest corner.


      When Florence was seated the woman began again her monotonous monologue, but she spoke in such low tones that Florence could catch only a word here and there.


      “Darkness,” she heard then—“Spirit of Cristophe—darkness—the black goat—gold, gold, gold—spirit of darkness.”


      Even as these last words were spoken, the lights began slowly to fade. Then it was that for the first time Florence became conscious of some living creature in the corner opposite her own. As she looked, she saw it was a black goat with golden horns. Strangely enough, as the light continued to fade, she felt herself imagining that the goat was a spirit, the spirit of that black goat sacrificed on the highest mountain at midnight in the dark of the moon. This, she knew, was pure nonsense.


      But why all this failing light? Was this some trick? She was about to leap to her feet and demand that the thing be stopped. Then she thought of the ones who waited in the room beyond the plastered wall. “Nothing serious can happen.” She settled back.


      But what was this? The room was now almost completely dark. Along the far side of the room she seemed to catch sight of something moving. It rose and fell, like some filmy shadow or trace of light.


      “Like a ghost!” She shuddered. “Yet it is not white. It shines like ebony. It—”


      She could not really think the notion that formed in her mind which was, “This is Cristophe’s ghost, a black ghost.”


      As the thing moved slowly, oh so slowly across the wall, there came the sound of whispers—whispered words that could be heard but not understood.


      Florence was ready to flee. But what of June? She must not leave her. This thing was horrible. Yet it was fascinating.


      And then, close beside her, there was a movement. Looking down quickly, she caught two golden gleams. “The goat’s horns. He has moved, he is near me!” She was filled with fresh terror.


      And then the light began returning. Slowly as it had faded, so slowly did it return.


      Once again Florence looked at that spot close by her side. The goat was not there. Her eyes sought the opposite corner. There lay the goat, apparently fast asleep.


      “I have asked the spirit of Cristophe.” The priestess spoke in her usual melodious drawl. “He says dere must be gold, much gold. A statue to his memory must be built. There must be gold, much gold. He will tell all things—all—all things for gold.


      “There now!” she ended abruptly. “Some other time, you shall know all. There must be gold, much gold—”


      And then, for the second time, Florence saw it, the shadow on the wall. It was the same, the very same as that she had seen on Madame Zaran’s midnight blue drapes. There was the sharp nose, the curved chin, all that made up a perfect Satan’s face. One second it was there, the next it was gone. But in that second Florence saw the large black woman half rise as a look of surprise not unmixed with fear overspread her face. Then, as the shadow faded, she dropped heavily back into the arms of the chair that might have been a throne.


      A bell tinkled. The brown girl appeared. They were led out into the light of day.


      “She—she didn’t even take my ten dollars,” June whispered.


      “No, but she will in the end, and much, very much more!” These words were on the tip of Florence’s tongue, but she did not say them. This surely was a strange world.


      “June,” said Florence after they had left the home of the voodoo priestess—her voice was low and serious—“you must be very careful! Such things as these might get you into a great deal of trouble; yes, and real peril.”


      “Peril?” The younger girl’s voice trembled.


      “Just that,” Florence replied. “Most of these fortune tellers, I’m convinced, are rather simple-minded people who earn a living by telling people the things they want to hear. They read your palm, study the bumps on your head, tell you what the stars you were born under mean to you, or gaze into a crystal. After that they make you happy by saying they see that you are to inherit money, have new clothes, go on a journey, marry a rich man and live happily ever after.” Florence laughed low.


      “They charge you half a dollar,” she went on. “You go away happily and no real harm is done.


      “But some of these people, I think—mind you, I don’t know for sure—some of them may be sharpers, grafters in a big way. And when a dishonest person is prevented from reaping a rich but unearned reward, he is likely to become truly dangerous. S—so, watch your step!


      “Anyway,” she added after a time, “your problem may perhaps be solved in simpler ways. Remember the suggestion of Frances Ward? She said you should be able to recall more than you have told thus far. If you could remember the place where you lived with your father, perhaps we could find that place. Then, it is possible someone living near there would remember your father. That would help. In time perhaps we could untangle the twisted skein that is your mysterious past.”


      “Oh, do you think we could?” June’s tone was eager. “But how can I remember a thing I don’t recall?”


      “There are people, great psychologists, who have ways of making people think back, back, back into the remotest corners of their past.”


      “Do you know one of them?” June asked excitedly.


      “Not at this moment, but I could find one, I think.”


      “Will you try?”


      “Yes, I’ll try.


      “And now—” Florence’s tone changed. “I’ll have to leave you here. I—I have an appointment.”


      Florence was, in the end, to find a psychologist, and that in the strangest possible manner. Meanwhile, her appointment was with Madame Zaran and her crystal ball. There was just time to make it.


      She arrived, rather out of breath, to find the place much the same, yet somehow different. The crystal ball was in its place at the center of the room. The chair, the rug, the midnight blue draperies were the same. Madame Zaran came out with a smile to greet her. All was as before, and yet—the big girl shuddered—there seemed to be an air of hostility about the place.


      “Yes, you may gaze into the crystal.” Madame’s claw-like hands folded and unfolded. “You may see much today. I have read it in a book, the book of the stars. You were born under a remarkable constellation. Yes, I do horoscopes as well. But now you shall gaze into the crystal ball.”


      She withdrew. Florence was left alone with her thoughts and the crystal ball.


      There followed a half hour’s battle between her thoughts and the magic ball. Her thoughts won. No beautiful island came to her in the ball, no stately trees, no still waters, nothing. Only the sordid little world which, it seemed, pressed in about her, stifling all beauty, all romance, filled her mind. With all her heart she wished that she was to fly away with Sandy and Jeanne to the magic of Isle Royale in winter.


      “But I will not go.” She set her will hard. “I must not!”


      And then there, standing before her, was Madame Zaran.


      There was a strange light in the fortune teller’s eyes. She said but one word:


      “Well?”


      In that one word Florence seemed to feel a dark challenge.


      “No vision today,” she replied simply.


      “No!” Madame’s voice was harsh. “And there will be no visions for you. Never again. You have betrayed the sacred symbol!” Her voice rose shrill and high. Her short fingers formed themselves into claw-like curves. Her tiger-like hair appeared to stand on end.


      “You—” her eyes burned fire. “You are a traitor. You—”


      She broke short off. Her weak mouth fell open. Her pupils dilated, she stared at the midnight blue drapes. Then, for a third time, Florence saw it—the shadow, the long, thin face, the narrow nose, the curved chin, the shadow of Satan, all but the horns and the forked tail.


      While Madame still stared speechless, Florence slipped from her chair, glided from the room, caught the teetering elevator, then found herself once more upon the noisy city street.


      “Ah!” she breathed. “There was a time when I thought this street a dangerous place. Now it is a haven, a place of refuge.”


      She walked three blocks. Her blood cooled. Her heart resumed its normal beat. She was in a mood for thought. What did Madame Zaran know? Did she know all? There had been a little in her column that day, the column “Looking Into The Future,” that was about Madame Zaran’s place and her methods. No names were mentioned, no address given. It was written only as an amusing incident.


      “And of course my name was not signed. It never is,” Florence thought to herself. “How could she know that I conduct that column? And yet—” Here truly was food for thought.


      “Jeanne,” she said as, two hours later, they sat reading beside a studio light, “these fortune tellers have an uncanny way of finding out all about you. That black priestess today told June all about herself. And yet, she had never seen her before. Jeanne had made an appointment over the phone, that was all. I don’t believe in black magic, though I did see something very like a black ghost. But how do they do it?”


      “How can they do it?” Jeanne echoed.


      “I’ve got a notion!” Florence exclaimed. “We’ll try it out on one of the fortune tellers of the simpler sort, you and I. What do you say?”


      “Anything for a little happy adventure,” Jeanne laughed.


      “All right, it’s a go! We’ll start it tomorrow. And finish it, perhaps, the next day.”


      “My dear, I am intrigued!” Jeanne threw back her head to indulge a merry laugh.


      Florence was glad that someone in the world could laugh. As for herself, she felt that things were getting rather too thick for comfort. She felt that somehow she was approaching an hour of testing, perhaps a crisis. When would the testing come? Tomorrow? Next day? In a week? A month? Who could say? Meanwhile, she could but carry on.


      CHAPTER XI


      FIRESIDE REFLECTIONS


      “Fortune telling with cards,” Jeanne said thoughtfully after a time, “is very old. Madame Bihari told me all about it many, many times. She truly believed that cards could foretell your fate. Do you think she was wrong?”


      “It is strange,” Florence replied in a sober tone. “It is hard to know what to believe. The whole thing seems impossible, and yet—”


      “There are many thousands who have believed,” Jeanne broke in. “Many years ago there was a very famous teller of fortunes. He used seventy-eight cards. Those were terrible times, the days of revolution. Men were having their heads cut off because they were called traitors. No one knew who would be next to be suspected and led away to the guillotine.


      “Men used to come creeping to Ettella’s place in the middle of the night to ask if their heads were to fall in the morning.


      “Can you see it, Florence?” Jeanne spread out her arms in a dramatic gesture. “A dimly lighted room, a haggard face opposite one who quietly shuffles the cards, invites the haggard one to cut the cards, then shuffles again. He spreads them out, one, two, three, four. Nothing to laugh at, Florence—no joke! It is life or death. Could the cards tell? Did they tell? When the fortune teller whispered, ‘You shall live,’ or when he said hoarsely, ‘Tomorrow you shall die,’ did he always speak the truth? Who can say? That was more than a hundred and fifty years ago. But Florence,” Jeanne’s eyes shone with a strange light, “even under those terrible circumstances, men did believe. And they still believe today.”


      “Yes.” Florence shook her shoulders as if to waken herself from a bad dream. “But—many of them are frauds of the worst sort. I can prove that. We—” she sprang to her feet. “We shall try it tomorrow. This time you shall have your fortune told. What do you say?”


      “Anything you may desire,” Jeanne answered quietly. “Only let us hope it may be a good fortune.”


      “That will not matter,” was Florence’s rather strange reply, “for in the end I feel certain that I can prove the fortune teller to be a cheat. And that,” she added, “in spite of the fact that I only know her name is Myrtle Rand and that her ‘studio,’ as she calls it, is in the twenty-five hundred block on North Clark Street.”


      “We have agreed to try this,” said Jeanne, “but how will you prove that she is a fraud?”


      “You shall see!” Florence laughed. “This wonderful ‘reading’ is going to cost you two whole dollars. This is my prediction. But if you feel it is not worth it, I shall make it up to you out of my expense account.”


      “Very well, it is done. Tomorrow my fortune shall be told.” Jeanne lapsed into silence.


      It was Miss Mabee who broke in upon that silence.


      “Jeanne,” she exclaimed, “we must do something for this beautiful boy musician you found upon the roof! What is it he calls himself?”


      “Tum Morrow.”


      “Well, we must turn his tomorrow into today. He is too splendid to be lost in the drab life of those who never have a chance. Let me see—


      “I have it!” she exclaimed after a moment’s reflection. “There is Tony Piccalo. He is owner of that wonderful restaurant down there in the theatre district. He is a patron of art. He paid me well for two pictures of west side Italian life. He has often urged me to display my pictures at his restaurant. All the rich people go there after a concert or a show. I shall accept his offer. I shall display all my gypsy pictures.


      “And of course—” she smiled a wise smile. “We must have gypsy music and gypsy dancing to go with the pictures. You, my Jeanne, shall be the dancer and your Tum Morrow the star musician. What could be sweeter?”


      “But Tum is not a gypsy,” Jeanne protested.


      “Who cares for that?” the artist laughed. “A few touches of red and brown on his cheeks, a borrowed costume, and who shall know the difference? If we bill him as a gypsy boy, no one will insist upon him joining the union. And who knows but on that night he shall find some good angel with a good deal of money. The angel will pay for his further education. And there you are!”


      “But, Miss Mabee,” Jeanne protested, “they will become so absorbed in the show, they will forget your pictures!


      “But no!” She sprang to her feet as a sudden inspiration seized her. “We’ll make them look, and we’ll give them one grand shock!


      “This is it!” Her manner became animated. “You paint a sketch upon a large square of thin paper, then mount it in a frame. Set it up with all your other pictures, only have it close to the platform where I am to dance.


      “I—” she laughed a merry laugh. “I shall entertain them with the wildest gypsy dance ever seen upon the stage, and right in the midst of it I shall leap high, appear to lose my balance, and go crashing right through that picture!”


      “Rather fantastic,” said Miss Mabee. “I agree with you in one particular, however. It will give them a surprise. And that, in this drab world, is what people are looking for.”


      “You will do the picture?” Jeanne demanded eagerly.


      “I will do the picture.”


      “A very large one?”


      “A very large one,” Miss Mabee echoed.


      “And we shall have one very grand show!” Jeanne went rocketing across the floor in that wildest of all gypsy dances.


      Three days later the colorful sketch of gypsy life, done on a large square of paper, was finished and framed. It was a beautiful bit of work. At a distance it could scarcely have been told from a real masterpiece.


      “Why did you make it so beautiful? How can I destroy it?” Jeanne wailed at sight of it.


      Well might some sprite have echoed, “How can she?”


      The picture was to meet a stranger fate than that, and to serve an unusual purpose as well.


      CHAPTER XII


      JEANNE’S FORTUNE


      Next morning it was arranged that Jeanne should go unaccompanied to the fortune teller on Clark Street. Florence would be loitering on the street, not too far away.


      Jeanne, as she started forth on this exciting little journey, cut a real figure. She had put on her finest silk dress. White gloves that reached to her elbows were on her hands. Her hat was from one of the best Michigan Avenue shops. And, to make sure that she would be taken for a “little daughter of the rich,” she had borrowed the famous artist’s very best fur coat.


      “Ah!” she breathed, “it is wonderful to be quite rich!”


      The place on Clark Street surprised her a little. A plain dwelling with ancient brownstone front, it suggested nothing of the mysterious or supernatural. Inside it was no better. A sign read, “Knock on the door.” The door in question was a glass door that had been painted a solid brown.


      Jeanne knocked timidly. The door opened a crack, and a feminine voice said, “Y-e-s?”


      The eyes that shone out from the narrow opening registered surprise. Such a gorgeous apparition as Jeanne presented in the borrowed coat, apparently had seldom crossed that threshold.


      “Dorothy Burns, who sells rare stamps at the Arcade, told me how wonderful you are,” Jeanne murmured wistfully.


      This was a well-memorized speech. She was at that moment recalling Florence’s last words before they parted.


      “The fortune teller will not ask your name or address. Don’t give them to her. She will, under one pretext or another, ask the name and address of some person whom you know, quite probably a rather humble person. However that may be, give her my name and address. Give her our telephone number, too, and tell her I am always in between three and four in the afternoon.” Jeanne smiled in spite of herself, recalling these words.


      But the fortune teller was saying, “Won’t you come in, please? There now. Shall I take your coat? You wanted a reading? Is that not so? My very best readings are two dollars.”


      Jeanne removed her coat and placed it upon the back of the chair offered her. She produced two crisp one-dollar bills.


      “Ah!” The round face of the fortune teller shone. “You are to have a very wonderful future, I can see that at once.”


      “I—I hope so.” Jeanne appeared to falter. “You see—” she leaned forward eagerly. “I have been—well, quite fortunate un—until just lately. And now—” her eyes dropped. “Now things are not so good! And I—you know, I’m worried!”


      Jeanne was worried, all about that gorgeous coat. She hoped Florence was near and perhaps a policeman as well, but she need have had no fear.


      Florence was near, very near. Having slipped through the outer door, she had found a seat in the dimly lighted corridor. There was a corner in the plastered wall just beyond her. From behind this there floated faint, childish whispers.


      At last a face appeared, a slim pinched face surrounded by a mass of uncombed hair. A second face peeked out, then a third.


      “Come here,” Florence beckoned. Like birds drawn reluctantly forward by some charm, the three unkempt children glided forward until they stood beside her chair.


      “Who are you?” Florence whispered.


      “I’m Tillie,” the largest girl whispered back. “She’s Fronie, and he’s Dick. Our mother’s gone away. Myrtle takes care of us, sort of like.”


      “We—we’re going to have ice cream and cake for dinner!” Fronie burst forth in a loud whisper. “The beautiful lady gave Myrtle two whole dollars. We always have ice cream and cake when Myrtle gets a dollar. This time it’s two.” The child’s pathetic face shone.


      Within, Myrtle Rand, the fortune teller, was saying to Jeanne:


      “You may shuffle the cards. Now cut them twice with your right hand. That’s it.


      “Now—one, two, three, four, five, six; and one, two, three, four, five, six. I see a change in your life. I think you will go to California. Yes, it is California. One, two, three, four, five, six.” She spread out a third row of cards, then paused to study Jeanne’s face intently.


      “Your hair is beautifully done,” she said in a low tone. “Who does it for you?”


      “You—you mean you’d like her address?” Jeanne started. How nearly Florence’s words were coming true!


      “Yes, yes I would.” There was eagerness in the fortune teller’s tone. Then, as if she had been surprised into revealing too much, she added, “But then it does not matter too much. You see I have a daughter who has a very good position and—”


      “She might like to try my hair-dresser,” Jeanne supplemented. “Here, I’ll write it down.”


      With the pencil proffered her she scribbled down a name and address. The name was Florence Huyler and the address that of their studio. Then she smiled a puzzling smile.


      Outside, Florence was saying to Tillie, “How do you know the beautiful lady has given Myrtle two dollars?”


      “We—we—we saw them through the crack,” Fronie sputtered. “Two whole dollars! Mostly it’s only quarters and sometimes dimes that Myrtle gets for telling ’em things. Then we have bread that is dry and hard and sometimes soup that is all smelly.”


      “Myrtle, she’s good to us,” the older child confided. “Good as she can be. But the rent man comes every week and says, ‘Pay, or out you go!’ So all the quarters get gone!”


      “For a quarter Myrtle, she tells ’em their husbands will come back next week, and some day they’ll have money, plenty of money.” The little girl leaned forward eagerly and confidingly.


      “But for two whole dollars—o-o-oh, my, what a swell fortune! She—”


      Just then the outer door opened. A shabbily dressed woman, carrying a bundle that looked like a washing she was taking home to be done, came in and dropped wearily into a chair. Her eyes lighted for an instant with hope as she stared at the closed door, then faded.


      The children vanished. A moment later a second drab creature entered, and after that a third.


      “All working women,” Florence thought, “and all ready to part with a hard-earned quarter that they may listen to rosy prophecies about their future.” She found her spirits sinking. She hoped Jeanne’s fortune would be a short one.


      It was not short. The cards were shuffled three times. Then the crystal ball on the table was gazed into. Jeanne’s fortune grew and grew. “I see fine clothes and a big car for you. You will go to California. Yes, yes, I am sure of that. And money—much money. You have rich relatives. Is it not so? And they are quite old.” Myrtle Rand went on and on.


      At last Jeanne said, “I—I think I must go now.”


      “But you will return?” Myrtle Rand’s tone was eager. “There is much more to be told. Very much more. Next time I will tell of your past. I shall tell you many strange things. It will surprise you.”


      Jeanne managed to slip from the room without committing herself. A moment later the poor woman with the large bundle took her place before the crystal ball.


      “Well,” Jeanne laughed low as she and Florence walked into the bright light of day, “I have a very rosy future! I am to have all that heart could desire—love, money, automobiles, travel, everything!”


      “And next time you are going to be very much surprised,” Florence added.


      “How did you know that?” Jeanne stared. “You can’t have heard.”


      “No, but it’s true nevertheless.”


      “And you,” Jeanne laughed afresh, “you are now my hair-dresser. You are to be at home between three and four o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Why you made me tell that fib is something I don’t at all understand.”


      “You will,” Florence laughed merrily. Then, “Here’s our car. Let’s hurry.”


      Next day Miss Mabee and Jeanne journeyed to Maxwell Street in search of Bihari and his gypsy blacksmith shop. Jeanne carried a stool and folding easel, Miss Mabee her box of beautiful colors and her brushes.


      It was a lovely winter’s day. Even the drab shops of Maxwell Street seemed gay.


      Bihari’s shop was not hard to find. Miss Mabee fell in love with it at once. “Long and narrow. Plenty of light, but not too much. The very place!” was her joyous commendation. “And here are the women!”


      Sure enough, there was a group of women patiently waiting to have their pots and pans repaired.


      “But where are the children?” she asked.


      For answer Bihari stepped to the door, put two fingers to his lips, blew a loud blast, and behold, as if by magic the place swarmed with children.


      “This one. That one. This, and that one.” Miss Mabee selected her cast quickly.


      Disappointed but not in the least rebellious, the remainder of the band moved away. The shop door was closed and work began.


      Never had Jeanne experienced greater happiness than now. To be the constant companion of a famous artist—what more could one ask? It was not so much that Marie Mabee was famous. Jeanne was no mere hero-worshiper. The thing that counted most was their wonderful association. Somehow Jeanne felt the power, the sense of skill that was Miss Mabee’s flowing in her own veins. And now that she, for the time, was not the model, but the onlooker, she experienced this sense of fresh power to a far greater degree.


      To sit in a remote corner of Bihari’s long narrow shop, to witness the skill with which Miss Mabee assembled the cast for a great picture, ah, that was something! To watch her skilful fingers as by some strange magic she placed a daub of color here, another there, twisted her brush here and twirled it there, sent it gliding here, gliding there, until, like the slow coming of a glorious dawn, there grew a picture showing Bihari, the powerful gypsy blacksmith, the ragged gypsy children, the anxious housewives, all in one group that seemed to glorify toil. Ah, that was glory indeed!


      Jeanne would never be a painter, she knew this well enough. Yet she had sensed a great fact, that all true art is alike, that a painter draws inspiration and fresh power from a great musician, that a novelist listens to a symphony and goes home to write a better book, that even a dancer does her part in the world more skilfully because of her association with a famous painter. So Jeanne basked in the light that Miss Mabee spread about her and was gloriously happy.


      In the meantime Florence was keeping an appointment on the telephone and, to all appearances having a grand time of it. She was saying:


      “Yes, yes—yes, indeed!—Oh, yes, very rich.—And old. Oh, quite old, perhaps eighty—Famous?—Oh, surely, terribly famous.—Glorious pictures. Yes—In Hollywood? She hasn’t told me for sure. But yes, I think so.”


      This went on for a full ten minutes. From time to time she put a hand over the mouth-piece while she indulged in peals of laughter. Then, sobering, she would go on with her conversation.


      When the thing was all over, the receiver hung up, she went into one more fit of laughter, then said as she slowly walked across the floor, “That’s great! I wonder how many of them do it just that way? Perhaps all of them, and just think how they can rake in the money if they go after it in a big way!”


      A big way? Her face sobered. That beautiful girl, June Travis, had met her once more at the newspaper office. She had confided to her that Madame Zaran had asked her for a thousand dollars.


      “A thousand dollars!” Florence had exclaimed. “For what?”


      “To tell me where my father is.” She turned a puzzled face toward Florence. “Why not? If you were all alone in the world and if you had even a great deal of money, wouldn’t you give it all just to get your father back?”


      “Yes, perhaps,” Florence replied slowly, “if they really did bring him back.”


      “Oh, they will!” the girl exclaimed. “They will! Madame Zaran knows a truly great man in the east. He has done wonderful things. His fees are high. But great lawyers, great surgeons ask large fees too. So,” she sighed, “if my father is not found before I get my money, I shall pay them.”


      “Yes, and perhaps much more,” Florence thought with an inward groan. “But her father shall be found. He must be, and that in natural ways. He really must!


      “But how?” Her spirits drooped. How? Truly that was the question.


      A key in the door startled her from her troubled thoughts. It was Jeanne back from Maxwell Street.


      “Did you find that thieving gypsy?” Florence asked.


      “No, but we did a glorious sketch of Bihari in his shop.”


      “But what of the poor widow? She can’t eat your pictures.”


      “N-no.” Jeanne put on a sad face. “I shall find her for you, though! Perhaps tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow,” said Florence with a lightning-like change to a lighter mood, “you shall go to that place on North Clark Street and have your past as well as your future told.


      “And,” she added with a chuckle, “lest you be too much surprised by your fortune, I will say this much: Myrtle Rand will tell you that you have a grandfather who is very old and very rich—”


      “But, Florence, I have no grandfather. I—”


      Florence held up a hand for silence. “As for yourself, she will tell you that you have been a gay deceiver, that you are a truly famous young artist, a painter of landscapes, a—”


      “But, my dear, I—”


      “Yes, I know. But how can I help that? This is to be your past and future. If you don’t like the future, you may ask her to change it. But what is done is done! You can’t change your past!


      “As for your future,” she went on, grinning broadly, “you are to journey to Hollywood. There you shall be employed by a great moving picture company simply to plan magnificent backgrounds against which the world’s greatest moving picture dramas are to be played.”


      By this time Jeanne was so dazed that she had no further questions to ask.


      “Only tomorrow will tell,” she sighed as she sank into a chair.
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      CHAPTER XIII


      A STARTLING REVELATION


      And tomorrow did tell. Scarcely had Jeanne paid her two dollars to the fortune teller, Myrtle Rand, than the fortune Florence had promised her began unfolding itself.


      “The cards say this—” Myrtle Rand shuffled and dealt, shuffled and dealt again. “I see this and this and this in the crystal ball.” Nothing of importance was changed. Jeanne had heard it all before. Florence had told her.


      “But how could she know that the fortune teller would say all this?” she kept asking herself. “And almost all of it untrue.”


      She was still asking herself this question when she joined Florence for lunch two hours later.


      “How could you know?” she demanded.


      “Very simple,” Florence replied in high glee. “I told her all that over the phone.”


      “But why?” Jeanne stared.


      “Can’t you see?” Florence replied, “I was testing her system which, after all, is a very simple one. The first time you visited her she, on a very simple pretext, got the name and address of someone who knows you. On still another pretext she called me on the phone to ask about you, thinking me your hair-dresser, and I told her things that were entirely untrue.”


      “And if they had been true,” Jeanne exclaimed, “if I had known nothing of the phone call, how astonished I should have been to find that she could get so much of my past from the cards and the crystal ball!”


      “To be sure. And, quite naturally, you would have had great faith in her prophecies for the future.”


      “Florence!” Jeanne cried, “she is a fraud!”


      “Yes,” Florence agreed. “But not a very great fraud.


      “Tillie, Fronie and Dick will have ice cream and cake for dinner,” she said softly.


      “Who are they?” Jeanne asked in surprise.


      “They are three foundlings that Myrtle Rand is befriending. So-o,” Florence ended slowly, “I shall not write up Myrtle Rand, at least not with her real name and address. I shall, however, make a good story of our grand discovery.


      “And that,” she added abruptly, “brings me to another subject. Sandy is flying north tomorrow to witness the moose trapping.”


      “Tomorrow!”


      “That’s it. You may as well hurry home and pack your bag. As for me, that may spell defeat. I’ll have to write my own stories, and if I fail—” She did not finish, but the look on her face was a sober one. She had come to love her strange task. She had planned some things that to her seemed quite important. She must not fail.


      That evening at ten they sat once more before the fire, Florence, Jeanne and Miss Mabee. Because Jeanne was to go flying away through the clouds next morning, they were in a mellow mood.


      Marie Mabee rested easily in her deeply cushioned chair before the fire. She was wrapped in a dressing gown of gorgeous hue, a bright red, trimmed in deepest blue. Upon the sleeves was some strange Oriental design. On her feet, stretched out carelessly before the fire, were low shoes of shark skin, red like the gown. With her sleek black hair combed straight back from the high forehead, with her deep dark eyes shining and her unique profile half hidden by shadows, she seemed to Florence some strange princess just arrived from India.


      “What is it,” Marie Mabee spoke at last, “what is it we ask of life?”


      “Peace. Happiness. Beauty,” Jeanne spoke up quickly.


      “Success. Power,” Florence added.


      “Peace—” Marie Mabee’s tone was mellow. “Ah, yes, how many there are who seek real peace and never find it! I wonder if we have it, you and you and I.” She spread her long slender hands out before the fire.


      “And why not?” She laughed a laugh that was like the low call of birds at sunset. “Is this not peace? We are here before the fire. No one wishes to do us harm, or at least they cannot reach us. We have food, shelter and a modest share of life’s beautiful things. Do we not have peace? Ah, yes. But if not, then it is our own fault.


      “‘The mind has its own place, and of itself can make a heaven of hell, or a hell of heaven.’


      “But beauty?” Her tone changed. She sat bolt upright. “Yes, we want beauty.” Her eyes swept the room. There were elaborate draperies, a tiny clock of solid gold, an ivory falcon, an exquisite bust of pure white marble, all the works of art she had gathered about her, and above them all, one great masterpiece, ‘Sheep on the Hillside.’ “Yes,” she agreed, “we have a craving for beauty. All have that perhaps. Some much more than others. But beauty—” she sprang to her feet. “Beauty, yes! Yes, we must have beauty first, last and always.”


      As she began marching slowly back and forth before the fire, Florence was shocked by the thought that she resembled a sleek black leopard. “Nonsense!” she whispered to herself.


      “Happiness? Yes.” Marie Mabee dropped back to her place of repose. “Happiness may be had by all. The simplest people are happiest because their wants are few. Or are they?”


      Neither Jeanne nor Florence knew the answer. Who does?


      “But success,” Florence insisted. “Yes, and power.”


      “Success?” There was a musing quality in Marie Mabee’s voice. “I wonder if success is what I am always striving for? Or do I make pictures because I enjoy creating beauty?


      “After all—” she flung her arms wide. “What does it matter?


      “But power!” Her tone changed. “No! No! I have no desire for power. Leave that to the rich man, to the rulers, anyone who desires it. I have no use for power. Give me peace, beauty, happiness, and, if you insist, success, and I will do without all the rest.”


      After that, for a long time there was silence in the room. Florence studied the faces of her companions, each beautiful in its own way, she wondered if they were thinking or only dreaming.


      For herself, she was soon lost in deep thought. To her mind had come a picture of Frances Ward. Her littered desk, her tumbled hair, her bright eager eyes, the slow procession of unfortunate and unhappy ones that passed all day long before that desk of hers—all stood out in bold relief.


      “What does Frances Ward want?” she asked herself. “Peace…beauty…happiness…success?” She wondered.


      Here were two people, Marie Mabee and Frances Ward. How strangely different they were! And yet, what wonderful friends they had both been to her!


      “Life,” she whispered, “is strange. Perhaps there was a time when Frances Ward too wanted peace, beauty, happiness, success for herself, just as Miss Mabee does. But now she desires happiness for others—that and that alone.


      “Perhaps,” she concluded, “I too shall want only that when I am old.


      “And yet—”


      Ah, that disquieting “And yet—.” She was wondering in her own way what the world would be like if everyone sought first the happiness of others.


      Upon her thoughts there broke the suddenly spoken words of Marie Mabee, “Let us have beauty. By all means! Beauty first, last and always!”


      Two hours later Florence sat alone in the half darkness that enshrouded the studio. The others had retired for the night. She was still engaged in the business of putting her thoughts to bed.


      It was a strange little world she found herself in at this time. Having started out, with an amused smile, to discover novel and interesting newspaper stories about people who pretended to understand other men’s minds, who read their bumps, studied the stars under which they were born, psychoanalyzed their minds, told their fortunes and all the rest, she found herself delving deeper, ever deeper into the mysteries of their strange cults. Ever striving to divide the true from the false, tracking down, as best she could, those who were frauds and robbers, she had at last got herself into a difficult if not dangerous situation.


      “There’s that gypsy woman who stole from a poor widow,” she told herself. “Jeanne’s going away. That cannot wait. I’ll have to find that gypsy. And then—?”


      Then there was June Travis and her lost father. Madame Zaran was on her trail; the voodoo priestess too. June had made one more visit to the priestess. She was afraid the girl had said too much. At any rate, she was sure the priestess had demanded a large fee for finding the lost father.


      “I shall find him,” the big girl said, springing to her feet. “I must!”


      Her eyes fell upon a picture standing on a low easel in the corner. It was the one done on thin paper. “That is for Tum Morrow’s party,” she thought. “Well, Tum Morrow’s party will have to wait.


      “Jeanne’s going away will leave us lonely,” she sighed. “But who can blame her? Isle Royale was beautiful in summer. What must it be in winter?”


      For a time she stood there dreaming of rushing waters, leaf-brown trails and sighing spruce trees. Then she turned to make her way slowly across the room, up the narrow stairway and into her own small chamber.


      One question remained to haunt her even in her dreams. Were all fortune tellers like Myrtle Rand? Did they secure their facts in an underhanded manner, then pass them on to you as great surprises? Who could answer this? Surely not Florence.


      CHAPTER XIV


      FIRE DESTROYS ALL


      A great wave of loneliness swept over Florence as on the morrow’s chilly dawn she bade good-bye to her beloved boon companion and to Sandy, then saw them mount the steps of their plane and watched that plane soar away into the blue.


      “Isle Royale is hundreds of miles away,” she thought to herself. “They will be back, I’m sure enough of that. Airplanes are safe enough. But when shall I see them again?”


      It was not loneliness alone that depressed her. She was experiencing a feeling of dread. She had dug deeper into the lives and ways of some fortune tellers than they could have wished.


      “They are wolves,” she told herself, “and wolves are cowards. They fight as cowards fight, in the dark.” She told them off on her fingers: the dark-faced gypsy woman was one, Madame Zaran a second, Marianna Cristophe, the voodoo priestess, a third. And there were others.


      “And now,” she thought, “I am alone.”


      Alone? No! Her spirits rose. There was still Frances Ward. “Good old gray-haired Frances Ward!” she whispered. “Everybody’s grandmother. May God bless her!”


      It was Frances Ward who helped her over the first difficult hurdle of that day. Sandy was gone. She must write her own stories. This seemed easy enough, until she sat down to the typewriter. Then, all thoughts left her.


      “My dear, try a pencil,” Frances Ward suggested after a time. “A pencil becomes almost human after you have used it long enough; a typewriter never. And why don’t you write the story of your little lost girl, June Travis? Use no names, but tell it so well that someone who knew her father will come to her aid.”


      “I’ll try.” Florence was endowed with fresh hope.


      With four large yellow pencils before her, she began to write. The first pencil broke. She threw it at the wall. The second broke. She threw it after the first. Then thoughts and pencils began flowing evenly.


      When, an hour later, Florence presented a typewritten copy of the story for Mrs. Ward’s inspection she pronounced it, “Capital! The best that has been in your column so far.”


      It may be that this extravagant praise turned the girl’s head, leading her to commit an act that brought her into great peril. However that may be, at eight o’clock that night she fell into a trap.


      The thing seemed safe enough. True, Florence did the greater part of investigating in the day time. But a “spiritual adviser”—who would expect any sort of danger from such a person?


      That was what Professor Alcapar styled himself, “Spiritual Adviser.” Had his sign hung from a church, Florence would not have given it a second thought. But the card that fell into her hand said his studio was on one of the upper floors of a great office building. Perhaps this should have warned her, but it did not.


      “I’ll just take the elevator up there and ask a question or two,” she told herself. “Might get a grand story for tomorrow.” She did, but she was not to write it—at least, not yet.


      There was no glass in the door of Professor Alcapar’s studio. A light shone through the crack at the edge of the door. She knocked, almost timidly. The door was opened at once. She stepped inside. The door closed itself. She was there.


      Save for one small light in a remote corner, the room was shrouded in darkness.


      “More of their usual stuff,” she thought to herself without fear. “Darkness stands for secrecy, mystery. At least, these people know how to impress their clients. Spiritual adviser, clothed in darkness.”


      She became conscious of someone near her. Then of a sudden she caught the distinct click of a lock, and after that came a flood of light.


      She took two backward steps, then stood quite still. With a single sweep of her practiced eye, she took in all within the room. She started as her eyes fell upon—of all persons!—Madame Zaran. She was seated in a chair, smiling a complacent and knowing smile.


      The person nearest to Florence was a small dark man with beady eyes. Farther away, with his back to the door, was a powerfully built, swarthy man whose broad neck was covered with bristles.


      More interesting than these, and at once more terrifying, was a second small man. He was working at a narrow bench. He wore dark goggles. In his hand he held a sort of torch. The light from this torch, when he switched it on, was blinding. With it he appeared to be engaged in joining certain bits of metal. There was, however, on his face a look altogether terrifying.


      “I am trapped!” the girl thought to herself. “Ten stories up. And it is night. Why did I come?”


      “You wished to see Professor Alcapar?” a voice asked. It was the little dark man who stood before her.


      “Yes. I—” the words stuck in her throat. “They have locked the door!” she was thinking a trifle wildly.


      “I am Professor Alcapar,” said the little man in a perfectly professional tone. “Perhaps these good people will excuse me. What can I do for you?”


      “Why, I—” again the girl’s voice failed her.


      Truly angry at herself, she was ready to stamp the floor, when the smooth voice of Madame Zaran said, “Won’t you have a chair? You must have time to compose yourself. The Professor, I am sure, can quiet your mind. He is conscious of God. He makes others conscious of divine power.” The words were spoken in an even tone. For all this, there was in them a suggestion of malice that sent a cold shiver coursing up the girl’s spine.


      “You have been kind enough to visit our other place of—of business,” Madame Zaran went on when Florence was seated. “You see us here in a more intimate circle. This is our—you might say, our retreat.”


      “Retreat. Ah, yes, very well said, our retreat,” the Professor echoed.


      Florence allowed her eyes to wander. They took in the window. At that moment a great electric sign, some distance away, burst forth with a brilliant red light. Across this flash of light, running straight up and down, were two dark lines. She noted this, but for the moment gave it no serious thought. It was of tremendous importance, for all that. A simple fact, lightly observed but later recalled, has more than once saved a life.


      “You wished to see the Professor,” Madame reminded her. There was an evil glint in her eye. At the same time the torch in the corner hissed, then flamed white.


      “Yes, I—well, you see,” the girl explained in a voice that was a trifle weak, “I am interested in religion.”


      “What kind of religion?” Madame Zaran smiled an evil smile.


      “Why, all kinds.”


      “The Professor,” said Madame, “is the sole representative of a religious order found only in the hidden places of India. It is a very secret order. They are mystic, and they worship fire, FIRE.”


      She repeated that last word in a manner that caused the big girl’s cheek to blanch. The torch in the corner went sput-sput-sput.


      “Fire,” said the Professor in a voice that was extraordinarily deep for one so small, “Fire destroys all, ALL! All that I know, all that you know may be destroyed by a single breath of flame.”


      “Yes, I—”


      Florence’s throat was dry. To calm her fluttering heart she gazed again at the window. Once more the red light of that street sign flared out. As before, two dark lines cut across it, up and down. Then, like a flash, the girl knew what those lines were. They ran from the roof to the ground. She had noted them in a dreamy sort of way as she entered the building. Now they appeared to stand out before her in bold relief.


      Then there burst upon her startled ears a sharp cry of anger. She looked quickly at Madame’s face. It was black as the western sky before a storm.


      “You do not even listen!” She was fairly choking with anger as she fixed her burning eyes on Florence. “You did not come here to seek spiritual advice. You came here as a spy. A spy!” Her breath failed her. But in the corner the white-hot torch sputtered, and to Florence’s terrified vision, written on the wall in letters of flame there appeared the word, SPY!


      “He could burn those words upon one’s breast,” she thought. “With that torch he could burn out one’s heart!” She gripped at her breast to still the hard beating of her heart.


      “Why do you spy upon us?” Madame was speaking again. “Is it because we are frauds? Because we pretend to know that which we do not know? What is that to you?


      “Is it because we take money from those who can well afford to give? Look you! We are poor. We have no money. But we must live, and live we will! Why not?” She laughed a hoarse laugh. “Why not? And what is it to you if we do live well at the expense of those who are weak and foolish? You and your paper! Bah!” She arose with a threatening gesture. As she took two steps forward her hands became claws, her teeth the fangs of a wild thing.


      Florence sprang back in sudden terror.


      But the woman before her tottered on her feet. Her face turned a sickish purple.


      “No! No!” She gurgled in her throat. “It is not for me! Come, Beppo!”


      The man at the bench turned half about. At the same time his torch glowed with a more terrifying flame.


      “Fire! Fire!” the Professor mumbled.


      But for Florence there was to be no fire. She was half way across the room. Ten seconds later she had thrown up the window and was standing on the ledge.


      Caught by surprise, the others in the room stood motionless, like puppets in a play. What did they think—that she would dash her life out on the pavement below? Or did they just not think at all?


      To Florence life had always seemed beautiful; never so much so as at that moment. To live, to dream, to hope, to struggle on and on toward some unseen distant goal. Ah, yes, life! Life! To feel the breath of morning on your cheek, to face the rising sun, to throw back your shoulders, to drink in deep breaths of air, to whisper, “God, I thank you for life!” This was Florence always. She would not willingly dash out her own brains.


      Nor was there the need. Before her, an easy arm’s length away, were two stout ropes. The roof was undergoing repairs. Material was drawn up on these ropes. They ended in a large tub on the sidewalk ten stories below.


      There was not a second to lose. The paralysis inside that room would soon pass. And then—


      Her two strong arms shot out. She gripped a rope. She swung out over space. Her feet twisted about the rope. She shot downward. There was a smell of scorching leather. Windows passed her. In one room a char-woman scrubbed a floor, in a second a belated worker kissed his stenographer good-night, and then, plump! she landed at the feet of a young man who, up until that second, had been strolling the street reading a book.


      The young man leaped suddenly into the air. The book came down with a loud slap.


      “Do—do you do that sort of thing reg—regularly?” the young man stuttered when he had regained a little of his dignity. He looked up at the rope as if expecting to see a whole bevy of girls, perhaps angels too, descending on the rope.


      “No,” Florence laughed a trifle shakily, “I don’t do it often.”


      “But see here!” the young man exclaimed, “you look all sort of white and shaky, as if you—you’d seen a ghost or something! How about a good cup of java or—or something, on a stool, you know—right around the corner? Perfectly respectable, I assure you.”


      “As if I cared just now!” Florence thought to herself. “Imagine being afraid of a young student on a stool, after a thing like that!” She glanced up, then once more felt afraid.


      “Fire!” She seemed to hear the Professor say, “Fire destroys all.”


      “Yes! Sure!” She seized the astonished young man’s arm. “Sure. Let’s go there. Quick!”


      CHAPTER XV


      THE INTERPRETER OF DREAMS


      “Curiosity,” said the young man as he reached for the mustard, “once killed a cat. But anyway, I’m curious. What about it? Were you winning a bet when you came down that rope?”


      They had arrived safely at the little restaurant round the corner. Perched on stools, they were drinking coffee and munching away at small pies for all the world like old pals.


      “No, I—” Florence hesitated. He was a nice-appearing young man; his eyes were fine. There was a perpetually perplexed look on his face which said, “Life surprises me.”


      “Well, yes,” she said, changing her mind, “perhaps I was winning a bet with—” she did not finish. She had started to say, “a bet with death.” This, she reasoned, would lead to questions and perhaps to the disclosing of facts she wished to conceal.


      “What do you do beside reading books on the street at night?” she asked quickly.


      “I—why, when I don’t study books I study people,” he replied frankly. “I’m—well, you might call me a psychologist, though that requires quite a stretch of the imagination.” He grinned. Then as a sort of afterthought, he added, “Sometimes I tell people the meaning of their dreams.”


      “And you, also!” Florence exclaimed, all but dropping her pie. She began sliding from the stool.


      “No, no! Don’t go!” he cried in sudden consternation. “What in the world have I said?”


      “Dreams,” she replied, “you pretend to interpret dreams. And there’s nothing to it. You—you don’t look like a cheat.”


      “Indeed I’m not!” he protested indignantly. “And there truly is something in dreams—a whole lot, only not in the way people used to think. Slide back up on that stool and I’ll explain.


      “Waiter,” he ordered, “give Miss—what was that name?”


      “Florence for short,” the girl smiled.


      “Give Florence another piece of pie,” he finished.


      “You see—” he launched into his subject at once. “I don’t ask you what your dreams are, then tell you ‘You have dreamed of an eagle; that is a good sign; you will advance,’ or ‘You dreamed of being married; that is bad; you will become seriously ill, or shall have bad news from afar.’ No, I don’t say that. All that is nonsense!


      “What I do say is that dreams tell something of your inner life. If they are carefully studied, they may help you to a better understanding of yourself.”


      “Interesting, if true.” Florence took a generous bit from her second small pie. “But it’s all too deep for me.”


      “I’ll explain.” The young student appeared very much in earnest. “Take this case: a woman dreamed of seeing an elephant balancing himself on a big balloon and sailing through the sky. Suddenly the balloon blew up, the elephant collapsed, and the woman wakened from her dream. What caused that dream?” he asked, wrinkling his brow. “The woman had seen both elephants and balloons, but not recently. Truth is, the balloon and the elephant were symbols of other things.


      “When a dream interpreter questioned her, he found that she lived in a large, badly furnished house which she hated. All but unconsciously she had wished that the house would collapse or blow up. The collapse of the elephant symbolized the destruction of the house.”


      “And s-so,” Florence drawled, “she had the old house blown up.”


      “No, that wasn’t the answer!” the youthful psychologist protested. “The thing that needed changing was her own mental attitude. The way to fit our surroundings to our desires is often to change rather than destroy them. She had the house remodeled and refurnished. And now,” he added with a touch of pride, “she is happy. And all because of the proper interpretation of her dream.”


      “Marvelous!” There was a mixed note of mockery and enthusiasm in the girl’s tone. “And now, here’s one for you. I too dreamed of an elephant—that was night before last. I was in a jungle. The jungle seemed fairly familiar to me. I was passing along a narrow trail. There were other trails, but I seemed to know my way. Yet I was afraid, terribly afraid. The surprising thing was, I couldn’t see a living thing, not a bird, a bat, or even a mouse.


      “And then—” she drew a long breath. “Then in my dream I heard a terrible snorting and crashing. And, right in my path there appeared an immense elephant with flaming eyes, eyes of fire. Fire.


      “Fire!” She fairly gasped at the apparent revelation of her own words. “Fire destroys all,” she murmured low.


      “And then?” her new-found friend prompted.


      “And then,” Florence laughed with a feeling of relief. “Then I woke up to find the sun streaming in at my window. And, of course,” she added, “it was that bright sun shining on my face that caused the dream.”


      “I’m not so sure about that,” said the student. His tone was serious. “I have a feeling that you are in some sort of real danger. I am surprised, now that I recall it, that I did not see the elephant, or whatever he symbolized, coming down that rope after you. You—you wouldn’t like to tell me?” He hesitated.


      “N-not now.” Florence slid from her stool. “Perhaps some other time.”


      “O. K. Fine! I’m greatly interested.”


      “So—so am I.” These words slipped unbidden from her lips.


      “Here’s my card.” He thrust a square of pasteboard in her hand.


      “Thanks for the pie!” They were at the door.


      “Oh, that’s more than all right. Remember—” his hand was on her arm for an instant. “Don’t forget, if you need me to interpret a dream, or for—for—”


      “Another piece of pie,” she laughed.


      “Sure! Just anything,” he laughed back, “just give me a ring.”


      “By the way!” Florence said with sudden impulse, “there is something. Can you help people recall, make them think back, back into their past until they at last remember something that may be of great help to them?”


      “I’ve done it at times quite successfully.”


      “Then I’d like to arrange something, perhaps for tomorrow or the next day. I—I’ll give you a ring.”


      “I’ll be waiting.”


      “Good-bye.”


      “Good-bye.”


      He was gone. Florence felt better. In this great city she had found one more substantial friend. In times like these friendships counted for a great deal.


      There come periods in all our lives when life moves so swiftly that things which, perhaps, should be done are left undone. It had been so with Florence. As, a short time later, she found time for repose in the studio under the eaves of a skyscraper, she wondered if she should not have called the police and had that tenth story haunt of Madame Zaran and the Professor raided.


      “And after that—what?” she asked herself. To this question she found no answer. The police might tell her she had been seized with a plain case of jitters. Truth was, not a person in that room had touched her. Madame Zaran had indulged in a fit of passion—that was about all.


      “Besides—” she settled back in her chair. “It is not yet time. There are things I want to know. How was it that I saw real moving figures in that crystal ball? How much of Madame Zaran’s work is pure show? How much is real? I must know. And, meantime, I must do what I can for June Travis.” With that she went away to the land of dreams.


      CHAPTER XVI


      THE SECRET OF LOST LAKE


      Jeanne toiled laboriously up the side of Greenstone Ridge on Isle Royale. From time to time she paused to regain her breath, to drink in the cool clean winter air, and to revel in the glorious contrasts of the white that was snow and the dark green that was spruce, fir and balsam.


      She was on Isle Royale. More than once she had been obliged to pinch herself to make sure of that.


      “Airplanes are so sudden, so wonderful!” she had said to Sandy. “Now we are in Chicago; now we are in Duluth; and now we are on Isle Royale.”


      Their trip north had been just like that, a short whirring flight, and there they were coming down upon Isle Royale. Landing on skiis, they had taxied almost to the door of the low fisherman’s cabin which was to be their temporary home.


      Here Sandy was to study wild life, find out all he could about trapping wild moose and send interesting stories out over the short-wave radio. Here Jeanne was to wander at will over the great white wilderness. And this was exactly what she was doing now.


      “What a world!” she breathed. “What a glorious world God has given us!” Her gaze swept a magic wilderness.


      Her heart leaped anew as she thought of the chance circumstances that had brought her to this “Magic Isle” sixty miles from the Michigan mainland in winter.


      “I am going to like Vivian,” she told herself. “I am sure she is quite grand.” She paused a moment to consider. Vivian was the fisherman’s daughter. Her hands were rough, her face was tanned brown. Her clothing of coarse material was stoutly made to stand many storms. Jeanne was dressed at this moment in a sweater of bright red. It was wool, soft as eiderdown. Her dark blue knickers were of the latest cloth and pattern. Miss Mabee had outfitted her in this lavish manner.


      “Vivian and I shall be the finest friends in all the world!” she exclaimed.


      With that, she squared her slender shoulders, threw back her thick golden hair, drew her wool cap down tight, then went struggling toward her goal.


      Twenty minutes later a cry of pure joy escaped her lips. “How wonderful! How perfectly gorgeous!


      “And yet—” her voice dropped. “How strange! They did not tell me there was a lake on the other side, a gem of a lake hidden away beneath the ridges. I—I doubt if they knew. How little some people know about the places near their own homes!


      “I—I’ll give it a name!” she cried, seized by a sudden inspiration. “It shall be called ‘Lost Lake.’ Lost Lake,” she murmured. As she looked down upon it, it seemed a mirror set in a frame of darkest green.


      “Hemlock turned to pitchy black


      Against the whiteness at their back.”


      “My Lost Lake,” she whispered, “I must see it closer.”


      Little did she dream that this simple decision would result in mysteries and adventures such as she had seldom before known.


      “How wonderful it all is!” she exclaimed again, as at last her feet rested on the glistening surface of the little lost lake.


      She went shuffling across the dark, deeply frozen surface. The first spell of severe weather of that autumn had come with a period of dead calm. All the small lakes of the island had frozen over smooth as glass. And now, though the ice was more than a foot thick, it was possible while gliding across it to catch sight of dull gray rocks and deep yawning shadows where the water was deep.


      Only the day before on Long Lake, which was close to Vivian’s home, Jeanne and her friend had thrown themselves flat down on the ice, shaded their eyes and peered into the shadowy depth below. They had found it a fascinating adventure into the great unknown. In places, standing like a miniature forest, tall, heavy-leafed pikeweeds greeted their eyes. Among these, like giant dirigibles moored to the tree-tops, long black pickerel lay. Waving their fins gently to and fro, they stared up with great round eyes. Here, too, at times they saw whole schools of yellow perch and wall-eyes. Once, too, they caught sight of a scaly monster more than six feet long. He was so huge and ugly, they shuddered at sight of him. Vivian had decided he must be a sturgeon and marveled at his presence in these waters.


      Recalling all this, Jeanne now slipped the snowshoes from off her feet and, throwing herself flat on the ice, began her own little exploring expedition beneath the surface of her own private lake.


      She had just sighted a school of tiny perch when a strange and apparently impossible sight caught her gaze. Faint, but quite unmistakable, there came to her mental vision a circle of gold, and within that circle these letters and figures: D.X.123.


      One moment it was there. The next it was blotted out by the passing of that school of small fish. When the fish had passed, the vision too was gone.


      “I didn’t see it at all,” she told herself. “It was just a picture flashed on the walls of my memory—something I saw long ago. It is like the markings on an airplane—the plane’s number. But it really wasn’t there at all.


      “I have it!” she exclaimed. “That must be the number on the airplane that carried us here. I’ll look and see when I get back.”


      She straightened up to look about her. As she did so, she realized that the sun had gone under a cloud. Disquieting thought, this may have been the reason for the vanishing picture in the depths below.


      “The fish hid it. Then the sun went under that cloud. I must look again.” She settled down to await the passing of that cloud.


      “What if I see it again?” she thought. “Shall I tell the others? Will they believe me? Probably not. Laugh at me, tell me I’ve been seeing things.


      “I know what I’ll do!” She came to a sudden decision. “I’ll bring Vivian up here and have her look. I’ll not tell her a thing, but just have her look. Then if she sees it I’ll know—”


      But the sun was out from behind the cloud—time to look again.


      Her heart was beating painfully from excitement as she shaded her eyes once more.


      For a time she could make out nothing but rocks and deep shadows. Then the school of small fish circled back.


      “Have to wait.” She heaved a sigh almost of relief.


      But now something startled the perch. They went scurrying away. And there, just as it had been before, was the circle and that mysterious sign: D.X.123.


      Ten seconds more it lingered. Then, as before, it vanished. Once again the bright light had faded. This time a large cloud was over the sun. It would take an hour, perhaps two, for it to pass.


      “I must go back,” she sighed. Slipping on her snowshoes, she turned about to make her way laboriously up the ridge.


      As she struggled on, climbing a rocky ridge here, battling her way through a thick cluster of balsams there, then out upon a level, barren space, a strange feeling came over her, a feeling she could not at all explain. It was as if someone were trying to whisper into her ear a startling and mysterious truth. She listened in vain for the whisper. It did not come. And yet, as she once more began the upward climb it was with a feeling, almost a conviction, that all she had done in the last few days—the flight to Isle Royale, her hours about the cabin stove, the climb up this ridge, her discovery of Lost Lake and that mysterious D.X.123—was somehow a part of that which she had left behind with Florence in Chicago.


      “I can’t see how it could be,” she murmured, “yet somehow I feel this is true.”


      That same evening in Miss Mabee’s studio an interesting experiment was in progress. Made desperate by her terrifying experiences in that tenth floor “retreat” of Madame Zaran and Professor Alcapar, and quite convinced that the beautiful June Travis was in great danger, Florence had resolved to use every possible means to discover the whereabouts of June’s father and bring him back.


      “Gone ten years!” Doubt whispered to her, “He’s dead; he must be.” Yet faith would not allow her to believe this.


      She had put herself in touch with June’s home and had secured permission to invite her to the studio. When June arrived, she found not only Florence, but the young psychologist, Rodney Angel, and Tum Morrow. Tum had his violin.


      “The point is,” the psychologist launched at once into the business at hand, “you, June Travis, wish to find your father. If you can recall some of your surroundings while you were with him, we may be able to locate those surroundings, and through them some friend who may know at least which way he went.


      “Now,” he said in a tone of perfect ease, “we are here together, four friends in this beautiful studio. Our friend Tum is going to give us some music. Do you like waltz time?”


      “I adore it.”


      “Waltz time,” he nodded to Tum.


      “While he plays,” he went on, “we shall sit before the open fire, and that should remind you of Christmas, stockings and all that. I’m going to ask you to think back as far as you can, Christmas by Christmas. That should not be hard. Perhaps last Christmas was a glad one because all your friends were present, the one before that sad because some treasured one was gone. Think back, back, back, and let us see if we cannot at last arrive at the last one you spent with your father.”


      “Oh!” The look on June’s face became animated. “I—I’ll try hard.”


      “Not too hard. Just let your thoughts flow back, like a stream. Now, Tum, the music.”


      For ten minutes there was no sound save the sweet, melodious voice of Tum’s violin.


      “Now,” whispered the psychologist, “think! Last Christmas? Was it glad or sad?”


      “Glad.”


      “And the one before?”


      “Glad.”


      “And the one before that?”


      “Sad.”


      So they went on back through the years until with some hesitation the girl said once more, “Sad.”


      “Why?” the psychologist asked quickly.


      “I wanted a doll. I had always had a new doll for Christmas. The lady gave me no doll.”


      “But who always gave you a doll at Christmas?” In the young psychologist’s eye shone a strange light.


      “A man, a short, jolly man.”


      “And the last doll he gave you had golden hair?” He leaned forward eagerly.


      “No. The hair was brown. The doll’s eyes opened and shut.”


      “So you opened its eyes and said, ‘See the fire!’”


      “No. I took the doll to the window and said, ‘See the tower.’”


      “What sort of tower?” The air of the room grew tense, yet the girl did not know it.


      “A brownstone tower. A round tower with a round flat roof of stone. There was a bell in the tower that rang and rang on Christmas Eve.”


      “Could you draw it?” He pressed pencil and paper into her hand. She made a crude drawing, then held it up to him.


      “It will do,” he breathed. “Now, one more question. What kind of a house was it you lived in then?”


      “A red brick house—square and a little ugly.”


      “Fine! Wonderful!” Rodney Angel relaxed. “I know that tower. There is only one such in all Chicago-land. It was built before the Civil War. It is a college tower. I doubt if there is more than one red brick house within sight of it. If there is not, then that is where you lived. And if you lived there, we will be able to find someone who knew that short, stout, jolly man who was your father.”


      “My father!” the girl cried, “No! It can’t be! He is tall, slim and dignified.”


      “Do you know that to be a fact?” The young man stared.


      “I saw him in the crystal ball.”


      “Oh!” Rodney heaved a sigh of relief. “Well, perhaps your father is subject to change without notice. We shall see.


      “And now—” he turned a smiling face to Florence. “How about another cup of coffee and just another piece of pie, or perhaps two?”


      “To think!” June looked at the young psychologist with unconcealed admiration. “You helped me do what I have never been able to do before. You made me think back to those days when I was with my father!”


      “Some day,” Rodney said thoughtfully, “people will begin to understand the working of their own minds. And what a grand day that will be!


      “In the meantime,” he smiled a bright smile, “if you girls have had any dreams you don’t quite understand, bring them to little old Rodney. He’ll do his best to unravel them.


      “Now,” he sighed, “how about the pie?”


      CHAPTER XVII


      FROM OUT THE PAST


      In the meantime, Jeanne, having returned from her little voyage of discovery on Isle Royale, was learning something of life as it went forward at Chippewa Harbor. Here, on the shores of a little cove, Holgar Carlson, a sturdy Scandinavian fisherman, had his home. There were four children; two girls, Violet and Vivian, about the same age as Jeanne, and two small boys. From November until April no boats visit the island. It would be difficult to picture a more completely isolated spot. And yet Violet and Vivian, who were to be Jeanne’s companions, were never lonesome. They had their duties and their special interests which kept them quite fully employed. And, had they but known it, the coming of Jeanne meant mystery and unusual discoveries.


      “Discovery.” Ah, yes, to Vivian, the younger and more active of the two sisters, this was one grand word. On this unusual island she had made many a discovery.


      “This,” she was saying to Jeanne with the air of one about to display rich treasures, “is our curiosity shop. Not everyone who comes to Chippewa Harbor gets a peek in here.”


      After removing a heavy padlock she swung wide a massive door of varnished logs.


      “You see,” she explained as Jeanne’s eyes wandered from one article to another displayed on the shelves of the narrow room, “each article here has something to do with the history of Isle Royale.”


      “Only look!” Jeanne exclaimed. “Arrowheads and spear points of copper! A gun—such an old looking one! A pistol, too, and a brass cannon. Some very queer axes! Did you find them all by yourself?” she asked in surprise.


      “Oh, my, no!” Vivian laughed. “They come from all over the island. Fishermen are constantly finding things. Some were found where long lost villages have been, or around deserted mines. Then, too, some were taken up in nets.”


      “In nets?” Jeanne’s voice showed astonishment.


      “You’d be surprised!” Vivian’s face glowed. She had something truly interesting to tell.


      “We set our nets close to the lake bottom. Sometimes the water is deep, sometimes shallow, but always the net is on the bottom. Storms come and bring things rolling in. The waves work heavy objects over our nets. If a net is strong enough, when it is lifted, up they come.


      “And not so easily either!” she amended. “Sometimes it takes a lot of pulling and hauling. Not so fine when it’s freezing on shore and snow is blowing in your eyes. If you get a log in your net, all water soaked, and so long you never see both ends of it if you work for an hour, then the net slips from your half-frozen fingers, and it’s just too bad! The net is gone forever.


      “Look.” She put a hand on some hard mass that rested on the lower shelf. “We brought that up in our net.”


      “What is it?” Jeanne asked.


      “Lift it.” Vivian smiled.


      Lightly Jeanne grasped it. Then she let out a low exclamation. “Whew! How heavy!”


      “Eighty pounds,” said Vivian, not without a show of pride. “Solid copper.


      “You see,” she went on, allowing her eyes to sweep the place, “it is just this that has made me realize that history and geography are not just dull things to be studied and forgotten. When father brought in that mass of copper, I wanted to know all about it, how it got there and all that.


      “Well,” she sighed, “I didn’t find out everything, because no one seems to know whether it was put in its present form by the grinding of glaciers or by the heat of a volcano. I did find out a great deal, though.


      “Then,” she hurried on, “one day while I was hoeing in our garden I found this.” She held up a copper spear point. “It belonged to the time when Indians roamed the island, building huge fires; then cracking away the rocks, they uncovered copper. I read all I could about that.


      “Then—” she caught her breath. “Then Mr. Tolman over at Rock Harbor gave me this.” She held up a curious sort of pistol. “They called it a pepper-box. It is more than a hundred years old. Perhaps it belongs to fur-trading days, perhaps to the beginning of the white copper-hunter. Anyway, it took me along in my study. And—”


      “And the first thing you knew,” Jeanne laughed, “history and geography had come alive for you.”


      “Yes, that’s it!” Vivian smiled her appreciation.


      “But look!” Jeanne exclaimed. “What’s this? And where did it come from? Looks as if it had been at the bottom of the sea for a hundred years.”


      “Not quite a hundred years perhaps,” Vivian said slowly, “and not at the bottom of the ocean; only Lake Superior. It’s an old-fashioned barrel-churn, and we caught it in a net.”


      “How very strange!” Jeanne examined it closely. “It’s all screwed up tight.”


      “Yes,” said Vivian, “the fastenings are all corroded. You couldn’t open it without tearing it up, I guess. It’s empty.” She tapped it with the ancient pistol butt, and it gave forth a hollow sound. “So what’s the use of destroying a fine relic just to get a smell of sour buttermilk fifty or more years old?” She laughed a merry laugh.


      “But you got it in a net at the bottom of the lake?” Jeanne’s face wore a puzzled look.


      “About fifty feet down.”


      “If it’s full of air it would float,” Jeanne reasoned, “so it can’t be quite empty.”


      “Lift it. Shake it,” Vivian invited.


      Jeanne complied. “That’s queer!” she murmured after shaking the small copper-bound barrel-churn vigorously. “It’s heavy enough to sink, yet it does appear to be empty.”


      As Jeanne lay in her tiny chamber that night with the distant roar of old Superior in her ears, she found herself confronted with two mysteries. One was intriguing, the other rather startling and perhaps terrible. The first was the mystery of the unopened churn, the other that of those figures and letters with a circle, D.X.123.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      D.X.123


      “There it is. Or is it?” Rodney Angel turned enquiring eyes upon June Travis. They had traveled by the third-rail line twenty miles into the country. There before them stood a large stone building topped by a circular tower. Rodney held his breath. If the girl said “No,” all this work had gone for nothing.


      June half closed her eyes. A dreamy expression overspread her face. Once again she was thinking back, back, back, into the dim, misty realm of her childhood.


      “Yes,” she said quite simply, “yes, that is the tower. I have seen it before. That must have been when I was very young.”


      “Then—” the word was said with a shout of joy. “Then right over there is the brick house you once lived in with your father.”


      “Our house!” Who can describe the emotions that throbbed through June’s being as she looked upon the home of her earliest childhood?


      She was not given long to dream. “Come on,” said Rodney. “There is a little cottage next door to it. Looks as if it were half a century old and been owned by the same person all the time. That person should be able to help us.”


      “That person” turned out to be a little old dried up man with a hooked nose.


      “Do I know who lived in the red brick house ten years ago?” He grinned at Rodney. “Yes, and forty years ago. There was Joe Green and Sam Hicks, and—”


      “But ten years ago!” Rodney insisted.


      “Oh, yes. Now let me think. It was a—oh, yes! That was John Travis.”


      “J—John Travis!” June stammered, fairly overcome with joy. “Oh, Rodney, you surely are a wonder!


      “Please!” There were tears in her eyes as she turned to the old man. “Please tell me all about him! He—he is my father.”


      “Your father? Yes, so he might be. There was a small child and a woman, a little old woman that wasn’t his wife nor his mother—


      “But I can’t tell you much, miss,” he went on, “not a whole lot. He didn’t live here long. Wanderin’ sort, he was. A gold prospector, he was. Made a heap of money at it. Short, jolly sort of man, he was, short and jolly.”


      “See?” Rodney reminded her, “Your memory was O. K.”


      “Short and jolly—” June murmured, “I can’t understand. In the crystal ball—”


      The little old man was talking again. “He seemed to like me, this John Travis. When he went away in an airplane, he—”


      “Airplane!” June breathed.


      “Why, yes, child! Didn’t you know? He went in an airplane. He invited me to the airport. I saw him off. Just such a day as this one, fine and clear, few white clouds afloatin’. I can see that plane sailin’ away. Recollect the number of it even. It was D.X.123.


      “And they say,” he added slowly, “that he never came back!”


      “Wh—where was he going?” June’s voice was husky.


      “That’s what I don’t know. He never told me that.” The old man looked away at the sky as if he would call that airplane back.


      “And that,” he added after a time, “is just about all I can tell you.”


      That too was all they found out from anyone that day. The other people living close to the red brick house were recent arrivals. They knew nothing of John Travis.


      When June, weary and sleepy from travel and excitement, arrived at her home, she found a telephone number in her letter box.


      “Florence wants me to call,” she thought. “Wonder if she’s found out something important. I’ll have a cup of tea to get my nerves right. Then I’ll give her a ring.”


      CHAPTER XIX


      ONE WILD DREAM


      Jeanne watched a blue and white airplane soar aloft over a lake of pure blue. Now the plane was two miles away, now one mile, and now—now it was right over her head. But what was this? A tiny speck appeared beneath the airplane. It grew and grew. Now it was the size of a walnut, now a baseball, now a toy balloon, now—but now it was right over her head! It had fallen from the plane. It was big, big as a small barrel. It would crush her!


      But no! She would catch it. She put out her hands and caught it easily as she might have a real toy balloon.


      She looked at it closely. It was a barrel-like affair, an ancient churn.


      “Not heavy at all,” she whispered.


      But what was this? She was sinking, going down, down, down. She was in the lake, sinking, sinking. But that did not appear to matter. She could breathe easily. The churn was still in her hands when she reached bottom.


      Fishes came to stare at her and at the churn, friendly fishes they appeared to be. They stood away and stared.


      But now they were gone, scooting away in great fright. A scaly monster with big staring eyes rushed at her. She screamed, made one wild rush—then suddenly awoke to find herself sitting up in bed. She had been dreaming.


      But what bed was this—what place? For one full moment she could not tell. It was all so very strange! The ceiling was low. There were two other narrow beds in the room. A large black pipe ran through the center of the room. The place was cold. She shuddered, then drew the covers over her. Then, of a sudden, she remembered. She was in a fisherman’s cottage on Isle Royale in Lake Superior. She had come there by airplane with Sandy, who was to watch men trap wild moose.


      Her real airplane ride was to be a long remembered adventure. To go sailing over miles and miles of dark blue waters, then to catch sight of something very white that really was an island but which, at a distance, looked like a white frosted cake resting on a dark blue tablecloth—oh, that had given her a real thrill.


      “All that was no dream,” she assured herself, “for here are my two good friends, Vivian and Violet Carlson, sleeping close by me in their own beds. And that,” she decided, “is why I dreamed of an airplane.”


      But was it? And what of the barrel-churn? The churn—ah, yes, she remembered now. Vivian had shown it to her in her curiosity shop. It was closed tight, all rusted shut, and it had been picked up from the bottom of the lake in a fisherman’s net.


      “But it’s heavy,” she told herself. “I’d like to know what’s inside it, if anything at all. I’ll find out, too. You can make things unscrew, even if they’re terribly rusted, by putting kerosene on them. I’ve seen father do that. I’ll ask Vivian if I may try to do it, perhaps tomorrow.”


      For a moment, lying there listening to the crackling of the fire in the stove below their room, she felt all comfortable and happy. She was in a strange little world, a fisherman’s world on Isle Royale. Everything was new and lovely. There were sleds and snowshoes, wild moose to trap, everything.


      Then of a sudden her brow wrinkled. She had recalled the airplane in that dream. What did it mean? Then, as in a vision, she saw a circle, and inside the circle D.X.123.


      “I saw it at the bottom of that little lost lake,” she told herself as a chill ran up her spine. “Anyway, I thought I saw it. And I must know!” She clenched her hands hard. “I must know for sure! I’ll just make Vivian come there with me. I’ll tell her to look down there, ask her to tell me what she sees, then I’ll know for sure whether it is real or only a sort of day-dream.


      “I must,” she whispered, “must—must—must—”


      Once again she was lost to the world, this time to a land of dreamless sleep.


      When she awoke, Vivian was sitting up in bed.


      “Hello, there!” was Vivian’s cheery greeting. “Sleep well?”


      “Fine!” Jeanne laughed. “Everything seems strange, but I love it.”


      “Not quite like a city,” Vivian agreed, “but we all like it. We seem so secure. Father earns enough in summer to buy flour, sugar, hams, bacon and lots of canned stuff, so we won’t go hungry. The lake brings us some wood and the ridges give us plenty more. We won’t get cold. So—”


      “So you’re safe as a meadow mouse in his hole!” Jeanne said happily.


      A half hour later she was seated at a long table pouring syrup on steaming pancakes. A sturdy, bronze-faced young man sat at her side.


      “Are you the moose-trapper?” she asked timidly.


      “Why, yes.” The young man’s hearty laugh reassured her. “Yes, that’s what you might call me.


      “Like to see one trapped?” he asked suddenly.


      “Yes! Oh, yes, I’d love it!” Jeanne cried quickly.


      “All right. You and Vivian come along with me after breakfast. We’ve baited the trap with some very tempting birch twigs. We’ll watch it from the ridge above. I shouldn’t wonder if we’d get one. Anyway, you’ll see the trap.”


      Donning mackinaws and heavy sweaters a half hour later, they crept out into the frosty air of morning—Jeanne, Vivian, Sandy MacQueen, and the moose-trapper.


      Snow lay thick everywhere. About the ends of ridges it had been blown clear, only to be found piled in drifts not far away. In quiet spots it was soft and deep. Only the use of snowshoes made travel possible. In silence they marched single file up the rise at the back of the house, then through a forest of spruce and birch to the barren rocky ridge above.


      From this vantage point they could see far out over the dark endless waters of Lake Superior. But this did not interest them. Their eyes were focused on a narrow stretch of low growing timber almost directly beneath them.


      “You can’t see the corral fence for the trees,” the moose-trapper explained in a whisper. “Only here and there you catch a glimpse of it. We built a four-foot fence of woven wire at first. But the moose,” he chuckled, “they didn’t know it was a fence, so they lifted their long legs and hopped over the top of it. After that we put poles above the wire. That worked better. We—”


      “Listen!” Jeanne broke in. “What was that?” Her keen ears had caught some sound from behind.


      “Might be a moose,” Vivian whispered. “It is a moose. Look!”


      “Oh!” Jeanne started back.


      “He won’t harm you,” Vivian whispered.


      The moose, not a stone’s throw away, was trying in vain to reach the lowest branch of a balsam tree.


      “How huge he is! And such terrible antlers!” Jeanne crowded close to her companions.


      “He’ll be losing those antlers soon,” Vivian whispered back. “They grow new ones every year. He—”


      At that moment the moose, whose keen ear had apparently detected a sound, made a quick, silent move. Next instant he was gone.


      “He—he vanished like magic!” Jeanne exclaimed. “And with never a sound.”


      “Most silent creature in the world.” The moose-trapper’s voice was low. “And one of the most harmless. It seems strange that anyone should wish to kill such an attractive wild thing. And yet, thousands pay large prices for the privilege of shooting them! It’s up to the younger generations to be less cruel.”


      “Girls don’t wish to kill wild things,” said Jeanne.


      “That’s right. Most of them seem to have a high regard for the life of all creatures,” the moose-trapper agreed. “They have their part to do, though. They can teach the boys of their own neighborhood and especially their own brothers to be more humane. We—


      “Look!” he exclaimed. The quality of his whisper changed. “Down there is the trap. See that large square made of boards that seem to hang in the air?”


      “Yes, yes!” Jeanne replied eagerly.


      “That’s the door to the trap. The moose springs the trap. You see there’s a narrow corral. It’s half full of birch and balsam boughs. The moose smells these. He is hungry. He goes through the door, munches away at the branches, at last pulls at one. This drags at a string and down goes the door. He’s a prisoner.


      “But a happy prisoner,” he hastened to add. “There are ten moose in the big corral. When we got them they were little more than skin and bones. Now they are getting fat. We feed them well.”


      It is doubtful if Jeanne heard more than half that was said. Her eyes were upon a brown creature that moved slowly through the thin forest below. “He’s going toward the trap—our moose,” she was saying to herself. “Now he’s only fifty yards away. And now he walks still faster. He’s smelled the bait in the trap. He—


      “What will happen to those who are trapped?” she asked quite suddenly.


      “Probably be taken to a game sanctuary on the mainland where there’s plenty of moose feed,” the trapper said.


      “Oh!” Jeanne whispered. “Then I hope we get him.”


      “Looks as if we might.” The moose-trapper’s face shone with hope. “He’s the finest specimen we’ve seen yet.”


      Moments passed, moments that were packed with suspense. Now the great brown creature stood sniffing at the entrance to the trap. Now he advanced a step or two. Now he thrust out his nose in a vain attempt to reach a branch that was inside. Jeanne laughed low. He surely cut a comical picture, long legs, extended neck, bulging eyes.


      Another step, two, three, four, five.


      “He—he’s inside!” Jeanne breathed.


      Yes, the moose was inside. He was munching twigs and small branches, yet nothing happened. The suspense continued. Would he satisfy his hunger and leave without springing the trap? Jeanne studied the moose-trapper’s face. She read nothing there.


      Of a sudden the moose, seeming to grow impatient of his small twigs, reached far out for a large balsam bough, and bang!—the trap was sprung.


      Startled, the moose sprang forward. Next instant he was racing madly about the small enclosure. Almost at once an opening appeared and he dashed through it to disappear from sight. “He—he’s gone!” Jeanne exclaimed.


      “Only into the larger corral.” The moose-trapper chuckled. “He’ll find a number of old friends there. They will tell him they’ve found a good boarding place. Soon he will be as happy as any of them. And say!” he cried, “What a grand big fellow he is! Jeanne, I believe you have brought good luck with you.”


      “I—I hope so.” Jeanne beamed.


      That bright winter’s day passed all too soon. At times Jeanne thought of asking Vivian to accompany her to the top of the ridge and down to the little lost lake, but always she was busy with household duties. Night found the request lingering unexpressed on her lips.


      “Darkness fell on the wings of night.”


      Lamps were lit, kerosene lamps that gave forth a steady yellow glow. Pulpwood logs, gathered from the shore where they were stranded, roared and crackled in the great stove.


      Jeanne sat dreaming by the fire. Not all her dreams were happy ones. One thought haunted her: she must take Vivian to that little lost lake. What would she see? What would she?


      Jeanne was asking herself this question when her thoughts were caught and held by a conversation between the young airplane pilot who had flown them to the island and Sandy MacQueen, the reporter.


      “I’d think you could write a whole book about mystery planes,” the pilot suggested.


      “Mystery planes?” Sandy sat up straight.


      “Yes,” the pilot replied. “Planes that have flown away into the blue and just vanished. There have been several, you know.” His tone was earnest. “During the war there were aces of the air that vanished. What happened? Did they grow sick of the terror of war and just fly away?


      “There have been several in recent years,” he went on. “One started for Central America, the X.Z.43. Nothing was ever heard of it. One headed for Japan, the B.L.92. And then there was the D.X.123. Queer about that!”


      “The D.X.123!” Jeanne whispered the words. She wanted to scream them. She said nothing out loud, just sat there staring. D.X.123! Those were the letters and figures she had seen down at the bottom of the lost lake. Or, had she seen them? Had she just imagined them? Had she seen them in a paper and was this only an after-image?


      She wanted to ask the pilot what happened to the D.X.123. She could not. At last she rose from her place.


      “I—I’m going for a little walk,” she said. “All alone. I won’t get lost. I’ll watch the light from the house. It will guide me back.”


      The crisp night air was like ice on a hot summer day to her burning cheeks. Her mind was full of wild thoughts. How strange life was!


      Then she looked up at the heavens. The stars were there, had been there since earliest history of man, and long before that. Back of the stars was God. And God was from everlasting to everlasting.


      “God guide me aright!” she prayed reverently.


      So she wandered on and on over the trail that ran up the ridge and led to a view of the great Lake Superior. She wanted to see the moon as it shone upon the dark waters of night.


      She was not destined to have her wish. Suddenly as she rounded that clump of spruce trees, she heard a groan that sent a chill of terror coursing up her spine.


      Turning quickly about, she saw, not ten paces behind her, the most gigantic moose that had ever lived, or so it seemed to her. His antlers were like broad flat beams and his eyes, as she threw her flashlight’s glow upon them, shone like fire.


      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Go back! Go back!” But the giant moose came straight on.


      CHAPTER XX


      SOME CONSIDERABLE TREASURE


      June Travis felt her hand tremble as she took down the receiver to call Florence. “Whose hand would not tremble?” she asked herself. And indeed the events of the past few days had been exciting. Now Florence had left word to call her. “Something very important to talk about!” That was her message.


      “Hello! Hello!” she heard. “Yes, this is Florence.


      “Oh, June, the strangest things do happen!” she exclaimed. “You remember that little story I wrote about your lost father?”


      “Yes. I—”


      “Well, today while I was out, a little lady in gray called at the office. Frances Ward talked to her. And was she mysterious! Wanted to talk to me, no one else. After that, she said she would talk to you, or to both of us at once. Had something tremendously important to tell you. It—it’s about your father.”


      “Oh!” June gasped.


      “Of course—” the voice at the other end of the line dropped. “Of course, you must not expect too much. She said something about mind-reading, mental telepathy and all that. She may be just one more fortune teller. But somehow I can’t help but feel that she isn’t. She lives in quite an exclusive section of the city. Mrs. Ward says she wouldn’t be allowed to put out a sign in that section. And what’s a fortune teller without a sign? So—”


      “Oh, I’m all excited!” June thrilled.


      “Well, you mustn’t be—at least not too much. Tomorrow I’ve got to go after something else. Remember that gypsy fortune teller who stole four hundred dollars? I’ve got to find her.”


      “But won’t that be terribly dangerous?” June’s voice wavered.


      “Danger? What is danger?” Florence laughed. “Anyway, it’s part of my job. I really haven’t accomplished much yet. Been drawing my pay all the time. Perhaps this will be a scoop.”


      As you shall see, it was a “scoop” in more ways than one.


      If Florence was anticipating trouble, Jeanne, on far-away Isle Royale, was in the midst of it at that very moment.


      Who can describe Jeanne’s fright as she turned about on the wintry trail to look into the gleaming eyes of a giant moose? She expected nothing less than a wild snorting charge from the monster.


      And where should she go? To swing about and dash back over the trail was impossible. The way was too narrow. To go forward meant that she would come at last to the brink of a rocky precipice. At the foot of this precipice, piled up by an early winter storm, were great jagged masses of ice.


      “Go back!” she screamed at the top of her voice. “Go back!”


      But the moose did not go back. Instead he lowered his great antlers, took three steps forward, then after opening his great mouth and, allowing an apparently endless tongue to roll about, he let forth a most terrific roar.


      To say that Jeanne was frightened would be not to express her feelings at all. She was fairly paralyzed with fear.


      As if this were not enough, her startled eyes caught some further movement in the brush that grew to the right of the trail. As her trembling fingers directed the light of her torch there, a second smaller pair of eyes gleamed at her, then another and yet another.


      “Wolves—bush wolves!” Her heart sank to the depths of despair.


      She raced forward in a mad hope of finding foothold for descending the cliff that led down to the lake’s shore. She caught the magnificent picture of dark waters white with racing foam, a path of gold that was moonlight, and beyond that, limitless night. Then a strange thing happened. The giant moose, having given vent to a second roar, took one more step forward; then stumbling, fell upon his knees.


      Strangest of all, he did not rise at once. Instead, as if the great weight of his towering antlers were too much for him to bear, he allowed his head to drop forward until his broad nose rested on the ground. For one full moment he remained thus.


      As for Jeanne, she raced on to the edge of the precipice. Instantly she shrank back. Surely here was no way of escape. A sheer drop of fifty feet, and beneath that, up-ended fragments of ice standing like bayonets waiting for one who might drop. This was what met her gaze.


      Strangely enough, in the midst of all this terror, the glorious scene—limitless water, golden moon and night, so gripped her that for the instant her mind was filled with it.


      “The heavens declare the glory of God,” she murmured.


      Perhaps it was just this consciousness of the nearness of God and the glory of His world that quieted her soul and gave her the power to see things as they truly were.


      As she turned back from the precipice, she saw the moose struggling to regain his feet. “Until he is up again, he is harmless,” she assured herself. Having thrown her light full upon him, she cried out in surprise.


      “Why! The poor fellow! He is like a walking skeleton! He must be starving!”


      Like a flash all was changed. Fear gave way to pity and desire to aid. She recalled the moose-trapper’s words: “We think they are underfed—perhaps starving.” Here was one who had failed to find food. How could she help him?


      For a moment she could not think. Then it came to her that the food in the moose-trap was branches of white birch, mountain-ash and balsam. Close to the moose, who still struggled vainly to rise, was a clump of birch trees.


      “They are small, but the branches are too high for him,” she told herself. “If I cut down the one that leans toward him, it will almost touch him. If I do—”


      She hesitated. At her belt hung a small axe in a sheath. Dared she use it? Could she take the dozen steps toward that moose and wield her axe upon that tree with a steady hand? Her heart pounded painfully. Then, as if whispered in her ear, there came to her, “He notes the sparrow’s fall.”


      There was no further hesitation. Gripping her axe, she advanced boldly. As she did so, the moose gave vent to one more terrifying roar. But Jeanne scarcely heard. She had formed a purpose. It should be carried out.


      Thwack! Thwack! Thwack! Her axe sounded out in the silent night. Came a cracking sound. The small tree swayed, then went down. The top branches switched the great beast’s nose. He did not appear to mind, but, reaching out, began eating greedily.


      “There!” Jeanne breathed. “Now we’ll do one more for good measure.”


      A second tree tottered to a fall; then, still gripping her axe, Jeanne sped on the wings of the wind toward the cabin where the lamp still sent out its inviting gleam.


      One sound gave speed to her swift feet. The blood-curdling howl of a bush wolf was answered by another and yet another.


      “I’ll fix those wolves!” Mr. Carlson exclaimed as Jeanne, five minutes later, in excited words told her story. Taking down his rifle, he disappeared into the dark outside. Shortly after there came the short quick crack-crack-crack of a rifle. After that the night was silent.


      “That moose,” said Violet, the quiet, studious sister of Vivian, who took an especial pleasure in watching all manner of wild creatures, “must have been Old Black Joe. We called him that,” she laughed, “because he was almost black, and because he was so old.


      “How he does love apples!” She laughed again.


      “Yes, and you fed him almost half a bushel!” said Vivian reprovingly. “As if there were apple trees on Isle Royale.


      “We had to buy them,” she explained to Jeanne. “Brought them all the way from Houghton.”


      “But think what I got out of it in the end!” Violet reminded her sister.


      “Yes,” Vivian agreed.


      “You see,” Violet explained enthusiastically, “Old Black Joe got so tame after I had fed him a peck of apples, one at a time, that he’d follow me about like a pet lamb. And oh, the noises he’d make way down in his throat asking for more apples!


      “Then one day a man came here to get pictures of wild life. Old Black Joe and I put on a real show for him. I didn’t quite ride the old fellow’s back, but I did almost. The picture came out fine. When the man left he gave me a whole twenty dollar bill for our boat. Wasn’t that grand?”


      “Depends on how good a boat it was,” said Jeanne.


      “We haven’t the boat yet. We’re saving for it,” said Violet.


      Jeanne looked puzzled. “I thought you sold him a boat for twenty dollars.”


      “Oh, no!” Violet laughed merrily. “He gave that money to us so we could apply it on the boat we are going to buy. But of course,” Violet paused. “You wouldn’t understand. For quite a long time Vivian and I have been saving up to buy a boat, a smart little motor boat we can use for taking people on picnics, fishing trips and cruising parties. You saw the cabins at the foot of the hill. Tourists come to the island and rent them in summer. Vivian and I could help father out with the family expenses if we had a boat.”


      “And next year we want to go to high school on the mainland,” Vivian put in.


      “We’ve got nearly sixty dollars,” Violet concluded, “but of course that’s not nearly enough.”


      For a moment there was silence in the room. Then Violet said, “If that really is Old Black Joe, we must manage to get him into the corral. There are a few apples left. I’ll just lead him right in.”


      “Y-yes,” drawled the moose-trapper, “and after he’s in, you’ll have to feed him. He’s so old he’s almost sure to die on our hands. What we’re after is good live young moose that will stand shipping.”


      “All right! All right, sir! We’ll feed him!” the girls agreed as with one voice. “And you’ll see. He’ll be the prize picture of the big show in the spring.”


      Jeanne did not go over Greenstone Ridge and down to her Lost Lake next morning. It was a day of wild storm. The wind whistled and sang about the cabin. The spruce trees swayed and sighed. The wind, like a white sheet, rose and fell as it swept across the frozen surface of the harbor.


      Despite all this, the three girls hunted up Old Black Joe. He had fallen asleep beneath a cluster of cedars. Had the girls not found him, this sleep might well have been his last. As it was, only by eager coaxing and reluctant flogging were they able at last to usher him into the trap that was in truth a haven.


      “There!” Vivian exclaimed. “Now we have let ourselves in for a winter’s work. That moose-trapper does not like bringing in boughs any too well. He’ll surely hold us to our bargain.”


      “But I’m sure poor Old Black Joe needs a friend,” said Jeanne.


      “And he’ll pay us back, you’ll see!” said the sentimental Violet. “Don’t forget that line about casting your bread on the waters.”


      “We’ll cast our brush on the snow,” Vivian laughed, “but it’s really all the same.”


      When they were back at the cabin and well thawed out, Jeanne found herself thinking once more of the mysterious airplane, D.X.123, that had vanished, and the strange coincidence of her seeing those signs at the bottom of Lost Lake. Soon she found herself brooding over the possible discoveries she might make in the very near future.


      “This won’t do!” she told herself stoutly. “Surely dread has spoiled many a fine life, and more often than not there is really nothing to be feared.”


      To clear her mind of this dark shadow, she began searching about for some bright dream when, with a mental “I have it!” she sprang to her feet. She had thought of the ancient churn. “Another mystery,” she told herself, “and this will be a joyous one, I feel sure.”


      She went in search of Vivian and, to her vast astonishment, found her cooped up in a tiny room heated by an oil stove. Over the girl’s head a pair of ear-phones were tightly clamped. By the expression on her face, Jeanne knew her to be so absorbed as to be completely lost to the world.


      For a full five minutes Jeanne stood patiently waiting. Then, with a start, Vivian looked her way. “Oh!” she exclaimed, “I didn’t know you were there.”


      “But what are you doing?” Jeanne asked. “There is a radio in the living room. Surely you don’t have to—”


      “Coop myself up in here to listen?” Vivian put in. “No. But this is not just a receiving radio. It is a radio station; short wave. We are licensed to send messages free of charge. And we do send them.” Her eyes shone with pride. “We are the only station on the island. We saved a boy’s life by calling a doctor from the mainland. We called for the coast guard when a hydroplane crashed on Rock Harbor. Oh, yes, and we’ve done much more. But now, I was about to get off a message telling of the moose trap. You see, we’re the radio news reporter for this corner of the world.”


      “I’m sorry I disturbed you,” Jeanne apologized. “It must be fascinating.”


      “But Vivian,” she changed the subject, “do you mind if I look at the things in your museum?”


      “No. Here’s the key.”


      “And Vivian—I—” Jeanne hesitated, “I’d like to try opening that old churn.”


      “Whatever for?” Vivian exclaimed.


      “Just a feeling about it.”


      “All right. But you won’t break anything?”


      “Not a thing.” Jeanne took the key and hurried away, little dreaming that the short wave station she had just seen was to have a large part in the mystery drama that was to be played by the inhabitants of Chippewa Harbor on Isle Royale, in the days that were to come.


      Armed with a bottle of kerosene and a small knife, Jeanne slipped into the “museum” and closed the door. It was a wintry spot, that small room, but warmed by her enthusiasm, she began her task without one shiver. Soon she was scraping away at the corroded metal clasps, applying kerosene, scraping again.


      For a long time there was not the least sign of success. She was all but ready to give up when, as her stout young hands turned at one screw it gave forth the faintest sort of squeak.


      “Oh, you will!” she breathed exultantly. Then she redoubled her efforts.


      At the end of another half hour that one clamp was entirely loose. Three others remained. Another half hour and, quite suddenly, as if resistance were no longer possible, two clamps loosened at once. “Oh!” she breathed. “Now I have you!”


      This was true, for once three clamps were loosed, the cover could be removed. Here she paused. Though an only child, Jeanne had never been selfish. She had always shared her joys, whenever possible. She was about to open a thing that had been closed for half a century or more. What would she find? “A whiff of sour buttermilk,” as Vivian had prophesied? If more than this, what then?


      “A laugh or a secret is always better when shared,” she told herself.


      Opening the door, she called softly, “Girls! Come here!”


      When Vivian and Violet had entered she closed the door. “See!” she said in the most mysterious of tones. “It’s done like this. You turn this screw, then that one. Now this one, now that one, and, presto! It’s open.”


      It was true the churn smelled of sour buttermilk, and such a sourness as it was! This was not all, however. Wedged into the churn so it could not possibly be shaken about was some heavy object.


      “It’s copper!” Vivian exclaimed. “A lump of pure native copper taken from the rocks here on the island. How strange!”


      “Look!” Jeanne whispered. “Here, tucked away in a crevice of the copper, is a bit of paper.”


      “A note! It’s written on!” Violet cried.


      As Jeanne’s trembling fingers unfolded it, at the very center of a small page filled with writing, her eyes caught three words that stood out like mountain peaks. The words were: Some considerable treasure.


      CHAPTER XXI


      BATTLE ROYAL


      “Why can’t people take care of their money?” It was on that same afternoon that Florence found herself asking this question. There was a scowl on her brow as she journeyed slowly toward the home of Margaret DeLane, the widow who had been robbed by a gypsy fortune teller. “Some people are so stupid they don’t deserve any help,” she was thinking as she studied the faces about her on the street car. Stolid and stupid they surely appeared to be. “Not an attractive face among them all. They—”


      She broke off to stifle a groan. The woman she sat next to was large. This had crowded her half into the aisle. A second woman, in passing, had stepped on her foot. Instead of appearing sorry about it, the woman grinned as if to say, “Ha! Ha! Big joke!”


      “Big joke!” Florence thought grimly. “Life’s a big joke, and the joke’s always on me.” Life had not seemed so joyous since Jeanne had gone away. It is surprising that the absence of one person can mean so much to us.


      The street car came to a jerking halt. “My street.” She was up and off the car.


      Her street, and such a street as it was! Narrow and dirty, its sidewalks were lined with ugly, blank-faced, staring frame buildings that appeared to shout insults at her. She trudged on.


      At last she came to the worst building of them all, and there on the front was her number.


      Following instructions, she came at last to a side door. Having knocked, she was admitted at once by a dark-haired girl. This girl, who might have been twelve, wore an apron pinned about her neck. The apron touched the floor.


      “Does Mrs. DeLane live here?” Florence asked.


      “Yes, that’s my mother, and I am Jane,” said the girl. “No, she isn’t here. She’s out scrubbing. She’ll be back very soon. Won’t you sit down?”


      The child was so polite, the place was so neat and clean, that Florence felt as though the sun had suddenly burst through a cloud.


      Two younger children were playing at keeping house in a corner. How beautiful and bright they were! Their eyes, their hair, even their simple cotton garments fairly shone.


      “And this,” thought Florence, swallowing hard, “is what Margaret DeLane lives for.”


      Then suddenly her spirits rose. “Why, this is what we all live for, the little children!” she thought. “We all at times are foolish. Many of us break the law. Few of us who are older deserve a great deal of sympathy. It’s the children, poor little innocent ones, who are too young to do any wrong—they are the ones who suffer.


      “And they must not!” she thought with sudden fierceness. “They must not. We must find that gypsy robber and get that money back!”


      As if in answer to this fierce resolve, the door opened and in walked Margaret DeLane.


      “It was that I wanted to do so much!” the woman all but sobbed as she told her story. “Mrs. Doyle, two doors away, asked a fortune teller how she should invest her money. She said, ‘Buy a house.’ Mrs. Doyle bought a house, one of the worst in the city. Someone wanted the land for what they called ‘slum clearance,’ and Mrs. Doyle doubled her money. So—”


      “So you asked a gypsy woman what to do with your money, and she stole it?” Florence sighed. “Well, we’ve got to go and find that gypsy woman and get the money back. It will be difficult. It may be dangerous. Are you ready?”


      “Ready?” The weary woman reached for her coat. “But you?” She held back. “Why should you—”


      “Oh, that’s part of my job.” Florence forced a laugh. “It’s all in a day’s work. So—come on.”


      They were away, but not until Florence had placed upon the walls of her memory a picture of three smiling children’s faces. “These,” she thought, “shall be my inspiration, come what may!”


      Their search for the gypsy was rewarded with astonishing speed. Scarcely had they rounded a corner to enter noisy and crowded Maxwell Street than the widow DeLane gripped Florence’s arm to whisper, “There! There she is! That’s her.”


      Florence found herself staring at a dark and evil face. The woman was powerfully built. There was about her a suggestion of crouching. “Like some great cat,” Florence thought as a chill ran up her spine.


      That the woman resembled a cat in other ways was at once apparent. With feline instinct, she sensed danger without actually seeing it. Standing, with her eyes turned away, she gave a sudden start, wheeled half about, took one startled look, then glided, with all the agility of a cat, through the crowd.


      Florence might not be as sly as the gypsy, but she was powerful, and she could stick to a purpose. With the widow close at her heels, she crowded between a thin man and a fat woman, pushed an astonished peddler of roasted chestnuts into the street, hurdled a low rack lined with cheap shoes, knocked over a table piled high with cheap jewelry, to at last arrive panting before a door that had just been closed by the gypsy.


      “Locked!” She set her teeth tight. “What’s one lock more or less?” Her stout shoulder hit the door.


      Quite taken by surprise by the suddenness of her success in breaking open the door, she lost her balance and tumbled into the room, landing flat on the floor.


      She had tumbled before, many, many times. In fact, she could tumble more times per minute than anyone in her gym class. Locks and tumbles were not new to her. She was on her feet and ready for battle in ten split seconds.


      The gypsy woman was not slow. The widow had followed Florence into the room. There came a glitter of steel as the gypsy sprang at her.


      But not so fast! As the gypsy’s arm swung high, Florence caught it from behind, gave it a sudden wrench that brought forth a groan, then shook it as a dog shakes a rat, until the needle-pointed stiletto gripped in the murderous gypsy’s hand flew high and wide to sink into the heart of a gaudy dancing girl hanging in a frame on the wall.


      Whirling about just in time to save herself from the grip of five girls in gypsy costumes who swarmed at her, Florence sprang towards them to scatter them as a turkey might scatter a bevy of pigeons.


      Meanwhile the distracted widow had dashed from the room, screaming, “Police! Police!”


      Deprived of her deadly weapon, the gypsy woman did what harm she could with tooth and nail. This lasted just long enough for Florence to receive two ugly scratches down her right cheek. Then the dark-faced one found herself lying flat upon her back with one hundred and sixty pounds of Florence seated on her chest.


      “Now—now rest easy,” Florence breathed, “un—until the police come.”


      “I didn’t take it!” the woman panted. “I didn’t take the money. I—I’ll give it back. Let me up. I’ll get it back for you. I—”


      At that moment there was a stir at the door and there stood Officer Patrick Moriarity.


      “Oh! So it’s you!” He grinned at Florence. “They told me someone was being killed. But if it’s you doin’ the killin’, it’s O. K. You wouldn’t kill nobody that didn’t need killin’.”


      Patrick’s young sisters had attended Florence’s playground classes in the good days that were gone. More often than was really necessary, Patrick had looked in to see how they were getting on.


      Now, with a grin, he said, “I’ll just be toddlin’ along.”


      “You’ll not!” said Florence in sudden fright. “This woman stole four hundred dollars. You’ve got to do something about it.”


      “Only four hundred?” Patrick whistled through his teeth. “Why bother her?


      “But then,” he added as a sort of afterthought, “we might take her to the station. She’ll get four years. These gypsies like a nice soft spot in jail.”


      The woman let out an unearthly wail, then struggled in vain to free herself.


      “She told me,” Florence said quietly, “that if I’d let her up she’d give me the money.”


      “She did?” Patrick studied the walls of the room. “Door and both windows right here in front,” he reflected. “I think we might try it out. Let her up, and we’ll see.”


      Once on her feet, the woman was not slow in digging deep among the folds of her ample skirts and extracting a roll of bills.


      “Let’s see!” Patrick took it from her. “Ten—twenty—forty—” he counted.


      “But say!” he ended, “it’s four hundred and ten! How come?”


      “The ten is mine,” the gypsy grumbled.


      “Fair enough,” said Patrick. “Your man got a car?”


      The woman nodded sulkily.


      “All right. Now you take this ten and buy gas with it. Turn that old car south and keep it going until the gas is gone. And if I see your face again on Maxwell Street—” He made the sign of handcuffs. “Mostly honest people live on Maxwell Street. You don’t belong here. Scram! Scram!” He gave her a sturdy push.


      The woman was gone before Florence could think twice.


      Patrick turned to Florence. “And now, when do I sign you up as a lady cop?”


      “Never! Oh, never!” Florence fingered her bleeding cheek. “Do—do you think she’s poisonous?”


      “No, not very poisonous.” Patrick smiled. “Just a little antiseptic will fix that up, fine an’ dandy. But really,” he added, “you should carry a piece of lead pipe or maybe a gun. You can’t tell what they’ll do to you—you really can’t.”


      “I’m staying on the Boulevard from now on.” The big girl’s tone carried little conviction. Truth was, she knew she would do nothing of the sort.


      “Well, anyway,” she said to Frances Ward two hours later, “the widow got her money back. I got a story, and those three cute kids will get a fine break for months to come. And after all,” she added soberly, “it’s for the children, the little children, I did it. Everything we do is for them.”


      “Yes.” Frances Ward wiped her glasses with a shaking hand. “Yes, it is always for the little children.”


      CHAPTER XXII


      LITTLE LADY IN GRAY


      “Read it! Read it aloud!” Vivian Carlson insisted as Jeanne still stood staring at the three magic words, SOME CONSIDERABLE TREASURE, that stood out at the center of the note they had found in the ancient churn.


      “Al—alright, I will.” With considerable effort Jeanne pulled herself together. She was all atremble, as who would not be if he had succeeded in unscrewing the fastenings of an ancient churn, lost half a century, to find inside, as it seemed, a message from the dead?


      “I, Josiah Grier,” she read in a low, tense voice, “am obliged to leave this cabin on the island. It is the dead of winter. I have but a small boat. However, because wild creatures have consumed my supplies, I must endeavor to reach the mainland. In this churn will be found a sample of such copper as abounds on this island. Be it known to any who open this churn that there is on the island some considerable treasure. It is to be found on the Greenstone Ridge at the far side, in a grotto which may be found by lining up the outstanding rocks off shore with the highest point of the ridge.”


      “Some considerable treasure!” Violet breathed softly. “Jewels and gold hidden there by lake pirates perhaps.”


      “Or old silver plate smuggled here from Canada,” Jeanne suggested. She loved ancient dishes and silver.


      “Probably it’s nothing you’d ever dream of,” said practical Vivian. “A curious sort of treasure I’d guess, for this Josiah Grier, if I guess right, was a queer sort of chap. Think of hiding a piece of copper worth about two dollars and a half in an old churn!”


      “What time do you suppose he could have belonged to?” Violet asked thoughtfully. “Was he a trader when the Indians owned the island, or a white copper miner of a later time?”


      “Must have had a cow,” Vivian suggested. “Churns go with cows. There were cows here in the copper days. Plenty of grass was planted for them. There is timothy and clover growing wild today, everywhere.”


      Needless to say the minds of the three girls were rife with speculation. There in the chilly seclusion of the museum they pledged one another to complete secrecy regarding the whole matter.


      They screwed the churn’s top back and replaced everything, leaving the place just as Jeanne had found it that morning when she had gone in to work with kerosene on the rusty fastenings of the old churn.


      “We’ll surprise ’em,” Violet whispered.


      “Surprise them. Surprise them,” the others echoed.


      It was in the midst of the evening conversation about the roaring fire that, for the time at least, all thoughts of treasure were driven from Jeanne’s mind.


      “It’s strange about that airplane, D.X.123,” Sandy MacQueen, the reporter, drawled. “I had a sharp reminder of its disappearance only last month. Sad thing it was, and rather haunting. A girl with an appealing face, not sixteen yet I’d say, came into the big room of our newspaper office. Happened I wasn’t busy, so I asked her what she wanted. And what do you suppose it was she wanted?”


      “What?” The moose-trapper sat up to listen.


      “She said her father had gone way several years ago, when she was too small to remember much about him.”


      “What did she have to do with the disappearance of the D.X.123?” the moose-trapper drawled.


      “Perhaps nothing,” Sandy replied. “And yet, it is strange. The name of one man who went in that apparently ill-fated plane was John Travis.”


      “John—John Travis!” Jeanne exclaimed.


      “And you know—” Sandy turned to Jeanne. “That girl Florence got interested in—her name was Travis too.”


      “June Travis,” Jeanne agreed.


      “Of course,” said Sandy, “it may be a mere coincidence. Yet I sort of feel that he might have been her father.”


      “The D.X.123. June Travis,” Jeanne was thinking. “John Travis, D.X.123.” Her mind was in a whirl. Springing to her feet, she seized Vivian by the shoulders. “Come on,” she said in a strange tight little voice, “we’re going for a walk.”


      Drawing on their heaviest wraps, the two girls went out into the night. The storm which had been raging all that day had passed. All about them as they walked was whiteness and silence. The stars were a million diamonds set in a cushion of midnight blue.


      They took the trail that led across the narrow entrance to the frozen bay. From the shore a half mile away came a ceaseless roar. Lashed into foam by the fury of the storm, the lake’s waters were beating against the barrier of ice that lay before it.


      They walked rapidly forward in silence. Jeanne felt that she would burst if she did not talk; yet she said never a word. What she wanted to say was, “Vivian, that girl June Travis is a friend of mine. Her father is dead. We must send a wireless message to her. I saw her father’s airplane at the bottom of that little lost lake. It must have been there for years. He must be dead.”


      Strangely enough, she said never a word about the matter. An unseen presence seemed to hover over her, whispering, “Do not say it! Do not say it! It may not be true.”


      Was it true? Jeanne could not tell.


      At last they came to a spot where they might mount to an icy platform and witness the blind battling of mighty waters against an unbreakable barrier.


      The moon came out from behind a cloud. Water was black with night and white with foam. A cavern of ice lay before them. Into this narrow cavern a giant wave rushed. Its black waters were churned into white foam. It rose to stretch out a white hand and to utter a hiss that was like the angry spit of a serpent. In sheer terror Jeanne shrank back.


      “It can’t reach us!” Vivian threw back her strong young shoulders and laughed.


      “Vivian!” Jeanne suddenly gripped her companion’s arm. “Do you see that ridge?” She pointed away toward the island.


      “Yes.”


      “Vivian, tomorrow, whether it storms or not, you must go with me to the top of that ridge and down on the other side.”


      “To find the treasure told about in the old churn?” Vivian asked.


      “Oh, no! No!” Jeanne exclaimed in shocked surprise. “It is something more important than that—far, far more important.


      “And yet—” her voice dropped. “I may not tell you about it now, for, after all, it may be just nothing.”


      At that, with Vivian lost in a haze of stupefaction, she said with a shudder, “This is too grand—all this beauty of the night, all this surf line power. Come! We must go back.”


      And they did go back to the cheery light, the cozy warmth of the fisherman’s home.


      In the meantime, in the far-away city Florence was meeting with an experience well calculated to make her believe in witches, fairies, and all manner of fantastic fortune telling as well. She and June Travis had gone to visit the little lady in gray.


      Florence had, after a considerable effort, contacted the little lady.


      “Come to see me any time tomorrow,” had been the little lady’s invitation.


      “Some time tomorrow,” Florence had agreed.


      So, ten o’clock next morning found Florence and June Travis in the vicinity of the mysterious little lady’s home.


      “It’s strange,” said Florence as they alighted from the car, “that anyone interested in telling fortunes should live in such a rich neighborhood.” She allowed her eyes to take in three magnificent apartment buildings and the smaller homes of pressed brick and rich gray stone that surrounded them.


      “But then,” she added, “I suppose she gets a great many wealthy clients, and that’s what really pays. And, of course, she may not be a fortune teller after all.”


      “It’s over this way,” June said, paying little heed to her companion’s talk. She was eager to reach the little old lady in gray. Some kind fairy seemed to be whispering in her ear, “This is the one. You have searched long. You have traveled far. You have met with many disappointments. But here at last you are, face to face with reality.”


      “Here! Here it is!” she exclaimed in a low whisper. “Such a cute little cottage, all in gray stone.”


      “And no sign on the door.” Florence was puzzled more and more.


      June’s fingers trembled as she lifted a heavy knocker and let it down with a bang that was startling.


      For a short time there was no sign of life in the place. Then, somewhere inside, a door opened and shut. The outer door opened, and there before them stood the Little Lady in Gray.


      She was little—very small indeed, yet not really a midget. She was quite gray. And her dress was as gray as her hair.


      “Won’t you come in?” she invited. “I have been expecting you for an hour.”


      “That’s strange!” Florence thought with a sudden start. “We didn’t tell her when we’d come—just said sometime today.”


      “So you are June Travis!” said the little lady. They had been led into the coziest sitting-room it had ever been Florence’s privilege to see. The little lady looked June up and down, as much as to say, “How you have grown! And how beautiful you are!” She did not say it.


      Instead, she pointed to a chair, then to another as she suggested, “If you will kindly sit there, and you there, I shall take this large chair, then we can talk. It is a little large,” she looked at the chair that did indeed appear to have been made for a person three times her size, “but with cushions it can be made very comfortable indeed.”


      Florence wondered in a dreamy sort of way why so small a person, who apparently could have anything she wanted, should have chosen so large a chair. She was destined to recall this wondering a long time after, and to wonder still more.


      That the little lady was very well off, Florence was bound to conclude. The curtains were of finest lace and the draperies of rich, heavy material. The rugs were oriental. The few objects of art—three vases, four oil paintings and a bronze statue in the corner—had cost a pretty penny; yet all this was so arranged that it appeared to harmonize perfectly with the two swinging cages where four yellow canaries swayed and sang, with the reddish-brown cat that dozed on the narrow hearth, and with the little lady in that big chair. It was strange.


      “You have been wishing, my dear,” said the little lady, “to hear some news from your father—some good news, to be sure. I have it for you.”


      “Yes, I—” June leaned forward eagerly.


      “But wait!” said the little lady, “I have omitted something.” She touched a bell. A tiny maid in a white cap appeared.


      “The tea, Martha.”


      The little lady folded her hands.


      Florence could see that June was tense with emotion. She herself was greatly excited. Not so the little old lady. She did everything, said everything in the spirit of absolute repose and peace.


      “And why not?” the girl asked herself. “What’s the good of all this jumping about like a grasshopper, screaming like a seagull, and living all the time as if you were racing to a fire? Peace—that’s the thing to seek, peace and repose.”


      “Ah, here is the tea.” The little lady’s eyes shone. “Do you have sugar or lemon? Lemon? Ah, yes. And you? Lemon also. That makes us three.


      “And now—” she sipped the tea as if she were about to say, “I had muffins for breakfast. What did you have?”


      What she did say was, “I heard from your father, my dear. It was only the day before yesterday. Oh, not by mail, nor by wire. Not even by radio. He is rather far away and, for the moment, shut off. But I heard. Oh, yes, my dear, I heard—” she smiled a roguish smile.


      June was staring, eyes wide, ears straining, taking in every expression, drinking in every word.


      “He has been out of my circle of influence for a long, long time,” said the little lady. “But now he is not so far. It is an island—that’s where he is.”


      “Wha—what island?” June’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.


      “That, my child, it is strange!” The little lady smiled a curious smile. “He does not know, nor do I. It is a very large island, this I know. He is well. He is not alone. He is very short of food, but hopes to find more presently. He will, in time, find his way off this island. He is convinced of that. And so am I. And then, my dear, then—”


      “I shall see him!” This came from June as a cry of joy.


      “Then you shall see him.”


      “Wha—what is my father like?”


      For a full moment the little lady looked at her without reply. Then she said, “He is short and rather stout. He is jolly.”


      “See?” Florence whispered in June’s ear.


      “He has always been well-to-do,” the little lady went on. “Now he may be rich. It is strange. His thoughts are clouded on that point. It is as if he had been rich, as if for the moment great wealth had escaped him, but that in a short time he hoped to regain it.


      “And now—” her words appeared to fade away. “Now I must ask you to excuse me from further talk.”


      At that moment Florence experienced a peculiar sensation. It seemed to her that with the fading of the little lady’s words she also faded. She seemed to all but vanish.


      “Pure fancy!” Florence shook herself, and there was the little lady, bright and smiling as ever.


      “No, no, my child!” she was saying to June, “Put up your purse. No money ever is passed in this room. This place is sacred to loyalty and friendship, beauty and truth.”


      A moment later the two girls found themselves once again in the bright sunshine of a winter’s day.


      “That,” said Florence, “is the strangest one of them all. Or is she one of them at all?”


      “No,” said June, “she is not one of them.” She was thinking of Madame Zaran, of the voodoo priestess and all the rest. “She—” she hesitated, “she is the spirit of truth. All she said is true. But how—” her face was filled with sudden dismay. “How are we to find this large island?”


      “Perhaps,” said Florence with a broad smile, “we shall not be obliged to find the island. It may find us, or at least your father may.”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      STRANGE TREASURE


      “Vivian! Look down there!” Jeanne’s lips were drawn into a tight line as she pointed to a spot on the smooth frozen surface of the little lost lake.


      It was the day following the storm. All was clear, bright and silent now. They had climbed the ridge, those two. Then they had gone slipping and sliding down the other side.


      As Vivian heard Jeanne’s words, she gave her a quick look of sudden surprise. “Why—what—”


      “Don’t ask me!” Jeanne exclaimed in a low, tense tone. “I can’t tell you. I mustn’t! Just look!”


      Without further question Vivian dropped to the frozen surface of Jeanne’s little lost lake, cupped her hands about her eyes and, for one full moment, lay there flat upon the ice, looking—just looking.


      To Jeanne those sixty seconds were sixty hours. “That girl June Travis,” she was thinking to herself, “expects her father to come back. Sometimes people have faith to believe such things. God must give them the power to believe. But if her father is down there—if he has been there for years?” She only half formed this last question, and made no effort to answer it.


      “Jeanne!” Vivian sprang to her feet with a suddenness that was startling. “I see an airplane down there. There is a circle on the right plane and inside the circle is D.X.123!”


      Jeanne uttered a sharp cry. “Then it is true!”


      “What is true?” Vivian demanded. “How did the airplane get there?”


      Slowly, haltingly, Jeanne told her all she knew of the D.X.123, and all she suspected as well.


      “Jeanne!” Vivian’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “There is a great beacon light on Passage Island, four miles off the end of Isle Royale. It is there to guide passing ships. But on a night of wild storm song birds, driven off their course, seeing the beacon and thinking it a place of refuge, come racing in to dash out their lives against the thick glass of the light. The men in that plane must have thought this little lake a place of refuge, and found it only a grave!


      “And yet,” she said quickly, “just because the plane is down there is no proof the men are there also. Only last summer an airplane went down in Rock Harbor, just ten miles from here. The plane sank from sight in ten minutes. But before it sank the two men on board were rescued and are living still.


      “Come!” Once again her voice changed as she prepared to spring into action. “We must hurry back and tell Sandy about our discovery. We’ll get the short wave at Michigan Tech. They will relay a message to Sandy’s paper. Just think what a scoop it will be for him! Can’t you see the headline: ‘Plane D.X.123 found at bottom of small lake on Isle Royale!’”


      “Yes,” Jeanne spoke slowly, “I can see that. I can see more than that. I can see the face of my friend June Travis when she reads that headline. Her father left in that airplane, Vivian. Her father! She may not know all about it, but when she reads that name, John Travis, she will know. But, Vivian, newspapers are often cruel. We must not let Sandy’s paper be cruel; at least, please not yet!”


      “Al—alright, Jeanne.” Vivian put her strong arm about Jeanne’s waist and together they made their way across the lake to the foot of the ridge.


      “Jeanne,” said Vivian as they left the lake, “I wonder how long paint keeps its color at the bottom of a lake.”


      “I wonder who knows?” Strangely enough, there was a fresh note of hope in Jeanne’s voice.


      As they reached the crest of the ridge, Jeanne turned back. Her gaze took in not the lake alone, but the lower ridge beyond that, a broad stretch of lower land.


      “Look!” she said, pointing to the distant shore. “Smoke below.”


      “Smoke?” There was a puzzled expression on Vivian’s face. “Whose fire can it be?”


      “Does no one live there?” asked Jeanne.


      “No one. There is a cabin there. It was owned by an Indian, John Redfeather. He died two years ago. All his stuff is in the cabin, nets for fishing, canned goods, salt fish in kegs, everything. But, until this moment, I believed we people at Chippewa Harbor were the only ones on the island.


      “Vivian!” Jeanne gripped her arm hard. “You don’t suppose—”


      “No.” Vivian read her meaning. “How could they? No one could live on this island for years without being seen. Small boats are going around the island all summer long. No, no! It is impossible.


      “And yet—” her voice softened. “Those people probably are in trouble. They may have been driven across the lake in a small boat.


      “Tell you what!” she exclaimed. “Here’s a large flat rock and over there are some small dead trees. Those people may not know we are at Chippewa Harbor. We will build a beacon fire to let them know they are not alone. Then perhaps they will come over and we can help them.”


      “All the same,” Jeanne thought as she assisted in laying the fire, “I still have faith.”


      “Jeanne,” said Vivian as a half hour later the fire, which had blazed high, was a mass of glowing coals, “we are only a short distance from the highest spot on the ridge. In a sort of cave beneath that spot is to be found ‘some considerable treasure.’ Shall we go look for it?”


      “Lead on!” said Jeanne.


      It was Vivian who talked most of the mysterious “treasure” she and Jeanne were about to seek in the cave-like opening of the rocks on Greenstone Ridge. And why not? Had it not been she who, while lifting her father’s nets, had taken the ancient churn from the bottom of Lake Superior? Had she not cherished it as a mark of Isle Royale’s colorful history? Had she not, with Jeanne’s aid, discovered the note telling of that treasure? What was most important of all, Jeanne had insisted that if anything of value were found it should be sold and added to Vivian’s boat fund.


      Vivian was saying as they made their way along the ridge toward its highest point: “I know just the boat we need. It was made by a famous old boat builder. He built it for his own use. He was old. His sight failed him. He never put it in the water. He is quite poor now. If he can sell his boat, how happy he will be!”


      “And how happy you and Violet will be!” said Jeanne, suddenly coming out of a brown study. She was still thinking of the lost airplane D.X.123 and of that mournful sight both she and Vivian had seen at the bottom of the little lost lake, the sunken plane.


      At the same time she was thinking of that column of smoke rising from the edge of a tiny island along the farther shore of Isle Royale.


      “Smoke!” she whispered. “How much it has meant to man through all the years! How he has read the meaning of its upward curlings. If he is wise, it tells him of wind and approaching storm. He signals his distant friends with columns of smoke. Other columns warn him of hiding enemies. All this is of the past. How little that distant smoke says to me! And yet, somehow, I cannot help but feel—” she spoke aloud—“that somehow that smoke is connected with the missing airplane.”


      “I can’t see how that could be,” replied Vivian. “All that must have happened years ago. No one could live undiscovered on this island all that time—not even if he chose to.”


      “And yet—” Jeanne did not finish. Her thoughts at that moment were for herself alone.


      “But think, Jeanne!” Vivian exclaimed. “‘Some considerable treasure.’ That’s what we read in that note. Think back over the history of our island. Lake pirates are believed to have hidden away in our long, narrow harbors. Of course, that was years and years ago. But think of the ancient gold and silver plate, the jewels they may have hidden here!


      “But then—” she sighed a happy sigh of anticipation. “It may not have been that at all. This island is only sixteen miles from Canada. Think what a hiding place it must have been when smugglers were chased by revenue cutters!”


      “What did they smuggle?” Jeanne asked absent-mindedly.


      “Silks, woolens, drugs, opium, uncut diamonds and—oh, lots of things.”


      “Silks would rot. Who wants opium? I’m not sure I could tell an uncut diamond from a pebble.” Jeanne laughed in spite of herself.


      “Well, anyway,” Vivian exclaimed, “here’s the highest spot! Now we go down.”


      “But how?” Jeanne looked with dismay upon the sheer wall of rock beneath her.


      “This way.” Vivian gripped the out-growing root of a tree, swung into space, tucked her toe into a crevice, caught at a sapling clinging to the rocky wall, found a narrow shelf, then dropped again.


      “Oh, Jeanne!” she cried. “Here it is! Here’s the very place! All dark and spooky!”


      “Yes,” Jeanne wailed, “and here am I. I—I just can’t come down there! Makes me dizzy to think about it.”


      “Wait. I’ll come up and help you.”


      In a surprisingly short time Vivian was again at her side. “It’s all in getting used to it,” she breathed. “I’ve always lived here, and I’ve climbed all over. Now when I get down to that first shelf, you grab that root and slide over the side. I’ll catch you.”


      With wildly beating heart Jeanne followed instructions. Three minutes later, to her vast surprise, she found herself on a lower rocky shelf looking into a dark cavern that might well have been called a cave.


      “You—you’re wonderful!” She patted Vivian on the shoulder.


      Vivian evidently did not hear this well-deserved praise. “Now,” she breathed, “now for the treasure!”


      At that moment two men, one with his feet garbed in crude moccasins made from a torn-up blanket, were standing on the distant shore close to a weather-beaten cabin.


      “John,” the taller of the two was saying, “that column of smoke is the first sign of life I’ve seen on this island. Who can it be? Do you suppose they’re Indians?” They were speaking of the smoke from Vivian’s signal fire.


      “If they’re Indians, they’re civilized, living this far south. Probably got a good supply of food, too, and that’s what we need. Stuff in this cabin is about gone. Wish I knew what island this is.”


      “Anyway,” the other said, “we’ve got to get up there and down on the other side, where they live. We’d better start as soon as possible. Be dark before we get over the ridge, as it is.”


      “We’ll start at once,” the other agreed. Then they disappeared into the cabin.


      “Treasure!” Jeanne was saying at that moment. “He called that treasure—four big slabs of copper beaten out of the rocks, probably by Indians, and hidden here perhaps two hundred years ago. It may go well in your museum, but how is it going to help with that boat of yours?”


      “It won’t help much,” Vivian agreed with a sigh.


      Flashlights in hand, they had entered the rocky cavern. It was neither very wide nor deep. Well toward the back of it they had come upon these irregular slabs of pure copper. The marks of fire and Indians’ stone hammers were still to be seen upon them. Here at least was proof that wild tribes did mine copper here in centuries gone.


      “Copper,” said Vivian slowly, “is worth eight cents a pound, if you have it near a smelter. Up here it is worth very little.


      “But there have been times,” she added in defense of the unknown one who had left that note in the ancient churn, “when this pile of copper would have been considered a treasure. It would have sold for two hundred dollars, and that much money would buy a house in a city, or a pretty good farm, way back in the long ago. It all depends—”


      She did not finish, for at that moment Jeanne exclaimed from the deepest and narrowest corner of the cavern: “Vivian! Come here quick! See what I’ve found!”


      “Oh—oh!” Vivian cried. “How strange!” Her flashlight played over a narrow shelf-like ledge of rock. On that shelf rested several pieces of crockery.


      These were not like any Vivian had seen before. Moulded from bluish clay, then fired to a bright glaze, they bore on their sides strange markings.


      “Pictured crockery,” Jeanne murmured. “Seems strange that Indians should have done that!”


      “And yet they must have been Indians,” Vivian replied. “Who else could have made them?


      “And oh, Jeanne!” she cried with sudden enthusiasm. “What an addition they will make to my museum collection!”


      “I wonder,” Jeanne said thoughtfully, “if these could have been the treasure referred to in that note?”


      “Treasure? These?” Vivian laughed a merry laugh. “Pieces of old crockery! But,” she added thoughtfully, “they are a treasure, of a sort. Come on. I’ll take off my mackinaw and pack them in it. We’ll have to handle them with care.”


      A half hour later, just as dusk was falling, they crept out of the cave. After a quarter hour spent in struggling up the steep rocky wall, they went hurrying down the slope toward home.


      At the same time two men, one who limped and one who wore rags for shoes, were struggling across the narrow plateau where snow lay deep and wolf tracks were numerous, toward that steep wall of rock in which the cavern was hidden.


      Jeanne’s question regarding the pieces of ancient crockery proved not to be so far wrong after all. The moment Sandy MacQueen saw them he exclaimed “What a discovery! Until this moment not a whole piece of Indian crockery has been found on the island, only fragments. And now, here you have a dozen or more perfect ones.


      “But what is this?” He fairly leaped at one piece. “Here is the picture of that heathen god Thor! Can’t be any mistake about it. Why would Indians put such a picture on their crockery?”


      “Know what?” His face beamed. “I may be wrong, but if I’m not, this will go far toward proving a story that until now has seemed more than half legend—that Norsemen, driven to the shores of America, perhaps a thousand years ago, came to this island for protection from savage Indians, and that they were the true discoverers of copper on Isle Royale.


      “Vivian! Violet!” His tone was low, exciting. “You have your summer boat paid for right now! I know a museum curator who will pay you handsomely for these pieces.”


      “I—I sort of wanted them for my museum,” Vivian demurred. “But the boat—”


      “Oh, yes, the boat!” Violet exclaimed. “The boat! The boat!” At that she grabbed Vivian and Jeanne both at once and together they went whirling madly around the room.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      THROUGH THE PICTURE


      Florence was in the studio alone. Miss Mabee had been called away to New York. The fire in the hearth had burned out. Florence had not troubled to rebuild it. The place seemed cold, lonely, deserted. As she sat there musing, she seemed to hear the words of Poe’s Raven: “Never more.”


      Never more what? Well, surely never again would she believe in those who told fortunes by reading cards, gazing into a crystal ball, or studying stars.


      “Fakers all,” she murmured. “Simple, harmless people, most of them; but fakes for all that! They—”


      She broke short off to listen. Had she caught some sound of movement in the room? It did not seem possible. The door was securely locked. The door? Two doors really. She recalled discovering a secret panel door at the side of the room.


      “Just behind that picture,” she told herself.


      The picture, on which she bestowed a fleeting glance, was the one Miss Mabee had prepared for the little show to be put on for Tum Morrow’s benefit, the paper picture through which Jeanne was supposed to jump. “Wonder if that show will ever come off?” she mused. “Wonder—”


      She sprang to her feet. This time there was a sound. Yes, and she wanted to scream. There, between two paintings of gypsy life, was a face, an ugly, fat, leering face. She knew that face. It was the man she had seen in the professor’s room on that night when she went down the rope. Madame Zaran had sent him. Her illicit business of telling fake fortunes was being ruined by Florence’s investigations and reports. She was seeking revenge.


      How had the man entered the room? One other question was more pressing: how was she to get out?


      The man was between her and the entrance. He was close to the stairway that led to the balcony. She was trapped—or was she? There was the secret panel door.


      “That picture is directly in front of it,” she thought. “Too close. I can’t get round it. But I could—” her heart skipped a beat. “I could go through it. Too bad to spoil Tum’s big party too—”


      The man was advancing upon her. With hands outstretched, eyes gleaming, he seemed some monstrous beast about to seize a bird of rare plumage.


      She hesitated no longer. She sprang to the right, then dashed three steps forward to go crashing through that picture.


      Was the man taken by surprise? Beyond doubt he was. At any rate, Florence was through that door and had completely lost herself in a maze of slanting beams and rafters before she had time to think of her next move. And from the studio there came no sound.


      She could not well go back, even though she knew the way, so she groped forward. After ten minutes of this, she caught a gleam of light. It came from under a door. Remembering that nearly all the people in the world are decent, honest folks, she knocked boldly.


      The door was thrown open. There, framed in light, stood Tum Morrow.


      “Tum!” she exclaimed, all but falling into his arms. “Tum! How glad I am to see you!”


      “Why—what—what’s happened?” He stared in surprise. “Come on in and tell me.”


      The story was soon told. “And Tum,” Florence ended with a note of dismay, “I ruined that picture! I had to. That puts an end to your big show.”


      “Don’t let that trouble you.” The boy smiled happily. “Only yesterday Miss Mabee fixed up something quite wonderful for me. She has a friend, a director of music in a college. He wants someone to play the part of concertmeister in his orchestra and direct the strings in their practice. I have been given a musical scholarship.”


      “And you’re going to college! How grand! Shake!” Florence held out a hand.


      “Grand enough,” Tum agreed. “Now, however, you are the burning question of the hour. How and when are you going back to the studio?”


      “How and when?” Florence repeated gloomily.


      “Tell you what!” Tum exclaimed. “I’ve got a gun—a regular cannon. My dad used it in the war. Suppose we load it up and march on the enemy. If necessary, I’ll play the ‘Anvil Chorus’ on that old cannon, and there may be less trouble in the world after I am through.”


      “Grand idea! Lead the way!” Florence was on her feet.


      By a secret passage known only to Tum, they made their way to the studio entrance. Their expected battle, however, did not come off. They found the studio silent and quite deserted.


      “We’ll stack our arms, pitch our tents, build a fire and—” Tum hesitated.


      “And serve rations,” Florence finished for him with a laugh.


      Florence was a good cook. Tum was a good eater, and, if the truth must be told, so was Florence. The quantities of food consumed there by the fire was nothing short of scandalous. But then, who was there to complain?


      “Well—” Florence settled back in her big chair at last. “The enemy marched on us tonight. Tomorrow we shall march on the enemy. I’ll hunt up Patrick Moriarity. He’ll call in a police squad. We’ll raid Madame Zaran’s place. Yes, and we’ll call on the voodoo priestess as well.”


      “The voodoo priestess and Madame Zaran—are they friends?” Tum asked in surprise.


      “Far from that.” Florence sat up in her chair. “They’re the bitterest enemies. You see, they’re both engaged in the same crooked game. Each hoped to reap a rich harvest from June Travis’ innocence.”


      “How did you find out all that?” Tum stared at her with frank admiration.


      “I’ve guessed it for some time. Two days ago I proved it.” Florence was away with a good story. “I felt quite sure that the voodoo priestess was reared in Chicago, not in the Black Republic of Haiti. To prove this was very simple.” She laughed. “You see, Haiti used to be a French colony. Even today everyone down there speaks French. So, too, would a real voodoo priestess from that island. On my last visit to her I took along a friend who speaks French fluently. I had instructed her to talk French to me in this black woman’s presence. More than that, she was to say things like this: ‘She’s a humbug. She is a big black impostor!’”


      “That,” said Tum, “must have got a rise out of her.”


      “Not a bit of it.” Florence laughed again. “She got mad, but not at what we said. She objected to the way we said it. She couldn’t understand a word of French, that’s sure, for we had hardly started when she turned on us, her eyes bulging with anger as she said, ‘Here, you! Don’t you dare speak none of that ugly foreign stuff in dis place! De spirit of de big black Emperor, he objects!’


      “And to think!” Florence exclaimed, “French was probably the only language her big black Emperor ever spoke.


      “Well then,” she went on after a while, “I asked her why she didn’t gaze into a crystal ball, the way Madame Zaran did. I told her of the moving figures I had seen in Madame’s glass ball. I said Madame would probably get all of June’s money.


      “All the time I was talking she was getting blacker and blacker with anger. And the things she said about Madame Zaran! They couldn’t be put in a book, I can tell you.


      “Some of the things, though, were interesting, for I am sure she does the same things herself. She said that when Madame Zaran has a rich patron she bribes a maid in the patron’s home, a hair-dresser or someone else, to tell all about her. Then when the rich patron returns for a reading, don’t you see, she can tell her the most amazing things about her past? Oh, they’re a great pair, the priestess and Madame Zaran. I’d like to be around if they met in a dark spot at night. But I won’t,” Florence sighed, “for tomorrow is our zero hour. When the police are through with them, they’ll be in no fighting mood.”


      “I rather guess not!” said Tum. Then, “If you feel things are O. K. I’ll be going. Keep my cannon if you like.”


      “I—I’d like to.” Florence put out a hand.


      “You see,” explained Tum, “the way you play the ‘Anvil Chorus’ on it, you just grip it here, pull on this little trigger with your forefinger, and it does the rest.”


      “Thanks! And good-night.” Florence flashed him a dazzling smile.


      CHAPTER XXV


      A VISIT IN THE NIGHT


      Excitement regarding the discovery of that ancient pottery was all over when, at a rather late hour that night, Jeanne crept beneath the blankets in the chilly little room under the rafters in the fisherman’s cabin on Isle Royale.


      As she lay there in the darkness and silence that night brings, she thought again of the startling news Vivian had wanted to flash out over her tiny radio station to all the world, the word that the airplane D.X.123 had been found.


      “Vivian will not send it until I say ‘Yes,’” she assured herself. “She is the kind of girl who can keep a secret—a really true friend. And yet, I wonder if I have the right to ask her to remain silent?”


      As she closed her eyes, she saw again the wistful, almost mournful look on the face of June Travis. Then she fell asleep.


      She did not sleep long. She was wakened by loud banging on the cabin door.


      “Let us in!” a voice called huskily.


      A light appeared, reflected on the roof above Jeanne’s head. She heard the fisherman say, “Who are you?”


      She caught the answer clear and plain: “I am John Travis.”


      Ten minutes later Jeanne was listening to the strange, all but unbelievable story of John Travis, who was, in very truth, the father of her friend June.


      Relying upon the word of a dying veteran prospector, John Travis and a friend, who was an air pilot, had flown far into the north of Canada in quest of gold.


      They had discovered gold, but had disabled their plane. The story of the years that followed was one of hardships, failure and final success.


      “There we were,” the voice of John Travis went on, “with our plane wrecked in the heart of a frozen wilderness.” He stared at the glowing hearth as if he would see again that great white emptiness, hear again the wail of those rushing northern gales.


      “We had food for a year. But where were we? We could not tell. We began exploring. Little by little, we widened our circle until one day I came upon a low falls where the water ran so swiftly that even in winter it was not frozen over. And at the edge of that falls, where a low eddy had deposited it, was a handful of sand.” He took a long breath. “In that sand there was a gleam of gold.


      “He who has not felt it—” he spoke slowly. “He who has not lived in the North can tell nothing of what the call of the North is, nor the grip the search for gold gets upon your very soul.


      “Why did we not come back sooner? How could one leave one’s own people so long, desert an only child? Gold!” He clenched his knotty hands tight. “Gold! We had found gold. At first it was only a little. As days, months passed, we found more and more. And always, always—” The gleam of a gambler shone in his eyes as he spread his hands wide. “Always, just before us, like a mirage on the desert, was the motherlode, the pocket of gold where nuggets were piled in one great heap. We would find it tomorrow—tomorrow.


      “Gold,” he repeated softly. “Gold. It’s all there in the cabin of that plane at the bottom of that little lost lake. We’ll lift the plane and the gold when the spring thaw comes. And then, my child, my June shall be rich. And you, my friends—” his eyes swept the little circle, “you shall not go unrewarded.”


      “But think of the peril to June,” Jeanne said in a low, serious tone.


      “I left her in good hands.”


      “But now she is a young lady, sixteen. Her birthday—is it the twenty-first? That must be very soon. Then she gets her money. And money means danger.”


      “Money—danger?” The man brushed his hand before his eyes.


      “But let me finish. Indians came, fine bronze-faced fellows we could trust. We gave them gold, bound them to secrecy by an oath known only to their tribe, and hired them to bring us food.


      “So the years passed until, one day, a plane came zooming in from the south. And at the sight of men of our own race, somehow our blood got on fire. As they talked of cities, of bright lights and music, of pictures, dancing and song, of autos and airplanes and all our great country’s progress, my heart seemed ready to burst with the desire to become a part of it all again.


      “Well,” he sighed once more, “they flew away to return a little later with parts for our plane. We paid them with our gold mine, what there is left of it. We sailed away into the blue with our gold. We were headed for Chicago and would have made it, too, if fog hadn’t caught us. It did catch us, as you know. We tried to land on ice. We were successful. We were saved. But the ice gave way, the plane sank!


      “But now—” he sprang to his feet. “Now we are safe again. And soon, please God, I shall be with my child again. And this time I am ready to swear it on the open Bible, I shall never again leave her alone!


      “Until now,” he ended, “we did not know where we were.”


      “But now you know!” Jeanne exclaimed. “Soon all the world shall know. Vivian! Sandy! The radio! We are to be the bearers of good tidings, of great joy!”


      CHAPTER XXVI


      IN WHICH SOME THINGS ARE WELL FINISHED


      “We’ll just get the janitor to go up with us,” said Patrick Moriarity as he and Florence arrived at the building in which Madame Zaran conducted her readings. “They’re gone, more than likely.”


      And so they were. The room, as they approached it, was dark and appeared deserted.


      As, under police orders, the janitor opened the door, Florence once again felt a thrill run up her spine. In her mind she felt again, as on that first day, the grip of those bony fingers on her shoulders. Once again she saw the shadow against those midnight blue draperies—the shadow of “Satan”—this time in imagination alone.


      “Deserted as a tomb,” was Patrick’s conclusion. “We’ll just have a look.” Florence had told him of all the strange doings that had gone on here.


      “What’s this?” he muttered as they came upon a narrow stairway hidden among the draperies.


      Together they mounted the stairs to arrive at a still narrower platform. Here on a stand they discovered a small moving-picture projector.


      “I thought maybe it would be that,” was Patrick’s only comment as he focused the machine, then turned on the motor.


      To Florence’s vast surprise, the crystal ball, reposing on the table on the floor below, at once became alive. On its gleaming surface tiny human figures began to move.


      “Quite simple,” was the young officer’s comment. “Moving pictures focused upon a small screen behind the ball—that’s all it was.”


      “And they made the pictures especially for their—their clients!” Florence’s tone spoke her astonishment. “Posed people made up to look like them.”


      “Rather costly, I’d say!” said Patrick. “But then, they were playing for big stakes. I have no doubt they’ve played their little game before, perhaps many times.


      “Come!” he said a moment later, “We’ll go have a look on this black priestess of yours. We may find her at home.”


      They did find the priestess, and many more besides. In fact, there had been quite an affair at her studio that very morning. Truth was, as Florence, leaning on Patrick’s arm, looked in upon the scene, she thought there had been nothing quite like it before.


      “It—it’s like a scene on the stage,” she whispered.


      “The cold gray dawn of the morning after,” Patrick murmured.


      And indeed that was just what it looked to be. In the center of the room, her hands still clawing as if for unearned gold, Madame Zaran stood leaning on a table. She seemed dizzy. The reason was a rapidly swelling bruise on her forehead. At her feet lay her thick-necked guard, he who had entered the studio on the previous night. He was out for good. So, too, were two black men in one corner. As for the Professor and the voodoo priestess, they were seated upon the floor, staring at one another for all the world like two spent wrestlers pausing to regain their breath. As Florence and the young officer stood there looking on in stupefied silence, a black goat with golden horns appeared from somewhere. He let out a loud b-a-a, then charged the unfortunate Madame Zaran. He hit her behind the knees, and she collapsed like an empty sack.


      “It looks to me,” Patrick drawled, “as if there had been a fight.”


      “Sure does look that way,” said a strange voice.


      Florence whirled about to find herself looking into a face that resembled a new moon—large thin nose, sharp protruding chin, eyes that bulged slightly. “The Devil,” she thought without saying it.


      “You’ve seen me before.” The man favored her with a friendly smile.


      “I—I guess I’ve seen your shadow more than once,” the girl managed to reply.


      “Handy sort of shadow,” the man chuckled. “You see, I’m a city detective. I’ve been on this case for some time. Now it would seem that all that’s needed is an ambulance.”


      “I’ll call one,” Patrick said, hurrying away.


      Fifteen minutes later, the whole company, including the goat, were on their way to the police station. Shortly thereafter, the greater number of them were transferred to the hospital.


      Of quite a different nature was the meeting in Miss Mabee’s studio two days later.


      They were gathered there in the studio, Florence and June, Miss Mabee, Tum Morrow and Rodney Angel, when there came the sound of footsteps on the stairs, followed by a rattle at the bell. June started forward impulsively. Florence held her back. “Wait!” she whispered.


      Miss Mabee pressed a button. The door opened slowly, and in walked Sandy, Jeanne and a short, stout man. They, the newcomers, all wore heavy airplane coats and carried airplane traveling bags in their hands.


      “Well?” The man studied the waiting group. When his eyes fell upon June they lighted up as if by a touch of fire.


      “June!” His voice was husky. “How big! How beautiful you are!” Next instant the girl was in his arms.


      And after that, as always, there was a feast. At this feast John Travis made a brief speech. “There’s gold on Isle Royale.” He spoke with feeling. “More gold at the bottom of that little lake than any man can use wisely in a lifetime. When it’s been recovered, I shall charter the finest airplane in the country and take you all on a trip around the world. What do you say to that?”


      Of course, they said “Yes,” and they said it with a shout of joy. But would they go? Only time could tell.


      “This fortune telling,” Florence said to June as they lunched together next day, “It is all a fake and a fraud.”


      “But what can we say of the little lady in gray?” June asked, as she opened her eyes wide.


      “Yes,” Florence agreed, “that was strange!”


      “I’d like to go and see her again and—and thank her.” The younger girl’s eyes shone.


      “We will go this very afternoon.”


      They did, and with the most astonishing results. They were met at the door by a very large lady. “Large enough,” Florence thought with a start, “to occupy that huge chair.”


      “We—we’d like to see the little lady in gray,” June said timidly.


      “You must have the wrong number.” The large lady looked at them in surprise. “There is no one here but me.”


      “But there was!” June insisted.


      “You are mistaken!” In the woman’s voice there was a positive note none would care to dispute. “I live here alone with my cat and canaries. There never has been anyone else.”


      June opened her mouth to speak again, but Florence was pulling at her arm.


      “We’re sorry,” said Florence. “This must be the wrong address.”


      “But it isn’t!” June insisted when they were once more on the sidewalk. “I am sure of it.”


      “So am I.” Florence smiled in a strange way. “But when some fairy godmother borrows a house for a morning just so she can give you some very good news, you don’t go right ahead and give her away, do you?”


      “N—no, I suppose not.”


      “Anyway,” said Florence, finally, “I am through with mysteries for a long, long time!”


      Was she? If you wish to know, you must read A Ticket to Adventure.

    

  


  
    
      DOROTHY DIXON AND THE DOUBLE COUSIN, by Dorothy Wayne


      CHAPTER I


      THE ENCOUNTER


      “Why—good heavens, girl! How in the world did you escape?”


      Dorothy Dixon heard the low, eager whisper at her elbow but disregarded it. She was intent on selecting a tie from the colorful rack on the counter before her. She spoke to the clerk:


      “I’ll take this one, and that’ll make four. I hope Daddy will approve my taste in Christmas presents,” she smiled, and laid a bill on her purchases.


      “But—please, dear, tell me! Don’t you know I’m worried crazy? Who let you out?”


      This time Dorothy felt a touch on her arm. She wheeled quickly to face a tall, slender young fellow of twenty-two or three. As she stared at him, half indignant, half wondering, she saw sincere distress in his brown eyes, and in the lines of his pleasant face. Hat in hand, he waited anxiously for an answer to his question, while the crowd of holiday shoppers poured through the aisles about them.


      Dorothy’s eyes softened, then danced. “It seems to me,” she said, “that you have the wires twisted—it’s not I who’ve escaped, but you! Run along now and find your keeper. You’re evidently in need of one!”


      “Your change and package, miss,” the impersonal voice of the haberdashery clerk intervened and Dorothy turned back to the counter.


      “But why on earth are you acting this way, Janet?” The strange young man was at her elbow again.


      Once more Dorothy turned swiftly toward him but when she spoke her eyes and voice were serious. “Do you really mean to say you think you’re speaking to Janet Jordan? Because—”


      “My dear—what are you trying to tell me?” He broke in impatiently. “I certainly ought to know the girl I’m going to marry!”


      Dorothy nodded slowly. “I agree with you—you ought to—but then, you see, you don’t!”


      The young man crushed his soft felt hat in his hands and took a step nearer to her. “Look here—what is the matter with you? I know you’ve been through a lot, but—” He broke off abruptly, a gleam of horror and suspicion in his honest eyes. “Janet! What have they done to you?”


      Dorothy laid a firm hand on his arm. “Sh! Be quiet—listen to me.” Then she added gently—“I am not Janet Jordan, your fiancee.”


      “You’re not—!”


      “No. My name is Dorothy Dixon—and I’m Janet’s first cousin.”


      The young man seemed flabbergasted for a moment. Then he stammered—“Wh-why, it’s astounding—the resemblance, I mean! You’re alike as—as two peas. If you were twins—”


      “But you see,” she smiled, “our mothers, Janet’s and mine, were twins, and I guess that accounts for it. I’ve never seen Janet, but this is the third time, just recently, that I’ve been taken for her by her friends, Mr.—?”


      “My name is Bright,” he supplied. “Howard Bright. Yes, now I can see a slight difference, Miss Dixon. You’re a bit taller and broader across the shoulders than she is. But it’s your personalities, more than anything else, that are altogether unlike. I hope you’ll forgive me, Miss Dixon, for making a nuisance of myself!”


      “No indeed—that is, of course I will!” Dorothy laughed merrily. “You’re not a nuisance, you know, but,” and her tone became grave, “I can see that you’re in trouble. Is there—” she hesitated.


      “Not I, Miss Dixon—that is, not directly. But,” he lowered his voice, “Janet is—is in very serious trouble. And for a moment, when I saw you, I thought that in some miraculous way she had escaped.”


      Howard Bright’s face suddenly became almost haggard and Dorothy’s sympathy and concern for her cousin deepened into resolve.


      “Look here, Mr. Bright,” she said abruptly, “we can’t talk here, in this shopping crowd, it’s a regular football scrimmage. Let’s go up to the mezzanine. A friend of mine is waiting there for me now, I’m a little late as it is, and—”


      “But I can’t bother you with this,” he protested, “and especially—”


      “Oh, come along,” she urged, “Bill is a grand guy when it comes to getting people out of messes. I insist you tell us all about it. After all, Janet’s my cousin, you know, and you’ll soon be a member of the family, won’t you?”


      “There doesn’t seem much hope of that now.” Young Bright’s tone was despondent. “But Janet certainly does need help, and she needs it badly—so—”


      Dorothy caught his arm. “I’m going to call you Howard,” she announced briskly. “So please drop the Miss Dixon. And come on—let’s push our way over to the elevators.”


      The mezzanine floor of the department store was arranged as a lounge or waiting room for customers. Comfortable arm chairs and divans invited tired shoppers to rest. Writing desks and tables strewn with current magazines gave the place a club-like appearance.


      Dorothy and her newly found acquaintance stepped out of the elevator and looked about. The place seemed especially quiet after the rush and bustle on other floors, and was almost deserted, save for two elderly ladies conversing in low tones near a window, and a young man, who rose at their approach.


      As the good looking youth moved toward them with the lithe, easy grace of a trained athlete, Howard Bright saw that he had light brown hair, and blue eyes snapping with vitality and cheerfulness.


      “Hello, Dorothy!” He greeted her smilingly, “better late than never, if you don’t mind my saying so. I’d just about figured you were going to pass up our date.”


      “Sorry, Colonel,” she mocked. “Explanations are in order I guess, but they can wait. This is Howard Bright, Bill—Howard, Mr. Bolton!”


      The two young men shook hands.


      “Bolton—Dixon?” Howard’s tone was thoughtful. “Why!” he exclaimed suddenly. “You two are the flyers—the pair who won the endurance test with the Conway motor! I’m certainly glad to meet you both. The papers have been full of your doings. Well, this is a surprise! But you know, I’d got the impression that you were both older—”


      “I’m sixteen,” smiled Dorothy. “Bill has me beat by a year.”


      “How about lunch?” suggested Bill. He invariably changed the subject when his exploits were mentioned. People always enthused so, it embarrassed him. “You’ll join us, of course, Mr. Bright?”


      “Thanks, Mr. Bolton. I really don’t think I can butt in this way—”


      “There’s no butting in about it,” Dorothy interrupted. “Howard is engaged to my cousin, Janet Jordan, Bill. And Janet’s in a lot of trouble. I’ve promised we’d do everything we can to help.”


      Bill, after one look at Howard’s worried face, sized up the situation instantly. “Why, of course,” he said. “And we can’t talk with any privacy in this place. I can see that whatever the trouble is, it’s serious.”


      “Janet’s in desperate peril,” Howard said huskily.


      “You said something about her escape when we met,” Dorothy reminded him. “Has somebody kidnapped her? Have you any idea where she is?”


      “Yes, she’s a prisoner. A prisoner in the Jordans’ apartment on West 93rd Street.”


      “Then her father is away?”


      “No. He leaves tonight, I believe.”


      “But, my goodness!—a girl can’t be kidnapped and made a prisoner in her own home. Especially if her father is there. It doesn’t sound possible.”


      “I know it doesn’t,” admitted Howard desperately, “it sounds crazy. But it’s the truth, just the same. She’s in frightful danger.”


      Dorothy looked horrified. “You mean that my uncle and Janet don’t get on together—that they’ve had a row and you’re afraid he will harm her?”


      “Oh, no, they’re very fond of each other.”


      “Then Uncle Michael is a prisoner, too!”


      “No, he is free enough himself, but he can do nothing—it would only make matters worse.”


      “Well!” declared Dorothy, “I don’t think much of Uncle Michael if he can’t protect his own daughter.”


      Bill stepped into the breach.


      “What about the police—can’t you call them in?”


      Howard Bright shook his head. “They would only bring this horrible business to a climax,” he explained. “And that is exactly what must not be done. It is more a matter for Secret Service investigation—but I don’t think that even they could be of any real help.”


      Bill and Dorothy exchanged a quick glance.


      “Have you ever heard of a man named Ashton Sanborn, Mr. Bright?”


      “Yes, I have, Mr. Bolton. Wasn’t he the detective who helped you unearth that fiendish scheme of old Professor Fanely?”2


      “Bull’s eye!” grinned Bill. “Only Ashton Sanborn is quite a lot more than a mere detective. And it so happens that he is over at the Waldorf right now, waiting for Dorothy and me to lunch with him. Let me tell you, Bright, it’s a mighty lucky thing for Janet Jordan that he is in town. Come along. We’ll hop a taxi and be with him in ten minutes.”


      Howard hung back. “But really—”


      Dorothy caught his arm. “Don’t be silly, now,” she urged.


      “But I can’t call in a detective, Dorothy. I know I’m rotten at explaining, but if these devils who have Janet in their power are interfered with they will kill her out of hand!”


      “But you spoke of the Secret Service just now. This is not for publication, but Mr. Sanborn is the head of that branch of the government. If anyone can help Janet, he can do it.”


      “I doubt it. I admit I’m half crazy with worry, but Janet is going to be removed from the apartment tonight, and heaven only knows what will happen then. It takes days, generally weeks, to get the government started on anything.”


      “Not Sanborn’s branch of it,” interrupted Bill. “We’re talking in circles, Bright. If Sanborn can’t help Janet, he’ll tell you so. At least you can give him the dope and find out. He’s an expert and you’ll get expert advice.”


      “All right, I’ll go with you. But I’m afraid it won’t do any good. Please don’t think, though, that I’m not appreciating the interest you’re taking. I don’t mean to be a wet blanket.”


      “Of course you don’t, and you’re not.” Dorothy led toward the staircase. “You’ll feel a whole lot better when you get the story off your chest.”


      “And when you’ve got outside a good substantial lunch,” added Bill. “I know I shall, anyway.”


      “That,” said Dorothy, “is just like a boy. I believe you’d eat a good meal, Bill, an hour before you were hung, if it were offered to you.”


      “I’d be hanged if I didn’t,” he laughed and followed her down the steps onto the main floor.


      CHAPTER II


      “FAMILY AFFAIRS”


      “Just—one—moment, please!” Ashton Sanborn’s keen blue eyes twinkled as he surveyed his young guests. His heavy-set body moved with a muscular grace as he placed a chair for Dorothy and motioned the two boys to seats on a divan nearby. “Now then, Dorothy and Bill—I want you two chatterboxes to keep quiet while I ask Mr. Bright some questions and get this matter straight in my own head. Your turn to talk will come later.” His quizzical smile robbed the words of any harshness, and the culprits grinned and nodded their willingness to comply with his request.


      “Mr. Bright,” he went on, “if you’ll just answer my questions for the present, I’ll get you to tell the story from the beginning in a few minutes.”


      “It’s mighty decent of you to take all this interest, Mr. Sanborn.”


      The Secret Service Man shook his prematurely grey head—“It’s my business to ferret things out. Now, as I understand it, you mistook Dorothy for her cousin, Miss Jordan, to whom you are engaged. The likeness must be amazing?”


      “It is, sir.”


      “Yes—well, we’ll get back to the likeness after a while. You say that Miss Jordan is a prisoner in her father’s apartment, and is in danger of her life?”


      “Yes, sir.” Howard, tense and taut as a fiddle string, his hands gripping the edge of the cushioned couch, gazed steadily back at his questioner.


      “Do you know for certain that she is in actual danger at the present moment, Bright?” Ashton Sanborn’s quiet tone and unhurried manner of speaking was gradually gaining the young man’s confidence. Bill and Dorothy noticed that Howard’s strained look was beginning to disappear, and he had started to relax.


      “She has been in great danger,” he replied, “but now, they’ve decided to test her. There isn’t a chance, though, that she will pass the test, Mr. Sanborn. The poor girl is so worn out and nervous she’s bound to fail.”


      “Do you know what time she is to be taken away from the apartment?”


      “Yes, sir. Lawson told her to pack her clothes today, so as to be ready to leave at midnight.”


      “Mmm!” Sanborn glanced at his watch. “It is now one-thirty. That gives us exactly eleven and a half hours in which to get her out of their hands. Now just one question more, Mr. Bright. What made you say that this is a matter in which the so-called Secret Service of the United States should be called in, rather than the police?”


      “Well,” Howard’s brows knit in a puzzled frown, “you see, Janet is being taken to Dr. Tyson Winn’s house near Ridgefield, Connecticut, tonight. As I understand it, Dr. Winn has a big laboratory up there where he is experimenting on high explosives for the government. Lawson, the man who told Janet she was to go there, is Dr. Winn’s secretary. It all looks so queer to me—I thought—”


      “That is interesting!” Ashton Sanborn’s tone was serious and for a little while he seemed lost in thought. Then abruptly he looked up from an inspection of his finger tips, and rose from his chair. “I ordered lunch for three before you young people arrived,” he said with a return of his cheerful, hearty way of speaking. “Now I’ll phone down and have lunch for four served up here instead.” He looked at Dorothy. “By the way, the menu calls for oyster cocktails, sweetbreads on grilled mushrooms, O’Brien potatoes, alligator pear salad, and cafe parfait—any suggestions?”


      “Oh, aren’t you a dear!” Dorothy, who had been using a miniature powder puff on her nose, snapped shut the cover of her compact. “You have ordered all the things I like best. No wonder you’re a great detective—you never forget a single thing, no matter what it is.”


      Sanborn laughed. “Thanks for the compliment—but those dishes happen to be favorites of my own, too. Now get that brain of yours working, Dorothy. When I’ve finished with the head waiter, I want you to tell us all you know about your uncle and cousin. Before we can go further I must have every possible detail of the case at my fingers’ ends.”


      He took up a phone from a small table near the window, and Dorothy turned toward Howard.


      “You probably know more about the Jordans than I do,” she said. “I have a picture of Janet that she sent me a couple of years ago. We always exchange presents at Christmas—but we’ve never seen each other.”


      “I really know very little about the Jordans, myself,” protested Howard. “You see, Janet and I saw each other for the first time just five weeks ago. It was on a Sunday afternoon, I’d been taking a walk in Central Park, when one of those equinoctial downpours came on very suddenly. Janet was right ahead of me, so naturally, I offered her my umbrella. She’s—well, rather shy and retiring, and at first she wasn’t so keen on accepting—”


      “So there is a difference between the cousins!” Bill winked at Howard. “If it had been Dorothy, she’d have taken your overcoat and rubbers as well. Nothing shy or retiring about Janet’s double!”


      “Is that so, Mr. Smarty! It’s a good thing Howard met her that rainy Sunday. If it had been you, Bill, the poor girl would certainly have got a soaking!”


      “You mean she wouldn’t have accepted my umbrella?”


      “I mean you never would have offered it!”


      “You win—one up, Dorothy,” said Ashton Sanborn when the laughter at this sally had subsided. “What happened after you and Janet got under your umbrella, Bright?”


      “Oh, nothing much. We walked over to Central Park West but there were no taxis to be had for love or money. So then I suggested taking her home and we found we lived in the same apartment house. I asked if I might call, but she said that was impossible—that Mr. Jordan permitted no callers.”


      “Well,” said Dorothy, “that didn’t seem to stop you. I mean you are a pretty fast worker, Howard, to get engaged with a tyrant father guarding the doorstep and all that.”


      “Cut it out, Dot,” broke in Bill, who had been waiting patiently for a chance to get even. “You can’t be in the center of the stage all the time, and your remarks are out of order, anyway.”


      “I’ll dot you one, if you take my name in vain, young man!”


      “Silence, woman! Go ahead, Howard, and speak your piece, or she’ll jump in with both feet next time.”


      Dorothy said nothing but the glance she shot Bill Bolton was a promise of dire things to come.


      “Oh, I don’t mind,” grinned Howard, and Dorothy immediately put him down as a good sport. “Well, to go on with it—we used to meet in the lobby, go for walks and bus rides, sometimes to the movies or a matinee. Two weeks ago, Janet, who is just eighteen, by the way, said she would marry me. She seemed to have no friends in New York. I’ve seen her father, but never met him. Except for this horrible business, which came up a few days ago, all that I know about Janet is that her mother died when she was five, her father parked her at a boarding-school near Chicago, and she stayed there until last June when she graduated. Her summer holidays were spent at a girls’ camp in Wisconsin. She was never allowed to visit the homes of the other girls, so Christmas and Easter holidays she stayed in the school. During her entire schooling, she saw her father only five times. Last summer he took her abroad with him. They travelled in Germany and in Russia, I believe.”


      “Gosh, what a life for a girl!” exploded Bill.


      “I should say so!” Dorothy made no attempt to hide her disgust. “The more I hear about Uncle Michael, the less I care about him.”


      “Tell us what you do know about him,” prompted Sanborn. “I want to get all the background possible before Bright explains the girl’s present predicament. I know a good deal about Dr. Winn and his secretary. If those men are threatening her, there must be something very serious brewing. Go ahead, Dorothy—luncheon will be up here any minute, now.”


      “All right, but I warn you it isn’t much. My mother, who as you know died when I was a little girl, had one sister, my Aunt Edith, who was her twin. They looked so much alike that their own father and mother had trouble in telling them apart. Aunt Edith fell in love with a young Irishman named Michael Jordan, whom she met at a dance. He seemed prosperous, and my grandfather gave his consent to their engagement. Then he learned that Michael Jordan made his money by selling arms and ammunition to South and Central American revolutionists. Grandpa, from all accounts, hit the ceiling. He was a deacon of the church, very sedate and all that, and he said he wouldn’t allow his daughter to marry a gun-runner. And that was that. To make a long story short, Aunt Edith ran away with Michael Jordan. They were married in New York, sent Grandpa a copy of the marriage certificate, and then sailed for South America. For several years there was no word from them at all. My mother, whose name was Janet, by the way, loved Aunt Edith as only a twin can love the other. But she couldn’t write to her because the eloping couple had left no address. Six years later, mother had a letter from Uncle Michael. He was in Chicago then, and he wrote that Aunt Edith had died, and that he had placed little Janet at the Pence School in Evanston. Mother and Daddy went right out to Chicago, to see Uncle Michael. They tried to get him to let them take Janet home with them, and bring her up with me. I was only three at the time, so naturally I don’t remember anything about it. But what I’m telling you Daddy told to me years later. Well, their trip to Chicago was all for nothing—Uncle Michael refused to let them have Janet. It almost broke my mother’s heart. Well, and that is the reason Janet and I have always given each other presents at Christmas and on our birthdays, although we’ve never even met. Two years ago, she sent me her photograph, and both Daddy and I were astounded to see the resemblance to me. Twice, since then, I’ve been taken for Janet by girls who were at school with her at Evanston. Perhaps, if we were seen together, you’d be able to tell us apart—I don’t know.”


      “I do, though,” declared Howard, “you may be slightly broader across the shoulders, Dorothy, but otherwise you might be Janet, sitting there. You’ve the same brown hair, grey eyes, your features are alike—”


      “How about our voices?”


      “Exactly the same. You have a more forceful way of speaking, that’s all. I keep wanting to call you ‘Janet’ all the time.” Howard turned his head away, and Dorothy could see the emotion that again overtook him as he thought of his helpless little fiancee, a prisoner in the hands of unscrupulous men.


      She glanced at Bill, and shook her head in sympathy. Just then there came a knock on the sitting room door.


      “Ah! lunch at last!” Ashton Sanborn rose and put his hand on Howard’s shoulder. “Come, no more of this now. The subject of the double cousins is taboo until we’ve all done justice to this excellent meal!”


      CHAPTER III


      THE SLEEPWALKER


      “Mr. Sanborn,” said Dorothy, “when you’re tired of fathoming mysteries for people, come out to New Canaan and help me order meals. That was the most scrumptious lunch I’ve had in a month of Sundays.” She dropped a lump of sugar in her demitasse and threw her host a bright smile across the table.


      “Thank you, my dear,” the detective smiled back. “I may take you up on that one of these days. But speaking of mysteries reminds me that now the waiter is gone, it’s high time we busied ourselves again with the affairs of Janet Jordan. Now that I understand something of the young lady’s background and her family, I want to hear all there is to tell about her present position.” He pulled a briar pipe and tobacco pouch out of his pocket and commenced to fill the one with the contents of the other. “All ready, Howard. Start at the beginning and don’t skimp on details—they may be and they generally are important.”


      “Very well, sir. I’ll begin with a week ago today.” Howard pushed his chair away from the table, thrust his hands into trouser pockets and jumped into his story. “Janet had a date to meet me last Thursday at two p. m. at the Strand. We intended to take in a movie—but she never showed up.”


      “Then you aren’t a business man—?” This from the detective.


      “Oh, but I am—a mining engineer, Mr. Sanborn. With the Tuthill Corporation. But I am free on Thursday afternoons, instead of Saturday. It is more convenient for the office staff.”


      “Hasn’t your concern large mining concessions in Peru?”


      “It has, sir—silver mines. To make matters worse—but no—I’ll tell it this way. I particularly wanted to meet Janet last Thursday, because I had been told the day before by the head of our New York office that I was to be transferred to Lima, Peru. The boat that I’m scheduled to sail on, leaves this coming Saturday. I was fearfully pepped up about it. I’m going down there as assistant manager of our Lima office, the job carries a considerable increase in salary, and, if I make good, a fine future with the firm. My plan was to get Janet to marry me, with or without her father’s consent, and to take her to Lima with me. I couldn’t bear to think of leaving her to the kind of existence she’d had before I’d known her—and with no way of correspondence—Well, I waited for over an hour in the lobby of the theatre but she didn’t come. At last I went up to my apartment.”


      “Why didn’t you phone her?” asked Dorothy, who was nothing if not direct.


      “Because Janet had asked me never to do that. She said if her father knew she had a boy friend, he’d pack her off somewhere, and we’d never be able to meet again.”


      “Nice papa—I don’t think!” observed Bill Bolton.


      “No comments now, please,” said Sanborn. “Go on, Howard. If you couldn’t talk to Janet, how did you find out that she was a prisoner?”


      Howard smiled. “But we were able to talk to each other, Mr. Sanborn. About the time we became engaged, I fixed that. My small flat is on the ninth floor of the building, the Jordans’ on the seventh. My three rooms have windows on an air shaft. The Jordans’ back bedroom and bath overlook the same airshaft and are directly opposite my sitting room, two flights below. The shaft is only twenty feet wide, so I bought one of those headphone sets that are used in airplanes for conversation between the cockpits of a plane while it is being flown. I lengthened the wires of course, and got a long, collapsible pole. After dark, Janet would come to her window, I’d pass her headphone set down to her, hooked on to the end of the pole, and we would hold long conversations across the court without anybody being the wiser. When we were through talking, I’d pass the pole over to her and draw it back when she’d attached her headset.”


      “By Jingoes!” cried Bill. “I’ll say that’s clever!”


      “It sure is, Howard!” Dorothy was quite as enthusiastic. “You certainly deserve to get Janet after that.”


      Howard shook his head. “We’ll have to do something really clever to get her away from the bunch who are holding her prisoner. Well,—as I say, when I got to my flat, I sat down by my sitting room window, and pretended to read a book. In reality, of course, I was watching Janet’s window. Presently she appeared. Even at that distance, I could see that she had been crying. She held up a slate, for we never dared to use the headphones in the day time, and slates are a good medium for short messages. On it she had written, ‘After dark.’ Well, that was one of the longest afternoons I’d ever put in. About five-thirty, she came back to her window and I passed over the headgear. When I heard her story, I went half crazy, and I guess I’ve been pretty much that way ever since.


      “You see, Mr. Sanborn, Janet has told me that occasionally she walks in her sleep, especially when she isn’t feeling very well. The evening before, that was a week ago Wednesday night, she had a headache and went to bed early. When she awoke, she was terrified to find herself seated on the floor of their living room, behind a large Chinese screen. There seemed to be seven or eight men in the room, including her father. Of course, she could not see them, but she could hear every word they said. By the clock on the wall above her head, she saw that it was one in the morning. She soon realized that this was a meeting of the heads of some large society or organization and that these men had come there from all parts of the world. There was an air of mystery about them and their talk. No names were mentioned but they addressed each other by number. Mr. Jordan was Number 5; Number 2, who spoke with a foreign accent, was evidently conducting the meeting, in place of the absent Number 1, whom they all seemed to hold in great awe. Janet realized that she must have entered the room before the meeting started, while she was still asleep. She saw that so long as the meeting lasted, there would be no way of escape. Gradually she became terrified at her predicament, and—”


      “Just a moment,” interrupted Ashton Sanborn. “Has Janet ever told you anything of her father’s business?”


      “She really knows nothing about it, Mr. Sanborn. I asked her myself some time ago, and she said then, except that he seemed to travel a lot, she hadn’t the slightest idea what he did for a living. Once when she asked him outright what is was, Mr. Jordan flew into a rage. He said it was his own affair, and that so long as it brought them in enough money to live comfortably, he did not wish her to bring up the matter again. The one thing she does know is that he doesn’t go regularly to an office. Men frequently come to see him at the apartment, but their conversations are invariably held behind locked doors.”


      “I see. Go on now, with Janet and the meeting.”


      “Well, sir, as I’ve said, she was behind that screen, listening to what the men said—and in fact, she couldn’t help listening. Not that she understood much of what they were saying. Number 2 made a long speech and the gist of it was that now they were agreed upon the use of Formula X, the demonstration (whatever that was) must be made in their respective sectors at the same time on the same day. He also proposed that Number 5 (Janet’s father) interview Number 1 and learn from him when the demonstrations should be made. This motion was carried unanimously. Then Number 3 asked the chairman if they could not in future hold their meeting in some safer place than the Jordans’ apartment. ‘For all we know,’ he said, ‘someone may be secreted behind that screen!’ Mr. Jordan laughed at this, and told Number 3 to close up the screen if it made him nervous. So the first thing Janet knew, the screen was dragged aside and she was staring into the face of a Chinaman. Seated in a circle behind him were the others, her father among them.”


      “Gosh!” exclaimed Dorothy. “I’ll bet that scared the poor kid silly.”


      “It did,” admitted Howard. “She was absolutely petrified. And then there was the dickens to pay. All the men started talking at once. The Chinaman pulled a revolver and pointed it straight at her, yelling that she had heard their secrets and must be immediately executed!”


      “‘She has heard nothing!’ her father told them. ‘She frequently walks in her sleep. She was asleep when she wandered in here before the meeting, and she is sleeping now—look!’ Then he lit a match and held the flame before Janet’s eyes. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘she doesn’t even blink. Janet has heard nothing, gentlemen.’”


      “Of course Janet had taken her father’s hint, and followed it. She knew that he was doing the only thing he could to save her life, so she kept right on staring in front of her without moving, while the Chinaman held the automatic within a foot of her head. But the strain she was under nearly broke her nerve. She knew that the slightest sign on her part that she was conscious would mean a bullet through her brain. A furious argument followed. Most of the men—there were eight of them including Mr. Jordan—wanted her put out of the way at once. But at last, her father and Number 2, a big man with a long beard who seemed to be more humane than the rest, prevailed upon them to let him lead her back to her bed. Her father was forbidden to hold any intercourse with her whatsoever. She was locked in her bedroom, afraid even to cry, for fear she would be heard, and not knowing what moment the door would open and they would drag her to her death.”


      “Horrible!” Mr. Sanborn’s pipe had gone out but he didn’t seem to notice it. “That experience was enough to unhinge a person’s mind. Janet may be shy and retiring, but she evidently doesn’t lack grit. By the way, did she say she recognized any of the men at the meeting?”


      “No. She said that without exception she was sure she’d never seen any of them before, although they were all on good terms with her father. Each one seemed to be of a different nationality. One was a black man who wore a turban—an East Indian, probably. Another, also pretty dark, wore a red fez. The others were apparently Europeans, but as they all spoke English together she had no way of guessing what they were. Number 2, the man with the long brown beard, she thought might be a Scandinavian. She was sure, though, that her father was the only American or Anglo-Saxon in the group.”


      “Tell us what happened next morning,” proposed Dorothy. Her coffee, now cold, remained untasted in the cup.


      “I’m getting to that. At eight o’clock her door was unlocked and a woman, a stranger to her, came into her bedroom with a breakfast tray. She put the tray on a table and went into the bathroom and turned on the water for Janet’s bath, then left the room and locked the door after her. At nine this same woman came back, brought some books and magazines to her, made up the bed and put the room straight. Whenever Janet spoke to her, she shook her head and put her finger to her lips. But Janet said that even now she doesn’t know whether the woman is actually dumb or only acting under orders. She has brought and taken away her meals ever since, but she has never been able to get her to speak.”


      “But how did she find out about going to Dr. Winn’s house?” asked Bill Bolton, who had shown an interest quite as keen as Dorothy’s or Sanborn’s.


      Howard Bright drank a glass of water. “I’m getting to that part now,” he explained. “I’m not much of a story teller and I seem to be taking an awful time to get through this one—but I’m doing my best just the same.”


      “Of course you are!” Dorothy motioned Bill to keep quiet. “You’re doing noble, Howard! Pay no attention to that goof over there.”


      “O.K., Dorothy.” Howard replaced his empty glass on the table. “At about noon of the first day of Janet’s imprisonment in her room, the door was unlocked and Mr. Lawson came in. She knew him as a friend of her father’s who had dined with them two or three times. She had always thought him quite a jolly sort of chap and knew that he was private secretary to Dr. Winn, the celebrated chemist. Naturally, she felt rather relieved to see him, and she opened up on him at once. She still felt that her only hope for life and freedom was to pretend absolute ignorance of the happenings of the night before. And she managed to keep up that pretense before Lawson, though what he had to do with the affair she hadn’t any idea, nor does she yet know where he comes into the picture. Anyway, he wasn’t at the meeting. She let him know, though, that she was very indignant and astonished to find herself kept a prisoner, and demanded to see her father. Lawson, she told me, was most affable and kind to her. He said that she of course did not realize that she had been very ill during the night and that she was now under doctor’s orders. He also told her that her father had been called away on business, so he had come to her as an old friend of the family, to be of any help that he could. Janet said that his sympathy almost undermined her suspicion—she almost confided in him. But luckily, she didn’t. He has been to see her every day since, and she is now convinced that his part in this devilish scheme is to gain her confidence, and to find out whether she actually did hear or see anything at the meeting. Yesterday he told her that it had been decided she should visit him and his wife at Dr. Winn’s house while her father is away, and that in order to occupy her mind, she should act as secretary to Mrs. Lawson, who assists Dr. Winn in his work.”


      “Maybe they don’t really mean to harm her after all,” said Dorothy hopefully.


      “Janet is certain,” said Howard, “that they want her at the Doctor’s for close observation. She took a secretarial course at school, so that part of it is all right, but I believe with her that one slip, one sign that she is deceiving them, will mean that she will simply vanish and never be heard of again. She knows that Lawson lied about one thing: her father is still living in their flat. She has heard his voice several times.”


      “But what I can’t understand,” said Dorothy, “is why, just as soon as you knew all this, you didn’t go to the nearest police station and have that flat raided!”


      “Because, Janet won’t hear of it.” Howard’s tone was thoroughly wretched. “I worked out some other plans to release her, but she refuses to budge.”


      “Is the girl crazy?” This from Bill.


      “No—she’s as sane as any of us—maybe saner. She says that if the police are called in or I help her to escape, that crew will believe her father knew all the time that she was faking—as of course he does. And she says she is sure they will have him killed out of hand, once they discover that. To make matters worse, if possible, my firm thinks I’m going to sail for Lima the day after tomorrow! If I turn them down, I’ll lose my job here and ruin my future. I’ve been hoping against hope that something would turn up so Janet could sail with me. I certainly shall not sail without her. I was buying some clothes for the trip when I ran into you this morning—” Howard’s voice trailed off hopelessly.


      “Gee!” It was evident that Dorothy was not far from tears. “You poor dears are in an awful fix! I do wish I could help you. Do something—so that you two could get married and sail for Peru!”


      “Perhaps you can.” Ashton Sanborn knocked the ashes from his pipe into an ash tray.


      “How?” shouted three voices simultaneously.


      CHAPTER IV


      MEET FLASH!


      “Dorothy, have you ever done anything in the way of amateur theatricals?” Ashton Sanborn stroked the bowl of his pipe reflectively.


      “Why—er—yes, a little.” She looked a bit bewildered. “I’ve been in the Silvermine Sillies for the past two years.”


      Sanborn nodded. “How is it you’re out of school on a Thursday?” The question seemed irrelevant. He was leaning back in his chair now, surveying the ceiling rather absently, but there was nothing lackadaisical about his crisp tones.


      “Christmas holidays. Why?”


      “Because, if you’re willing, I may want you to work for me for a few days. I suppose I can reach your father by telephone at the New Canaan bank?”


      “No, you can’t—Daddy is down in Florida on a fishing trip. He’s on Mr. Bolton’s yacht, somewhere off the coast. They won’t be back until Christmas Eve.”


      “That,” said the Secret Service man, “complicates matters. Who, may I ask, is looking after Miss Dixon while Mr. Dixon is away?”


      “I’m looking after my own sweet self, sir.” Dorothy grinned roguishly.


      “Then who is to take the responsibility for your actions, young lady?”


      “Why, you may—if you want to!”


      For a moment or two the detective studied her thoughtfully. There was a certain assurance about this girl’s manner, a steely quality that came sometimes into her grey eyes, an indefinable air of strength and quiet courage—


      “Do you think you could impersonate your cousin, Dorothy?”


      “Why—of course!” Dorothy showed her surprise. “We look exactly alike. Didn’t Howard take me for Janet?”


      “He did—but from what he has told us about her, your natures are entirely different. Janet, from all accounts, is a rather meek and demure young lady. Remember, that in order to convince anyone who knows her you would have to submerge your own personality in hers. And nobody would ever describe you as a meek, demure young lady!”


      “An untamed wildcat—if you ask me,” chuckled Bill.


      “Why, thanks a lot, William!” Dorothy’s hearers were abruptly aware of the changed quality of her voice as she continued to speak in melting tones of pained acceptance. “But nobody did ask you, darling, so in future when your betters are conversing, be good enough to button up that lip of yours!” She finished her withering tirade in the same quiet tones and with a positively shrinking demeanor that sent the others into shouts of laughter.


      “Say, you’re Janet to a T!” cried Howard. “Her voice is always like that if I happen to hurt her feelings.”


      “How about her hair, Howard? Is it long or short?”


      “Oh, she wears it bobbed like yours.”


      “I suppose,” Dorothy said to Mr. Sanborn, “that you want to smuggle me into the flat and have me change places with her?”


      “That’s the idea exactly,” admitted the detective. “And I don’t want you to make your decision until I explain my plan in detail—or, rather, the necessity for the risk you will be taking.”


      “Shoot—” said Miss Dixon, “but I can tell you right now, risk or no risk, I’m going through with it. Janet, after all she’s been through and from what Howard has told us, is bound to flop once she gets to Dr. Winn’s. Nervous, and probably high strung, the chances are against her being able to hold up under the strain.”


      “I think you are right about that. But although Janet is in serious danger, she could be rescued and her father guarded without bringing you into the picture, Dorothy, if it were not for one thing. These men who hold Janet in their custody are in some way mixed up with Dr. Winn, who has undertaken to make some very important experiments for the United States government.”


      “I make a bet that he is Number 1 of the gang!” ventured Bill, the irrepressible.


      “Very possibly. That has yet to be discovered. But what I want you young people to realize is that this is no ordinary gang. Quite evidently we are up against an international organization. Their treatment of Janet is concrete evidence of their cold-blooded ruthlessness when they believe their plans to be in jeopardy. If you take your cousin’s place, Dorothy, of course we will see that you are well guarded, but even so, your part in clearing up this mystery will entail a very great element of risk.”


      “I’m willing to take the chance.” Dorothy met his inquiring eyes steadily. “Naturally, I’m sorry for Janet and I want to help her. The only thing is, I’ve got to be back at High School by January fourth.”


      “I think I can promise you that this job will be cleaned up within a week.”


      “I reckon,” smiled Bill, “that you haven’t told us all you know about these lads with numbers instead of names.”


      “Not quite all.” Sanborn smiled back at him. “But that is neither here nor there just now. By the way, Dorothy, how are you on shorthand and typewriting?”


      “Oh, not so worse. It’s part of the course I’m taking at New Canaan High.”


      “Good enough. Frankly, young lady, I would not consider using you, had not the New Canaan Bank robbery, the affair of the Mystery Plane and the Conway Case proved conclusively that you have a decided flair for this kind of thing.”


      “Thank you, sir,” said Miss Dixon with mock coyness. “Them kind words is a great comfort to a poor workin’ goil. Do I pack a gat wid me, Mister?”


      “You do not. In fact, you will take nothing except what belongs to your cousin. If I am able to get you into the Jordan flat and they carry you up to Ridgefield in her place, just being Janet Jordan, who never woke up when she was sleepwalking last week will be your best protection. Of course, I’m not deserting you. Either I or some of my men will find means of keeping in touch with you constantly.”


      “And when the villains scrag me, the secret service boys will arrive on the scene just in time—to identify the deceased! No thank you. If the gun is out of orders, Flash will have to go. Of course my jiu jitsu may help at a pinch, but Flash is more potent and ever so much quicker.”


      “What are you talking about, Dorothy?” Ashton Sanborn looked puzzled.


      “It’s a cinch you can’t drag a dog along if that’s your big idea,” declared Bill.


      “It is not the big idea, old thing.” Dorothy grinned wickedly. “Flash and I have got very clubby this fall. He’s really quite a dear, you know. We travel about together a lot.”


      “The mystery of this age,” observed Bill, “is how certain females can talk so much and say so little.”


      “Then,” said Dorothy cheerfully, “I’ll let you solve the mystery right now. Catch!” She tossed him a macaroon from a plate on the table. “Go over to that bedroom door,” she commanded. “Stand to one side of the door and throw that thing into the air.”


      “But, I say, Dorothy!” interposed Ashton Sanborn. “This is no time for fooling, we’ve got—”


      “This is not fooling, you dear old fuss-budget,” she cut in. “It’s—well, it’s just something that may save you from worrying so much about me. Now, Bill, are you ready?”


      “Anything to please the ladies,” retorted that young man wearily. He got up and walked to the far end of the room and took his stand beside the closed door. “Is Flash a cake hound? Will he jump for the cookie?”


      “He sure will—toss it in the air.”


      The small cake went spinning toward the ceiling, and at the same instant Dorothy’s right hand disappeared under the table. With the speed of legerdemain she brought it into view again and her arm shot out suddenly like a signpost across the white cloth. There was a streak of silver light—and the three male members of the quartet stared at the bedroom door in open-mouthed wonder. Quivering in the very center of its upper panel was a small knife, and impaled on the knife’s blade was the macaroon.


      “Meet Flash!” said Dorothy.


      “Great suffering snakes!” exploded Bill, plucking out the blade, and examining it. “The thing’s a throwing knife.”


      “Six inches of razor-keen, leaf-shaped blade,” said Dorothy, “and three inches of carved ivory hilt, beautifully balanced—that’s Flash. How do you like him, fellers?”


      “You,” declared Howard, who was still goggle-eyed with surprise, “you are the most amazing girl I’ve ever met, Dorothy!”


      “And you don’t know the half of it,” said Bill with unstinted fervor.


      “Think I can take care of myself at a pinch, Uncle Sanborn?” Dorothy was laughing at the expression of astonishment on the detective’s face.


      “You win, young lady.” He chuckled softly. “After this I’ll keep my worries for Doctor Winn and his friends. Who’d have thought you had anything like that up your sleeve!”


      “Not up my sleeve, old dear. A little leather sheath strapped just above my left knee is where Flash came from.”


      “Regular Jesse James stuff, eh?” remarked Bill as he handed back the knife.


      “Oh, yeah?” Flash disappeared as quickly as he’d come, and Dorothy stood up. “What’s on the boards, now, boss?” she asked sweetly.


      “Howard—” said Ashton Sanborn, “will you let me have the key to that apartment of yours? Thanks. Bill and I will need it this afternoon, and even if things go according to Hoyle, we’ll be powerful busy. In the meantime, I’ve got a job for you and Dorothy.” He took out his pocketbook and extracting a sheaf of bills, handed them to the girl.


      “You and Howard are going to have a busy afternoon, too. See that you’re back here in time for dinner at seven, and—”


      “But what under the sky-blue canopy is all this?” Dorothy was thumbing the bills, counting them. “Why, I’ve never seen so much money—”


      “Use it to buy your cousin a trousseau. Have the things sent to Mrs. Howard Bright’s apartment at this hotel. And remember, that when she arrives here, Janet will have nothing but the clothes she is wearing. You don’t mind doing this, do you?”


      “Mind! Why, I’ll love it!” Dorothy turned a dazzling smile on Howard, who was simply tongue-tied by the detective’s announcement. “Isn’t he swell, Howard? Isn’t he some guy?”


      Ashton Sanborn laughed. “Don’t thank me. Uncle Sam is paying, so you needn’t bring back any change.”


      Dorothy thrust the money into her purse. “Don’t worry, old bean, I won’t. So long, you two. Come on, Howard, we’re going to have a beautiful afternoon!” She caught young Bright by the arm and whirled him across the room to the coat-rack. She jammed a bright green beret over her right ear and slung her leopard-cat coat onto her shoulders. “All set for Fifth Avenue!” she called out merrily as she preceded Howard out of the room.


      CHAPTER V


      ON SECRET SERVICE


      To say that Dorothy enjoyed her afternoon’s shopping would be putting it mildly. Give any girl plenty of money and tell her to go out and buy an entire trousseau for herself—or even for somebody else—and watch her jump at the chance!


      Howard trailed along in more or less of a daze. This sudden change in his outlook; being drawn from the depths of despondency to the hope of a future with the girl he loved, and all in the space of a couple of hours, was a little too much for him to realize at once. Ever after, he had but a hazy recollection of that shopping tour. The afternoon seemed but a whirling maze of lingerie, stockings, street dresses, party frocks, coats, hats, shoes and accessories, upon which his advice was invariably asked, and never taken.


      They were bowling hotelwards in a taxi, jammed with cardboard boxes and packages of various shapes and sizes, before he returned to normal.


      “Whew!” he looked at Dorothy. “I should think you’d be dead!”


      She shook her head and laughed. “No girl ever gets tired of shopping,” she told him gaily. “Wait till you’re married—you’ll find out.”


      “But what’s the idea of bringing all these things back with us? I thought Mr. Sanborn said to have them sent.”


      “He did—but I have a better idea. This is part of it. I’ll tell you all about it when we get to the hotel. Keep still now—I want to go over the lists and see if I’ve forgotten anything!”


      Howard sighed in resignation.


      At the hotel desk they learned that Ashton Sanborn had not returned as yet, but had left word that they should go to his rooms. With the assistance of three bellboys, they piled themselves and their packages into the elevator.


      “Gee! This looks like the night before Christmas!” Howard dropped his hat and overcoat and stared at the boxes and bundles piled along the wall of the sitting room. “Janet certainly will be surprised when she sees all those things!”


      Dorothy pulled off her close-fitting little hat, and tossed it with her purse and coat onto the table. Then she sank into an easy-chair. “Well, I only hope she’ll approve. My, this was a strenuous afternoon. You’d better sit down.”


      Howard followed her advice. “You said it. But I know Janet—she’ll be crazy about the things you’ve bought.”


      “Oh, you boys are all alike.” Dorothy yawned unashamedly.


      “I don’t get you.”


      “What I mean is that as soon as a fellow goes round with a girl for a while, he invariably says ‘Oh yes, she’ll like this,’ or, ‘she won’t like that’.”


      “And—?”


      “Ninety-nine times out of a hundred you guess wrong.”


      “Why?”


      “I think it’s because girls like to do their own choosing. Especially when it comes to buying clothes. Well, anyway, I think the things are darling, and they’ll be becoming, too. At least they look well on me.”


      “Don’t worry—those clothes will make her look like a million dollars.”


      “I know they will. I’m tired, I guess.” Dorothy yawned again and closed her eyes.


      Howard started to say something, thought better of it, yawned, and let his head pillow itself on the soft upholstery.


      Three quarters of an hour later, Ashton Sanborn and Bill Bolton marched into the room to find the two shoppers sound asleep in their respective chairs. The detective coughed discreetly and both the young people awoke.


      “I see that you’ve brought your spoils back with you,” he smiled, pointing to the boxes and bundles. Dorothy stared at him, only half awake, then sat upright in her chair as she realized where she was.


      “Looks to me,” said Bill, getting out of his overcoat, “as if she thought Janet was going to start a shop of her own. Why did you cart all the stuff back here instead of having it sent?”


      “Because, Mr. Inquisitive—well, just because. You and Howard run along now and prepare your handsome selves for dinner. The principles of this piece are going into conference now.”


      “My word—” began Bill, but at a shake of the head from Sanborn, he took the still drowsy Howard by the arm and together they disappeared into the bedroom.


      “Pretty tough time you’ve had, I expect?” Mr. Sanborn’s eyes twinkled, though his tone was grave.


      “Oh, but it was lots of fun,” cried Dorothy. “Thanks to Uncle Sam, and Uncle Sanborn! And look here, I’ve got a great idea.”


      “Which has to do with your bringing back the packages yourself?”


      “Quite right, it has. Do you think those boys can hear what we’re saying?”


      “I doubt it, Dorothy—but Bill, as you probably guessed at the end of the affair of the Winged Cartwheels, is a full-fledged member of my organization and—”


      “Oh, I don’t mind Bill,” she interrupted in a low tone. “But Howard mustn’t get wind of it. He might make a fuss.”


      She rose from her chair and going over to the detective, began to whisper in his ear.


      “But that’s impossible, Dorothy!” he protested, although he allowed a smile to come to his eyes. “And what’s more, my dear, I’m afraid it would be illegal.”


      “Oh, no, it wouldn’t! Not if you—” And again she brought her lips close to his ear.


      “You’re a young scamp!” he laughed as she ended. “But—well—you’re doing a great deal for me, so—”


      “So you’ll go downstairs and start telephoning right away!” she prompted eagerly.


      Ashton Sanborn held up his hands in mock despair. “Nieces,” he declared, “should not badger hard-working old uncles. But since this niece has been a good girl today, Uncle will do as he’s asked.”


      “I shall never call you anything else but Uncle Sanborn, now,” Dorothy cried delightedly.


      “Thanks, my child, and I’ll do my best for you.”


      “Angel uncles can do no more,” she laughed.


      “Right-o. I’ll be on my way, then. Come along in about fifteen minutes with Bill and Howard. I’ll arrange for a table for dinner and meet you three in Peacock Alley.” The detective caught up his hat and hurried out of the room.


      * * * *


      Although Mr. Sanborn was a perfect host, and did all he could to make that dinner entertaining, he confessed later that he would always consider it one of the few failures of an otherwise unblemished career.


      Notwithstanding the delicious food, the charm and beauty of the huge room with its lights and music and scores of well-dressed men and beautifully gowned women, the dinner was not a success. All three of the young people were too excited by thoughts of what would happen later to do justice to the meal. Dorothy, moreover, had the added annoyance of feeling that her tailored frock, smart enough for luncheon or shopping, was definitely not the thing to wear at dinner in a fashionable hotel. Each endeavored to be sprightly and at ease. But since they knew that the one thing they wanted to talk about was forbidden in public, conversation flagged. Upstairs at last in Mr. Sanborn’s sitting room, he came directly to the point.


      “Now I know you’re just rearing to go,” he said. “And perhaps the sooner we get under way, the better.” He turned to Bill. “You go ahead with Howard,” he ordered. “Dorothy and I will follow you in about ten minutes. Go straight to the apartment. We’ll meet you there.”


      “O and likewise K, boss,” Bill returned. “Get into your rubbers, Howard. And don’t look so gloomy. You’re on your way to meet your best girl, remember.”


      When they had gone, Dorothy turned at once to the detective. “How about it, Uncle Sanborn?” she asked eagerly.


      “To quote Bill, ‘O and likewise K,’ niece.”


      “Gee, you are a dear!” Dorothy clapped her hands. “And now that that is that—I don’t care what happens.”


      “But I do, Dorothy.” Ashton Sanborn was serious. “Listen to me, young lady. From now on you’re working for the U. S. government, under me, and I must have my orders obeyed to the letter.”


      “Yes, sir, I understand.” Dorothy’s tone was crisp and business-like.


      “Good. I let those chaps go ahead of us as there is no need of having us all arrive at that apartment house at the same time. This afternoon, Bill and I made all arrangements, so that you can change places with your cousin shortly after you arrive.”


      Dorothy felt secretly proud that this keen-eyed secret service man took her at her word, and did not ask her again if she were really willing to go through with it. “May I ask you a question?”


      “Certainly.”


      “Well, suppose that after you manage to get me into Janet’s room, she refuses to leave it. Do you want me to force her?”


      “Heavens, no.” Sanborn laughed. “That has all been taken care of, Dorothy. I talked to your cousin by means of Howard’s headphone set shortly after dark this afternoon. I explained the whole thing to her and when she understood that her father would be brought into no extra danger because of our plan, and that I had drafted you into becoming a secret service operative, she consented.”


      “I’m glad of that,” said Dorothy fervently. “She could easily have misunderstood and spoiled everything.”


      “Well, we’ll have a lot to do to put it over, even though Janet is willing. I persuaded her that by doing exactly what you told her, once you arrived, she would be serving her country like a loyal American. You, of course, will use your own judgment, when you see her. The principal thing is to change clothes and get her out the way you came just as soon as possible.”


      “But how am I to get into the Jordans’ apartment?”


      “Good soldiers, Dorothy, do not ask questions. There’s no secret about it, but I’ve other things to tell you now. Lawson will probably come for you—or for Janet, as he will believe you to be. He is a tall, slender man, about thirty, rather good-looking, dark curly hair and a small mustache. Your Uncle Michael, if you should run into him, is heavy set and rather short. He has reddish hair, turning grey, and is clean shaven. Janet has never met either Doctor Winn, or Mrs. Lawson. Now just a word about the lady. She is a very beautiful and a very clever woman. Be on your guard with her, continually. I believe that the principal reason that you, or rather, Janet Jordan, will be taken to Ridgefield, is so that you may be studied at first hand by this woman. There is no need for me to tell you to keep up the Janet personality day and night. Incidentally, you will have only a very short time to study your cousin, so make the most of it. Well,” he concluded, “I guess that’s about all. You will receive further orders within the next day or two. In the meantime, simply carry on as Janet Jordan. I am taking a great responsibility in letting you go, my dear. For I won’t hide the fact that you’d probably be safer in a den of rattlesnakes than in the same house with Mr. and Mrs. Lawson.”


      “I’m not afraid, you know,” said Dorothy simply and smiled up at him.


      “I know you’re not. But it would really be better if you were. For then you’d be much more careful, and you must watch your step every minute until I get you out of it. Here’s your coat. Slip into it and we’ll get going. The sooner I get you safely into Janet’s room, and that young lady out of it, the easier will your Uncle Sanborn feel.”


      CHAPTER VI


      WHO’S WHO?


      The December evening was cold and wet as Dorothy and Ashton Sanborn crossed the sidewalk and entered their taxi-cab. The day had been a dreary one, and now a dense, drizzling fog lay low upon the great city. Dun-colored clouds drooped over a muddy Park Avenue as they were swept up town. On the side streets the electrics were but misty splotches of diffused light which threw feeble circular glimmers upon the slimy pavements. The yellow glare from shopwindows streamed out into the chill, vaporous air, and threw a murky, shifting radiance across the crowded thoroughfare. To Dorothy there was something eerie and ghostlike in the endless procession of faces which flitted across these narrow bars of light. She was not in any respect a timid girl, but the dull, heavy evening, and the prospect of the strange venture in which they were engaged, combined to make her feel nervous and depressed.


      At 59th street the taxi turned west and rolled steadily along the shining black asphalt, stopping now and then for the red lights. They crossed 5th Avenue and swung into Central Park. Dorothy caught glimpses of the gaunt shapes of trees in silhouette against the cold fog. She closed her eyes and resolutely turned her thoughts to the events of the afternoon.


      So engrossed had she become in the contemplation of her delightful buying orgy that she was surprised when their cab pulled up with a jerk and Ashton Sanborn opened the door.


      “Muffle up in your fur collar, Dorothy,” he said. “The fewer people who see your face, the better.”


      Now that the ordeal had arrived, Dorothy’s nervousness vanished. She buried the lower part of her face in the soft fur collar and walked at Mr. Sanborn’s side into the lobby of the apartment house.


      A darkey in brass buttoned uniform stood by the elevator. Two shining rows of white teeth flashed in a smile of greeting for the detective.


      “All the way up, George.” Mr. Sanborn gave the order as the car started upward.


      “Yaas, suh, boss, I understand.” George smiled again, and presently the elevator stopped.


      With Mr. Sanborn in the lead, Dorothy walked along a corridor and up a narrow flight of stairs. The detective opened a door at the top and the damp cold of the night swept in upon them. A moment later they were crossing the flat roof of the apartment house toward a small group who stood near the parapet at the roof’s edge. As they drew nearer, she saw that the group awaiting them was composed of Bill Bolton, Howard, and a stranger. They were standing beside a small crane.


      The secret service man nodded a greeting and turned to Dorothy. “We are directly above Janet’s window, which is three flights below,” he said quietly, and glanced at the luminous dial of his wrist-watch.


      “And you’re going to let me down with the auto-crane?” she asked with just a tremor of excitement in her voice.


      “That’s the idea. It’s perfectly safe. Bill tested it this afternoon.”


      Dorothy gave a little laugh. “Oh, I’m not scared, Uncle Sanborn.”


      “I know you aren’t, my dear.”


      “When do I take off?”


      “Whenever you’re ready.”


      “All set now, then, please.”


      “Good. You’ll go in a minute. Here are last instructions. You will seat yourself in that swinging seat that Bill is holding. The cable to which it is attached runs through the pulley at the end of the crane’s arm. This building is nine stories high. The Jordans’ flat is on the seventh floor, you remember, so Janet’s window is the third one down.” He moved to the low parapet and leaned over. “The window is dark, so everything is O.K.,” he said, coming back to her. “Pull your seat in with you when you enter, Dorothy, and pull down the shade, of course, when the light is turned on. When Janet is ready, switch off the light again and have her give a couple of pulls on this guide rope.” He placed the rope in her hand. “Then we will hoist her up. Ready for your hop now?”


      “Yes, thanks.”


      “Good luck, then. And remember that although you may not see us, I or some of my men will be near you all the time.”


      Dorothy shook hands with her three friends and stepped into her swinging seat. She sat down, steadying herself with a grip on the cable.


      “All serene?” asked Bill.


      “Shove off!” said Dorothy.


      Bill motioned to the stranger, there came the low whir of an electric motor. Her feet left the roof and she felt herself swung upward. Then the ascent stopped, the arm of the crane swung outward and with it her pendant seat. Her feet cleared the parapet and she was over the narrow airshaft.


      Blurred lights from closed windows of the various apartments gave her a glimpse of many empty ashcans in the small courtyard far below. But the crane was lowering her now close to the wall of the building. She was facing the wall, and looking upward she made out four heads leaning over the parapet at the edge of the roof.


      The descent was slow, but at last she passed two windows and came to rest beside the third, whose lower sash she saw was open. Then two arms caught her about the knees and she was pulled into the room.


      “Dorothy—oh, Dorothy!” sobbed an excited voice so like her own that Dorothy gave a start.


      “Well, here I am, Janet.” It was a prosaic reply, but her own heart was beating quickly, nevertheless. “Gee, it’s dark in here! Be a dear and shut down the window on this cable—and draw the shade, then turn on the light. I’m busy getting out of this thing.”


      She heard the window and shade come down with a rush. As she stepped free of her conveyance, the lights flashed on, and the cousins flew into each other’s arms.


      “Janet!”


      “Dorothy!”


      For a long moment the girls hugged each other and Janet, the more over-wrought, sobbed on her cousin’s shoulder.


      Dorothy was herself deeply touched, but managed to control her feelings. “Come, dear,” she said at last. “We’ll just have to get going, I guess. They’re waiting for you on the roof—and somebody is likely to come to the door. We mustn’t be caught together, you know.”


      “I know it.” Janet released her and again Dorothy gasped, for she heard her own voice speaking although the words came from Janet.


      “Look, Dorothy!” Janet pointed to a long mirror in the corner of the room. “I knew that we were a lot alike, but I never could have believed—”


      “Well, talk about two peas in a pod!” In the glass Dorothy saw herself standing beside her cousin; and had it not been that she wore a coat and hat, while Janet was dressed in a wine-colored silk frock, she would have had difficulty in knowing which was her own reflection. “Maybe I’m half an inch taller, or hardly that,” she said after a bit. “Lucky we both have had our hair shingled. You wear a bang, though—but that’s easily fixed.”


      She whipped off her small hat and went over to the dressing table where she picked up a pair of nail scissors. Two minutes of snipping and Janet’s bang was duplicated on her own forehead. The hair she had cut off had been carefully placed on a magazine cover and opening the window a trifle she dropped the ends into the night.


      “Now,” she said, closing the window. “You and I had better change clothes, Janet. And we’ll have to make it snappy.”


      “Yes—and oh dear—” Janet was slipping off her dress—“I’ve got so much to talk about. You can’t realize what a horrible time I’ve had—and then to find you, only to lose you again!” Janet was very near to tears.


      “But you won’t lose me long,” Dorothy flashed her a comforting smile as she got out of her own dress. “Meanwhile, you’ll have Howard. He’s waiting on the roof, now. And Ashton Sanborn says he can clear up this business in a few days.”


      “You certainly are wonderfully brave to do this for me,” sighed her cousin. “If Mr. Sanborn hadn’t insisted that by changing places with you I’d be really helping the government, I couldn’t allow you to do it. As it is, I feel I’m cowardly to go through with it—”


      “Why, you’re nothing of the sort,” Dorothy protested. While Janet talked and they both undressed, she watched her cousin’s mannerisms, storing away in her memory, for future use, every gesture, and inflection of the voice so like her own.


      “Who’s who?” she giggled, and now her tone was softer, an exact duplication of Janet’s manner of speaking.


      Her cousin smiled. “In our undies,” she admitted, “even I am beginning to wonder if I’m not seeing double and talking to myself. How about shoes and stockings, Dorothy?”


      “Chuck ’em over, Janet, we’d better do it up right. I sp’ose most of your things are packed in that wardrobe trunk over there?”


      “Yes. I packed it this afternoon. You’ll find some handkerchiefs and gloves in the top bureau drawer. I left the trunk open on purpose. When Mr. Lawson comes, you might be putting them in—it would help to make things natural.”


      “Right you are—that’s a good idea.”


      “My arctics and my hat and coat are in the closet. Your coat is much better looking than mine. It’s a shame to take it from you.”


      “What’s a coat between cousins who love each other?” laughed Dorothy and put on Janet’s dress.


      A few minutes later, the change of clothing had been made, and the girls regarded each other in awed wonder.


      “I’ll bet,” Dorothy declared, “that when Howard sees you he’ll think I’ve come back again.”


      Janet blushed. “Well, he’ll soon find out different. But it’s a shame to leave you here, darling. If there were only some other way!”


      “But there isn’t. So cut along now, and just remember that this kind of thing is my stuff—I love it.”


      “Some day I’ll make it up to you—if I ever can!”


      Dorothy hesitated for a moment, then smiled. “You can do it tonight, if you want to.”


      “Why—what do you mean?”


      “Just follow any suggestions that Mr. Sanborn may make.”


      “But, what does that—you’re hiding something from me!”


      “Perhaps I am.”


      “What is it?”


      “Never mind, now.”


      “But, Dorothy—”


      “No time for that, Janet. Get into that swing arrangement with your back to the window.”


      “All right, but kiss me goodbye, first.”


      They held each other close for a second. Then as Janet took her place on the seat attached to the steel cable, Dorothy switched off the light.


      “I’ll—I’ll do as you ask, I mean, about Mr. Sanborn,” whispered Janet.


      “Thanks, darling, I—” began Dorothy, her hand on the window sash ready to raise it. Then suddenly she stopped.


      Somebody was unlocking the door into the hall.


      CHAPTER VII


      PLAYING A PART


      Dorothy ran to the door and caught hold of the knob. “Who’s there?” she cried.


      “It’s I—Martin Lawson, Janet. May I come in?”


      “Oh, please, Mr. Lawson, not right now.” There was a soft tone of pleading in her voice. “You see, I’ve been lying down and I’m not quite dressed.”


      “But I thought I heard you speaking.”


      “You did.” The real Janet, shivering by the window, caught her breath and heard Dorothy’s tone sharpen slightly. “To myself. Being cooped up like this for hours on end, I’m glad to hear the sound of my own voice. I often read aloud. But I’ll be ready shortly, if you want me.”


      “All right, then. I’ll be back in five minutes. Your father is here and he wants to say goodbye.”


      The key turned in the lock and with her ear close to the panel Dorothy was sure she could hear the faint tread of footsteps retreating down the hall. With her heart pumping sixty to the second, she dashed back to Janet and carefully raised the window.


      “Heavens! that was a narrow squeak—” her cousin whispered shakily. “What nerve you’ve got! I nearly fainted—”


      “Never mind,” Dorothy whispered back, “you’ve got to get out of here—and right now!”


      “Oh, but I can’t, Dorothy. I’m afraid!”


      Dorothy gave the signal rope two savage pulls. Almost immediately the cable began to tighten. “Close your eyes and hang on with both hands,” she ordered.


      “But Dorothy—I’ll scream—I’m going to—I know it!”


      “No, you won’t!” Quickly Dorothy clasped the frightened girl’s fingers around the taut cable. A dive into the pocket of Janet’s coat brought forth her own handkerchief which she hurriedly crumpled into a ball and thrust into her cousin’s mouth. The seat, with Janet in it, was rising slowly. She caught the paralyzed girl below the knees, steadied her as the crane drew its burden clear of the sill and pushed her carefully into the outer darkness. When Janet’s feet were on a level with the upper sash, she pulled down the window and shade and switched on the light again.


      “Skies above!” Her breath came in short gasps and she leaned against the end of the bed to steady herself. “Talk about your thrills! That was worse than my first solo hop, by a long shot.” She ran her fingers through her short hair. “Let’s see—what next? Oh, yes—I was supposed to be lying down.”


      She caught up a book from the table and tossed it open onto the bed. Then she lay down, rumpled the coverlet, made sure that the pillow showed the impression of her head, and sprang up again. An adventurous past had taught her the need of being thorough.


      She went to the window and raising it, looked out and upward. Neither Janet nor the crane were in sight. Thankful that her cousin was safe at last, she pulled down the sash.


      Two or three minutes later, when the door was unlocked, the two men who entered surprised her in the business of packing the contents of the top bureau drawer into Janet’s wardrobe trunk.


      And now came as pretty a piece of acting as has ever been seen upon the stage; acting that Dorothy’s audience of two must not realize was acting, and furthermore, one of these men was the father of the girl she impersonated. Why hadn’t she remembered to ask Janet what she called that mysterious father of hers? Father, Papa, Dad, Daddy—which should she use? A mistake now would be fatal. Even her uncle must not become aware of her real identity. There was no time for hesitating. He was speaking now.


      “Janet, my dear—” he began.


      Dorothy ran to her uncle and throwing her arms about his neck, buried her head on his shoulder. “How could you leave me like this?” she wailed. “Why do you let these people keep me locked in my room? And now they are going to take me away!” Her voice grew louder, almost hysterical. She sobbed pathetically and clutched him a little tighter.


      “My dear child—you mustn’t cry this way—you really mustn’t!” Mr. Jordan patted her back in the silly way men do when they want to be comforting. “Mr. Lawson and his wife will look after you in the country, while your Daddy is away.”


      She released the embarrassed man, and pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket, dabbed her eyes with the cambric until she felt certain they looked bloodshot enough to pass inspection. “But I don’t want to go, Daddy. Please don’t let them take me,” she begged, her voice trembling as though she was using all her will power to gain self control. “If you can’t take me with you, why can’t I go back to school?”


      “But that’s impossible, Janet. You are going to be Mrs. Lawson’s secretary. Don’t be foolish. All arrangements have been made.”


      “Well, I’m eighteen,” said Dorothy with a show of temper. “My mother was a year younger than that when she ran away and married you. I am no longer a child. I don’t like being packed off like—like a bag of potatoes.”


      “Are there any other reasons why you don’t want to come to Ridgefield with me?” Mr. Lawson spoke for the first time. His words fairly dripped with suspicion.


      “Yes, there are.” Dorothy turned on him angrily. “Daddy goes off on a trip, and for reasons which appear to be a secret, you keep me locked in my room for more than a week, Mr. Lawson. And you seem to wonder why I resent it.”


      “But you have been ill, my dear Janet.”


      “If I’m so ill, why has no doctor been to see me?” Her voice was full of scorn.


      “I have been keeping you under observation myself.”


      “Quite possibly. I’ve been allowed to see nobody except that maid who acts as if she were deaf and dumb. If you are trying to tell me that I’m mentally deranged, I won’t stand for it! The mere fact that you now propose that I act as your wife’s secretary proves that you consider me capable. What right have you to keep me a prisoner in my own home? Who are you, Mr. Martin Lawson, to take upon yourself the regulating of my life?” Dorothy burst into angry tears.


      “But my dear child—” protested Mr. Jordan. “I’ve never seen you behave like this—”


      “No! And up to now,” she stormed, her eyes flashing, “you’ve never given me cause. In the first place I’m no longer a child—you forget that—and then—what kind of a life did you give me as a child? You are my father and you say that you love me, but can you expect deep affection from a daughter whom you ship to boarding school at five? You wouldn’t even let me visit friends during the holidays. For years at a time you never took the trouble to come and see me. How can you expect love and obedience after years of neglect?” She drew a sobbing breath, then went on: “For a while we traveled—you were nice to me—I enjoyed it. We settled down here. I forgave what you’d done to my childhood. I tried to make this flat a home for you, even though I was kept like a cloistered nun and you allowed me no friends. But this is going too far.”


      “And what, may I ask, are you going to do about it?” inquired Lawson with a disagreeable smile.


      “What can a defenseless girl without friends do to stop two big bullies? I shall go with you, Mr. Lawson, because I can’t help myself. But don’t expect me to like being used as a slave, even though I may be of some comfort to that long-suffering wife of yours. Oh, that makes you angry, does it? Well, let me tell you, that you are not half as angry as I am. You can practice your strong-arm methods on defenseless women and get away with it—some day you’ll try it on a man—and by the time he gets through thrashing you there won’t be enough left for the boneyard.” She flashed a smile of contempt on the furious man, and turned to Mr. Jordan who was speaking again.


      “What has come over you, Janet?” he was saying. “I’ve never heard you speak so rudely to anyone before. You’ve always been such a quiet little mouse—”


      “And you’ve taken advantage of it,” she interrupted. “What you forget is that even a mouse will turn and fight when it’s cornered. If you really loved me—if you had a spark of manhood in your selfish body, you’d thrash this man to within an inch of his life and throw him into the street. Get out of here—both of you!” she cried hysterically. “And please—no more silly arguments—I don’t want to be forced to say before outsiders what a contemptible person my father is proving himself to be.”


      This last tirade seemed to stun Mr. Jordan. From the almost agonized expression on his face, she saw that at last conscience was at work. The man was utterly miserable. He could not hide it.


      “Will you—will you be ready to leave in half an hour, Janet?” His voice was a mere whisper and shook with suppressed feeling.


      “Yes, I’ll be ready. Go now, please—both of you!” She turned her back on them and walking over to the window, she threw up the shade and the sash. As she stood there staring into the night, she heard them leave the room.


      This time the door shut without being locked. Dorothy streaked across the floor and pressed her ear to the keyhole. Just outside the men were talking.


      “You’re a fool, Lawson, if you still think that Janet wasn’t asleep during the meeting,” she heard her uncle say. “Tonight proves it. And let me tell you this. From now on, my business and my home shall be kept separate and distinct. Never again will I allow myself to be placed in a position to be dressed down by my own daughter. There was no comeback either. Every word she said was gospel truth. It’s a terrible thing when a daughter makes her father realize what a low, cowardly creature he is at heart. Well, how about it? Aren’t you now convinced of her innocence?”


      “I am.” Lawson clipped off the words, and as he went on speaking, there was insolence as well as a hint of nervousness in his tone. “But when it comes to giving me a thrashing, Number 5—well, I shouldn’t try it if I were you—not if you value your—er—health!”


      “Stop talking like a fool!” retorted Janet’s father. “Is the girl to be sent to Ridgefield or not?”


      “Now you’re talking rot, yourself,” snapped Lawson. “You know quite as well as I do that Laura won’t take our word for it. She told me this morning that any clever woman or girl for that matter, could twist a man around her finger without half trying. Laura wants to study your daughter herself—and that’s all there is to it.”


      “I hope Mrs. Lawson has a pleasant time of it.” Mr. Jordan said sarcastically. “But I’m afraid my hope will not be granted.”


      “Laura,” answered that lady’s husband, “can be rather disagreeable herself when she’s roused. Let us hope for Janet’s sake, that she doesn’t try her tantrums on my wife. By the way, what are you doing now?”


      “Getting away just as fast as I can, thank you. No more scenes for me, tonight. I wouldn’t meet Janet on her way out of here for a million dollars!”


      They moved further along the hall and Dorothy went slowly back to the window. Across the narrow court, two flights up, the shaded windows of Howard Bright’s flat shone a dull golden yellow in the black wall. For several minutes she stood watching the windows, her thoughts upon what she had done and what she had just heard.


      Suddenly, shadows appeared on one of the yellow rectangles. The shade was raised and framed in the window were Janet and Howard. Just behind them stood a stranger who wore the round, conventional collar of a clergyman. The young couple were smiling happily. Both waved, and Janet held up her left hand.


      Dorothy knew the significance of that gesture, and threw them a kiss. Then she saw the shade roll down, and she turned away.


      “And so they were married and lived happily ever after.” She sighed. “Uncle Sanborn kept his promise, like the fine old sport he is.”


      She stuffed the last of Janet’s belongings into the trunk, slammed it shut and locked it.


      “Now for the dirty work—and Laura Lawson.” She smiled grimly and went to the closet for Janet’s hat and coat.


      CHAPTER VIII


      “WALK INTO MY PARLOR”


      The sedan, with Martin Lawson driving and Dorothy beside him, purred smoothly through the dank, cold night. Now that they were past the realm of traffic lights, it lopped off the miles between them and Ridgefield with the regularity of an electric saw cutting planks from a log.


      During the entire journey, now nearly over, Dorothy had spoken no word to the man beside her. She wanted him to believe that she was still furiously angry. As a matter of fact, she had felt antagonistic toward him from the first moment she laid eyes upon him; his smug overgrooming, the highly polished fingernails, the small waxed moustache and too immaculate clothing, all repelled her. She knew at once what it had taken Janet some time to realize: Martin Lawson might be and probably was a very clever man; he was, on the other hand, a man to be wary of. His manner was just a little too complacent, too smooth. Notwithstanding the forewarning she had received regarding his character, Dorothy knew instinctively that he was not genuine and not a trustworthy person in any respect. She detested him thoroughly.


      He was a careful driver, she gave him credit for that. They found little traffic to impede their progress along the Boston Post Road, once the long tentacles of the great city were left behind. But the black swath of highway leading out and on from their moisture-coated headlights glistened wetly in their reflection. After they turned into the hills behind Stamford, heading for the Connecticut Ridge Country, the road for a mile or more at a stretch was covered with wet leaves. They crawled along at a snail’s pace to prevent skidding and a crash into the New England stone fences that rambled along the roadside dividing woodland from the rolling meadows.


      Just beyond New Canaan, they drove past Dorothy’s home and Bill Bolton’s, for the properties faced each other across the ridge road. Before they reached Vista it was raining dismally, and Lawson had the windshield wiper going. Dorothy was thankful that the sixty-mile journey from New York was nearly over. At last they reached the outskirts of Ridgefield, and the car swung into a driveway between high pillars of native stonework. In the glow from the electric globes on the gate posts, the blue stone driveway curved and twisted like a huge snake, winding through landscaped lawns and gardens as formal and precise as a public park.


      It was raining harder now, and Dorothy could see nothing beyond the path of their headlights. Although she had never been in the grounds before, she had driven past the Winn place numbers of times. Finally, she made out the bulk of a great stone house. Martin Lawson stopped the car beneath a porte-cochere. They had arrived.


      Massive doors of wrought iron and glass swung open. A butler and two footmen in livery ran down the steps. The butler, a tall, important-looking individual, snapped open the car door.


      “Good evening, Mr. Lawson,” he said. “Good evening, Miss.”


      The voice with its high-pitched Oxford drawl still smacked of Whitechapel. Dorothy, who had travelled in England, was sure that under stress, the cockney in this personage would come out. She knew he was careful of his aitches.


      “Good evening, Tunbridge,” Lawson returned briskly, and Dorothy smiled pleasantly. “Is Mrs. Lawson still up?”


      “Madam is awaiting you in the library, sir.” Tunbridge helped Dorothy to alight and handed Janet’s overnight bag to a footman. “Jones,” he said to the other flunky, as Lawson stepped out of the car, “drive round to the service entrance. Miss Jordan’s box is in the back of the car. See that it is taken up to the Pink Bedroom and have Hanley garage the motor-car.”


      “Very good, sir,” returned the man, and he got into the automobile.


      Tunbridge ushered them up the broad stone steps. Dorothy caught a last glimpse of a leafless, dripping hedge across the drive, and the giant skeleton arms of a tree that seemed to menace earth and sky; then she entered the house, wondering what the next act of this strange drama would bring forth.


      She found herself in an enormous hall, furnished with objects such as she had never seen outside a museum. Elaborately carved oak, suits of armor, stone urns, portraits, a wide stone staircase mounting upward to surrounding galleries, stained glass windows, tigers’ and lions’ heads, antlers of tremendous size, strange and beautiful weapons, all ranged in confusion before her eyes and suggested a baronial castle rather than the home of an American scientist, in the Connecticut hills.


      Tunbridge led to a door on the right, where he knocked, then opened, as a muffled “Come in” was heard.


      “Miss Jordan and Mr. Lawson, Madam,” announced the butler, and he stood aside to let them pass.


      Dorothy walked into a room whose walls seemed built of books. The furniture was richly attractive and looked luxuriously comfortable. A fire blazed in a fine chimney and a table near it was set with a glitter of splendid silver and hot water plates below shining metal covers.


      A tall, superbly beautiful woman, with dark eyes and coal-black hair that grew in a widow’s peak on her brow, rose from a chair on the wide hearth and came toward them. Her clear, white skin, and a broad streak of silver across the black hair gave her a strangely ethereal appearance, as though she might have been a being from another planet. The hand she held out to Dorothy was exquisitely formed, the fingers long and tapering.


      “How do you do, Janet,” she said pleasantly. “Welcome to Winncote. You are later than we expected. The Doctor has gone to bed, but he left his greetings.”


      “Thank you,” Dorothy returned formally and shook hands. “You are very kind, Mrs. Lawson.”


      Laura Lawson gave her a smile, but the girl saw that it was a smile of the lips alone, her dark eyes remained somber. “Did you have a breakdown?” she asked her husband, taking notice of him for the first time.


      “Slippery roads—it was impossible to do much more than crawl, Laura.” He lifted a dish cover on the table and inspected its contents. “Glad you thought to order supper—I’m famished.”


      “So am I,” admitted his wife and her words seemed to carry a double meaning. “It’s long after three. Come over here by the fire and get warm, Janet. Now Tunbridge—if you’ll please serve us?”


      Tunbridge seated them at the supper table and uncovered the dishes.


      “Just a light meal,” announced the hostess, “scrambled eggs, toast and cocoa, but it will warm you up and help you last until breakfast.”


      “It looks delicious!” said Dorothy, who discovered at the sight of food that she was starving. In fact all three were hungry, and for some little time conversation was dropped while the soft-footed Tunbridge waited upon them.


      “We will have a chat tomorrow, Janet,” Mrs. Lawson said presently. “Tonight you are tired and so am I. We take breakfast in our rooms. Ring for it when you’re ready, but don’t hurry about getting up, I’ll see you down here about eleven-thirty. Have you had enough to eat and drink, my dear?”


      “Plenty, thank you, Mrs. Lawson.” Dorothy thought it would be just as well if she played the demure mouse until she had a chance to size up her employer.


      “Then I think we’ll go upstairs, Janet, and I’ll show you your room.” She looked at her husband. “You’ll be coming up soon, Martin?”


      “Just as soon as I finish this pipe, and get a bit warmer.”


      “I think,” said Mrs. Lawson, “that both you and Janet had better take a hot lemonade before you go to bed. I don’t want to have you both laid up with colds tomorrow.” She smiled solicitously at the girl.


      “I hate the filthy stuff,” protested her husband.


      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she answered coldly and turned to the butler. “Tunbridge, have hot lemonades sent to Miss Jordan and Mr. Lawson in about twenty minutes, if you please.”


      “Very good, madam.”


      Laura Lawson slipped her arm through Dorothy’s. “Don’t be long, Martin.”


      “I won’t. Good night, Janet.”


      “Good night, Mr. Lawson.”


      Mrs. Lawson seemed lost in thought as they slowly mounted the stone stairs. Suddenly she began chattily: “Men are such stupid creatures, Janet. So stupid about taking medicine or anything else that may be good for them. Martin and that hot lemonade is a case in point. I hope that you haven’t any foolish ideas like that?”


      “Oh, no, indeed. I’m rather fond of it.”


      “That’s fine. Now promise me you’ll get into bed and drink it just as hot as possible. There’s nothing better to ward off a cold, and you’ll sleep like a top into the bargain. Well, here’s your room, my dear. It’s late, so I won’t come in, but I think you’ll find all you need to make you comfortable. If you want anything, ring. Good night, Janet. Sleep well.”


      “I’m sure I will, Mrs. Lawson. Good night.”


      The older woman passed along the gallery and Dorothy entered her bedroom. It was a good-sized room, attractively furnished with everywhere evidence of a woman’s taste. Pink-shaded electric candles gleamed from the walls papered in cream and scattered with tiny pink rosebuds. The small grey-painted bed displayed pink pillow cases, sheets and blankets. A dainty writing desk in one corner of the room was also painted grey as was the chaise longue and the chairs, where the upholstery carried out the note of pink. A soft grey rug, pink-bordered, covered the floor, and Dorothy’s feet sank into its thick, warm pile as she investigated her new quarters. She saw that the room was nearly square, and opposite the door a rounded alcove sheltered a bow window, hung with pink taffeta, and the window seat below it was cushioned in pink.


      In a corner against the wall stood Janet’s wardrobe trunk, and near it was a door that led into a spacious closet. Dorothy hung her coat on a padded hanger, and then looked into the rose and onyx tiled bath.


      As she re-entered the bedroom she stopped short in surprise. A small piece of white paper protruded from beneath the door to the gallery. Quickly she stooped, snatched the paper and opened the door. The gallery was empty. Crossing to the balustrade she looked down upon the great entrance hall. That also was deserted and nobody was to be seen on the staircase.


      She turned back, closed and locked her door. Then she spread out the paper she had crumpled in her hand. Printed on one side in pencil she read the words:


      “BE ON YOUR GUARD. DO NOT DRINK THE LEMONADE. DESTROY THIS AT ONCE.”


      “Now I wonder…” Dorothy muttered softly, “who sent me this note?”


      CHAPTER IX


      IN THE NIGHT


      Dorothy turned over the piece of paper to find as she expected that the other side was blank. No signature. Nothing but the double warning, and the admonition to destroy the missive and to do so at once. Evidently the writer either believed or knew for certain that she would shortly be disturbed. There was no fireplace in the bedroom. Even though she tore the note into bits, some of the scraps might be found and pieced together should she throw them out the window; and her room might be searched at any time. How could she make way with it? For a moment or two Dorothy was at a loss. Mechanically her fingers tore the paper into fine shreds.


      Then she smiled. “I guess we’ll let the plumbing take care of you,” she said, gazing down on the little pile of paper on her palm, and she disappeared into the bathroom.


      When she returned, Dorothy opened Janet’s over-night bag, took out a pair of green silk pajamas, bedroom slippers and toilet accessories, among which was a new toothbrush in a case. This, and the underwear she had on were the only belongings of her own that she had retained.


      From Janet’s purse, she extracted the trunk key. After some rummaging in that large travelling wardrobe, she found a quilted bathrobe of pale pink satin on a hanger toward the back. It was too late to unpack entirely, and she was about to close and relock the trunk, when she decided to leave it open. The Janet Jordan she was portraying had never waked up at the famous meeting of last week. That Janet would feel outraged at her imprisonment, her father’s seeming callousness and would naturally be furious at being packed up here willy-nilly: but she would have no cause to be suspicious of these people in this big stone house. If she had locked the trunk—Dorothy realized she had almost made a mistake, although a minor one—and in her present position mistakes were dangerous affairs.


      Although it was very late and the day had been a strenuous one Dorothy did not feel tired. While she undressed, she went over in her mind the new vistas opened up by this mysterious note she had just destroyed. As she dissected it word by word from memory, she was astonished to find that the scrap of paper carried much interesting information between the lines.


      Undoubtedly, Ashton Sanborn had planted a member of his organization in the house, but how that had been possible, she could not imagine. First of all, there was the warning to be on her guard. That Mrs. Lawson was indicated she had no doubt. Her hostess, while seeming most charming and courteous, had nevertheless suggested the hot lemonade which the note told her not to drink. It was quite likely that her unknown adviser had reason to think that the lemonade would be drugged. And then these people could hardly mean to poison her so soon after her arrival. For their whole idea in bringing her to Winncote, as she understood it, was to make sure whether the real Janet had heard their secrets or not. No—they merely wanted her to sleep soundly. But why?


      Dorothy pondered on this for several minutes. There could be only one reason, she decided. Somebody was planning to enter her bedroom tonight, and wished to do so without her knowledge. What their purpose might be she could not guess and she did not bother about it. To a girl of a nervous temperament, such as Janet Jordan, the knowledge that such a visit was planned and success arranged for by means of a drug, would have been torture. But Dorothy, who could feel “Flash” in his holster just above her knee was merely worried for fear that lemonade or no lemonade she would fall asleep. The arrival here had been uneventful enough after what had happened at the Jordans’ apartment. At least, to all outward appearances it had been smooth sailing. She was beginning to realize that nothing with these people was what it seemed to be. She had climbed her Vesuvius and was standing at the crater’s edge. Already the first rumblings of the eruption had been heard.


      Her position, though seemingly secure, was nothing of the kind. The sooner Ashton Sanborn gave her the orders he had promised, and she could carry them out and get away from this place, the better for Dorothy Dixon. And yet she could not help a feeling of exhilaration.


      There came a gentle knock on her door. Wearing her quilted wrapper and slippers she turned the key and opened to—the imposing Tunbridge. He bore a small tray on which stood a steaming tumbler, a bowl of sugar, two spoons and a napkin. “Your hot lemonade, Miss Jordan,” he announced in his pompous voice and rather as though he were offering her a priceless gift. “Mrs. Lawson’s instructions are to drink it after you get in bed, Miss. May I mention also that it is very hot?”


      Dorothy took the tray. “Thank you, Tunbridge, I’ll be careful. Good night!”


      “Good night, Miss.”


      The butler departed in the direction of the stairway, and Dorothy closed the door and locked it again.


      She set the tray on a chair beside her bed and put two spoonfuls of sugar into the tall glass. It was too hot for anyone to drink yet, so she went into the bathroom to get ready for bed.


      Five minutes later she switched off all the lights except the one on the head board. Then she got into bed, picked up the glass and stirred her lemonade, making sure that the spoon tinkled against the glass. If anyone was listening outside her door they would naturally think she was drinking the stuff.


      After waiting a moment or two longer, she set the glass down on the tray with a thump that might have been heard on the gallery. But the glass remained in her hand. Off went her light now, and still holding the lemonade she got quickly and quietly out of bed. A silent trip to the bathroom in the dark and she emptied the lemonade into her washbowl. Then she came back and placed the empty glass on the tray. She hurried over to the bow window, opened a sash, turned off the heat in the radiator and crawled into bed again.


      The bed was to the left of the door as one entered the room. By lying on her right side Dorothy held the entire room within her view. After the soft glare from the shaded electric lights, it seemed inky black, but soon her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. In the wall just beyond the foot of the bed was the closed door of her closet. The trunk stood beyond that in the corner. The alcove and window seat took up a large section of the farther wall and in the corner, diagonally across from where she lay was a dark spot—the writing desk. Opposite her bed was the half open door to the bathroom. The dressing table, the door to the hall but a few feet from her head—mentally she had completed her tour of the room.


      Then for a long while, or so it seemed to the excited girl, she lay there waiting. Of course her door was locked, but the affair of the Winged Cartwheels a few months before had taught Dorothy that keys may be turned from the outside with a pair of small pincers. Her mind now set itself on the key in the door. In vain she listened for the warning click that would come when it turned in the lock. Now that she was lying in bed she began to discover how tired she was. It became harder and harder to stay awake.


      She knew that she must have dozed, for without warning a light appeared, a golden circle on the center of the rug. Instantly she was wide awake and her hand beneath the blankets drew her throwing knife from its sheath. Through half-closed eyelids she made out a dark figure holding a flash light pointed toward the floor.


      Then the glowing circle moved to the empty glass beside her bed, and Dorothy closed her eyes. For a moment it rested upon her face and she heard a low chuckle. Dorothy knew that voice. Her visitor was Laura Lawson.


      The light swept away from her face. Mrs. Lawson touched the wall switch by the door and the bedroom sprang into light. The drug in the lemonade must have been a strong one, for it was evident that the intruder had no fear of her awakening. Without wasting another glance on Dorothy, Laura Lawson went to the wardrobe trunk and commenced a detailed inspection of its contents.


      The woman’s back was turned, so Dorothy had no difficulty in watching her movements. Everything in the trunk was taken out, glanced at and put back exactly as it had been. This took some time, and it was fully half an hour before her hostess finished with the trunk. Next she overhauled the small travelling bag and the purse. Then the empty drawers of the dressing table and desk came under the woman’s eye. The pillows and cushions of the window seat were lifted. The rug was turned back. Every nook and cranny of the room and closet came under observation. Then she went into the bathroom.


      “What under the shining canopy can she be looking for?” Dorothy marveled. “It can’t be the note I got tonight. She proposed the lemonade before that could have been written. I wonder if she’ll search the bed? She mustn’t find Flash—”


      When Laura Lawson returned to the bedroom, she saw that the sleeper had turned over and was now facing the wall. For a moment she gazed down on the girl, then her hand crept under the pillow. Finding nothing there, the covers were pulled back to the foot of the bed.


      Dorothy felt the cold breeze from the open window blowing on her pajamaed body, but she did not move. Presently sheet, blankets and silk comfort were replaced and the woman left the bedside. Dorothy chuckled inwardly. Flash was still safe. She was lying on him.


      Off went the light. Dorothy knew that Mrs. Lawson’s slippered feet would make no sound on the thick pile of the rug. She waited to hear the door open and close, but heard nothing. With her face to the wall, she could see nothing. The strain of lying motionless became nerve wracking. What was the woman doing anyhow? Slowly she rolled over again. So far as she could tell, the room was empty.


      For what seemed an age Dorothy lay, listening. Except for the wind sighing through the bare trees outside her window, there was no other sound. She felt nervous and unpleasantly excited. She must know if the door had been left unlocked. Slipping out of bed she tiptoed across to it and tried the handle. The door did not give.


      Suddenly she froze against the panels. A dim glow appeared on the opposite wall as the closet door swung slowly back, and outlined in the opening was the tall figure of Tunbridge.


      CHAPTER X


      SURPRISES


      Dorothy’s experiences, since she had shopped for neckties for her father that morning had been quite enough to lay up the average girl for a week, and to wreck her nerves into the bargain. Laura Lawson’s appearance in her bedroom had strained tightened nerves to the breaking point.


      The arrival of this second intruder was just too much. As the butler stepped out of the closet and started to close the door, Dorothy’s self-control snapped like a rubber band. She forgot that she was playing a part; that it might be suicidal to show her hand so early in the game. Fear gripped her throat. Had this man been sent to kill her? If not, then what was he doing, stealing into her room through a secret entrance like an assassin of the middle ages? Self-preservation bade her act. The consequences could take care of themselves.


      “Stop!” The harsh whisper, as her hand dove for Flash, sounded like the voice of a stranger. “Move another step, and I’ll pin you to that door!” Flash was in her raised hand now, the extended blade reflecting the light in the closet as though the polished steel were glass.


      She saw the man start in surprise and turn his head in her direction. As she was about to hurl the knife, Tunbridge found his voice.


      “Ashton Sanborn sent me, Miss Dixon. Please don’t throw that knife.”


      Gone was the English accent, and the pompous intonation of the British man servant. Tunbridge, if that were really his name, spoke the American Dorothy was accustomed to hear, the accents of the cultured New Englander. For the second time in her life, Dorothy fainted.


      She awoke to find herself in bed. Tunbridge was beside it. She could just make out his tall, powerful figure in the darkness.


      “Goodness—did I faint?” she said weakly.


      “You certainly did, Miss Dixon.” His tone was little above a whisper. “Please don’t raise your voice—and drink this. I found the aromatic spirits of ammonia in the bathroom. You need something to steady you. No one is cast iron—you’ve been through a frightful lot today.”


      Dorothy took the glass and drained it. Then she lay back on her pillow. “I got the scare of my life just now. Why didn’t Ashton Sanborn tell me about you, Mr.—”


      “Tunbridge is really my name, Miss Dixon. John Tunbridge, and very much at your service. I was afraid my rather abrupt appearance would startle you, and especially coming so soon after Mrs. Lawson’s—er—visit. I got a shock myself when I saw your white figure by the door just now, and all ready to split me with that knife, like—like a macaroon.” He chuckled, and removing the tray, sat down on the chair beside her bed.


      “Oh, then you’ve seen Ashton Sanborn this evening, Mr. Tunbridge?”


      “Heard from him, Miss Dixon. As you must know by now, I am a secret service operative and I am working under Mr. Sanborn. There isn’t time to go into detail now, but a couple of months ago, our department received an anonymous letter saying that Doctor Winn would bear watching. Shortly before that the Doctor had engaged Mrs. Lawson, who is an expert chemist by the way, to take charge of his laboratory. Her husband has been Doctor Winn’s secretary since last spring. We thought at that time that Mrs. Lawson might be the mysterious letter writer. Since then we’ve altered our opinion. Mr. Sanborn decided that inasmuch as Doctor Winn was working for the government it would be well to have a secret service man in the house. We prevailed upon the butler here to resign and I took his place.”


      “Then Doctor Winn knows you’re a government detective?”


      “No one in this house knows that, except you, Miss Dixon. The whole matter was arranged through an employment agency. Doctor Winn and the others here have no idea that I, like you, am simply playing a part.”


      “Well, you’re certainly a splendid actor, Mr. Tunbridge.”


      “Thank you, Miss Dixon. As you’ve no doubt discovered, acting, convincing acting, often plays a large part in our profession. You are doing brilliantly in that respect yourself. Mr. Sanborn thought, however, that it would be better if you did not know about me until the necessity arose. Mrs. Lawson, he knew would be watching you like a hawk when you arrived. If you had been aware of my identity, your position would only have been more difficult. She might have had her suspicions aroused in some way, which would have given you a wrong start from the beginning. I think you will realize tomorrow how hard it will be to treat me as though I were merely Tunbridge the butler.”


      “Oh, I think you’re right. Tell me, how did you find out about the lemonade?”


      “I overheard the Lawsons talking, yesterday. Made it my business in fact. It seems that Mrs. Lawson has had the idea that if Janet Jordan was only shamming sleep at that meeting, she would do her best to communicate with her father in some way. The natural thing to do would be to write a note and slip it in his hand or his pocket, when he came to see her. Martin Lawson was sure he would detect anything of the kind when he brought Jordan to say goodbye to Janet tonight at the flat. If not, the plan was to drug the girl with hot lemonade so that Mrs. Lawson could search her belongings for the note tonight.”


      Dorothy nodded. “I watched her closely while she was in here, and so far as I could make out she didn’t find anything that interested her particularly. The Lawsons must have guessed wrong about Janet writing her father.”


      “Well, no, they didn’t,” declared her new ally. “Janet wrote a letter, just as they surmised.”


      “But where could it be?” asked Dorothy in a startled whisper, and sat bold upright in bed.


      “Probably destroyed by this time,” Mr. Tunbridge chuckled. “There’s no need to worry on that score, Miss Dixon. When Ashton Sanborn spoke to your cousin this afternoon by means of Howard Bright’s headphone set, he learned that Janet proposed doing just what this clever pair here figured upon. Of course she had already written the note, and as there was no safe way to get rid of it in her room, he told her to take it with her when she left. And now if you’ll be good enough, I wish you’d tell me what happened after you took her place in the flat.”


      Dorothy gave him a short sketch of her encounter with her uncle and Martin Lawson in Janet’s room, and of the conversation between the two men in the corridor afterward. “All the way up here,” she ended, “I pretended I had a grouch. Mr. Lawson tried to start a conversation several times, but he soon found it wasn’t much fun talking to himself and he gave it up as a bad job.”


      “Excellent,” applauded the secret service man, “and quite in keeping with your behavior in the flat. You have done most remarkably well, Miss Dixon. Only—you won’t mind if I warn you not to let first success make you careless.”


      “Do you really believe that these people mean to do away with me if they discover I am not what I appear to be, Mr. Tunbridge? It sounds a bit too melodramatic, don’t you think?”


      “These Lawsons, husband and wife, are playing for gigantic stakes.” The detective’s voice, though barely audible was extremely grave. “They will stop at nothing. When crooks have at least two murders behind them, they’re not likely to stop at a third.”


      “Then—then they are not what they pretend?”


      “Certainly not. They’re a pair of high class European crooks named du Val.”


      Dorothy shuddered. “And murderers!”


      “Undoubtedly. They’re wanted both in England and in Austria for their crimes.”


      “How did you find that out?”


      “Oh, you see I recognized them when I arrived here, Miss Dixon.”


      “But—but I can’t see why—why you didn’t arrest them then and there! You knew that they were after the secret of Doctor Winn’s new explosive, or whatever it is he has invented.”


      “Yes, we realized that the formula for Doctor Winn’s explosive gas was the magnet that drew the du Vals to this house; but until today we had no idea how they proposed to dispose of the formula after stealing it.”


      “I see. And now you realize that they probably intend to sell it to the organization of which my uncle is a member?”


      “You are right, Miss Dixon.”


      “Then why can’t you arrest the Lawsons now?”


      “We can take the Lawsons at any time,” Tunbridge explained. “But we want to catch the ringleader of this organization. We know the group exists and for no good purpose, but what their definite object may be we still have no means of telling. We can’t arrest them on suspicion alone. Once they actually buy the formula from the Lawsons, it will be quite a different matter.”


      She shook her head slowly. “But why hasn’t the formula been stolen before this? They’ve had plenty of opportunity, surely—”


      “Because it is not completed. At dinner tonight I heard the Doctor say that by tomorrow afternoon the work would be finished, and that he expected to take the formula to Washington the day after tomorrow.”


      “Then you expect?—”


      “I expect that the Lawsons will make their attempt tomorrow night.”


      “And where do I come in on this business, Mr. Tunbridge?”


      “You are going to take the plans from Doctor Winn’s safe before the Lawsons get to it.”


      She drew her breath sharply. “That’s a pretty large order—”


      “I know it, but—of course you’ll have the combination of the safe—”


      “Are you going to give it to me now?”


      “Too dangerous. They are quite capable of searching your belongings again—or your person, for that matter—at any time. I’ll get it to you with exact instructions just as soon as the Doctor completes that blooming formula and locks it in the safe.”


      “That’s all very well, Mr. Tunbridge. But has it occurred to you that if I steal this paper—I suppose it will be a paper?—”


      “Probably several of them—”


      “Well, if I take these papers before the Lawsons can get them, how are you going to arrest my uncle and the other men?”


      “You,” directed Tunbridge, “will simply make a copy and replace the original documents where you found them. This is a safety-first move. We must have a copy in case the originals are destroyed.”


      “It looks like a very complicated matter to me,” Dorothy admitted candidly. “Why not put the old gentleman wise? After all, it’s his formula, and if he made his own copy it would save us a possible run-in with the Lawsons, and—”


      Mr. Tunbridge stood up. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, making a brave attempt to stifle a yawn, “but Doctor Winn would never agree to it. For a scientist who dabbles in high explosives, he’s the most nervous man I’ve ever met. He’d give the whole show away. No, that’s out of the question. Doctor Winn must be kept in ignorance of the whole proceeding. And now—” a yawn got the better of him this time— “and now to bed. You need sleep even more than advice just now. Good night, or rather, good morning, Miss Dixon. Pleasant dreams, I hope.”


      He started toward the door and Dorothy sprang out of bed and reached for her dressing gown.


      “I want to see that secret passage, Mr. Tunbridge,” she said in a low tone.


      “Oh, yes, come along.” He opened the door and stepped inside the closet. “It works this way. Press your foot on the board in the farthest right hand corner, like this, and a panel in the back wall slides up—like that—”


      Dorothy stared at the gaping black hole, then as the detective-butler snapped on his flashlight she saw that a narrow circular staircase led downward in the wall.


      “That stair curves down to the ground floor,” he explained. “It comes out through the side wall inside the big fireplace in the hall. To open the panel down there you press a button under the left-hand corner of the mantel. To close either panel you simply put it down, once you’re inside.”


      “Are there any more of these passages in the walls?”


      “Very likely, but I haven’t found them yet. Winncote is an exact copy of the Doctor’s ancestral home in Wales. Those old houses were honeycombed with priest holes, secret passages and whatnot. And Doctor Winn had his architect copy the original Winncote across the water down to the last stone, with modern improvements such as bathrooms and steam heat, added.”


      “Funny old fellow, isn’t he?” commented Dorothy sleepily. “Then I’m simply to carry on until I hear from you again?”


      “That’s right. But whatever you do, watch your step with the Lawson woman. She is fully as heartless as she is beautiful. If you had never heard of that meeting in the Jordans’ flat, it would be much better for you. She will try to trap you, so please be on your guard continually. Well, good night, again.”


      “Good night, Mr. Tunbridge.”


      The panel in the back wall of the closet slid into place, and Dorothy went back to bed. She realized now that this matter of impersonating her cousin was not going to prove to be the easy job she had fancied. A slip on her part now would not only put her own life in danger, it would probably ruin all government plans to apprehend these desperate criminals.


      At last she fell into a troubled sleep wherein she dreamed that a long circular staircase curved round and round her bedroom, and that Mrs. Lawson, dressed as a butler, had set her to watch every step of it.


      CHAPTER XI


      GRETCHEN


      Dorothy awoke from troubled dreams to find that it was another day. Through the open window she saw the swirl of snowflakes driven in a high wind. The bedroom was cold and in the grey light of the winter morning it had lost its cheerful air.


      She heard a knock on the door.


      “Who’s there?” she called drowsily.


      “It’s the maid, miss. Mrs. Lawson thought you might be wanting your breakfast now.”


      Dorothy looked at her wrist watch. The hands marked ten-thirty. She jumped out on the rug, which felt cold and clammy under her bare feet, went to the door and unlocked it. Then she scampered back to bed and snuggled under the warm covers.


      In walked a trim little figure wearing the small white apron and gray uniform of a chambermaid. Dorothy saw a round merry face, and a pair of big blue eyes beneath the white lawn cap, and thick flaxen braids were coiled round the neat head. She was surprised and somehow pleased to discover that this attractive member of the household staff could not be much more than sixteen, just her own age.


      The little maid shut the door softly, crossed to the window and closed it, turned on the steam heat and came to the bedside. “Good morning, Miss Jordan.” She smiled engagingly. “I’m Gretchen, miss. Will you have your breakfast in bed?”


      “Why, thank you, Gretchen—that will be cozy. But if it’s going to give you any trouble, don’t bother.” With the covers drawn up to her eyes, Dorothy smiled back at the girl.


      “Oh, no, miss—it’s no trouble at all.” Gretchen was insistent. “It’s all ready now. I’ll run down and bring it up.”


      She whisked out of the room and Dorothy rolled over for another cat-nap.


      “If you’ll be good enough to sit up now, Miss Jordan—I have your breakfast here.”


      Dorothy awoke again, yawned and stretched luxuriously. Gretchen stood beside her bed with the breakfast tray.


      “If you’ll be good enough to sit up, miss?” she repeated.


      Dorothy punched the pillows into position behind her, slipped the quilted gown about her shoulders and leaned back. Gretchen moved nearer—then almost dropped the tray.


      “Why—why—miss—”


      Dorothy leaned over and steadied the tray. “What’s the matter, Gretchen?” The little maid was staring at her open-mouthed, her big blue eyes as round as saucers.


      “Oh, I—I beg your pardon, but it’s—it’s the resemblance, miss—Miss Jordan.” She set the tray over Dorothy’s knees and drew back still with that astonished look. “I couldn’t see you very well before, miss, with the covers up to your eyes. But when you sat up, it sure did give me a start.”


      “What do you mean, Gretchen? The resemblance to whom?” Dorothy, outwardly calm, fingered her glass of orange juice, but her thoughts raced toward this new complication.


      “Why, you look so much like Dorothy Dixon—the flyer, you know, miss. She’s my hero—I mean, heroine, Miss Jordan. I’ve read everything the newspapers printed about her and Bill Bolton. You must have read about them too, everybody has?”


      “Oh, yes, I’ve heard about them.” Dorothy hoped her tone sounded indifferent. “But you know, Gretchen, newspaper pictures are often very poor likenesses.”


      The girl smiled and nodded. “I know that, Miss Jordan. I’ve got them all and there isn’t no two of the pictures that looks alike.”


      “Then how—?”


      “You see, it wasn’t the newspaper pictures I was thinking of, miss, but Dorothy Dixon herself. You see I know Miss Dixon,” she went on proudly, “and you two are certainly the spittin’ images of each other, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


      Dorothy minded very much, but it was not consistent with the part she was playing to admit it. Here was a contretemps not even Ashton Sanborn had foreseen. Yet, of course, New Canaan was only ten miles away. She had many friends in Ridgefield, and she’d been there hundreds of times. But she simply couldn’t remember having seen Gretchen in any of their homes. Her answer was but a feeble stall for time.


      “So you know her then?” she said lamely.


      “Oh, yes, miss. Not well, you understand. I saw her and Mr. Bill Bolton first when they finished the endurance test on the Conway motor this fall. Then a few days later, I drove over to her house in our flivver—over to New Canaan, you know, and I called on Miss Dixon. I wanted her to autograph a picture of herself I’d cut out of the Sunday paper.”


      “And you met her?” Dorothy remembered the incident perfectly now. But the maid’s uniform—and her hair—when she had seen her, Gretchen had worn two braids over her shoulders, very much the schoolgirl. No wonder she hadn’t recognized her. But now what should she do? Would it be possible to keep up this camouflage with a girl whom she had met and with whom she would come in daily contact? Gretchen was talking again.


      “Yes indeed, I met her. And she was just darling to me, Miss Jordan. She even gave me one of her own photographs and wrote on it, too. You see, us Schmidts came over from Germany about a hundred years ago, but we’re honest-to-goodness Americans just the same. Father was in the American army during the war. He was an aviation mechanic. He found one of them Iron Crosses of the Germans on some battlefield in France and kept it for a mascot. And would you believe it, miss, Father never even got wounded once, the whole time he was over there! Perhaps it was the little Iron Cross, and perhaps it wasn’t. Anyway, he thought a lot of his mascot. When I was ten years old, he had it fixed on a thin gold chain for me to wear around my neck, and gave it to me on my birthday. Well, when I went to see Miss Dixon this fall, I took it with me. She goes up in her airplane so much and does so many other exciting things, I wanted her to have it. She didn’t want to take the cross at first, but I persuaded her to, just the same. And you don’t know how nice she was to me, Miss! Took me out to see Will-o-the-Wisp—that’s her plane, you know—she calls it Wispy for short. And I had a perfectly grand time. She’s my heroine, all right. And you, miss—I hope you’ll excuse me for talking so much about it—but you look exactly like her, and your voices are just the same, too. It’s wonderful!”


      “So you are Margaret Schmidt,” Dorothy said slowly.


      “Yes, miss, that is so, though everybody calls me Gretchen. How did you know my given name, Miss Jordan? Is Miss Dixon a friend of yours? Did she tell you about me? But that’s silly—she wouldn’t remember me.”


      Dorothy looked the little maid straight in the eyes. “She remembers you, Gretchen. Would you be willing to do something for her—to keep a secret, a very important and maybe a dangerous one? Do you think you could do it?”


      Gretchen looked awestruck, then she smiled. “Mother says I’m the closest-mouthed girl she ever saw, miss. They could cut me in pieces before I ever let out any secret of Dorothy Dixon’s. I’d never tell—not me! You can trust me, Miss Jordan.”


      “I’m sure I can, Gretchen. And I’m going to.” Dorothy slipped her hand into the V-neck of her pajamas. “Remember this?”


      “Why—it’s—it’s my Iron Cross—that I gave Dorothy Dixon. How in the world—?”


      “I am Dorothy Dixon.” Dorothy broke into laughter at the bewildered expression on the girl’s face.


      “But—but I don’t understand!” Gretchen stammered as though her tongue was half-paralyzed. “I knew the resemblance was wonderful—but—they said you were Miss Janet Jordan—and—”


      “You sit down on the end of the bed,” said Dorothy, “I’ll go on with my breakfast before it gets cold, and explain at the same time. We won’t be disturbed, will we?”


      “Oh, no, miss.”


      “How about your work, Gretchen? Will you be wanted downstairs?”


      “Mr. Tunbridge told me to unpack your trunk, miss—Miss Dixon—and to make myself generally useful.”


      “Fine,” smiled Dorothy, pouring out a cup of coffee. “But keep on calling me Miss Jordan—otherwise you’ll be making slips in the name in front of other people and that would be fatal.”


      “Yes, Miss Jordan,” Gretchen grinned happily.


      “After this beastly business is over,” Dorothy went on, “we’ll be Gretchen and Dorothy to each other.”


      The other girl looked a trifle embarrassed. “But I’m only a chambermaid, Miss Jordan,” she said shyly.


      “Don’t be silly!” Dorothy waved away the argument with a sweep of her spoon. “You’re proving yourself a real friend—and that’s that.”


      “Very well, Miss Jordan.”


      “Now pin back your ears, Gretchen.” Dorothy lifted the cover from her scrambled eggs. “I am taking my cousin, Janet Jordan’s place as Mrs. Lawson’s secretary. Nobody in this house knows who I am except Mr. Tunbridge, nor must they be given the slightest hint that I am anybody but Janet Jordan. As you’ve probably guessed, Janet and I look almost exactly alike. Our mothers were twins and that probably accounts for it.”


      “Gee—” breathed Gretchen. “It’s just like a story in a book!”


      Dorothy bit into a slice of buttered toast. “Maybe it is,” she admitted, speaking with her mouth full. “But the point is that you and I are living this story and it may come to a very abrupt and unpleasant ending unless we’re both terribly careful. Let’s see—where was I? Oh, yes. Mr. Tunbridge and I are working together on this case, working for the United States Government.”


      “Secret Service?” asked Gretchen in an awed whisper.


      “Yes.”


      “Then I’ll be working for the secret service too?” Dorothy could see that the girl was very much impressed with the idea.


      “You will, Gretchen—that is, you are—under me. But don’t get too pepped up about it. The work we are on is serious and it is extremely dangerous into the bargain. I wouldn’t have brought you into it unless I had to. Right now I haven’t the slightest notion how you are going to be fitted into the picture. But I couldn’t have you going around, talking about how much Janet Jordan looks like Dorothy Dixon, could I? Doctor Winn and the Lawsons have no idea of either the resemblance or the relationship. If that came out and they got wind of it—well, there’s no telling what might happen.”


      “Especially,” chimed in Gretchen, “after all the detective work you did in those three big cases over to New Canaan this summer and fall.”


      “You’ve got it,” declared Dorothy, and sipped her coffee. “A robbery is being planned here, Gretchen, a robbery of some very valuable papers from Doctor Winn’s safe. The thieves will probably try to pull it off tonight. These papers, which have to do with an invention of the Doctor’s are worth a million dollars or more to any number of people. So you see the thieves are playing for big stakes, and I might as well tell you that they aren’t the kind that would let a thing like murder stop them. And now that you know the facts, are you willing to go on with it?”


      Gretchen seemed horrified that Dorothy should doubt her. “Oh, Miss Jordan, I don’t want to get murdered any more than anybody else—but, I’m not afraid—honest I’m not!”


      “I knew you were true blue,” smiled Dorothy. “So we’ll call it a deal, shall we?”


      “You bet!” The two girls solemnly shook hands. “What do you want me to do first, Miss Jordan?” Gretchen asked eagerly.


      “Move this tray onto the chair over there, please. Then while I’m taking a bath and dressing you might unpack Janet Jordan’s clothes. I’ll choose something to wear later.”


      “Very good, Miss Jordan.” The little maid took the tray, then stopped short, her round blue eyes very serious. “But what about the secret service work?”


      “Just carry on as usual for the present.” Dorothy slipped out of bed. “And remember—not a word to anyone about what I’ve told you—not even Mr. Tunbridge. I don’t know myself exactly what I’m to do yet. Mrs. Lawson expects me downstairs in about half an hour, so I’ve got to hustle. If I need your help later on, I’ll get word to you somehow.”


      “I hope you will need me, Miss Jordan.” Gretchen was taking Janet’s frocks from the wardrobe trunk.


      “And I hope I shan’t!” said Dorothy, and she disappeared into the bathroom.


      CHAPTER XII


      TESTS


      Dorothy came down the wide staircase a few minutes before eleven-thirty. She wore a dark blue morning frock of her cousin’s, its simplicity relieved only by the soft white collar and deep cuffs. Except for being rather tight across the shoulders it fitted her as though she had been poured into it. She had selected this dress because she knew it was just the sort of thing a new secretary would be expected to wear.


      She crossed the broad hall to the open door of the library, and there found Mrs. Lawson standing before a window staring into the storm. Although Dorothy’s footsteps made practically no sound on the thick pile of the handsome Bokhara rug, the woman turned like a flash at her entrance.


      “Oh, good morning, Janet.” The frown on her face gave way to a pleasant smile. “I hope you were comfortable last night. Did you sleep well?”


      “I dropped off as soon as my head touched the pillow,” she answered, taking Mrs. Lawson’s outstretched hand. Dorothy did not believe in telling a lie unless it was in a good cause; but when necessary, she invariably made the lie a good one.


      “I hope the storm didn’t wake you,” smiled Laura, holding Dorothy’s hand.


      Dorothy did not reply at once. Two long fingers were lightly pressing her wrist, and she saw that Mrs. Lawson’s eyes had strayed to the grandfather’s clock in the corner of the room. “Test number one,” she said to herself. “Mrs. du Val, alias Lawson is counting my pulse. Well, I’ve got a clear conscience, perhaps I can give her a shock.” She drew her hand away and answered the woman’s question in her normal voice. “Oh, the storm! No, I never heard it, Mrs. Lawson. If that hot lemonade had been drugged, I couldn’t have slept any sounder!”


      “What makes you say that?” snapped her employer, and beneath the velvet tone, Dorothy sensed the ring of steel.


      She dropped her eyes, and turning toward the open hearth, held out her hands to the crackling blaze. “Oh, I don’t know,” she said sweetly and like the clever little strategist that she was, opened her own offensive in the enemy’s territory. “I have the bad habit of occasionally walking in my sleep, Mrs. Lawson—and especially when I spend the night in a strange bed. Perhaps it’s nervousness—I don’t know.”


      Mrs. Lawson threw her a sharp glance. “Sit down, Janet,” she suggested, pointing to a chair near the fire, and taking one herself across the hearth. “You’re—I mean, you don’t seem to be at all nervous this morning.”


      “Good old pulse!” thought Dorothy. Then aloud—“No, I feel splendidly, thank you. But, you see, I didn’t walk in my sleep last night.”


      “But surely you can’t tell when you do it!”


      “Oh, yes, I can.” Dorothy’s manner and tone were those of the simple schoolgirl proud of an unusual accomplishment.


      “You don’t expect me to believe that you know what you’re doing when you walk in your sleep, Janet. That’s impossible!”


      “Not while I’m sleepwalking, Mrs. Lawson. That wasn’t what I said—but when I have been sleepwalking—there’s a difference, you see?”


      “Well?” The lady of the house objected to being contradicted and took no trouble to hide it.


      “It’s really very simple,” explained Dorothy, painstakingly, as though she were speaking to a rather stupid child. “I found out how to do it. You see, I’ve been walking in my sleep ever since I was a little thing. When I get in bed at night I leave my slippers on the floor beside it pointed outward—away from the bed. We all leave them that way, I guess. It’s the natural thing to do.”


      “But what have slippers got to do with it?” Laura was becoming impatient.


      “Everything, so far as I’m concerned, Mrs. Lawson. When I’ve been walking at night, I always find them in the morning beside the bed, but pointing toward it. I evidently slip them off before I get back into bed, and—”


      “I’m beginning to think you are quite a clever girl, Janet.”


      “Oh, thank you,” said Dorothy with a guilelessness that was sheer camouflage. “Has anybody been saying I’m stupid? I’ve always stood high in my classes at school.”


      “Oh, not stupid, child—but nervous—perhaps a little unbalanced, especially this past week.”


      Dorothy raised her heavy lashes and looked Mrs. Lawson squarely in the face. This might be a test she was undergoing and it probably was; but here was a heaven sent chance to stir up discord in the enemy’s camp. She must work up to it gradually.


      “I know that I was nervous and upset past all endurance.” She leaned forward, her hands on the arms of the chair. “How would you like your father to lock you in your bedroom for a week, without ever coming to see you, or giving you any explanation for such outrageous treatment? Am I a child to be handled like that? To be shipped up here to strangers, whether I wanted to go or not? How would you feel about it, Mrs. Lawson, if you were me? Don’t say you would submit to it sitting down.”


      “But I am taking you on as my secretary,” the lady hedged. “Offering you a good position for which you’ll be paid twenty dollars a week. That’s not to be thought of lightly, especially in these times.”


      “But it doesn’t seem to strike you that I might like to have something to say about it,” Dorothy replied calmly. “As for the salary—that’s no inducement. My mother left me five thousand a year. I came into the income on my last birthday, so you see I have nearly a hundred dollars a week, whether I work or not.”


      “I didn’t know that, of course,” Mrs. Lawson admitted and none too graciously. “Your father wants you to be here while he’s away. I hope you aren’t going to be difficult, Janet.”


      “I hope not, Mrs. Lawson. I shall be glad to stay here for a while and do the work you’d planned for me; but if I do, it must be as a guest and not as a paid dependant.”


      “But you are a guest, Janet.”


      “I shall not accept a salary, Mrs. Lawson.”


      “Very well, my dear, if you wish it that way.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      “To get back to our former topic,” Mrs. Lawson said, and lit a cigarette. “I can understand that your father’s conduct in confining you to your room might be exasperating—but why should it make you nervous? And my husband tells me that when he visited you in your room you acted as though you were in deadly fear of something or somebody every time he saw you. What was the trouble, Janet? Was anything worrying you?”


      “Yes, there was, Mrs. Lawson.”


      Dorothy looked down at the andirons, and her hands on the chair arms twisted embarrassedly. From the corner of her eye she saw a smile of satisfaction light up the older woman’s face. She knew she was playing with fire and that Mrs. Lawson was watching her as a hawk watches its defenseless prey before it strikes. But all unknown to her inquisitor, Dorothy had been leading her into this trap as a move forward in her own game. Genuine dislike for the woman as well as a mischievous impulse on her part drew her to make the scene as dramatic and convincing as possible.


      “Yes—I—I—was afraid,” she went on, dragging out the words slowly.


      “Then don’t you think you’d better tell me about it, Janet? I’m nearly old enough to be your mother. Let me take your mother’s place, dear. Give me your confidence. I feel sure I’ll be able to help you, child.”


      This reference to Janet’s dead mother by a woman who was the vilest kind of a hypocrite swept away Dorothy’s last compunction. She herself was going to commit justifiable libel. Mrs. Lawson, on the other hand, was attempting to lead Janet Jordan into a confession of shamming sleep at the fateful meeting a week ago. And such a confession meant a sentence of death from this beautiful siren who gazed at her so winningly, who puffed a cigarette so nonchalantly while she waited for an unsuspecting girl to commit herself.


      “Well, I don’t know—I can’t help hesitating to tell you, Mrs. Lawson,” Dorothy began timidly.


      “There’s no need to be afraid of anything,” replied the woman, only half veiling the sneer that went with the words.


      “Oh, but you see, there is, Mrs. Lawson!” Dorothy’s manner was still indecisive. “I don’t want—in fact, I hate awfully to hurt you this way.”


      “Hurt me!” Mrs. Lawson’s cigarette snapped into the fireplace like a miniature comet. “Hurt me, child? What in the wide world are you talking about?”


      “Just what I say, Mrs. Lawson.”


      Mrs. Lawson sniffed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Janet. Out with it now. What did you fear when you were locked in your room?”


      “Your husband, Mrs. Lawson.”


      “My husband!”


      “Yes.”


      “But—why—I don’t believe you.”


      “Oh, very well. You asked the question, I was trying to answer it, that’s all.”


      Mrs. Lawson bit her lip. She was furious. “As long as you’ve said what you have, you’d better go on with it,” she said acidly.


      “There isn’t any more,” returned Dorothy. “That’s all there is.”


      “But surely he must have given you reasons for your assertion.” Mrs. Lawson had walked beautifully into Dorothy’s trap. Her own plan to snare an unsuspecting girl had been blotted out by the shadow of the Green Goddess, Jealousy. “Tell me what my husband did or said to make you fear him, and tell me at once.”


      “It wasn’t what he did, Mrs. Lawson—it was the way he looked.”


      “What do you mean—the way he looked?”


      Dorothy had thrust a painful knife into the mental cosmos of her adversary. Now she deliberately turned it in the wound. “Very probably,” she said quietly, looking her straight in the eyes, “you can remember how Mr. Lawson looked when he first made love to you. I don’t want to be made love to, and I don’t like him, Mrs. Lawson.”


      “What did you do?”


      “I told him to leave me—and when he would not go, I simply walked into my bathroom and locked the door.”


      “But what happened the next time he came? Martin went in to see you every day, didn’t he?”


      “He did. But he talked to me through the bathroom door. Just as soon as I heard the key turn in the lock I’d hop in there.”


      The man she had been talking about must have been listening just outside in the hall, for now he strode into the room and up to Dorothy. “That,” he said menacingly, “is a deliberate lie, Miss Janet Jordan!”


      CHAPTER XIII


      WINNITE


      Dorothy looked up and smiled carelessly at the man. “You’re very polite, Mr. Lawson. Perhaps it isn’t my place to say it to a man old enough to be my father—but eavesdroppers rarely hear good of themselves.”


      Martin Lawson, who prided himself upon his youthful appearance, grew angrier than ever. “I—I won’t stand for such outrageous libel,” he thundered. “I’ve always treated you as though you were my own—well, daughter, if you like.”


      “I don’t like it, Mr. Lawson—but that doesn’t make any difference,” Dorothy’s tone was one of pained acceptance. “If you listened long enough, you will know that I didn’t bring this matter up myself. Mrs. Lawson was asking questions and I was trying to answer them, that’s all. If you prefer it, I’ll say that it was the wind whistling outside the windows that made me afraid.” She looked over at Mrs. Lawson, who was watching them through half shut eyes, as though to say, “—you understand, of course—anything for peace.”


      Martin Lawson intercepted the glance and became even more furious, if that were possible. “You—you little viper!” he snarled. “Laura, don’t you believe a word of it. The whole thing’s her own invention—a pack of lies!”


      “A silly schoolgirl fancy, if you like, Martin.” Laura Lawson’s tone was expressionless. “But I can understand it just the same. Yes, I can understand it.”


      “What do you mean—you understand it?”


      “I was a girl once myself,” she replied in the same colorless tone. “And then, you see, I know you very, very well.”


      “Oh, you do, do you?”


      “He’s off again,” sighed Dorothy, but quite to herself.


      “And you have the nerve to insinuate—?” the angry man went on, beside himself with rage. “You know as well as I do, Laura, that this girl was afraid because of what she saw and heard at the meeting. She—”


      “That will be quite enough, Martin.” His wife interrupted him sharply. “And what is more—you probably have not noticed that since Janet has been here and with other people, she is very much herself—and afraid of nothing at all.”


      “What meeting is he talking about, Mrs. Lawson?” Dorothy pointedly ignored the angry husband.


      Mrs. Lawson stood up. “Never mind that now,” she decreed, albeit pleasantly. “Come along with me to my office. I have some typing I’d like you to do for me before luncheon. Martin!” She swung round on her husband. “You will wait here for me. I’ll be back in a few minutes—I want to talk to you.” She slipped her arm through Dorothy’s and drew her from the room.


      Once in the entrance hall, she led her back and under the gallery to a corridor which opened at the right of the broad stairs. Dorothy saw that there were several doors in the right hand wall. Mrs. Lawson stopped at the second of these and opened it.


      They walked in and Dorothy saw that they were in the office. It seemed very businesslike and austere after coming from the luxury of the library and spacious hall. Near the one window stood a broad table desk, and opposite that a typewriter desk. Two steel filing cabinets and three plain chairs completed the room’s furnishings. The walls were hung with framed blueprints and a large-scale map of Fairfield County, Connecticut.


      Mrs. Lawson took some papers from a drawer in the large desk and handed them to Dorothy. “This is in longhand, as you see,” she explained, “please type it, double space, and I’d like to have a carbon copy.” She glanced at a small wrist-watch set with diamonds. “It is just noon now. Luncheon is at one. Do you think you can finish the work by that time?”


      Dorothy glanced at the manuscript. “This won’t make more than four typewritten sheets. I can do it easily in an hour and have time to spare.”


      “Good!” The older woman patted her lightly on the shoulder. “Take your time about it. Do you think you can read my handwriting?”


      “Nothing could be plainer, Mrs. Lawson.” Dorothy smiled back at her.


      “Very well, then. I’ll see you at lunch. The dining room is across the hall from the library.”


      At the door, she stopped and turned as though she had just remembered something.


      “Don’t let what my husband said bother you, Janet.”


      “That’s forgotten already,” Dorothy said easily.


      “Like most men, he flies off the handle when irritated. Pay no attention to it.”


      “I understand.”


      Mrs. Lawson hesitated for the fraction of a second. “By the way, Janet,” she remarked. “When was the last time you walked in your sleep—that you found your slippers pointed toward your bed in the morning?”


      Dorothy pretended to think. “Let me see,” she said slowly. “Yes—it was the night before Daddy locked me in my room! I found that I couldn’t get out in the morning, and naturally, I wanted to know the reason why. I still do, for that matter. Except for some foolishness about my being ill, I’m still waiting for an explanation. As a matter of fact, I was perfectly well. I’m terribly annoyed, of course, and it worries me to think that Daddy should act this way, but so far as my health goes, I’ve never felt better.”


      “I’m glad to hear it, dear. We’ll check up on your father when he returns. I’m your friend, you know. Don’t let the matter prey on your mind.”


      “Thank you, Mrs. Lawson. I’ll try to do as you say.” Dorothy thought she was going then, but it seemed that the woman had still another question that she had been holding back.


      “When you are in this somnambulistic state,” she said, “when you are sleepwalking, I mean, doesn’t it terrify you to awaken and find yourself out of your bed?”


      Dorothy frowned and seemed puzzled. “Perhaps it would,” she admitted. “But then, you see, I can’t remember ever wakening while I was walking during the night. I must sleep very soundly. At school the night watchman or one of the teachers would frequently find me walking about the building. They would lead me back to bed, or just tell me to go there, and I would always obey. Until they told me about it next day, I knew nothing of course. That’s how I got onto the business of the slippers, you see.”


      “Oh, yes. I wondered how you’d been able to check on it. Well, I must trot along now and let you get to work. Until luncheon then, my dear.”


      She was gone at last and Dorothy made a face at the closed door. “Of all the plausible hypocrites I’ve ever met,” she muttered, “you certainly take the well known chocolate cake!”


      She sat down at the typewriter desk, pulled out the machine, and slipped in two sheets of paper and a carbon that she found in one of the drawers. Halfway through a perusal of Mrs. Lawson’s first page, she looked up. The door opened quickly and Mr. Tunbridge came into the room.


      “I’ve just a moment,” he prefaced hurriedly. “They mustn’t find me here. What was the row in the library?”


      Dorothy explained briefly.


      “Fine! Put you through the hoops, eh? I had a good idea she would do something of the kind. You came out of a difficult situation with flying colors, I take it. But be careful about run-ins with Lawson. He’s a slick article—in fact, the two of them are a pair of the slickest articles it’s ever been my misfortune to run across. And they’re going it hammer and tongs in the library right now. I was a bit worried about you, that’s why I took this chance.”


      “When do I get my instructions for tonight?”


      “Late this afternoon, probably. I’ll get them to you somehow.”


      “Thanks. And here’s something else. This script I’m going to type for Mrs. L. has to do with the properties of a highly explosive gas which seems to burn up everything it comes in contact with and lets off fumes of deadly poison while it’s doing that! Shall I make a copy for you?”


      “Please do!” His hand rested on the doorknob. “Yes, it’s important that we have a copy. That’s the stuff Doctor Winn has just invented, without a doubt.”


      “Awful!” exclaimed Dorothy. “Just think what would happen if that were used in a war!”


      “That’s the government’s business, Miss Dixon.”


      “‘Ours but to do—and die—’” she quoted and her tone was deadly serious.


      “Quite right. But make the carbon copy just the same—and don’t let them catch you at it.”


      “I won’t, Mr. Tunbridge.”


      “Bye-bye, then. I’ll get along now. There may be some home truths floating out of the library that will give me extra dope on the du-Val—Lawson pair.”


      The door closed, and after slipping an extra carbon and a sheet of very thin copy paper into the typewriter, Dorothy read Mrs. Lawson’s treatise on “Winnite and Its Properties” from start to finish.


      “Horrible!” she murmured, as she finished reading. “Simply horrible!” Again her eyes sought the last paragraph. “The effect is easily estimated of an airplane dropping a single bomb filled with the explosive, inflammable and deadly poison gas, Winnite, upon Manhattan Island, for instance: the bomb would explode upon detonation and within an inconceivably short space of time, not only would the City of Greater New York be in flames, but every living thing within that area would be dead from the poison fumes. This includes not only human, animal and insect life, but all vegetable matter as well.”


      Dorothy sighed. “And I am supposed to help keep this terrible stuff from the hands of thieves so that our government may use it in time of war. Well—we’ll see—and that’s not that by a long shot!”


      She put down the manuscript and began to type it.


      CHAPTER XIV


      PROFESSOR


      Dorothy, upon finishing the article on Winnite, laid the original and first carbon copy of the typewritten sheets on Mrs. Lawson’s desk. The almost transparent sheets of the second carbon copy she folded carefully as though she meant to place them in an envelope. But instead of this, her right foot slipped out of its walking pump, the sheer silk stocking followed it. Then she put on the stocking again, but now the soft papers rested between the stocking and the sole of her foot. The pump fitted more snugly than before, although not uncomfortably so. Content with her morning’s work, she had closed the typewriter and was studying the effect of a new shade of powder in her compact mirror when Mrs. Lawson came into the room.


      “I take it you’ve finished the work?”


      “The original and copy are beside the longhand manuscript on your desk,” said Dorothy, toning down her efforts with the puff. “I’ve read it over and I don’t think you’ll find any mistakes.”


      Mrs. Lawson ran her eyes over the typewritten sheets. “They are without a fault,” she declared, placing them in a drawer. “If you take dictation as accurately as you type, Janet, you’ll be the perfect secretary.”


      “Thank you,” said Dorothy demurely and slipped the compact into the pocket of her frock. “It is very nice of you to say that.”


      “Then we’ll go in to luncheon, shall we? That is, if you’re ready?”


      Dorothy stood up. “Quite ready, Mrs. Lawson, and good and hungry, too.”


      “Splendid!” enthused her hostess, as they walked down the corridor toward the entrance hall. “Doctor Winn declares this Connecticut Ridge country is the most healthful section of the United States. And even if some people have other ideas on the subject, I can testify that it is a great appetite builder.”


      Dorothy smiled, but said nothing. She was wondering how healthful she was going to find this particular spot in the Ridge country after what she had to do tonight.


      “Doctor Winn always lunches in his study,” continued Mrs. Lawson. “That is the room just beyond my office. My husband has been called to New York on business. He won’t be back until after dinner tonight, so we will be alone at luncheon.”


      For some reason of her own, Laura Lawson had become affability itself. And for this Dorothy gave thanks. That she disliked this truly beautiful creature was only natural. But it is much more pleasant to lunch with a person who puts herself out to be charming and affable, no matter what your private opinion of the other’s character may be.


      The dining room proved to be a low-ceiled apartment paneled in white pine; heavy beams of the satin-finished wood overhead, and on the walls several colorful landscapes in oils, evidently the works of artists who knew and loved this Ridge country. A cheerful log fire burned brightly on the open hearth beneath a high mantelpiece. Outside, the heavy snow continued to drive past frosted window-panes, but within all was warmth and coziness.


      Dorothy enjoyed the meal thoroughly. Like most girls, she revelled in luxury when it came her way. Not only was her hostess an interesting and entertaining conversationalist, the delicious food served by Tunbridge and a second man in plum-colored knee breeches, added materially to her pleasure. She was really sorry when the butler lighted his mistress’ cigarette and Mrs. Lawson rose from the table.


      “I have no work for you this afternoon, Janet,” said the lady, as they strolled into the spacious hall with its suits of polished armor and trophies of war and the chase decorating the walls. “I have some work to complete with Doctor Winn, so I won’t be free to entertain you. There are periodicals and novels in the library. If it weren’t such a beastly day, I would suggest a walk.”


      “Oh, I don’t mind a snowstorm!” Dorothy smiled at her. “I’d love to be out in it for a while.”


      “But I’m afraid you might get lost. The blizzard is driving out of the northeast—and that means something in this country. You’ll find it more disagreeable than you think.”


      “I’m not afraid to walk in a blizzard,” Dorothy argued, “we used to do it a lot at school—I love it.”


      “Oh, very well, then,” went on Mrs. Lawson. “I used to enjoy that sort of thing myself. Somebody had better go with you, though. Let me see—” She hesitated. “Oh, yes—Gretchen will be just the person. She’s a nice little thing—a native of Ridgefield, you know. Gretchen can show you round the place, and there’ll be no chance of your getting lost.”


      Dorothy was amused by this pretended concern for her safety. She knew that Mrs. Lawson feared she might take it into her head to walk to the railroad station and board the first train back to town. Gretchen as guide and chaperone would be able to forestall anything like that. Mrs. Lawson was not yet sure of the new secretary!


      Dorothy’s features betrayed no sign of her thoughts. “That will be ever so much pleasanter than going alone,” she agreed. “Gretchen seems to be a sweet girl. I saw her this morning when she brought my breakfast and unpacked my clothes. I’m sorry, though, that you can’t come too.” Deception, she found, was becoming a habit when treating with her hostess.


      “Thank you, my dear—I’m sorry, too.” Mrs. Lawson went toward the tasselled bell rope that hung beside the fireplace. “Run upstairs now and get into warm things. I’ll ring for Gretchen and have her meet you down here in quarter of an hour.”


      Fifteen minutes afterward, warmly dressed in whipcord jodhpurs, a heavy sweater and knee-length leather coat of dark green, Dorothy came out of her room onto the gallery, pulling a white wool skating cap well down over her ears. With a white wool scarf twisted about her throat, the long ends thrown back over her shoulders, she looked ready for any winter sport as she ran lightly down the stairs, the rubber soles of her high arctics making no sound on the broad oaken steps.


      Gretchen, well bundled up in sweater and heavy tweed skirt was waiting for her.


      “You certainly do look like a picture on a Christmas magazine cover, Miss Jordan,” the girl exclaimed, while they walked to the front door. “I’m glad you’ve got warm gauntlets. It’s mighty cold out—you’ll need them.”


      Dorothy laughed gaily and swung open the door. “Nothing could be more becoming than your own costume, Gretchen. That light blue skating set is just the color of your eyes.”


      “That,” chuckled Gretchen, “is the real reason I bought it.”


      They were outside now and standing under the wide porte-cochere of glass and wrought iron.


      “It’s glorious out here, and not too cold, either.” Dorothy sniffed the sharp air enthusiastically. “I hate staying indoors on a wild day like this. Look at those big flakes spinning down and sideslipping into the drifts. It makes one glad to be alive.”


      “You said it, Miss Jordan. I love it myself—though I never thought of snowflakes being like airplanes before. Which way do you want to go?”


      “You’re the leader, Gretchen. Anywhere you say suits me.”


      “Then let’s tramp over to the pond, Miss Jordan. The ice ought to be holding. We’ll stop at the garage and fetch a broom along. There’s too much snow for skating, but we might make a slide.”


      “That will be fun,” agreed Dorothy, as they came down the steps and swung along the white expanse of driveway. “I haven’t done anything like that since I was a kid. How far’s the pond from here?”


      “About half a mile. Doctor Winn owns several hundred acres. It’s down yonder in a hollow. This time of year when the trees are bare, you can see it plainly from the house. Today there’s too much snow.”


      “There certainly is plenty of it!” Dorothy was ploughing through the fluffy white mass nearly up to her knees. “A good eighteen inches must have fallen already and it’s drifting fast. If it doesn’t stop by tonight, Winncote will be snowed in for a while. What’s that building over there, Gretchen—gray stone, isn’t it?”


      “That’s the laboratory, miss. It’s really a wing of the house. The stables are just beyond, but this storm’s so thick, it blots them out. Well, here we are at the garage. If you’ll wait a minute, I’ll step inside and get a broom.”


      “Get two if you can,” suggested Dorothy. “Then we’ll both get some exercise, and they’ll come in handy while we’re getting through the drifts.”


      “I’ll do my best,” said Gretchen. She disappeared through a door in the side of the building.


      Dorothy looked about her. Rolling clouds of windswept snowflakes made it impossible to see objects more than a few yards away with any distinctness. The dark shadow of low clouds painted the white of her landscape a cold, dull gray. But she noticed, as she waited, that the storm was driving in gusts, that occasionally there would be a short lull when the sun, tinging the sky with rose and yellow, seemed fighting to break its way through to this white-blanketed world. Then Gretchen, a broom in each hand, joined her.


      “Whew! that place was stuffy,” she said, handing one of the brooms to Dorothy, and starting ahead at right angles from the way they had come. “Hanley made a fuss giving me two—he would! It’s a wonder the cars don’t melt in there. He keeps the place like an oven. All the help from the city is like that. They can’t seem to get warm enough, and the way they hate fresh air is a caution! I roomed with Sadie, the other chambermaid, when I first came, and you won’t believe it, but that girl had nailed our window shut so it couldn’t be opened! I spoke to Mr. Tunbridge next morning, and he gave me a room of my own. I always did like Mr. Tunbridge. He’s a real gentleman, he is.”


      They forged ahead through the drifts to the crossfire of Gretchen’s light chatter, and Dorothy was given a series of entertaining stories concerning the habits of the Winncote servants and their life below-stairs. It was rough going with the storm in their faces, and Gretchen eventually ceased her gossiping from sheer lack of breath. The ground began to slope gently downward, and finally they came to a belt of trees in a hollow. Fifty yards farther on, a broad expanse of white marked the extent of Winncote Pond beneath its thick, flat quilt of snow.


      “Think the ice will hold?” Dorothy walked to the brink of the little lake. “I’d hate to go in on a day like this.”


      “Oh, that’s all right. I was down here for an hour yesterday afternoon with my skates before the snow began, and it was much warmer then. The ice was wonderful—slick as glass and solid as a rock.”


      By dint of considerable exercise they cleared two narrow paths that ran parallel across the ice. Then they commenced a series of sliding contests, each girl on her own ice track. Starting at a line in the snow a few yards above the low bank, they would race forward to the brink and shoot out on the ice, vying with each other to see who could slide the farthest. There were several tumbles at first, but the deep snow along the sides of the tracks prevented bad bumps. Soon, however, they both became adepts at the sport. Dorothy, aided by her extra weight, for she was at least twenty pounds heavier than little Gretchen, invariably won.


      After a half an hour of this rather violent sport, they cleared the snow from a fallen tree trunk and sat down for a rest. Here in the hollow, surrounded by trees, the wind lost a great deal of its force. But the snow continued to fall unabated, and their hot breath clouded like steam in the cold air. Their cheeks were tingling crimson from the racing, and both felt in high good spirits.


      “I can’t understand why so many rich people go south every winter,” Gretchen said earnestly. “I wouldn’t miss out on this fun—the snow and the skating, tobogganing—for anything in the world.”


      “People like that,” decreed Dorothy, “just don’t know how to live. You can have lots of fun in summer, of course. I don’t know which I love the best. But this sort of thing makes you feel just grand. It certainly put the pep into—.” She stopped short and sprang to her feet. From somewhere close by and seemingly below her, had come a low, moaning sound.


      Gretchen jumped up. Her doll-like face with its round, blue eyes took on a look of startled wonder. “What was that?” she cried. “It sounded as if I—as if I was sitting on it!”


      Again came the low cry in a weird, minor key.


      “You were. It’s coming from the inside of this log. An animal of some kind.”


      “Why, I guess you’re right. Whatever it is, the thing gave me the heebie-jeebies for a minute.”


      The snow had drifted over the butt of the half-rotted tree. Dorothy took her broom and swept it clear.


      “The log’s hollow!” she exclaimed and bent down. “Yes, there’s something in there—I can see its eyes—come here, Gretchen! You can see for yourself.”


      “Not me!” declared that young woman. “I don’t want to get bit—I mean, bitten, miss.”


      “Oh, never mind the grammar.” Dorothy was almost standing on her head, trying to get a better view. “But do cut out the polite trimmings when we’re alone. You’re Gretchen and I’m Dorothy—savez?”


      “All right—Dorothy. But please be careful. That thing may jump out at you.”


      “I wish it would. Then I’d know what it is. And whatever it is, the animal in there can’t be much bigger than a rabbit. The hole isn’t wide enough.”


      “Maybe it is a rabbit.” Gretchen came nearer.


      “Did you ever hear a rabbit make a noise like that?” Dorothy’s tone was disdainful.


      “Then—maybe it’s a wildcat!” said Gretchen fearfully.


      “Well, if it is, it’s a small one. Here, puss—puss. The silly thing is too far in to reach. She just blinks at me.”


      “Perhaps she’s hurt and crawled in there to die, Dorothy.”


      “Aren’t you cheerful! She probably crawled in there to get out of the storm, and is half-frozen, poor thing.”


      “Well, I don’t know what we’re going to do about it,” sighed Gretchen, still keeping her distance.


      Once more the low moan came from the log, but now that the end was free from snow, the sound was much clearer.


      “That’s no wildcat, either!” Dorothy twisted her head, first to the right, then to the left, in an attempt to get a better light on the log’s occupant. “There’s too much of a whine in that cry. The thing’s probably a young fox. How does one call a fox, Gretchen? I’m hanged if I know.”


      “Nor me, neither, Dorothy. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard of anybody wanting to call one.”


      They both laughed. “You don’t seem to know much about foxes,” teased Dorothy. “Didn’t you ever see a fox?”


      “No. But my father says the way they steal eggs and suck them is a caution.”


      “Well,” admitted Dorothy, “we can’t stand around here all day, trying to get frozen foxes out of hollow logs. I’ll try whistling, and you can make a noise like a sucked egg. If that doesn’t work, we’ll have to leave him in his lair.” With a wink at the giggling Gretchen, she bent down again and whistled shrilly. “Here, boy!” she called. “Come on out to your mama!”


      There was a scrambling noise within the log, and Gretchen started for the pond.


      “Oh, be careful, Dorothy! Do be careful!” she cried, as she saw her friend gather a small creature into her arms. “What is it, anyway—is it a fox?”


      “No, a first cousin.” Dorothy shook the ends of her wool scarf free from snow and wrapped them around the small animal.


      “A first cousin?” Gretchen came nearer. “What in the world do you mean by that?”


      “Come and take a look,” her friend invited. “He won’t bite you, will you, boy?”


      Gretchen saw her pat a little black nose that poked its way out of the scarf. A long pointed head, brindle and white, in which were set two snapping black eyes, followed the nose. “Why, why, it’s a fox terrier—a fox terrier puppy!” she gasped. “How do you suppose he ever came to crawl into that log?”


      Dorothy patted the dog’s head. “Got lost in the storm, I guess. The poor little chap can’t be over three months old. Does he belong up at the house?”


      “No, he doesn’t. What’s more, none of the people who live around here have a fox terrier pup that I know of.”


      Dorothy examined the pup’s front paws, but did so very gently. “This little man has come a long way.” She covered him again. “The bottom of his feet show it. They’re cut and badly swollen. And he’s half-frozen and starved into the bargain, I’ll bet. Let’s go back to the house and make him comfortable.”


      “I’ll carry the brooms,” said Gretchen. “You have an armful, with him. By the way, you’re going to keep him, aren’t you?”


      “Surest thing you know! That is, unless someone comes to claim him.”


      They trudged off through the trees and up the hill, Gretchen shouldering the brooms.


      “What are you going to call him?” she asked, after a while.


      “What do you think?”


      “Why, I don’t know. Wait a minute, though—there’s a girl who lives over in Silvermine named Dorothea Gutmann. Daddy sometimes does work for her father. Dorothea has a fox terrier pup and she calls him ‘Professor.’ Do you know why?”


      “I give up,” said Dorothy, floundering through the snow beside her. “Why does Dorothea Gutmann call her fox terrier pup Professor?”


      “Because,” smiled Gretchen in delight, “he just about ate up a dictionary!”


      Dorothy laughed merrily, and hugged the warm little bundle in her arms. “And when you’ve got outside a lot of words like that, even a pup would know as much as the average professor, I s’pose.”


      “That’s the way Dorothea thought about it. I’ve been over to the Gutmanns a couple of times with Daddy and her dog looks enough like yours to be a twin!”


      “We run into doubles nowadays, every day!” Dorothy chuckled. “First it’s Janet and me who can’t be told apart. Then it’s Dorothea’s dog and mine. I know her, too, by the way. She’s in the New Canaan Junior High. But I haven’t seen her puppy. Our names are almost alike, too, but not quite, thank goodness. If any more of this double identity business comes along, I’ll just have to give up. A girl’s got to have some sort of a personality all her own, you know.”


      “I wouldn’t let that worry me,” said Gretchen. “There’s only one Dorothy Dixon, after all.”


      “Thanks for those kind words, Gretchen. That’s really very sweet of you, though. If the pup was a lady, I’d call him ‘Gretchen’. Since he isn’t, ‘Professor’ will do very nicely. We’ll try him on a dictionary when we get home, that is, after he’s had some nice warm bread and milk, and a good sleep.”


      “If,” smiled Gretchen, “what you said just now was meant for a compliment—well, I’m glad Professor is not a lady. You’d better go on to the house, while I drop these brooms in here at the garage. I’ll come to your room just as soon as I can slip into my uniform, and I’ll bring up the bread and milk.”


      “I always knew you were a dear,” said Dorothy, and she continued to push her way on toward the house.


      CHAPTER XV


      TEA AND ORDERS


      After she had changed her clothes and fed the famished pup with a bowl of warm milk and bread, Dorothy took him down to the library. Gretchen brought a small open basket and a blanket and they made him a bed near the open fire. Professor promptly went to sleep, and his mistress curled up in a deep chair beside him, reading and dozing for the rest of the afternoon. To amuse Gretchen, she had placed a dictionary near the basket, to see if Professor would follow his double’s example and so justify his name. When he awoke, however, about four o’clock, he merely jumped out of his bed on to the book, and up to Dorothy’s lap, where he went to sleep again.


      “Good ole pup!” Dorothy rubbed his smooth, warm head between his ears. “You show your intelligence by using the dictionary as a stepping stone to better things, don’t you, Prof!”


      She yawned, closed her book, and promptly went to sleep again herself.


      She awoke with a start, to find Mrs. Lawson smiling down at her. Tunbridge was laying the tea-things on a table at the other side of the fire. “Well, my dear,” the lady said, her eyes on the fox terrier, “I see you’ve found a new friend.”


      “Oh, yes, isn’t he just too darling? I found him out in the blizzard, he was half frozen and almost starved!” She went on to tell Mrs. Lawson about it.


      “I’m afraid I’m not very fond of animals, Janet.” Dorothy noticed that she did not attempt to touch the puppy. “I don’t dislike them, you understand, but somehow they never seem to like me.”


      “That’s too bad,” said Dorothy. “I do hope you won’t mind my keeping him—at least until we learn who his owner is?”


      Laura Lawson looked doubtful. “Well, I don’t mind. But—this is Doctor Winn’s house, you know, and his decision, after all, is the one that counts. You will have to ask him about keeping the dog, Janet.”


      “Is Doctor Winn going to have tea with us, Mrs. Lawson?”


      “He most certainly is, my dear. That is, if you ladies will pour him a cup.”


      Dorothy glanced up, and beside her stood an old gentleman, very tall and spare, but bowed with the weight of his years. She knew that the scientist was well over eighty. Catching up the fox terrier, she rose to her feet.


      “How do you do, Doctor Winn?” She smiled and offered him her hand.


      The old gentleman bent over it with courtly grace. “Good afternoon, Miss Janet Jordan. Welcome to Winncote.” Merry gray eyes twinkled at her from behind pince-nez attached to a broad black ribbon. An aristocrat of the old school, Dorothy thought, as she studied his handsome, clean shaven face crisscrossed with the tiny wrinkles of advanced age. She had imagined him to be quite a different sort of person. His next words proved that he read her thoughts.


      “You expected to see a musty old fellow, with a long white beard, wearing a smock stained by chemicals, eh?” He chuckled softly. “Now, tell me, young lady, isn’t that so? Though I admit these flannel slacks and old Norfolk jacket are hardly fashionable habiliments when one is taking tea with ladies!”


      He released her hand and smiled a greeting to Mrs. Lawson. The second footman, he of the plum-colored knee-breeches, set the tea table before that young matron, under the supervision of the stately Tunbridge.


      Dorothy liked this gallant old scientist and his courtly ways. Her own eyes sparkled gaily back at him. “Yes, you did surprise me, Doctor Winn,” she confessed. “Please don’t think I’m being forward, but—but you seem much more like the English fox-hunting squires I’ve read about, than the world-renowned chemist you really are, with stacks of letters after your name. But ever so much nicer, and jollier, you know!”


      Doctor Winn beamed. “Now that, my dear, is a most charming compliment. Old fellows like me aren’t used to compliments from young ladies, either. Do sit down again, please, and tell me how you like Winncote and our New England snowstorms. We old people need young folks around. I can see that we are going to be good friends.”


      He sat down in a chair the butler drew up for him.


      “Mrs. Lawson will tell you,” replied Dorothy, “that I love it out here in the country.” She accepted a cup of tea from Tunbridge and added sugar and a slice of lemon. The butler was followed by his liveried assistant, bearing silver platters of hot, buttered scones and tiny iced cakes. Professor immediately began to show interest in the proceedings. Dorothy held him firmly out of harm’s way, and placed her tea and eatables on the broad arm of her chair.


      Mrs. Lawson looked up from her place behind the shining silver and old china of the tea table. She smiled graciously. “Oh, yes, Janet loves blizzards, too, Doctor Winn. She went out for a walk this afternoon and acquired a fox terrier puppy, as you see.”


      “And naturally, she wants to keep him.” The old gentleman leaned forward in his chair, the better to look at Professor. “You certainly may, Janet. And by the way, I hope you’ll agree that it’s an old man’s privilege to call you by your first name?”


      “Oh, that is sweet of you!” Dorothy cried delightedly, and the Doctor’s chuckle echoed her pleasure.


      “The dog’s got a fine head—a very fine head, indeed. If anybody advertises for him, or comes to claim him, I’ll take pleasure in buying the puppy for you.”


      “Why, you’re nicer every minute,” declared Dorothy. “Isn’t he, Professor?”


      The pup yawned with great indifference, which set all three of them laughing. His mistress put him in his blanket where he promptly curled up and fell into slumber once more.


      “I sadly fear,” said Doctor Winn, as he polished his pince-nez with a white silk handkerchief, “that you are a good deal of a flirt Janet. But inasmuch as I am old enough to be your grandfather, or great-grandfather, for that matter, you are pardoned with a reprimand.” He chuckled deep in his throat, a habit he had when pleased. “Now tell me, how you happened to find him out in the snow.”


      Dorothy recounted the story in detail. When she came to the part about Gretchen’s fear of the wildcat and the fox, even Mrs. Lawson, who was none too sure she liked the turn things were taking, broke into a merry peal of laughter.


      “Capital, capital!” Doctor Winn beamed. “I only wish I’d been there to see it. But why, may I ask, do you call him Professor?”


      Dorothy explained about the dictionary and Gretchen’s idea of the pup’s resemblance to Dorothea Gutmann’s fox terrier.


      “Better and better,” exclaimed the Doctor. “This is the jolliest tea we’ve had in this house for ages. We need young people around us to be really happy. You and I and Martin, Laura, have been working too hard of late. ‘All work and no play’—We’ve been bothering too much about things scientific, and neglecting things personal. Well now, we can rest a while, and become human beings again.”


      Mrs. Lawson leaned forward eagerly. “Then, the formula is complete?” she asked in a low voice, in which Dorothy detected the barely controlled tremor of excitement.


      “Yes, indeed. Finished and locked in my safe. I added the final figures and quantities three-quarters of an hour ago. Tomorrow, or if the weather doesn’t clear by then, the next day at latest, I shall take it on to Washington.”


      “I congratulate you, Doctor. And I know that once it is in the hands of the government, a great load will be taken off your mind.”


      “You’re right, my dear, you are right. I’ve been jumpy as a cat with eight of its lives gone for the past year.” He turned to Dorothy. “Thank goodness, you’re young and without responsibilities, Janet. There are so many unscrupulous people about nowadays. If those papers were lost or stolen, there is no telling what would happen. I dare not think of it. The whole world might suffer if that formula got into the wrong hands!”


      Dorothy could not help thinking that the world at large would be much better off if the formula were destroyed. She, therefore, merely nodded and looked impressed. How this gentle, kindly old man could have brought himself to invent such a ghastly menace to life, she found it difficult to understand.


      Laura Lawson stood up. “Doctor Winn likes to dine early, Janet, so if we are to be dressed by six-thirty, we had better start upstairs.”


      “My word, yes!” The old gentleman snapped open the hunting case of his repeater and got stiffly to his feet. “Time flies when one is enjoying oneself. It’s nearly six o’clock. This has been very pleasant indeed, the first of many afternoons, I hope.” He snapped the watch shut and returned it to his pocket. “You ladies will excuse me, I’m sure.” He bowed to them both, and holding himself much more erect than he had formerly, walked stiffly from the room.


      “He’s simply darling,” exclaimed Dorothy in a hushed voice.


      “Yes, he’s a very simple and a very fine old gentleman,” said Laura Lawson. She seemed lost in her thoughts and evidently unaware that she uttered them aloud. “Sometimes—I hate to hurt him so.”


      “Why—why, what do you mean?” Dorothy could have bitten her own tongue out for speaking that sentence.


      “Mean—? Oh, nothing, child. Run along now, and change. But take your dog with you. I’ll see that one of the men gives him a run in the stables while we’re at dinner.”


      “Thank you very much,” said Dorothy. She turned the sleeping pup out of his bed, caught up the basket, and with Professor at her heels, ran lightly from the room.


      Just outside the door she collided with Tunbridge, and Professor’s basket was jerked from her grasp.


      “Oh, I’m so very sorry, Miss Jordan!” His acting was perfect. Dorothy knew that Mrs. Lawson was close behind them. Then as they both stooped to retrieve the basket their heads came close together. “Under your pillow!” It was hardly more than the breath of a whisper, but Dorothy caught the words, nodded her understanding, and stood up.


      “I’m afraid I’m to blame, Tunbridge. I didn’t see you coming.”


      “Not at all, Miss. It was my fault, entirely. Very clumsy of me I’m sure!”


      From the corner of her eye Dorothy caught a glimpse of Laura Lawson watching them from the doorway.


      “Don’t let it worry you, Tunbridge. I’m not hurt, neither is the basket. Professor will probably park himself on my pillow tonight, anyway. Puppies have a way of doing such things, you know. So it really wouldn’t matter much if you had smashed it.”


      She gave him a nod, and picking up the dog made for the staircase.


      “So instructions are waiting under my pillow,” she mused, as she slowly mounted the broad stair. The afternoon had been a pleasant one, but the evening, with those instructions ahead of her, portended to be something quite different. It had been so nice and cheerful, chatting round the tea table; so cozy sitting before the glowing logs, just talking of jolly things and forgetting all worry and responsibility. Of course, beyond the curtained windows, the blizzard howled. And it whipped the swirling snowflakes into disordered clouds with its arctic lash before it let them seek the shelter of their fellows in the drifts. She felt very much as though she too were a snowflake, tossed hither and thither on the storm of circumstance, to be whipped forward by the secret lash of underlying crime.


      If she could only drop down on to her bed and sleep—and awake to find it all a bad dream! She sighed and went toward her door on the gallery. Her pillow held no peace for her tonight—nothing more nor less than detailed instructions as to how Tunbridge wished her to rob a safe. Why didn’t the man do his own stealing? Her part was to take Janet’s place out here, and kill suspicion in Laura Lawson. Well, she’d done that, hadn’t she? And now they loaded this other job on to her. It wasn’t fair. She had done enough—she’d—


      “Oh, shucks!” She pulled herself up mentally as her hand fell on the doorknob. “I’ll be losing my nerve altogether, if I let my thoughts run on this way. D. Dixon, you just must not funk it!”


      She turned the knob and entered her room.


      CHAPTER XVI


      CAUGHT IN THE ACT


      When Dorothy went down to dinner that evening, she knew exactly what she had to do. After reading Tunbridge’s note which she found had been slipped between the pillow case and the pillow itself, she had memorized the combination to Doctor Winn’s safe, and destroyed the missive as she had his warning of the night before. After a bath and a complete change of clothing, she felt refreshed and in a much better frame of mind. She had selected one of the prettiest gowns in Janet’s wardrobe, a turquoise blue crepe, with a cluster of silver roses fastened in the twisted velvet girdle, put on slippers to match, and surveyed the result in the mirror.


      “Decidedly becoming, my girl,” she smiled at her reflection, and gave a last pat to her shining bob that she had brushed until it lay like a bronze cap close about her shapely head. “Might as well look my best at my criminal debut!” She made a face at herself, turned and kissed the sleeping puppy in his basket, and went downstairs.


      Doctor Winn and Mrs. Lawson were standing talking in the entrance hall, near the fireplace. The old gentleman, dressed in immaculate dinner clothes, looked more than ever like the English squire in his ancestral hall. He came forward to meet her, both hands outstretched.


      “As charming as an English primrose and twice as beautiful!” he greeted gaily.


      “Thank you kindly, sir.” She dropped him a little curtsey and let him lead her to Mrs. Lawson.


      “Our little secretary has blossomed into a very lovely debutante,” he beamed.


      Dorothy bit her lip, remembering her own phrase of a few moments before, then smiled at her employer. Mrs. Lawson was regal in black velvet, trimmed in narrow bands of ermine. She returned Dorothy’s smile, and lifted her finely pencilled brows at the Doctor. “Oh, you men. You are all alike. A pretty gown, a pretty face intrigues you, young or old. Pay no attention to his flattery, Janet. I can hardly blame him, though. You look lovely tonight. That is an exquisite frock. Did you buy it abroad?”


      “Oh, no, at a little place on fifty-seventh street.” Of course Dorothy had no idea where Janet had bought the dress. “It is a Paris model, though, Mrs. Lawson.”


      “I thought as much. Ah, here comes Tunbridge with the cocktails. I wonder which side of the fence you are on?”


      “I’m—I’m afraid I don’t know quite what you mean, Mrs. Lawson.”


      “I’ll explain,” broke in the old gentleman. “I’m the prohibitionist in this house, Janet. Mrs. Lawson is one of the antis. She likes a real cocktail before dinner. I prefer one made of tomato juice.”


      Mrs. Lawson had already helped herself to a brimming glass and a small canapé of caviar from the silver tray Tunbridge was holding.


      “Oh, I love tomato cocktails,” smiled Dorothy. She took one from the man and helped herself to the caviar. “Daddy asked me not to drink until I was twenty-one—and I’m not so keen on the idea, anyway.”


      “I try to keep an open mind about such things,” the Doctor said seriously, “but I’ve never found that the use of alcohol did anyone any good. Well, here’s your very good health, ladies!” He raised his glass of tomato juice and drank.


      Dinner was announced a few minutes later. Doctor Winn offered his right arm to Mrs. Lawson and his left to Dorothy and they walked into the dining room. Dorothy did not enjoy that meal as much as she had her luncheon. True, the food was delicious and the panelled room with its cheerful fire on the hearth and the soft glow of candle light was delightfully homey, while Doctor Winn’s easy chatter and fund of interesting reminiscence helped to break the tedium of the courses. But Dorothy found it difficult to play up to his amusing sallies. The old gentleman appeared to be in very good spirits indeed. Laura Lawson, on the other hand, was unusually quiet. At times she seemed distrait and merely smiled absently when spoken to. She drank several glasses of claret, but hardly touched her food. Dorothy felt surer than ever that the Lawsons had planned their coup for tonight. She shrewdly surmised that this cold-blooded adventuress had become fond of the genial, fatherly old man, and realized that at his age the blow she contemplated might very well prove a fatal one.


      As the dinner wore on, Dorothy felt more and more ill at ease. The sight of Tunbridge, soft-footed and efficient, waiting on table or superintending his satellite of the plum-colored kneebreeches, sent her thoughts to the night’s work ahead every time the detective-butler came into the room. She was glad when at last the meal was over and they repaired to the library where after-dinner coffee was served. Dorothy rarely drank coffee in the evening, but tonight she allowed Tunbridge to fill her cup a second time. There must be no sleep for her until the wee hours of the morning, and she knew from former experience that the black coffee would keep her awake.


      Mrs. Lawson, after wandering aimlessly about the room, finally picked up a technical magazine and commenced to read. Doctor Winn suggested a game of chess to Dorothy. She was fond of the ancient game and told him so. Many a tournament she and her father had played with their red and white ivory chessmen. Dr. Winn was a brilliant player, of long experience. Soon he began to compliment Dorothy upon a number of strategic moves. But although several times she managed to place his king in check, it was invariably her own royal chessman who was checkmated in the end. As the evening wore on, the beatings became more frequent, for Dorothy simply could not keep her mind on the game.


      For a while she sat watching the log fire and talking to the Doctor in a desultory way while Mrs. Lawson continued to read. Then as the grandfather clock chimed ten, Laura Lawson laid down her magazine and stood up.


      “I think I’ll go to bed now, if you don’t mind.” The half stifled yawn, sheer camouflage thought Dorothy, was nevertheless a masterpiece of deception. “I’ve a bit of a headache, so I’ll say good night.”


      Doctor Winn and Dorothy got to their feet. “I’m for bed myself,” announced the old gentleman, “and in spite of the coffee you drank after dinner, I know you’re sleepy, Janet. Your chess playing toward the end proved it.” His eyes twinkled at her. “But in storm or clear weather, there’s nothing like the air of this Connecticut Ridge Country to make one eat and sleep. By the way, Laura, when do you expect Martin?”


      “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Doctor—he won’t be back tonight. He phoned me from town just before dinner, that on account of the blizzard, he had decided to stay in until tomorrow. If you need him sooner, he said to call up the Roosevelt. He always stops there, you know.”


      “Yes, yes, but I shan’t need him, thank you.” He turned to Dorothy. “The railroad has taken upon itself to discontinue all service to Ridgefield,” he explained. “Branchville is our nearest station, and driving will be difficult tonight. There must be very deep drifts by this time.”


      “I should think it would be mighty unpleasant to get stuck out in a blizzard like this. I’m glad I don’t have to go out into it. But in a way I’m thankful for the snow, because we ought to have a white Christmas, and it’s ever so much more fun.”


      “Bless my soul! I’d entirely forgotten that Christmas comes next week. Well, this year we must celebrate the Yuletide in the good old fashioned way. Thank you, Janet, for reminding me.”


      Good nights were said, and a few minutes later Dorothy was again alone in the Pink Bedroom. Or so she thought, as she entered. But at once she noticed that a single shaded wall-light sent a pleasant glow from the bay window, and curled up in the cushioned recess, Gretchen was reading.


      Dorothy stopped short in surprise and the girl sprang to her feet. “Oh, Miss—Miss Jordan, Mr. Tunbridge told me to come and help you undress and get ready for the night. Of course I didn’t know if you would want me—” then she added in a whisper, “but he thought you might be sort of blue and I could cheer you up, I guess.”


      Dorothy smiled at Gretchen’s pretty, earnest face. “Why, of course I want you, Gretchen. Tunbridge is very thoughtful. I’ve never had the luxury of a personal maid and I don’t know that I’ll ever feel helpless enough to need one! But if you want to stay and talk, I’d love it.”


      “But I can help you, too,” Gretchen insisted. “I’m not really a trained maid, you know, but Nanette—that’s Mrs. Lawson’s French maid—has been teaching me. Gee, I’d certainly love to be your personal maid, Miss Jordan.”


      “Well, you may be, some day, who knows?” she laughed. “But you can help me tonight, though there’ll be no bed for me until much later.”


      Gretchen, who was arranging the pillows and smoothing the covers on the bed, turned her head sharply. “Secret Service Work?” she queried in an excited whisper.


      Dorothy nodded and tossed her dress on to a chair. She continued speaking in a tone just above a whisper. “At twelve o’clock tonight I’ve got to go downstairs and commit justifiable burglary in Doctor Winn’s office. The real thief will be along later—at least, I hope so, for everybody’s sake. In the meantime I want you to do something for me—will you?”


      “I sure will, miss—gee, this is exciting!”


      “Don’t let it cramp your style.” Dorothy laughed, and pulling off her stocking, she handed Gretchen the packet of thin paper, the manuscript on “Winnite” that she had typed that morning. “When you finish up in here, I want you to find Mr. Tunbridge and give him these papers. You’d better pin it inside your uniform now, and be very careful that nobody sees you giving it to him.”


      “You can trust me,” declared Gretchen, and she put the papers safely within her dress. “Is Mr. Tunbridge really a detective?”


      “He certainly is, Gretchen.”


      “I’d never have guessed it if you hadn’t told me. But then, I suppose not looking like one makes him all the better?”


      “That’s the idea.” Dorothy put Janet’s quilted satin dressing gown on over her pajamas. “Now that I’m ready for bed, and you’ve put all my clothes away so nicely, I think you’d better run along, Gretchen. Not,” she amended, “that I wouldn’t love to talk to you while I’m waiting for twelve o’clock, but we must not let certain people in this house get wise to our friendship.”


      “And Mrs. Lawson is one awful snoopy lady,” Gretchen observed candidly. “Well, good night, Miss Jordan. Thank you a lot for letting me in on this. I’ll see that Mr. Tunbridge gets your papers all right. Good night—and take care of yourself.” She stood before Dorothy with an anxious frown on her honest brow. “I sure do wish you the very best luck!”


      Dorothy grinned. “Thank you. I certainly need it. Good night.”


      The door closed upon the little maid and Dorothy looked at her wrist watch. It was ten minutes to eleven. For a time she sat on the edge of her bed and stared unseeingly at the rug under her feet. Presently she got up, locked her door, turned off her lights and went over to the window. She drew aside the curtains and was surprised to see that it had stopped snowing. There was no moon, but what sky she could see was fairly a-crackle with stars. The heavy blanket of snow looked silver in the starlight. A remote world and cold. Dorothy allowed the curtains to drop back into place, and sat down on the window seat. Lost in thoughts pleasant and unpleasant, she sat there for the next hour, while the faint noises of the big house gradually subsided into stillness.


      At exactly five minutes to twelve, Dorothy raised the window, letting in the cold night air. Then she turned off the heat and got into bed. After lying there for possibly a minute, she threw back the covers, thrust her feet into the fur-lined slippers she had left at the bedside and moved like a dim shadow to the closet.


      It was crowded with Janet’s suits, coats and frocks, and she was careful not to disturb them on their hangers, as she pushed between them in the darkness to the rear wall and pressed her foot on the board in the corner. The panel slid upward with a noiselessness that spoke for well-oiled machinery somewhere in the walls. Dorothy stepped cautiously through the opening. Her fingers sought the handle to this sliding door, found it, and she pulled the panel down again.


      Then for the first time she made use of the small flashlight which she carried in the pocket of her gown. She saw that she was standing on the top step of a narrow circular stair that wound downward. Off went her light again—she was taking no unnecessary chances tonight—and with her hand on the metal handrail, she felt her way slowly down the stair, holding her free hand well in advance of her body.


      When her extended fingers touched a wall that blocked further progress, she felt with a slippered foot out to the right. The board gave slightly, the wall panel moved upward and she stepped forth to find herself in the great fireplace of the entrance hall, just beyond the embers of the dying logs. The hall was illuminated in the dim glow of a night light in the ceiling. As she turned to pull down the sliding shutter, there came a streak of white from the dark passage and Professor bounded into the hall.


      Dorothy was completely startled, and just as exasperated as she could be. She could not call him, for the slightest sound might bring the wakeful enemy to the spot. The pup, after his long sleep, was playful, and scampered about madly, his bright eyes watching her every move. She attempted to catch him, but he eluded her with an agility that made her still more angry. He seemed to think that this was a splendid game, raced across the floor in high glee, but ever watchful to keep beyond her reach.


      Dorothy gave it up as a bad job. She dared not pursue him too determinedly, for fear he would bark. She pulled down the sliding shutter in the fireplace, and leaving Professor to his frolic, hurried on to the door of Doctor Winn’s office.


      Inside the room with the door shut, her flashlight came into play for the second time. It took her but a moment with the memorized combination at her fingertips to open the safe. The door was surprisingly heavy, but at last the interior of the small vault came within her line of vision. From a drawer she took a folded sheet of white paper. Out of her pocket came a pencil and another sheet of paper. In an amazingly short time she copied the formula and replaced the original in the safe drawer. She tucked the copy into the fur lining of her slipper under her bare foot. Then suddenly she sprang up.


      Her heart leaped into her throat. In the corridor just outside there came the sound of a footstep. There was no time to do more than shut off her torch and drop it, together with her pencil, into the waste paper basket. The door opened, lights flashed on, and Martin Lawson walked into the room.


      CHAPTER XVII


      PROFESSOR MAKES GOOD


      In that moment, Dorothy knew what she must do. A shiver ran over her slender frame and she blinked as though partly awakened by the flash of lights. Then, with eyes wide open and staring straight ahead, she slowly walked toward Martin Lawson and the open doorway.


      “Stop!”


      The command, though low, was uttered in a tone of deadly menace, and Dorothy saw the blue-black muzzle of an automatic revolver pointed at her heart. She stopped on the instant, but continued to stare straight ahead without change of expression. She noted that he wore a soft felt hat pulled over his eyes and a heavy ulster with its broad collar turned up half hiding the lower part of his face. His high arctics bore traces of melting snow.


      “Sleepwalking, eh! Well, I don’t believe it.” His sharp eyes took in the open door of the safe. “Snap out of that playacting and tell me what you are doing here!”


      Dorothy did not move a muscle.


      Without warning, he grasped her wrist and jerked her savagely toward him. She screamed and went limp in his arms. Lawson clapped a hand over her mouth.


      “So you’re up to your old tricks again, Martin!”


      Mrs. Lawson, fully dressed, and wearing a three-quarters mink coat and brown felt cloche, appeared in the open doorway. “So our little sleepwalker interrupted a very pretty piece of double-crossing!” She pointed toward the safe.


      Lawson flung the weeping girl into an arm chair where she lay apparently half stunned and shaking in every limb.


      “Double-cross, nothing!” he snapped at his wife. “How do you get that way, Laura? I came in here just now and found Janet in the room.”


      “Was she at the safe?”


      “No, she wasn’t. She was standing in the middle of the floor. Making her getaway without a doubt when I turned on the lights.”


      “Why do you pretend Janet opened the safe? The Doctor, you and I are the only ones who know the combination. Laugh that off if you can, my dear!”


      They were both fast losing their tempers.


      “Combination or no combination, the safe was open when I got here,” he snarled. “She was after the formula, of course. That father of hers is in back of it. That Irishman is the double-crosser—and how! Figured on working Winnite into his racket without coughing up a cent for it, either. Call me a sucker if you like, Laura. I qualify, and so do you, for that matter. The other stuff’s the bunk.”


      Dorothy stopped her pretended crying and lay back as though utterly exhausted. She knew Tunbridge must be up and about. What in the world could the man be doing?


      Mrs. Lawson who seemed to be weighing matters, slowly unbuttoned her coat. “If you are so blameless,” she said coldly to her husband, “How do you happen to be here at all? Your part of the job was to bring up the car—or the plane, if it had stopped snowing.”


      “Well, it’s no longer snowing, my dear, and the plane is just where it should be. I got tired of waiting, that’s why. Thought there must be a slip-up. You were due out there half an hour ago.”


      “And I would have been,” said Laura Lawson evenly, “if that secret service fool hadn’t been snooping outside my door.”


      “Tunbridge?”


      “Who else!”


      “What did you do—croak him?”


      “No, I didn’t. He’s not worth burning for.”


      As they talked, the two dropped their artificial cloaks of refinement as if they had never been.


      “It’s hanging in this state,” sneered Martin.


      “What’s the difference! I rang for him, instead. When he knocked on the door, I opened up and beaned him with the poker. He’ll wake up tomorrow with a headache, but I dragged him into my room and tied him up, just to make sure.”


      Dorothy’s heart sank to the very soles of her bare feet.


      “Atta girl!” cheered Lawson. “That’s the way! And look here, Laura. Just to prove I’m on the straight with you—go over and frisk that kid yourself. She’s got the paper.”


      “Thanks—I intended to.” Mrs. Lawson threw a grim smile at her husband and turned to Dorothy. “Pass it over, Janet.”


      “But, really, Mrs. Lawson! I don’t know what you’re talking about—”


      The woman cut her short. “Stand up and come here!”


      Dorothy reluctantly obeyed. “I haven’t any paper,” she protested. “All I know is that I woke up just now and found Mr. Lawson—”


      “Hold your tongue!” snapped Mrs. Lawson, and after exploring Dorothy’s empty pockets, ran her fingers over the quilted gown and the girl’s pajamas. In the midst of her search, Professor, still playful, bounded into the room and stood watching them expectantly.


      Mrs. Lawson stepped back. “She hasn’t got it, Martin.” Her tone was acid. “What a hard-boiled liar you are, anyway!”


      “Hard-boiled, if you like—but no liar.” He strode to the safe and thrust his hand inside. “Here it is,” he called, and held up the paper. “I must have got here before she could nab it.”


      Laura Lawson eyed him appraisingly. “Didn’t you say Janet was in the middle of the room when you switched on the light?”


      “Sure—she heard me coming, of course.”


      “If Janet heard you coming, why didn’t she swing the door shut? Don’t try to pull that stuff on me, Martin. Even if the girl knows the combination she couldn’t open that safe in the dark. Why lie about the business? I know you opened it yourself—and what’s more, while I’ve been wasting time arguing with you and searching Janet, the formula was in your pocket the whole time—that is, until you pretended to take it out of the safe, just now!”


      Martin Lawson’s hard and cruel mouth twisted into a crooked smile. “The world is full of liars,” he said equably, “but your husband doesn’t play that kind of a racket, Laura—anyway, not to you.”


      “Then prove it by giving me that paper!” his wife held out her hand.


      “Nothing doing, Sweetheart. The formula will be perfectly safe with me.”


      He started to put it in an inside pocket, when Laura Lawson sprang for the paper. She grasped his wrist. There was a tussle and the folded sheet fell to the floor. Professor, seated on his haunches and very interested in these exciting proceedings, dove forward and snapped it up. For half a moment he shook the paper as though he took it for a new species of rat. Then as they went for him, he darted between Martin’s legs and scampered out of the room.


      “You big goop!” flared his wife. “Why didn’t you pot the cur!”


      She rushed out of the room after Professor while Martin stared rather stupidly at the gun in his hand. Suddenly his eyes took on a particularly hard glint and he swung round on Dorothy.


      “This,” he rasped, “is the second time you’ve got me in wrong with my wife, Miss Janet Jordan. And there just ain’t going to be no third time, kid!”


      “Wha—what are you going to do, Mr. Lawson?” She was still playing the terrified, innocent Janet, but she no longer feared the man. During the Lawsons’ struggle, she had prepared herself for something like this. She had also shifted her position and was standing near the open door, now several yards away.


      “You’re going to answer my questions, Janet—and answer them truthfully, or you’ll do your sleepwalking in another world after this.” He menaced her with the automatic, “It’s the bunk, isn’t it? The sleepwalking, I mean.”


      “It sure is, Mr. du Val!” drawled Dorothy with a sweet smile.


      Lawson was thoroughly surprised and looked it. “Yes—it naturally would be, seeing you know who I really am.”


      “And all about you.”


      “Oh, you do, eh? You were awake, of course, at the meeting?”


      “Not me—Janet Jordan.”


      “What do you mean—not you—Janet Jordan?”


      “I mean that certain people have been making fools of you and your wife, Mr. du Val.”


      “Is that so! In what way, may I ask?”


      “Why, you see, I’m not Janet Jordan.”


      “Not Janet Jordan!”


      “I wish,” said Dorothy, “you wouldn’t echo my words. No, I am not—most decidedly, not Janet Jordan, although even you have guessed by this time that I look like her. We changed places on you, big boy! Night before last, just before you came into Janet’s room with her father, Janet was climbing out the window when you knocked the first time. It was rather embarrassing.”


      “It’s going to be even more embarrassing for you in a moment or two, Miss Not Janet Jordan! You know too much to live. Who in thunderation are you—a government dick?”


      “That’s right, big boy. I also happen to be Janet’s double cousin.”


      “You’re her double, I’ll voucher that,” agreed du Val alias Lawson. “And all this high-hat cockiness ain’t going to do you one little bit of good. What’s the moniker, kid? Make it snappy, I’m pressed for time.”


      “Dorothy Dixon’s my name. And—meet Flash!” Her right hand gave a quick twist and Martin Lawson dropped the exploding automatic with a scream of mingled rage and pain. She sprang for the revolver, covered the man and retrieved the knife from the floor just behind him. “Sit down over there!” She pointed to a chair. “You’re not really hurt, you know. Flash only skinned your knuckles. Better tie them up in your handkerchief though. You’re ruining the rug.”


      Gretchen’s blond head peered round the door frame. “Oh, Dorothy!” she shrilled, and rushed into the room. “Are you hurt? Did he wound you?” She flung herself on her friend in a frenzy of fright and hysterics.


      From the hall came Laura Lawson’s voice. “Martin!” she called. “They’re out in front of the house. They’ve got the car! Hurry!”


      Lawson wasted no time. While Dorothy struggled with the excited Gretchen, he nipped out of the room and was gone.


      “That tears it!” cried Miss Dixon, freeing herself from the little maid’s embrace, and she dove into the passage.


      Under the gallery she stopped short. There was nobody in sight, but from the staircase came two sharp detonations of a revolver which were answered by two more from the dining room. Then as she moved warily forward, Bill Bolton ran into the hall with Ashton Sanborn close at his heels. Dorothy saw them disappear up the stairs and ran after them.


      At the top of the stairs she spied them standing outside a bedroom door. She hurried to join them. “Hello! Gone to cover?”


      “You’re a great guesser, kid.” Bill grinned and nodded.


      “Where’s Tunbridge?” asked Mr. Sanborn.


      Dorothy motioned toward the door. “In there. He’s got a broken head and he’s tied up into the bargain. Laura Lawson did it. That’s her room.”


      “We’ve got to get the door down,” said Bill, and he stepped back for a rush.


      “Just a sec, Bill!” Dorothy fired three shots from Lawson’s automatic into the lock.


      “Smart girl!” Ashton Sanborn opened the door to disclose the detective-butler bound and unconscious, lying on the floor. Otherwise the room was empty of occupants. “I thought as much,” muttered the secret service man, while Dorothy ran to Tunbridge and began to cut his bonds. “They have beat it, all right!”


      “Secret passage?” This from Bill.


      “Yes, the walls are honeycombed with them. But Tunbridge never learned the secret of this room, poor fellow.”


      “Doctor Winn would know,” said Dorothy. “His suite is right at the end of this corridor. He must surely be awake with all this racket going on.”


      “I’ll get him.” Mr. Sanborn was half way to the door. “Look after Tunbridge, you two. Better phone for a doctor.” He was gone.


      Dorothy and Bill lifted the unconscious man on to Mrs. Lawson’s bed. Then while young Bolton undressed him, Dorothy telephoned. She then gave Bill a hasty account of the night’s happenings.


      “If Gretchen had only stayed put in her room, I’d have caught Martin Lawson, anyway,” she lamented.


      “Mr. Jordan and the bunch outside will take care of that pair,” promised Bill. “Fetch a wet towel from the bathroom. This bird is breathing pretty hard.”


      Dorothy sped to obey, talking the while. “Not Uncle Michael!” she called back in astonishment.


      “Yep. Uncle Michael showed up in Sanborn’s New York office this morning, all on his own.”


      “What was he doing—wanting to turn state’s evidence and peach on his pals?” She brought in the wet towel and laid it on Tunbridge’s hot forehead.


      “Nothing like that, kid.” Bill was grinning. “Give another guess.”


      “Then he wasn’t really a member of that gang with the numbers?”


      “Sure he was—in good standing, too.”


      “Oh, spill it, Bill! What do you think I’m made of, anyway?”


      “Snips and snails and puppy dog’s tails,” said Bill promptly.


      “Huh! The story book says ‘little boys’ belong in that category. Come, Bill, out with it!”


      “Well, then, cutie pie,—Uncle Michael is a secret service man.”


      “And Ashton Sanborn didn’t know it! Don’t talk rot, Bill!”


      “I’m not talking rot, Dorothy. Uncle Michael happens to be in the British Secret Service, that’s why!”


      “Ain’t that the nerts!” exploded Miss Dixon.


      “You said it, kid! He got on to The Nameless Ones—that’s what they call themselves—over on the other side, in Europe, you know—worked his way into their confidence and joined up. Of course, with his government’s sanction.”


      “And what were they up to?”


      “Out to blow up the world with Winnite, I reckon. The Lawsons were to get two million plunks for the formula. Martie-boy was Number 1, by the way. The whole thing was financed by the Reds.”


      “Nice people! What’s being done about it?”


      “Plenty,” returned Bill. “Mr. Jordan brought in the goods—letters, confidential papers of the organization, and that kind of thing. All the ringleaders, both in this country and abroad, have been apprehended and jailed by this time.”


      “Except,” she suggested, “the du Vals, alias Lawson.”


      “That’s right! Let’s go downstairs and find out about them. Nothing more can be done for Tunbridge until that doctor shows up. He’s had hard luck all the way round this evening. The Lawsons fooled him nicely about the time—and then this crack on the nut into the bargain!”


      “What do you mean—about the time?”


      “Why, he overheard the fair Laura telling her hubby that they would vamoose at two this morning, and that she would nab the formula just before leaving. That’s why Tunbridge specified midnight. He thought that two hours leeway would have been plenty of time for you.”


      “I ’spose they suspected him then, and were just giving him the razz?”


      Bill nodded. “Q.E.D., old girl. You’re learning, aren’t you?”


      Dorothy made a face at him and pushed him out of the room. “By the way,” continued Bill, as they entered the corridor, “I wonder if Mrs. Lawson got the paper away from Professor?”


      “She did not!” declared Dorothy. “Look!”


      They paused on the stairs to view the scene below in the entrance hall. Groups of frightened servants whispered among themselves and here and there a strange man was posted, with somewhat of an air of grim watchfulness. Crouched on the hearth and chewing up the last shreds of some white substance was the puppy.


      “The end of a perfect formula,” declared Bill. “You’d better call the pup Winnite. He’s full of it by this time. Lucky you made the copy, Dorothy.”


      “It certainly is!” A voice spoke behind them and they turned to see Ashton Sanborn descending the broad stair. “Doctor Winn tells me the passageway from the Lawson woman’s room comes out into the sunken gardens a quarter of a mile from the house. And I distinctly heard the whirr of an airplane just now from his open window. They’ve made their getaway in fine style by this time.”


      “Well—” Dorothy breathed a deep sigh. “I can’t help being glad of it.”


      Bill stared at her. “Well!” he mimicked. “I must say you have astonishing reactions!”


      “What’s the matter, my dear?” asked Mr. Sanborn. “You’ve done brilliant work on this case, and then, you know, you’ve saved Winnite.”


      Dorothy was not impressed. “That’s just it,” she retorted. “If I wasn’t a government servant for the time being, I’d destroy the copy of that terrible formula myself. As it is, I’ve got to turn it over to you!”


      Ashton Sanborn laid a fatherly hand on her shoulder. “Fortunes of war, Dorothy. Sorry, but you must, you know.”


      “Oh, I know!” She took the sheet of paper from her slipper and handed it to him. “And that,” she announced grimly, “spoils all the fun on this racket.”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      THE CHRISTMAS SPIRIT


      Christmas eve was, as Dorothy had predicted, a starry night of frost and blanketing snow. Red candles twinkled in every holly-wreathed window of the Dixon home, and a large fir tree before the house glittered with colored Christmas lights.


      If old Saint Nick had peeped into the dining room windows, he would have seen a merry company standing round the dinner table, gay with the crimson-berried holly and waxy mistletoe. At the head of the table stood Dorothy, appropriately and becomingly dressed in ruby-red velvet. On her right there was an empty place, and beyond it, old Doctor Winn, a boutonniere of holly in the lapel of his dinner coat; Mr. Bolton, Bill’s father, was next down the table, and just beyond stood Ashton Sanborn. Facing Dorothy at the other end, her father chatted with a bright-eyed Gretchen, who had Bill on her right. Next to Bill came Doctor Winn’s ex-butler, John Tunbridge, looking none the worse for his part in the mixup of the fatal night. Beyond Tunbridge stood Dorothy’s Uncle Michael, and then another empty chair.


      “Just a moment, Dorothy,” said her father as she was about to sit down. “We’ve a surprise for you.”


      “Oh, are there more people coming?” She indicated the extra places to her right and left. “I thought our party was as nearly complete as possible. Of course it would have been swell if Janet and Howard could have been with us.”


      “Dum—dum—de dum!” hummed Bill, beating time with his hand like an orchestra conductor. From the drawing room a piano crashed into the opening chords of Wagner’s beautiful wedding march.


      “Here Comes the Bride…” sang the guests at table, and Dorothy’s heart skipped a beat.


      Through the curtained doorway, walked a blushing girl, leaning on the arm of a tall young man. She wore a bridal gown of white satin, and her smiling face, below the draped tulle veil, was the exact counterpart of the astonished girl at the head of the table.


      “Janet! Howard!” Dorothy ran to them and was caught in her cousin’s arms. “Where under the sun did you come from? I thought you sailed for South America last week!”


      “That,” said Howard, grinning broadly, “is a surprise that Mr. Sanborn sprang on us the day after we were married. He persuaded me to give up the South American job and got me a much better one with Mr. Bolton.”


      “Meet Mr. Howard Bright, the new manager of my Bridgeport plant,” cried Bill’s father, and everyone clapped.


      “Why, that’s marvelous!” exclaimed Dorothy. “It’s only an hour’s drive over there from New Canaan. We’ll be able to see a lot of each other, Janet.”


      Then Uncle Michael, looking very happy and proud, kissed his daughter and led her to the chair between his place and Dorothy’s.


      “Daddy gave me the wedding dress,” whispered Janet. “It’s a little bit late for it, but he insisted.”


      “You look simply darling,” began her cousin, then stopped. Doctor Winn, who had pushed in her chair, was addressing the company.


      “Ladies, and gentlemen,” he said, “before we start on the Christmas cheer which our little hostess and her father have so graciously provided, I would like to propose a toast or two, and may I ask you to stand again while you drink them with me?” He held up his glass of golden cider. “First, let us drink long life and great happiness to our charming bride, Mrs. Howard Bright, and her gallant husband!”


      The company drank the toast enthusiastically. Then Uncle Abe, the Dixon’s darkey butler, better known to some of Dorothy’s friends as “Ol’ Man River,” grinning from one black ear to the other, laid small leather jewel cases before Janet and Howard.


      “Just a little Christmas gift, my children,” explained Doctor Winn.


      “Oh, may we open them now?” asked Janet eagerly.


      “You most certainly may, my dear.”


      They snapped open the lids and the company leaned forward to get a better view of the contents.


      “I don’t know how to thank you, Doctor Winn,” began Howard, fingering his handsome gold repeater and chain.


      “Nor I—why—my goodness! I never thought I’d have a string of real pearls. They are simply too exquisite for words!”


      Doctor Winn laughed and held up a protesting hand. “I’m sure I’m glad you like them, but guests are requested not to embarrass the speaker. Now, I have another toast to propose; and this time we will drink a very Merry Christmas, long life and great happiness to Miss Margaret Schmidt, my new companion-housekeeper!”


      Gretchen was overwhelmed and blushed furiously. Uncle Abe placed another jewel case before her, which she opened and found therein a pearl necklace, the counterpart of Janet’s. All she could do was to sit and gaze at it with her wide open china-blue eyes. Mr. Dixon raised the necklace, slipped it over the embarrassed girl’s head, and nodded to the old gentleman.


      Doctor Winn took the hint and turned the attention of the table guests to himself. “Third and last, but not in any way the least,” he said, “we will drink to the heroine of the already famous case of the Double Cousins. Ladies and gentlemen, I pledge you Dorothy Dixon—whose bravery and loyalty to her country gained the nation’s thanks through its mouthpiece, our President in Washington this week. A very Merry Christmas, my dear, long life and great happiness to you and to our friend Professor, alias Winnite! By the way, where is the pup? I have a little remembrance for him, too.”


      “He’s right here beside me, asleep in his basket, Doctor Winn.” Dorothy picked up the yawning pup and sat him on her lap.


      The old gentleman took a slightly larger morocco case out of his pocket, this time, and laid it on the white cloth before her. With a smile of thanks, she pressed the spring and disclosed, lying on a velvet pad, a double string of gleaming pink pearls. She looked at him, speechless with pleasure, then down again at the necklace. As she did so, she started, for beneath the pearls lay an envelope.


      She picked it up and drew forth a paper—“Why! why, it’s my copy of the Winnite formula!” she cried.


      “The only existing copy, my dear, which I hereby present to your puppy.”


      “But, Doctor Winn, I don’t understand!”


      “My terms to the government were that Winnite should be used for national defense alone,” he said solemnly. “Washington would not agree. Therefore I wish the formula destroyed.”


      “Oh, what a darling you are!” Dorothy leaned over and kissed him. “But let’s not give it to Professor this time, please. The last one made him horribly sick.”


      She held the paper over a lighted candle and watched Winnite burn to charred ash. “I certainly am the happiest girl in the world tonight—but there is just one more toast I’d like to propose before we commence dinner. Here’s a long life and a Merry Christmas to Mr. and Mrs. Martin Lawson—if it hadn’t been for them, think of all the fun we’d have missed!”


      
        
          2 See Bill Bolton and The Winged Cartwheels.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      DOROTHY DIXON WINS HER WINGS, by Dorothy Wayne


      CHAPTER I


      OUT OF THE NORTHEAST


      “Hi, there, young lady!”


      “Hi, yourself,—what d’you want?”


      At the water’s edge, a girl of sixteen stopped in the act of launching a small skiff. She straightened her lithe figure and faced about, her brown hair blowing in the breeze, turning a pair of snapping grey eyes inquiringly upon the young man who walked down the beach toward her.


      “Miss Dixon, isn’t it?” asked the stranger, his deeply tanned features breaking into an engaging smile. “I’m not sure I recognized you at first in the bathing suit—”


      “No matter how you were dressed I’m sure I wouldn’t recognize you,” returned Dorothy, shortly. “I’ve never laid eyes on you before—that’s why.”


      The young man laughed. “Quite right,” he said, “you haven’t. But I happen to be a near neighbor of yours, and I’ve seen you.”


      “Up at New Canaan?”


      “Yes. Dad has taken the Hawthorne place,—bought it in fact.”


      For a full minute the girl stared at this tall young man with the blonde hair and the jolly smile. Surprise left her speechless.


      Then—“Why—why—” she gasped. “Y-you must be the famous Bill Bolton!”


      “Bolton’s the name, all right,” he grinned. “But that famous stuff is the bunk.”


      Dorothy was herself again, and a little ashamed of her burst of feeling.


      “But you are the aviator!” She went on, more calmly. “My father told me the other day that you and your father were coming to live across the road from us. And I don’t mind telling you we’re simply thrilled! You see, I’ve read about you in the papers—and I know all about the wonderful things you’ve done!”


      “I’m afraid you’ve got an exaggerated idea—it was all in the day’s work, you know,” protested the blonde-headed young man, his eyebrows slanting quizzically, “I’m Bill Bolton, but I didn’t barge in on you to talk about myself. You’re starting out for a sail in that sloop that’s moored over there, I take it?”


      “Why, yes, I am. Want to come along?”


      “Thanks a lot. I’ve got a business matter to attend to down here in a few minutes.” He hesitated a moment, then—“I know it’s none of my affair, but don’t you think it’s rather risky to go for a sail just now?”


      Dorothy shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. There’s a two reef breeze blowing out beyond the Point, but that’s nothing to worry about. I’ve sailed all over Long Island Sound since I was a kid, and I’ve been out in worse blows than this, lots of times.”


      “Maybe,” countered Bill. “Storm warnings were broadcast about an hour ago. We’re in for a northeaster—”


      She broke in scoffingly—“Oh! those weathermen! They’re always wrong. It’s a perfectly scrumptious afternoon. The storm, if it comes, will probably show up sometime tomorrow!”


      “Well,” he retorted, “you’re your own boss, I suppose.—If you were my sister,” he added suddenly, “you wouldn’t go sailing today.”


      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not your sister. Thanks for your interest,” she mocked. There was a hint of anger in her voice at the suspicion that Bill Bolton was trying to patronize her. “Don’t worry,” she added, resuming her usual tone, “I can handle a boat—Good-bye!”


      Their eyes met; Bill’s gravely accusing, hers, full of defiant determination.


      “Good-bye—sorry I spoke.” Bill turned away and walked up the beach toward the club house.


      Dorothy chuckled when she saw him throw a quick glance over his shoulder. She waved her hand, but he kept on without appearing to notice the friendly gesture.


      “A temper goes with that blond hair,” she said to herself, digging a bare heel into the loose shingle. “I guess I was pretty rude, though. But what right had he to talk like that? Bill Bolton may be a famous aviator, but he’s only a year older than I am.”


      She ran the skiff out through the shallows and sprang aboard. Standing on the stern thwart she sculled the small craft forward with short, strong strokes, and presently nosed alongside the Scud. As she boarded the sloop and turned with the skiff’s painter in her hand she caught sight of Bill getting into an open roadster on the club driveway.


      “I guess he meant well,” she observed to the wavelets that lapped the side of the Scud, “but just the same—well, that’s that.”


      Making the painter secure to a cleat in the stern, she set about lacing a couple of reefs into the mainsail. Having tied the last reef-point, she loosened the skiff’s painter, pulled the boat forward and skillfully knotted the rope to the sloop’s mooring. Then she cast off the mooring altogether and ran aft to her place at the tiller.


      The Scud’s head played off. Dorothy, as she had told Bill, was no novice at the art of small boat sailing. With her back bracing the tiller she ran up the jib and twisted the halyard to a cleat close at hand.


      Then as the sloop gained steerageway, she pulled on the peak and throat halyards until the reefed-down mainsail was setting well. The Scud, a fast twenty-footer, was rigged with a fore-staysail and gaff-topsail as well, but Dorothy knew better than to break them out in a wind like this.


      As it was she carried all the canvas her little boat would stand, and they ran out past the Point, which acted as a breakwater to the yacht club inlet, with the starboard gunwale well awash. The wind out here stiffened perceptibly and Dorothy wished she had tied in three reefs instead of two before starting. Her better judgment told her to go about and seek the quieter waters of the inlet. But here, pride took a hand.


      If she turned back and gave up her afternoon sail, the next time she saw Bill Bolton she must admit he had been right. No. That would never do.


      Although the wind out here was stiffer than she had imagined, this was no northeast gale; a good three-reef breeze, that was all. So lowering the peak slightly she continued to head her little craft offshore.


      The Scud fought and bucked like a wild thing, deluging Dorothy with spray. She gloried in the tug of the tiller, the sting of the salt breeze, the dance of her craft over choppy seas. Glistening in the clear summer sunlight, flecked with tiny whitecaps, the landlocked water stretched out to where the low hills of Long Island banked the horizon in a blur of purple and green.


      Now and then as she luffed into a particularly strong gust, Dorothy had her misgivings. But pride, confidence in her ability to handle her boat and the thrill of danger kept her going.


      She had been sailing for about an hour, beating her way eastward with the Connecticut shore four or five miles off her port quarter, when all at once, somehow, she felt a change. The sunshine seemed less brilliant, the shadows less solid, less sharply outlined. It seemed as if a very thin gauze had been drawn across the sun dimming without obscuring it. Dorothy searched the sky in vain to discover the smallest shred of cloud.


      At the same time the breeze slackened and the air, which had been stimulant and quick with oxygen seemed to become thick, sluggish, suffocating. Presently, the Scud was lying becalmed, while the ground swell, long and perfectly smooth, set sagging jib and mainsail flapping. Except for the rattling of the blocks and the creaking of the boom, the silence, after the whistling wind of a few minutes before, was tremendously oppressive.


      Then in the distance there was a low growl of thunder. In a moment came a louder, angrier growl—as if the first were a menace which had not been heeded. But the first growl was quite enough for Dorothy. She knew what was coming and let go her halyards, bringing down her sails with a run. Now fully alive to the danger, she raced to her work of making the little craft secure to meet the oncoming storm.


      She was gathering in the mainsail, preparatory to furling it when there was a violent gust of wind, cold, smelling of the forests from which it came, corrugating the steely surface of the Sound. Two or three big raindrops fell—and then, the deluge.


      Dorothy rushed to a locker, pulled out a slicker and sou’wester and donned them. Returning to her place by the tiller, she watched the rain. Rain had never rained so hard, she thought. Already both the Connecticut and Long Island shores were completely blotted out, hidden behind walls of water. The big drops pelted the Sound like bullets, sending up splashes bigger than themselves.


      Then suddenly the wind came tearing across the inland sea from out the northeast. Thunder crashed, roared, reverberated. Lightning slashed through the black cloud-canopy in long, blinding zigzags. The wind moaned, howled, shrieked, immense in its wild force, immense in its reckless fury.


      A capsized sloop wallowed in the trough of heavy seas rearing a dripping keel skyward—and to this perilous perch clung Dorothy.


      CHAPTER II


      TAXI!


      The black brush of storm had long ago painted out the last vestige of daylight.


      Crouching on the upturned hull of her sloop, Dorothy clung to the keel with nerveless fingers, while the Scud wallowed in an angry sea laced with foam and spray. She knew that in a little while the boat must sink, and that in water like this even the strongest swimmer must quickly succumb. Cold, wet and helpless, Dorothy anxiously scanned her narrow horizon, but in vain.


      For another half hour she hung on in the rain and darkness, battered by heavy combers that all but broke her hold. She was fast losing her nerve and with it the willingness to struggle. Phantom shapes reached toward her from the gloom. Strange lights danced before her eyes.…


      With a rolling lurch the Scud sank, and Dorothy found herself fighting the waves unsupported. The shock of sudden immersion brought back her scattering wits, but the delusion of dancing lights still held; especially one light, larger and brighter than the others. Surely this one was real and not the fantasy of an overwrought imagination!


      Half smothered in flying spume, the drowning girl made one last frantic effort to keep afloat. Above the pounding of the sea, a throbbing roar shook her eardrums, a glare of light followed by a huge dark form swooped down as if to crush her—and she lost consciousness.


      Dorothy awoke in a darkness so complete that for a moment she thought her eyes must be bandaged. Nervous fingers soon found that this was not the case, and reaching out, they came in contact with a light switch.


      The sudden gleam of the electrics half blinded her. Presently she saw that she lay on a narrow bunk in a cabin. Presumably she was aboard a vessel, still out in the storm, for the ship pitched and rolled like a drunken thing, and the roar of a powerful exhaust was deafening.


      Someone had removed her sweater, had tucked warm blankets about her body. Her throat burned from a strong stimulant which apparently had been administered while she was unconscious.


      For some minutes she lay there taking in her surroundings. The charts tacked to the cabin walls, the tiny electric cookstove, hinged table and armsrack opposite. Listlessly she counted the weapons, four rifles, three shotguns, two automatics—and fastened in its own niche was a machine gun covered with a waterproof jacket. A complete arsenal.… The shotguns bespoke sportsmen, but this was neither the season for duck nor for snipe. Men did not go shooting in Long Island Sound with rifles, revolvers and a machine gun.… Bootleggers!


      It came to her like a bolt from the blue. She was on board a rumrunner, no less, and notwithstanding the exhaustion she suffered from her battles with the waves, she found exhilaration in the exciting discovery.


      Dorothy threw off the blankets, sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bunk. Her bathing suit was still wet and clung uncomfortably to her skin. With a hand on the side of the bunk to support her, she stood up on the heaving floor to catch sight of her face in a mirror screwed to the opposite wall.


      “Gracious! I’m a fright,” she cried. “I don’t suppose there’s a vanity case aboard this lugger—and mine went down with the poor little Scud!”


      Then she spied a neat pile of clothing at the foot of the bunk, and immediately investigated. A dark blue sweater, a pair of trousers, heavy woolen socks, and a pair of boy’s sneakers were seized upon and donned forthwith.


      Dorothy giggled as she surveyed herself once more in the little mirror. “Just a few sizes too large, that’s all. But they’re warm, and dry, and that’s something!”


      She rummaged about on a shelf, found a comb and with dexterous fingers smoothed her short damp hair into place, then with a sigh of satisfaction, muttered again to herself, “Much better, my girl.”


      Her makeshift toilet completed, she decided to leave the cabin and continue her explorations outside.


      There were two doors, one on the side and one at the end which evidently led forward. After a moment’s hesitation, Dorothy chose the latter. With some difficulty, for the ship still pitched unmercifully, she stumbled forward. Then, summoning up her courage, for she was not without trepidation at the thought of facing her desperado rescuers, she laid a hand on the knob and turning it, swung back the door.


      Dorothy found herself in a small, glassed-in compartment, evidently the pilot house. She had hardly time to glance about, when an oddly familiar voice spoke from out the darkness. It was barely distinguishable above the motor’s hum.


      “Please, Miss Dixon, snap off the light or shut the door. I can’t possibly guide this craft in such a glare.”


      “Why, it’s Bill Bol—Mr. Bolton, I mean,” she cried in surprise, and closed the door.


      “Himself in the flesh,” replied that young man.


      She could see him clearly now, seated directly before her. His back was toward her and he did not turn round. So far as she could see he seemed very busily engaged, doing something with his feet.


      “Then—then it must have been you who picked me up,” she stammered.


      “Guilty on the first count, Miss Dixon.”


      “Please don’t be funny,” she retorted, now mistress of herself once more. “I want to thank you—”


      “You are very welcome. Seriously, though, it is the boathook you have to thank. Without that we’d both have gone to Davy Jones’ locker long before this.”


      Dorothy was nearly thrown off her feet by an unusually high sea which crashed over the pilot house and rolled the vessel far over on her side.


      “Whew—that was a near one!” the girl exploded as the ship righted itself.


      “We’ll weather it, don’t worry,” encouraged Bill, though he did not feel the confidence his words proclaimed.


      “It looks to me,” said Dorothy soberly, “as though we’ll be mighty lucky if we reach shore at all—and I guess you know it.”


      “Never say die, Miss Dixon!”


      “Suppose we drop this miss and mister stuff, Bill. Sounds rather silly at a time like this, don’t you think so?”


      “Right you are, Dorothy. I’m not much on ceremony, myself, as the Irishman said when—”


      “Look here, Bill!” Dorothy tossed her head impatiently, “I wish you’d omit the comedy—it really isn’t necessary. I’ll admit I was in a bad way when you dragged me out of the briny deep—and I appreciate your coming to my rescue. But you needn’t expect me to faint or to throw hysterics. That sort of thing went out of fashion long ago. Girls today have just as much nerve as boys. They don’t very often get a chance to prove it, that’s all.”


      “Please accept my humblest apology, mademoiselle.” Bill’s eyes twinkled though his tone was utterly serious. “I can assure you—”


      Dorothy’s merry laugh rang out—her mood had passed as suddenly as it had come. “Don’t be absurd. Tell me—why are you piloting a rumrunner?”


      “Rumrunner? What do you mean?”


      “If this isn’t a rumrunner, why do you carry that machine gun and the rifles and revolvers in the armsrack?”


      “Just part of our equipment, that’s all.”


      Dorothy’s impatience flared up again. “Why do you talk such nonsense?”


      “Nonsense?”


      “Certainly. You don’t mean to tell me that you took a boat of this size on long cruises!”


      Bill grinned in the darkness. “But you see,” he chuckled, “this isn’t a boat.”


      “Well, what is it then?”


      “A Loening amphibian. Not exactly the stock model, for Dad and I had quite a few changes made in the cabin and this pilot’s cockpit.”


      “What?” shrieked Dorothy. “An airplane—one that can land either on water or on land?”


      “That’s right. The old crate has the hull of a boat equipped with retractible wheel landing gear which operates electrically.”


      “You’re too technical for me,” she said frowningly, and balanced herself with a hand on the back of the pilot’s seat. “But if this is an airplane, why keep bouncing along on the water? I’d think you’d fly to land and have done with it.”


      “My dear girl—” began Bill.


      “Don’t use that patronizing tone—I’m not your dear girl—not by a long shot!”


      Bill laughed outright. “My error once more. However, Miss Spitfire, when you learn to fly, you’ll find out that air currents are very like water currents. When it is blowing as hard as it is now, flying a plane is fully as dangerous as sailing a boat—more so, in fact. When the wind reaches a certain velocity, it is impossible to balance your plane. You have to land—or crash.”


      Dorothy was beginning to understand. “Then you must have taken some awful risks coming out after me.”


      “I was lucky,” he admitted. “But you see, even if we were able to fly in this gale, now, it’s quite impossible to take off in such a heavy sea. If I gave the old bus enough gas to get up a flying speed, these combers would batter the hull in—I’d never be able to get her onto her step. Some day, when it’s fine, and the water’s smooth, I’ll show you what I meant by that. Now all we can do is to taxi.”


      “Taxi?—This is the first seagoing taxi I’ve ever been in!”


      “In air parlance,” he explained, “to taxi is to run a plane along the ground or on the water—just now, it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”


      “I should think it would be easier than flying.”


      “Not on water as rough as this. Your legs go to sleep with the strain you have to put on the rudder pedals.”


      “Oh—you’re steering with your feet?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, why don’t you let me help you? I’ll drive her for a while,” offered Dorothy.


      Bill shook his head. “It’s terribly hard work,” he demurred.


      “What of it? I’m as strong as an ox.”


      “Thanks a lot. You’re a real sport. But the difficulty is in shifting places with me without swamping the old bus. She isn’t equipped with dual controls. There’s only one set of pedals, and as soon as I release them she will slue broadside to the waves, the wings will crumple, and she’ll simply swamp and go under.”


      “And you must taxi either before the wind, or into the wind as we are now, in seas like these?”


      “You’ve guessed it,” he nodded.


      “But there must be some way we can manage it,” argued Dorothy. “You can’t keep on much longer. Your legs will give out and then we’ll go under anyway.”


      Bill hesitated a moment. “Well, all right, let’s try it—but it’s no cinch, as you’ll find out.”


      “That’s O.K. with me. Come on—orders, please—and let’s go!”


      CHAPTER III


      A WILD RIDE


      “Hey, not so fast,” laughed Bill. “First of all, will you please step into the cabin, and in the second locker on your right you’ll find a helmet and a phone-set. Bring them out here. This shouting is making us both hoarse and we’ll soon be as deaf as posts from the noise of the motor.”


      “Aye, aye, skipper,” breezed Dorothy, and disappeared aft.


      In a minute or two she returned with the things he had asked for. Bill showed her how to adjust the receivers of the phone set over the ear flaps of her helmet. Then reaching for the head set at the other end of the connecting line, he put it on and spoke into the mouthpiece which hung on his chest.


      “Much better, isn’t it?” he asked in a normal tone.


      “It certainly is. I can hear you perfectly,” she declared into her transmitter. “—What next?”


      “Come over here and sit on my lap.—I’m not trying to get fresh,” he added with a grin, as she hesitated. “I’ve had to make a shift like this before with Dad. There is only one way to do it.”


      Dorothy was a sensible girl. She obeyed his order and placed herself on his knees.


      “Now put your feet over mine on the rudder pedals. And remember—to turn right, push down on the right pedal, and vice versa. Get the idea?”


      “Quite, thanks.”


      “Fine. Next—grab this stick and keep it as I have it. Now, I’m going to pull my feet from under yours—ready?”


      “Let her go!”


      Bill jerked his feet away, to leave Dorothy’s resting on the pedals.


      “Good work!” he applauded. “The old bus hardly swerved. Keep her as she’s pointed now. We can’t change her course, much less take off until we hit one of those inlets along the Connecticut shore, and smoother water. Brace yourself now—I’m going to slide out of this seat.”


      Dorothy was lifted quickly. Then she dropped back into the pilot’s seat to find herself fighting the tenacious pull of heavy seas, straining her leg muscles to keep the plane from floundering.


      “How’s it going?” Bill’s voice came from the floor of the cockpit where he was busily engaged in pounding circulation back into his numbed legs and feet.


      “Great, thanks. But I will say that this amphibian of yours steers more like a loaded truck in a mudhole than an honest-to-goodness plane! How are your legs?”


      “Gradually getting better—pretty painful, but then I’m used to this sort of thing.”


      “Poor boy!” she exclaimed sympathetically, then gritted her teeth in the effort to keep their course as a huge comber crashed slightly abeam the nose.


      Bill grasped the side of her seat for support. “You handled that one nicely,” he approved when the wave had swept aft. “But don’t bother about me—you’ve got your own troubles, young lady. I’ll be all right in a few minutes.”


      “What I can’t understand,” said Dorothy, after a moment, “is why this plane didn’t sink when you landed and picked me up. How did you keep from slewing broadside and going under?”


      “Well, it was like this. When I left you on the beach, I motored back home to New Canaan. The sky was blackening even then. I was sure we were in for the storm, so after putting up the car, I went out to the hay barn in that ten acre field where we house the old bus. She needed gas, so I filled the tanks, gave her a good looking over and went back to the house and telephoned.”


      “You mean you phoned the beach club about me?”


      “Yes. The steward said you weren’t anywhere around the club, and your sloop wasn’t in the inlet. It was pretty dark by then and the wind was blowing a good thirty-five knots. I made up my mind you must be in trouble. Frank ran after me on my way out to the plane—he’s our chauffeur you know—”


      “Yes, I know—” broke in Dorothy—“he drove you and your father to the movies last night. I saw him.”


      “That’s right. Frank’s a good scout. He wanted to come along with me, but I wouldn’t let him.”


      “I s’pose you thought you’d save his skin, at least?”


      “Something like that. A fellow doesn’t mind taking responsibility for himself—it’s a different thing with some one else. Well, before Frank and I ran this plane out of the barn, I rigged the sea anchor (nothing more than a large canvas bucket with a couple of crossed two-by-twos over the top to keep it open) with an extra long mooring line. The sea-anchor I brought up here in the cockpit with me. The other end of the line was fastened to a ring-bolt in the nose, of course. Well—to get through with this yarn—I took off alone and flew over to the Sound.”


      “But wasn’t it awful in this wind?”


      “It was pretty bad. As soon as I got over water, I switched on the searchlight, but it was a good half-hour before the light picked you up. Then I landed—”


      “Into the wind or with it?” interrupted Dorothy.


      “Getting interested, eh?” commented Bill with a smile. “Well, just remember this then, never make a downwind landing with a seaplane in a wind blowing over eighteen miles an hour.”


      “Why?”


      “Because the wind behind your plane will increase the landing speed to the point where you will crash when you strike the water—that’s a good reason, isn’t it?”


      “Then you landed into the wind when you came down for me?”


      “That’s right. And as soon as I struck the water, I shut off the motor, opened one of these windows and threw over the sea anchor. Then I fished you out with the boathook.”


      “It sounds sort of easy when you tell it—but I’ll bet it wasn’t.” She gazed at him admiringly. “You surely took some awful chances—”


      “Hey there!” called Bill. “Pull back the stick or you’ll nose over.”


      “That’s better,” he approved as she obeyed his order. “Keep it well back of neutral. Sorry I yelled at you,” he grinned.


      Bill got to his feet. “I’m O.K. now,” he went on, “and you must be pretty well done up. I’m going to take it over.”


      Seating himself on her lap, as she had sat on his, he placed his feet upon hers. A minute later, she had drawn her feet back from the rudder pedals, slipped out from under and was seated on the floor, rubbing life back into her feet and legs, as Bill had done.


      “Why is it,” she inquired presently, “that the plane rides so much smoother when you’re guiding her?”


      Bill smiled. “When I give her right pedal, that is, apply right rudder, I move the stick slightly to the left and vice versa. In that way I depress the aileron on the side I want to sail. It aids the rudder. You got along splendidly, though, and stick work when taxiing needs practice.”


      Dorothy got to her feet, rather unsteadily. “Look!” she cried. “Lights ahead. We must be nearing shore, Bill.”


      “We are. There’s a cove out yonder I’m making for. And better still, the wind is lessening. Just about blown itself out, I guess.”


      In another ten minutes they sailed in through the mouth of an almost landlocked inlet and with the motor shut off drifted in comparatively smooth water.


      “Any idea where we are?” inquired Dorothy, when Bill, after throwing out the anchor, came back to her.


      “Somewhere between Norwalk and Bridgeport, I guess,” he replied. “There are any number of coves along here. I’ll take you ashore, now. We’ve got a collapsible boat aboard. Not much of a craft, but it’ll take the two of us in all right. We’ll go over to one of those houses, and get your father on the phone. He can come down and drive you back to New Canaan.”


      “Drive us both back, you mean!”


      “Sorry—but it can’t be done. I’ve got to take this old bus home as soon as the wind dies down a little more.”


      “How long do you suppose that will be?” asked Dorothy quietly.


      Bill glanced up at the black, overcast sky and then turned his gaze overside and studied the water toward the inlet’s mouth.


      “Oh, in about an hour I’ll be able to take off.”


      “Then I’ll wait and fly back with you.”


      “You certainly are a sportsman,” he applauded and looked at his wrist watch. “It’s only ten to six—though anyone would think it was midnight. I’ll tell you what—suppose I shove off in the dinghy. I’ll row ashore and telephone your Dad from the nearest house. He will be half crazy if he knows you were out sailing in that blow and haven’t reported back to the club. In the meantime, you might scare up something to eat. There’s cocoa, condensed milk, crackers and other stuff in the cabin locker nearest the stove. You must be starved—I know I am!”


      They were standing on one of the narrow decks that ran from amidships forward to the nose of the plane below the pilot house.


      “The very thought of food makes me ravenous,” declared Dorothy, starting for the cabin door. “Give Dad my love and say I’m all right—thanks to you!” she threw back over her shoulder—“Tell him to put back dinner until seven-thirty—and to have an extra place laid. In the meantime I’ll dish up a high tea to keep us going.”


      Within the cabin, she set water on the two-burner electric stove to boil. While it was heating she let down the hinged table and set it with oilcloth doilies, that she found, together with other table necessities in a cupboard next the food locker. She discovered some bread and a number of other eatables stowed away here, as well as the things Bill had mentioned.


      Twenty minutes later, Bill returned to find the table set with cups of steaming cocoa and hot toasted sandwiches spread with marmalade.


      “I’ll say you’re some cook, Dorothy!” He pulled up a camp stool, and seated himself at the table. “This is a real party!”


      “There isn’t any butter—” began Dorothy doubtfully.


      “Don’t apologize. It’s wonderful—do start in or I’ll forget my manners and grab!”


      Dorothy helped herself to a sandwich and handed the plate across the table. “Were you able to get Dad?”


      “Yes. Just caught him. He’d only got home from the bank a few minutes before. One of the maids told him you’d spoken of going sailing, so he phoned the club about you. He was just leaving the house to drive down there when I rang him up.”


      “Did he say anything else?”


      “Oh, naturally, he was glad you were all right. He didn’t seem so pleased when I told him I was flying you back. He asked me if I was an experienced pilot.”


      “He would.” Dorothy chuckled. “What did you tell him?”


      Bill laughed as he helped himself to another sandwich. “I wanted to get out here to your high tea, you know, so I asked him if he smoked cigarettes.”


      “Cigarettes?”


      “Yes. ‘If you do, Mr. Dixon,’ I said—you know the old slogan, ‘Ask Dad—he knows—’ and I’m sorry to say I rang off.”


      “I’ll bet he goes over and asks your father!”


      “Very probably. Dad’s rather touchy when anybody questions my rating as a pilot. I’m afraid your father will get an earful.”


      Cocoa and toast had disappeared by this time so the two in the cabin set about clearing up.


      “You must’nt mind Daddy’s crusty manner,” she said with her hands in a dishpan of soapsuds. “He’s always like that when he’s upset. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”


      Bill, who was stowing away cups and saucers in the locker, turned about with a grin. “Oh, that’s all right. I had no business to get facetious—my temper’s not so good, either. But there’s no hard feeling.” He held out his hands. “If you’re finished with the dishpan I’ll throw the water overside. The storm has broken and there’s practically no wind. So if you’re ready we’ll shove off for New Canaan—and I’ll give you your first hop.”


      CHAPTER IV


      THE FIRST HOP


      “How about giving me my first flying lesson now?” Dorothy suggested as Bill hauled in their anchor.


      “You really want to learn?”


      “Of course I do—I’m crazy about it!”


      Bill coiled the mooring line, looping it with practiced skill. “And I’d be glad to give you instruction. But you’re a minor—before we can start anything like that we must get your Dad’s permission.”


      “Oh, that’ll be all right, Bill,” was the young lady’s cool assurance. “But how about right now—”


      “Every student aviator is a watchful waiter the first time up. You stand behind me this trip and I’ll explain what I’m doing as we go along.”


      “That’ll be great! I’m just wild to fly this plane!”


      Bill smiled. “But you won’t get your flight instruction in this plane, Dorothy.”


      “Why not?”


      “This amphibian is too big and heavy, for one thing; for another, she isn’t equipped with dual controls.”


      “But what does that mean?”


      “I see we’ll have to start your training right now, Miss Student Pilot—Controls is a general term applied to the means proved to enable the pilot to control the speed, direction of flight, altitude and power of an aircraft.—Savez?”


      “You sound like a text book—but I get you.”


      “All right. Now, unless we want the bus washed up on the beach, we’d better shove off.”


      Fastening the door to the deck after them, they passed through the cabin and into the pilot’s cockpit where head-phone sets were at once adjusted. The amphibian bobbed and swayed at the push of little waves. The sun’s face, scrubbed clean and bright by wind and rain was reflected in the rippling water; whilst wet surfaces of leaves, lawns, tree trunks and housetops bordering the inlet gleamed in a wash of gold.


      Little gusts of fresh air blew in through the open windows filling the cockpit with a keen sweet odor of wet earth.


      Dorothy drew a deep breath. “My! the air smells good after that storm!”


      “You bet—” agreed Bill. “But I’ll smell brimstone when your father comes into the picture, if we don’t shove off pronto for New Canaan.”


      “Oh, that’s just like a boy—” she pouted.


      “Shush! student—Listen to your master’s—I mean,—your instructor’s voice, will you?”


      “Instructor’s better,” she smiled.


      “Here beginneth your first lesson.” Bill slid into the pilot’s seat. “Stand just behind me and hold on to the back of my seat,” he ordered.


      Dorothy promptly did as she was told. After all, was not this the real Bill Bolton the famous ace and midshipman she had read about?


      “All set?”


      “Aye, aye, sir.”


      “Good enough! Here we go then. I’ll explain every move I make, as I make it. Look and listen! First—I crack the throttle—in other words, before starting the engine, set your throttle in its quadrant slightly forward of the fully closed position. Next, I ‘contact’—that’s air parlance for ‘ignition switch on.’ After that, I press the inertia starter to swing our propeller into motion—” the engine sputtered, then roared.


      “It is most important,” he went on a moment later, “to see that the way ahead and above is clear at this point. Safety first is the slogan of good flying.”


      “Yes. But really, Bill, you don’t have to explain every thing you do. I’m watching closely. When I don’t understand, I’ll ask—if it’s all the same to you?”


      “Good girl. Don’t hesitate to ask me, though.”


      “I won’t.”


      With that she saw him widen the throttle and with his stick held well back of neutral to prevent the nose dipping under the waves, he sent the big seaplane hurtling through the water toward the inlet’s mouth. The wind had changed since the storm and now, as they raced into the teeth of the light breeze, Dorothy tingled with that excitement which comes to every novice with the take off.


      Six or eight seconds after opening the throttle, she saw him push the stick all the way forward.


      “Why do you do that? Won’t that raise the tail of the plane and depress the nose?”


      Bill shook his head. “In the air—yes. But we’re moving at some speed now on the surface—and the bow cannot be pushed down into the water. Our speed is gradually forcing it up until—now—we’re skimming along on the step, you see.”


      Dorothy nodded to herself and watched him ease the stick back to neutral and maintain it there while they gathered more and more speed.


      “Now I’m going to talk some more,” said Bill. “Don’t blame me if it sounds like a text book.—In order to fly, certain things must be learned—and remembered. Do not take off until you have attained speed adequate to give complete control when in the air. Any attempt to pull it off prematurely will result in a take off at the stalling point, where control is uncertain. Understand?”


      “I think so—but how does one know when to do it?”


      “That comes with practice—and the feel of the ship. As flying speed is gained, I give a momentary pressure on the elevators (like this)—and break the hull out of the water—so—easing the pressure immediately after the instant of take off. Now that we are in the air our speed is only slightly above minimum flying speed. Any decrease in this would result in a stall. That is why I keep the nose level for six or seven seconds in order to attain a safe margin above stalling point before beginning to climb.”


      “There’s certainly a lot more to it than I ever dreamed!”


      “You bet there is. I haven’t told you the half of it yet. One thing I forgot to say—you must always hold a straight course while taxiing before the take off. Also, never allow a wing to drop while your plane is on the step.—We’ve got enough speed on now, so I’ll pull back the stick and let the plane climb for a bit.”


      “But you’re heading for the Long Island Shore directly away from New Canaan—” she protested, “why don’t you bring her about—not that I’m in any hurry, but—”


      “This is an airplane, not a sailboat, Dorothy. All turns must be made with a level nose. If I should try to turn while in a climb like this, a stall would probably result, and with the wing down the plane would most likely go into a spin and—”


      “We’d crash!”


      “Surest thing you know!”


      “Oh!”


      “But the altimeter on the dash says one thousand feet now. We’re high enough for our purpose. So I push the stick forward, like this—until the nose is level—so! Now, as I want to make a right turn, I apply right aileron and simultaneously increase right rudder considerably.”


      Dorothy saw one wing go up and the other go down. She was hardly able to keep her feet as the plane’s nose swung round toward the Connecticut shore.


      “Isn’t that called banking?”


      “Right on the first count,” replied Bill.


      “Why do you do it?”


      “Because in making a turn, the momentum of the plane sets up a centrifugal force, acting horizontally outward. To counteract this, the force of lift must be inclined until it has a horizontal component equal to the centrifugal force. The machine is therefore tilted to one side, or banked, thus maintaining a state of equilibrium in which it will turn steadily. No turn can be made by the use of the rudder alone. The plane must be banked with ailerons before the rudder will have any turning effect.—Get me?”


      “I get the last part. Guess I’ll have to do some studying.”


      “Everybody has to do that. But I’ll lend you some books, so you can bone up on the theory of flight. What I said just now amounts to this: if you don’t bank enough you send your plane into a skid.”


      “Just like an automobile skids?”


      “Yes. But of course the danger doesn’t lie in hitting anything as in a car. A skidding plane loses her flying speed forward and drops into a spin. On the other hand, if you bank her too sharply, you go into a sideslip!”


      “And the result in both cases is a crash?”


      “Generally. But I think you’ve had enough instruction for today.”


      “Oh—but I want to know how you ended that turn. We’re flying straight again now—and I was so interested in what you were saying, I forgot to watch what you did!”


      “Well, after I had banked her sufficiently, I checked the wings with the ailerons and at the same time eased the pressure on the rudder. Then I maintained a constant bank and a constant pressure on the rudder pedal throughout the turn. To resume straight flight, I simply applied left aileron and left rudder: and when the wings were level again, I neutralized the ailerons and applied a normal amount of right rudder.”


      “My goodness!” exclaimed Dorothy—“and that is only one of the things I have to learn. I thought that flying a plane wouldn’t be much more complicated than driving a car.”


      “Oh, it’s simple enough—only you have to balance a plane, as well as drive it.”


      “Do you think I’ll ever learn?”


      “Of course you will. It takes time and practice—that’s all.”


      “I wonder how birds learn to fly?” Dorothy glanced down at the wide vista of rolling country over which they were traveling. The dark green of the wooded hills, the lighter green of fields, criss-crossed by winding roads and dotted with houses, all in miniature, seemed like viewing a toy world. And here and there, just below them, there was the occasional flash of feathered wings, as the birds darted in and out among the treetops.


      “Birds have to learn to fly, too. They get into trouble sometimes.”


      “They do?”


      “Certainly—watch gulls on a windy day—you’ll see them sideslip—go into spins—and have a generally hard time of it!”


      “Oh, really? I’d never thought of that. But of course they can fly much better than a plane.”


      Bill shook his head. “That’s where you are wrong. No bird can loop, or fly upside down. Reverse control flying and acrobatics—stunting generally is impossible for them.—But look below! Recognize the scenery?”


      “Why, we’re almost over New Canaan. There are the white spires of the Episcopal and Congregational churches—and there’s Main Street—and the railroad station!”


      “And over on that ridge is your house—and mine across the way,” he added. “Well, here’s where I nose her over. Hold tight—we’re going down.”


      CHAPTER V


      TROUBLE


      After releasing the rectractible wheel landing gear, which turned the big amphibian from a seaplane into one which could land on terra firma, Bill brought his big bus gently down to the ten acre lot behind the Bolton residence.


      As the plane rolled forward on its rubber tired wheels and came to a stop, two men came walking in its direction from the trees at the edge of the field.


      “Here come our respective fathers—” announced Bill, stripping off his headgear. “Remember—I take all responsibility for bringing you back in the plane.”


      “You—do nothing of the kind!” Dorothy’s tone was final. She handed him her head-phone and running back through the cabin, vaulted the low bulwark to the ground.


      Bill hurriedly made things secure in the cockpit and followed her.


      “And so you see, Dad,” he heard her say, as he approached where they stood, “Bill not only saved my life—he took all kinds of chances with his own, flying in a gale like that. And—oh! I forgot to tell you that he warned me not to go out in the Scud this afternoon!” she ended with a mischievous look toward Bill.


      Mr. Dixon was a tall man, whose tanned, rugged features and searching gaze suggested the sportsman. He turned from his excited daughter, with a smile and an outstretched hand.


      “I’m beginning to realize, young man, that I owe you an apology for my shortness over the phone. Judging from Dorothy’s story, I can never hope to express my gratitude for what you’ve done today.”


      Bill mumbled an embarrassed platitude as he shook hands, and was glad when Mr. Bolton broke into the conversation.


      “The Boltons, father and son, were probably born to be hung,” he chuckled. “It’s a family trait, to fall into scrapes—and so far, to get out of them just as quickly. Now, as nobody has been polite enough to introduce me to the heroine of this meeting—I’m the hero’s fond parent, Miss Dorothy. We are about to celebrate this festive occasion by a housewarming, in the form of a scrap dinner at the hero’s home—what say you?”


      “But I thought you were coming to our house—” cried Dorothy. “I—”


      “But me no buts, young lady. Your father has already accepted for you both and we simply can’t take no for an answer.”


      Dorothy glanced at Bill, who stood rather sheepishly in the background. Then she laughed. “Why, of course, if you put it that way—I’d love to come; that is, if the hero is willing!”


      “Say, do you think that’s fair!” Bill’s face was red. He didn’t think much of that kind of kidding. “I think it would be great, that is, if you mean me,” he ended in confusion.


      Amid the general laughter that followed, Dorothy uttered a cry of disgust. “But I can’t come like this—” she pointed to her clothes, which were the things that Bill had laid out for her in the big plane’s cabin.


      “You look charming—” Mr. Bolton bowed, and Dorothy blushed. “However—”


      “Make it snappy, then, dear.” Mr. Dixon drew out his watch. “You have just fifteen minutes. And Mr. Bolton won’t keep dinner waiting for you, if he’s as famished as I am!”


      “Oh, give me twenty!” she pleaded.


      “All right—hurry, now!”


      With a wave of her hand, Dorothy darted away.


      “I’ll look after the plane, Bill,” said his father, as she disappeared among the orchard trees. “I want to show Mr. Dixon over it, and that will give you time for a slicking-up before dinner.”


      It was a jolly, though belated meal that was eventually served to them in the cool, green dining room of the Bolton’s summer home that evening. Mr. Dixon, with the finesse of an astute business man, drew out Mr. Bolton and his son, and the two told tales of adventure by land and sea and air that fascinated the New England high school girl. It all seemed unreal to her, sitting in the soft light of the candles. Yet the Boltons made light of hairbreadth escapes in the world’s unmapped areas—just as if these strange adventures were daily occurrences in their lives, she thought.


      “It certainly is a shame!” she burst out suddenly. Coffee had been served and they had moved to the comfort of low wicker chairs on the terrace. The air was filled with the perfume of June roses.


      “What’s a shame?” Bill, now spick and span in white flannels, settled back in his chair.


      “Why, all the wonderful times you and Mr. Bolton have had—while Dad and I were sticking around in New Canaan. I’d love to be an adventurer,” she finished.


      “I dare say you’d find it mighty uncomfortable at times,” observed her father. “How about it, Bolton?”


      “Like everything else, it has its drawbacks and becomes more or less of a grind when one ‘adventures’ day in and day out—” that gentleman admitted. “I’m only too glad to be able to settle down in this beautiful ridge country for a few months—to rest and be quiet.”


      “There you are, Dorothy.” Her father smiled in the darkness. “And who would there be out in the wilds to admire that smart frock you’re wearing, for instance?”


      “Gee, Dad! You know I don’t care half as much about clothes as lots of the girls—and that hasn’t anything to do with it, anyway.”


      “I think we ought to break the news to her,” suggested Bill, a white blur in the depths of his chair.


      Dorothy sat up eagerly. “What news?”


      “But perhaps we’d better wait until tomorrow. Tonight, she wants to become an explorer—and give away all her best dresses. She might not take kindly to it.” This from Mr. Dixon, between puffs of aromatic cigar smoke.


      “You’re horrid—both of you. Don’t you think it’s mean of them to make such a mystery of whatever they’re talking about, Mr. Bolton? Won’t you tell me?”


      “Of course, I will, my dear. What do you want to know?”


      Dorothy choked with vexation. “Oh!”


      “Let’s tell her now—right now—” said Bill, his voice brimming with laughter.


      “I don’t want to hear.”


      “Yes, you do—all together: one—two—three! You—are—going—to—learn—to—fly!”


      Dorothy sprang to her father’s chair and caught his arm. “Will you really let me, Dad?” she cried in delight.


      “Mr. Bolton says that Bill is an A-1 instructor—and he claims that flying is no more dangerous than sailing twenty-footers in a nor’easter, so I suppose—”


      “Oh—you darling!” Dorothy flung her arms about his neck.


      “Here—here—” cried Mr. Dixon. “You’re ruining my collar, and my cigar—”


      “Have another,” suggested Mr. Bolton. “I’d willingly ruin boxes of cigars if I had a daughter who’d hug me that way!”


      “Aren’t you nice!” She turned about and bestowed a second affectionate embrace on that gentleman. “That is because you aren’t quite as mean as your son—he’s the limit!”


      “Never slang your instructor,” sang out Bill. “That’s one of the first rules of the air.”


      “Seriously, Dorothy,” her father interposed. “This is a big responsibility Bill is taking—and I want your word that you’ll do just as he says. No more running off and smashing up a plane as you did the Scud this afternoon!”


      “All right, Dad. I promise. But what am I to learn in? Bill says that the Amphibian is too heavy—and she’s not equipped with dual controls.”


      Mr. Dixon lit a fresh cigar. “I see that you’ve already started your flight training.”


      “Bill explained the procedure to me on our way up here this afternoon. But what are we going to do for a plane?”


      “Bill has some scheme, I believe.”


      “Oh, I know,” she decided. “Bill shall pick me out a nice little plane and—”


      “I shall pay for it,” said her father grimly. “Nothing doing. When you have won your wings—well—we shall see. Until then, you and Bill will have to figure without financial help from your fond parent.”


      “That’s fair enough,” agreed Mr. Bolton.


      “O.K. with me, too,” echoed Bill. “I happen to have an old N-9, a Navy training plane, down at the shipyard near the beach club, that will do nicely. I was down there this afternoon having her pontoon removed. I want to equip her with landing gear so I can house her up here. The Amphibian uses up too much gas to go joy-hopping in.”


      A maid appeared on the doorstep.


      “Mr. Dixon wanted on the phone, please,” she announced, and waited while that gentleman preceded her into the house.


      A moment later Mr. Dixon was back on the terrace.


      “The bank’s been robbed!” he cried. “Sorry, gentlemen, but I’ve got to hustle down there just as soon as possible.”


      “This way!” called Bill, springing down the steps to the garden. “My car’s out here—come on!”


      “That young chap can keep his head,” thought Mr. Dixon as he ran beside his daughter and Mr. Bolton. “It would take a lot to fluster him.”


      Then they came upon him, backing slowly up the drive, both doors swinging wide so they could jump in the car without his stopping.


      “Which bank, Mr. Dixon?”


      Bill had the car in the road now and was racing toward the village.


      “First National—Main Street, next the Town Hall. I’m president, you know.”


      “I didn’t know. But I’m glad to hear it.”


      “How’s that?”


      “You should have a drag with the traffic cops. We are doing an even sixty now—and it would be a bad time to get a ticket.”


      Mr. Dixon grasped the door-handle as Bill skidded them into a cross road with the expertness of a racing driver. “Just get us there, that’s all,” he gasped. “The chief himself phoned me. I didn’t wait to hear details—but from what I gathered, the hold up men got clean away before the police discovered the robbery. But time is always a factor in a case of this kind, so don’t worry about traffic rules.”


      “I won’t,” said Bill and fed his powerful engine still more gas.


      Along the straight stretch of Oenoke Avenue they sped, with Bill’s foot still pressing the accelerator. They flashed past the white blur of the Episcopal Church and on down the hill into Main Street and the little town.


      The car’s brakes screamed and Bill brought them to a stop on the edge of the crowd of pedestrians and vehicles that blocked further progress.


      “D’you want us to wait here?” asked Mr. Bolton.


      “No—come along,” returned his friend, jumping to the sidewalk. “We’ll learn the worst together.”


      CHAPTER VI


      THE HOLD UP


      With Bill at her right and Mr. Bolton at her left elbow, Dorothy pushed her way through the crowd behind her father to the entrance of the Bank. The policeman at the head of the short flight of steps to the doorway stood aside at a word from Mr. Dixon. The four passed inside and the heavy door swung shut behind them.


      “Rather like locking up the barn after the sheep vamoosed, isn’t it?” Bill nodded over his shoulder toward the police guard.


      “Never mind, son—this isn’t our party,” rebuked his father.


      A fat man in a dark blue uniform, rather tight as to fit and much be-braided, came bustling up. “Who are these men, Mr. Dixon?” he inquired pompously. “Can’t have strangers around the bank at this time—”


      “From what I hear, Chief, you and your men let some strangers get away with about everything but the bank itself a little while ago.” Mr. Dixon’s tone showed his annoyance. “These gentlemen are friends of mine. What’s actually happened? Give me some facts. Anybody hurt? Anybody caught? Just what has been taken?” Questions popped like revolver shots.


      “Well—it’s like this, sir—” The Chief seemed pretty well taken down.


      “Thunderation! You and your sleuths are enough to tempt any man to law breaking. There’s Perkins! Perhaps I’ll learn something from him.”


      Mr. Dixon strode toward the rear of the bank.


      “You mustn’t mind Dad,” Dorothy said consolingly. “Just now he’s half crazy with worry, Chief.—These gentlemen are Mr. Bolton and his son. They’ve bought the Hawthorne place, you know.”


      Chief Jones mopped his perspiring face with a red bandanna and then shook hands all around. “Terrible warm tonight—terrible warm. Well, let’s go over and find out what’s what. I was over to a party at my daughter Annie’s—only just got in here myself. Annie—”


      “Yes, let’s find out what has happened.” Dorothy cut in on this long-winded effusion, and led the way behind the tellers’ cages to where her father and several other men were standing before the open vault.


      “Ah, here’s the watchman now!” cried Mr. Dixon as a man, his head completely covered with bandages, came toward them and sank weakly into a chair. “Now, Thompson, do you think you can tell us exactly what happened, before Doctor Brown drives you home?”


      “Yes, sir. Glad to.” The man’s voice, though feeble, betrayed excitement. “He sure knocked me out, that bird did—but I’d know him again if I saw him. I c’d pick him out of a million—”


      “That’s fine,” Mr. Dixon interrupted gently. “But start at the beginning, Thompson, and we’ll all get a better idea of him.”


      “That I will, sir, and ‘right now!’ as that French guy says over the radio.… Well, it was about eight o’clock and still light, when the night bell buzzed. I was expecting Mr. Perkins. He’d told me he’d be back after supper as he had some work to do. I’d been readin’ the paper over there by the window, so I got up and opened the front door. But it wasn’t Mr. Perkins. A young fellow in a chauffeur’s uniform stood outside.”


      “‘I’m Mr. Dixon’s new chauffeur,’ he said. ‘Here’s a note from him. He tried to ring you up, but the phone down here seems to be out of order. He said you’d give me a check book to take back to him. Better read this.’ He passed over a letter—”


      “Have you still got it?” asked Mr. Dixon.


      “I think so. Yes, here it is, in my pocket.” Thompson handed the missive to the bank president, who read it aloud:


      “Dear Thompson:


      Please give the bearer, my chauffeur, a blank check book and oblige


      Yours truly, John Dixon.”


      “Looks like my handwriting,” sighed Mr. Dixon when he had finished, “but of course I didn’t write it!—What happened after that?”


      “Well, sir, he asked me if he could step inside and take a few puffs of a cigarette, seein’ as how you didn’t like him to smoke on the job. So I let him in. Then I goes over to one of the desks for a check book and—I don’t remember nothin’ about what happened next, until I found myself in the far corner yonder, with Mr. Perkins near chokin’ me to death with some water he was pourin’ down my throat—and a couple of cops undoin’ the rope I’d been bound up with. I reckon that feller must have beaned me with the butt of his revolver just as soon as I’d turned my back. Doc here, says as how the skull ain’t fractured—but that bird sure laid me out cold. If I hadn’t had my cap on, he’d of croaked me sure. Of course, I shouldn’t of let that guy inside, but—”


      Mr. Dixon’s tone was abrupt as he silenced Thompson with a word. “Thank you, Thompson,” he said. “You are not to blame. If you hadn’t let him in, he might have shot you at the door. Doctor Brown is going to take you home now. Lay up until you feel strong. And don’t worry.”


      He patted the man on the shoulder and Thompson departed, leaning on the doctor’s arm.


      “I guess you’re next on the list, Harry.” Mr. Dixon nodded to Perkins. “How did you happen in here tonight?”


      The cashier, a slender young man, prematurely bald, and dapper to the point of foppishness, removed his cigarette from his mouth and stepped forward.


      “Had that Bridgeport transit matter and some other work I wanted to finish,” he said crisply. “Told Thompson I would be back about eight-thirty. Matter of fact, it was twenty to nine when I rang the night bell. I rang it several times, no answer; then tried the door and found it unlocked. I thought something must be wrong—and was sure of it when I stepped in and saw Thompson lying on the floor, his arms and legs bound. Saw that he was breathing, and went to the phone. It was dead—couldn’t raise Central. I didn’t waste much time then, but ran out and hailed Sampson, the traffic cop on the corner. Told him there’d been a holdup here, so he blew his whistle, which brought another policeman and we three raced back here.”


      “You brought Thompson to and cut his bonds—then what?”


      “I went to the vault. The door was ajar, with books and papers scattered all over the place. Haven’t had a chance to check up, but it looks as though everything in the way of cash and negotiable securities has been taken.”


      “But the door hasn’t been damaged—they couldn’t have blown it open!”


      The cashier shook his head. “No,” he admitted, “they opened it with the combination. Must have used a stethoscope or the Jimmy Valentine touch system—”


      “Not with that safe, Perkins. But how about the time lock?”


      “It is never put on, sir, until we have no more occasion to use the vault for the day. I notified the Protective System people that I would be working here tonight and would set it when I was through.”


      “Humph!” growled the president in a tone that boded ill for someone. “So the time lock wasn’t set!”


      “It is the usual practice, sir,” explained Perkins nervously. “I—”


      “Never mind that now. Anyone else know anything about this robbery?”


      “Yes, sir. Sampson, the traffic policeman saw the car.”


      “Well, let’s hear from Sampson, then, if he’s here.”


      The officer came forward rather sheepishly.


      “I was directin’ traffic at the corner of Main Street and East Avenue, sir, when I seen your car run down Main and stop in front of the bank here.”


      “My car!” exploded Dorothy’s father.


      “Yes, sir—least it was a this year’s Packard like you drive—and it had your license number on it—AB521—I ought to know, I see it every day.”


      “Yes, that’s the number—but—well…did you notice it further?”


      “Yes, sir, I did. That was about eight o’clock. The chauffeur got out and rang the bell at the entrance to the bank. Then I seen him speak to Thompson and pass inside.”


      “Did you investigate?”


      “Why, no, sir. The man came out almost directly and the door swung shut behind him. Then he jumped into the car and drove up the alley at the side of the bank. You always park your car there, sir, so I thought nothin’ of it. About twenty minutes later, out he drove again and up Main Street the way he’d come. And that’s the last I’ve seen of him.”


      “There was only one man in the car—the chauffeur?”


      “I only saw one. If there was anybody else, they must’ve been lying down, in the bottom of the car.”


      “Very likely.” Mr. Dixon turned to the chief of police. “And what has been done toward catching the thieves—or thief?”


      “Nothing, as yet,” the Chief confessed. “But I’ll get busy on the wire with descriptions of the man and the car right away. You see, I only just—”


      “Never mind that—get along now and burn up the wires. That car has had over an hour’s start on you. I’ll look after things here for the present.”


      The head of the local police force waddled off with much the air of a fat puppy who had just received a whipping, and Mr. Dixon walked over to Mr. Bolton.


      “You can do me a great favor, if you will,” he said.


      “Name it, Dixon.”


      “Thanks. Go to the drug store down the block and call up the Bankers Protective Association in the city. You’ll find their number in the directory. Tell them what’s happened—that will be enough. I want you to call their New York headquarters. That will start them on the job through their branches in short order.”


      “Right-oh!” his friend agreed. “And when I get through with New York, I’ll see what New Canaan can do to fix your phone here.”


      “Thanks. I’ll appreciate it.”


      “Anything I can do, Mr. Dixon?” inquired Bill.


      “Nothing here, thanks. But if you will take my daughter home and see that she doesn’t get into any more trouble today, I’ll be much obliged to you.”


      “Oh, Dad!” Dorothy, threw him a reproachful look, then stood on tiptoe and kissed her parent’s cheek. “There, there. I know you’re worried. Phone me when you want the car. I’ll have sandwiches and coffee waiting when you get home.”


      Mr. Dixon gave her an affectionate hug. “You’re a good little housewife,” he praised, “but run along now—both of you. There are a million-odd things to be done before I can leave.”


      He beckoned to the cashier and disappeared with him into the vault.


      “Not that way, Bill—” Dorothy’s voice arrested Bill as he started for the door. “Come out the back way.”


      “What’s up?”


      “I don’t know yet. But I’ve found something that the rest seem to have missed. It may be important—come and see.”


      “You’re on, Miss Sherlock,” he said. Catching her arm, he hurried with her toward the rear of the bank.


      CHAPTER VII


      GROUND TRAILS


      Bill unlatched the back door of the bank, pushed it open and stood aside for Dorothy to pass through.


      “Wait a minute.” She put out a restraining hand. The full glare of the arc light in the alley fell on the damp ground at their feet. “Right over there are the tire marks of the holdup car. It’s lucky it rained this afternoon. The prints are perfect in this mud.”


      “Well, that’s interesting, but—”


      “Oh, no. Of course they won’t solve the mystery. That’s what you were going to say, isn’t it?” Dorothy’s voice was mocking as she looked up at Bill. “But here—see these footprints? From this door to the car?” Her tone was triumphant now. “They ought to help just a little, don’t you think?”


      But Bill seemed unmoved at her discovery. “Probably hoofmarks of the cops,” he said rather disparagingly.


      Dorothy laughed. “If those footprints were made by policemen I’ll eat them. Where are your eyes, Bill? The cops in this town wear regulation broad-toed shoes. When I heard the traffic cop tell Dad that he’d seen the robbers’ car go up the alley, I dashed out here to have a look around. And as soon as I saw these prints I knew they were not made by broad-toed boots. Let’s examine them closer.”


      Taking care to avoid stepping on the well defined trail that led from the door to the tire marks of the car, the two studied the line of footprints.


      “One fellow wore rubber soled shoes—I guess you’re right, Dorothy,” acknowledged Bill, squatting on his heels. “The pattern on this set of prints could have been made by nothing else. But what do you make of these tracks here? Just holes in the mud with a flat dab right ahead?”


      “High heeled shoes, Bill. One of this gang is a woman, that is clear enough. What bothers me is the third set—look!”


      Bill stared at the footprints to which she pointed. “The right-hand one was made by a long, narrow shoe, but I’ll swear that boot last was never made in America. It’s too pointed,” he said finally. “The shoe that made that imprint was bought in southern Europe, I’ll bet—Italy, probably. But those queer looking marks to the left are beyond me,” he frowned. Then he cried—“No, they’re not! I have it—the man who made those prints was club-footed!”


      Dorothy disagreed with him. “A club-foot couldn’t make that mark. It is too symmetrical—straight on both sides and kind of rounded at the back and front. It wasn’t made by a wooden leg, either, Bill!”


      “No. That would simply dig a hole in the mud.”


      “Oh, I know! Why didn’t I see it at once!” she exclaimed excitedly—“The man was lame!”


      Bill snorted. “And he had long pink whiskers which he tied round his waist with a green ribbon!”


      “Don’t be silly—I know what I’m talking about.”


      “How so?”


      “I know that a lame man made that set of marks.”


      “Very well. May Doctor Watson inquire on what Miss Sherlock Holmes bases her astounding deduction?”


      “On those queer marks, of course, stupid!”


      “Thanks. The clouds have vanished. You make everything so lucid.” Bill stood erect once more.


      “But, Bill—did you ever see a lame man—whose left leg was shorter than his right?”


      “Maybe I did. But I can’t swear at this distant date which leg was the shorter.”


      “Well, I can tell you that in this case, the left was!”


      “Maybe—”


      “Maybe nothing! Why am I sure of it? Because the man wore a lame man’s boot—the kind with a very thick sole. My grandfather wore one. He twisted his hip when he was a boy and that leg didn’t grow as long as the other. What is more, he always walked on the sole of his big boot—the heel never touched the ground!”


      “I believe you are right,” mused the young man, studying one of the queer footprints again.


      “I know I am, Bill. That kind of a shoe would make exactly that print. Not such a bad hunch to take a look out here, was it?”


      “You’re a swell sleuth, Dorothy. Let’s see. Now we know there were three in the gang this evening. The chap who played chauffeur and wore sneakers, a woman, and a lame man—probably an Italian.”


      “Yes. But that doesn’t solve the mystery, does it?”


      “No, but it helps a lot. How about the tire tracks?”


      “Not our car. Daddy uses Silvertowns and those were made by some other kind.”


      “Goodyears, I should say. How about going in now and telling your father what we’ve learned?”


      “I’d rather not, if you don’t mind?”


      “Why!”


      “Well, you see, Bill, Dad hasn’t much confidence in girls’ views on what he calls ‘the practical side of life’—mine especially. There’ll soon be a bunch of detectives on this case. If they find out for themselves, it’s O.K. with me—but I shan’t tell them.”


      “You want to work up the case yourself?”


      “That’s exactly it. If you’ll help me?”


      “Certainly I will. But we may get into trouble—I mean it is likely to be dangerous work.”


      “Does that bother you?”


      “I’d hate to have you get hurt—”


      “I won’t do anything on my own without telling you first. We’ll work together. Does that suit your highness?”


      “You bet! Where do we go from here?”


      “Back to my house. We’ll go down the alley and hop in your car. I want to ride up to our garage. I’ve got another hunch.”


      “The kid’s clever,” remarked Bill admiringly. “Want to tell me? I haven’t a glimmer.”


      They turned out of the alley into Main Street before Dorothy answered.


      “Suppose you guess,” she suggested teasingly as she stepped into the car. “Or, better still, now that you’ve become my aviation instructor, I’ll even things up and give you a short course in sleuthing.”


      “That’s a go, teacher,” grinned Bill. The car rolled up the hill past the white Memorial Cross on the village green. “But to a mere amateur in crime it looks as though you had barged into a pretty good mystery, no kidding.”


      “Sh—” commanded Dorothy. “Sherlock Holmes is thinking.”


      “Don’t strain anything,” Bill advised as he stepped on the accelerator.


      Dorothy did not retort to this thrust, but remainder wrapped in her thoughts for the remainder of the ride. Bill turned the car into the Dixon’s drive before she spoke again.


      “Keep on to the garage, please.”


      “Right-oh! Still sleuthing, I take it?”


      “Yes.”


      “What is the big idea?”


      “Wait and see.”


      He drew up under the arching elms with the glare of their headlights focussed upon the closed garage doors. Dorothy sprang out and ran forward.


      “Locked,” she affirmed, giving the handle a tug. “Wait a minute, Bill. I’ll be right back.” She disappeared in the direction of the house.


      Bill shut off the engine and clambered down to the ground. Presently he saw her coming back, accompanied by a woman in maid’s cap and apron.


      “All right, Lizzie,” her young mistress said, “I want to look at something first. Then you can tell us exactly what happened. That’s right, give me the key.”


      She swung open one of the wide doors.


      “The Packard’s there, just as I told you, Miss Dorothy,” volunteered Lizzie as the three stepped inside the garage. “It’s your car that’s missing.”


      “I left it at the beach club—” Dorothy cut herself short. “The license plates are gone from the Packard!”


      “Wasn’t that to be expected after what the cop told us in the bank?” There was a hint of mockery in Bill’s voice.


      “Of course. But the point is—were they taken this afternoon while Daddy had the car parked behind the bank—or later this evening after he drove home? He would never remember whether he drove from the bank with the plates still attached or not. He never notices details like that.”


      Bill seemed amused. “Perhaps not—but what’s the difference?”


      “Wait a minute. You’ll soon get another slant. Now, Lizzie—start from the very beginning.”


      Lizzie spoke up eagerly. “Yes, miss. Cook and me was havin’ our supper in the kitchen, miss—”


      “Where was Arthur?—He’s our chauffeur-gardener,” explained Dorothy to Bill.


      “It’s Arthur’s night off, miss. He went to the movies—said he’d get a bite at the lunch wagon in the village, though why a man should want to eat hot dogs and such trash with honest-to-goodness vittles waiting for him at home is more than—”


      “Never mind that now, Lizzie.—You and cook were eating supper—?”


      “Yes, miss. We was just finishin’ when we heard a car pass the house on its way out to the garage. I thought it might be Arthur, back in the Ford for some supper. Cook said—”


      “Oh, Lizzie, please! What happened then?”


      “Why, a man came to the back door and asked for the key to the garage. Said as how he had orders to fix the Packard.”


      “What time was that?”


      “About five minutes after we heard the car drive out here, miss.”


      “No—I mean the time of day.”


      “I couldn’t rightly say, Miss Dorothy. The kitchen clock is down to Whipple’s being mended. But it was just after you’d gone over to Mr. Bolton’s for dinner.”


      “What did the man look like, Lizzie?”


      “Like any young man, miss.”


      “But was he tall or short?”


      “Kind of medium-like—”


      “Dark hair or light?”


      “I can’t seem to remember—he had a chauffeur’s cap on and was in his shirt sleeves, that I do know.”


      “Did you notice if he limped?”


      “No, he didn’t, miss—but the other fellow did—him with the big boot.”


      “Bull’s eye!” cried Bill. “You’re sure some detective, Dorothy!”


      “Keep still?” ordered that young lady. And then to the housemaid: “We’ll take up the man with the big boot in a minute, Lizzie. Now then, you gave the other one the garage key, I s’pose?”


      Lizzie snorted. “That I didn’t, miss. I took the key off the hook and walked out to the garage with him. Mr. Dixon wouldn’t be thankin’ me to let strange men fool round in the garage by theirselves!”


      “Then how in thunder did they cop the license plates without your seeing them?” exploded Bill.


      “Do shut up and let me talk!” Dorothy stamped her foot impatiently. “Now, Lizzie, what happened next?”


      “Well, miss, I unlocked the doors and he started tinkerin’ with the engine of the Packard there. Then all of a sudden he went out to the other car and spoke to somebody inside.”


      “What car was that?”


      “The one he’d drove up in. It was parked out on the drive where the young gentleman has his’n now.”


      “Another Packard, was it?”


      “I couldn’t say, miss. I didn’t pay much attention to it, except that it was a closed car—and there was a man and a woman in back.”


      Dorothy exchanged glances with Bill. “And then?”


      “Then the young feller comes back and says as how the lady in the car was feeling sick, and could I fetch her a glass of water with a teaspoonful of bicarbonate of soda in it. I knew we had some in the medicine chest upstairs, so—”


      “So you went back to the house and got it?”


      “Yes, miss.”


      “And that’s when they copped the plates!” declared Bill, the irrepressible.


      “Bull’s eye!” derided Dorothy. “How’d you guess it?”


      “Form of genius some of us have.”


      Dorothy ignored this last and turned again to the maid. “What happened when you brought back the bicarb, Lizzie?”


      “I give it to the young lady in the car, miss.”


      “Young, was she?”


      “I couldn’t get a good look at her face, for she was dabbin’ her eyes with a handkerchief like she’d been cryin’. But she was dressed in some of those new-fangled pajamas like you wear to the beach, they was—sort of yellow-green color—and a wisp of her hair that had got loose from the bandanna she wore was red—the brightest red hair I ever see. She turned her head away when she drunk the medicine, but she thanked me prettily enough when she handed back the glass.”


      “Have you washed it yet?”


      “No, miss. You see, I—”


      “Then don’t. I want that glass, just as it is. Was the lame man sitting beside her?”


      “No. When I brought her the soda he was comin’ out of the garage with the other fellow. He was carryin’ a package wrapped in newspaper and he says as how he was takin’ some part of the engine back to the shop. He spoke kind of funny, like a foreigner, I thought. And all dolled up in a light suit and a cane. Why, he’d even got lemon colored gloves on for all his lameness and the big boot he wore!”


      “Did the girl and the other man wear gloves?”


      “The man put them on when he started to tinker with the car, I remember. But the girl had no gloves on.”


      “You’re sure?”


      “Oh, yes, miss, because I noticed her shiny pink finger nails, particular. I thought at the time that washin’ dishes couldn’t be no part of her life.”


      “That’s fine, Lizzie. You make a splendid witness.”


      “Thanks, miss. I got a good look at the lame man, too. He had a funny little black mustache like they wear in the movies and little gold knobs in his ears—what do think of that!” Lizzie paused dramatically as she gave this choice bit of information.


      “Earrings?”


      “Earrings, miss—and—”


      “Thank you, Lizzie. You may go now.”


      “Remember those earrings, miss. And I’ll keep the glass for you, and won’t let cook touch it either, never fear!” Lizzie’s slight figure faded into the darkness.


      “So you’ve got pretty good descriptions of the gang and the lady’s fingerprints!” Bill summed up. “I’ve got to hand it to you, kid. Reckon you’ll have to let your father know about it though. Those fingerprints will have to be examined by the police.”


      Dorothy nodded. “Guess you’re right. I’ll tell him what we found out.”


      “What you’ve found out, you mean. As I think I told you before, when it comes to detective work, I’m a ground hog!”


      “Nonsense! But that reminds me, Bill. Do I get a lesson tomorrow?”


      “Do you think you can take time enough from your life work?”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. You may think I’ve finished fooling with this robbery when I turn over the dope to Daddy—but I haven’t. I want a flying lesson, just the same, in the morning. Shall we go up in the Loening again?”


      “No. I’ll drive you down to the shore and we’ll take the N-9 out. Don’t wait for your father tonight. Tell him what you want to at breakfast.”


      “But I’ve got to—”


      “This is your flight instructor speaking, Dorothy. No lesson in the morning for you, young lady, unless you go straight to bed now and get a good night’s rest. A clear head and steady nerves are the first requisites for flying.”


      “All right then. I’ll turn in directly. Good night.”


      Bill was already seated behind the wheel of his car. “Good night, Dorothy. By the way, I’ve got a hunch about this bank business. After you’ve had some flight training we’ll investigate together—and the plane will be a great asset,” he added mysteriously. His foot pressed the self-starter.


      “Don’t be so vague—spill the news like a good fellow.”


      “Sh—” mocked Bill. “‘Sherlock Holmes is thinking!’” His laugh rang out and the car disappeared in the deep shadows of the drive.


      “He’s not so dumb as he pretends,” mused Miss Dixon. “What can he have up his sleeve?”


      Slowly she moved off toward the back door of the house.


      CHAPTER VIII


      NEXT MORNING


      “You’ve done splendidly, my dear. I’m proud of you. This information you’ve dug up will be a lot of help in tracing that gang, I’m sure.”


      Dorothy and her father were seated at the table, taking their morning meal in the breakfast porch, just off the dining room. Although the bond of affection uniting father and daughter was a strong one, especially since the mother’s death some years earlier, neither was particularly demonstrative. And Dorothy was not used to receiving unstinted praise of this sort from her father. The colour in her cheeks deepened, and she said off-handedly:


      “I’m awfully glad, Daddy. You haven’t had your second cup of coffee, have you?”


      Mr. Dixon smiled, and passed his cup to her. His shrewd glance took in her evident embarrassment.


      “No need to dissemble, daughter. Fact is, I keep forgetting you’re no longer a child; and I don’t mind telling you how valuable you are to me.”


      Dorothy smiled back at him. “Thanks a lot, Dad.” She returned his filled cup. “Did the gang get away with much?”


      “Plenty. A number of easily negotiable bonds, what currency we had on hand, etc. Of course, we’re well covered by insurance—but the worst of it is, they took Mrs. Hamberfield’s diamond necklace!”


      “What! The Hamberfields, of Canoe Hill?”


      “The same. They bought the old Adams place two years ago and keep it for a summer residence. More money there than—er—taste, I believe. Mrs. H. goes in for jewels on a big scale.”


      “Wears diamonds at breakfast, I’ll bet, Daddy. She came to the Country Club last Saturday night, dressed up to the hilt and beyond it. I’ve never seen so much jewelry! Doug Parsons suggested that she’d been robbing Tiffany’s. A regular ice-wagon with her diamonds!”


      “Well, she’s lost a lot of them, now. That gang evidently knew she had a habit of keeping some of them in her deposit box at the bank, for it was the only one they raided.”


      “That’s interesting.”


      “In what way?”


      “Never mind now. Tell me some more.”


      “Well, naturally, I phoned the lady last night—and well—she was most unpleasant—”


      “The nasty cat! Serves her right to have them stolen!”


      “Hardly that, dear. But the bank is responsible for her necklace and other gewgaws. And her husband is a power in the financial world.”


      Having breakfasted sufficiently for one day, Dorothy was busy with an orange lipstick.


      “More unpleasantness for you, Daddy?” she asked through pursed lips, her eyes on the small mirror of her compact, open on the table before her.


      “He is in a position to do the bank considerable harm—By the way, Dorothy, are you as efficient at manicuring as you are at making up your mouth?”


      “P-perhaps. Why?”


      “Good. Then, after this I’ll get you to do my nails while I have my second cup of coffee each morning!”


      “Aren’t you horrid!”


      “Aren’t you the cheeky kid, using that thing in front of me?”


      “You really don’t mind, Daddy?”


      “Do you think it an improvement over nature?”


      “I know it isn’t.”


      “Why use a lipstick then?”


      “But—why do you wear that curly mustache?”


      “More cheek?”


      “Not at all. But it adds dignity to your face—what’s more, your mustache is becoming and you know it.”


      “Nonsense!” Mr. Dixon’s tone was derisive but there was a twinkle in his keen gray eyes.


      Dorothy nodded decisively. “While my lipstick, properly used, is also becoming,” she went on. “And it gives your daughter a sophisticated appearance otherwise lacking—” she broke off with a giggle as she saw her father’s expression.


      Dorothy snapped her compact shut and rose from the table. Going round to his side, she gave her father a hug and kissed him lightly on his mustache. “There!” she laughed. “Now I’ve added sophistication to your dignity, Daddy. You’ll be able to run both the bank and that ritzy Mrs. Hamberfield like a charm today. So long! Bill is coming for me and we’re going down to the beach. I’m to have my first real flight instruction this morning, you know.”


      “From all accounts you did pretty well yesterday, young lady. Don’t you think you’d better come down to the bank and tell the story of your sleuthing to the Bankers’ Association detectives? They’ll be up here from New York this morning.”


      From the doorway, Dorothy shook her head. “Nothing doing!” she cried. “I love you a lot—but you have the story down pat yourself—and I’ve got a date I can’t break. That glass with the fingerprints on it, you’ll find nicely wrapped up on the hall table. ‘By—” She was through the door and across the lawn before Mr. Dixon could reply.


      He folded his napkin and laid it on the table with a sigh. “Heigho!” he murmured. “I wonder what her mother would say to that? Still, Dorothy grows more like her every day. The youngster has brains if she only uses them in the right way. She certainly has been a help on this robbery—and she is a comfort to me—but a great responsibility at that.”


      Then, carefully lighting his after-breakfast cigar, Mr. Dixon walked into the house.


      Shortly after Mr. Dixon had left for the bank, Bill’s horn honked in the drive.


      Dorothy appeared presently, wearing a boy’s outing shirt open at the neck and a pair of fawn-colored jodhpurs. She noticed as she approached the car that Frank, the Bolton’s chauffeur, was seated in the rumble.


      “I’ve got to run into New York and buy some flying clothes,” she announced as she seated herself at Bill’s side.


      “Don’t bother about clothes, for heaven’s sake. They won’t help you to fly. I’ve got several extra helmets and some goggles and those things you’re wearing now will be just the thing. All you need are overalls—and I bought you those in the village this morning.”


      “Aren’t you nice,” she beamed. “But I do need a leather coat, don’t I?”


      “What for?”


      “Didn’t you tell me the cockpits of your N-9 were open—that they didn’t have windshields?”


      “Yes—but what of it?”


      “Won’t it be cold?”


      “Not at this time of year. We’re not out for an altitude record. Of course, when you get a couple of miles or so above the earth you have to bundle up—but the old OXX motor in my N-9 would never get you there. She’s not built for that kind of work. Later on, you can order a monkey suit or a leather coat from the city.”


      “Yes, I’ll get one of those sporty knee-length coats—” decided Dorothy gleefully.


      “Not if I know it!”


      “But why not? They’re so goodlooking!”


      “And more dangerous than a broken strut!”


      “They are?” Dorothy’s tone was horrified.


      “Certainly. If you buy a coat, get a waist-length model. Anything longer not only hampers a pilot, it catches the wind and is likely to get caught around your stick or other controls and crash the plane.”


      “Oh!” said Dorothy disappointedly.


      Bill slanted his eyes from the road and smiled at her. “Not everyone who wears a yachting cap is a yachtsman! You’ll have plenty to think of during your flight training without bothering about such things.”


      “I guess you’re right,” she agreed. “How long will it take to teach me to fly, Bill?”


      “It all depends upon your aptitude, Dorothy. Ask me again after ten hours of dual instruction. But no matter how apt you prove to be, flying is not learned in a day. I’ve mapped out a forty-hour course for you. Want to look it over?” He handed her a typewritten sheet.


      She studied the paper interestedly. It was titled.


      Course of Flight Training.


      I. Dual Instruction.


      First hour:


      Taxiing


      Straight flying


      Turns


      Glides


      Second hour:


      Take-offs


      Climbing


      S-turns


      Breaking Glide and leveling off


      Slow motion landings by instructor


      Third hour:


      Flying at leveling-off height


      (seaplanes only)


      Slow motion landings


      Normal landings, use of elevators only


      Fourth hour:


      Cut-gun landings, under three feet,


      elevators only


      Sixth hour:


      Normal landings


      Cut-gun landings


      Spirals


      Use of ailerons, rudder, throttle


      Approaches


      Elementary forced landings


      Ninth hour:


      Stalls and spins


      II. Elementary Solo Flying.


      First solo: Five minute flight, necessary turns, one landing


      First 5 hours: Take-offs, turns, landings


      Instruction flight: Instruction as necessary, including spins; power stall landings (seaplanes only)


      5 to 10 hours: Take-offs, turns, spirals, landings


      Instruction flight: Instruction as necessary, including spins


      10-15 hours: Same as 5 to 10 hours


      III. Advanced Flying.


      Instruction flight: Reverse control turns and spirals, side-slips, power spins


      15-20 hours: Take-offs, turns, spirals, landings; reverse control turns and spirals


      Instruction flight—Acrobatics


      20-25 hours: Acrobatics, with 20 minutes of each hour on elementary work


      Instruction flight: Precision landings, forced landings, figure-eight turns, wing-overs


      25-30 hours: Precision landings, forced landings, figure-eight turns, wing-overs


      Final instructions flight: Review; instruction as necessary.


      “Looks pretty complicated to me,” sighed Dorothy, handing back the paper. “Gee, but there’s a lot to learn!”


      “More than the average novice has any idea of. But don’t imagine that this course will make you or anyone else an experienced pilot. Additional time must be spent in the air before you can get an interstate commercial pilot’s license. But after the instruction I’ve outlined here, your knowledge of flying should be sufficient to enable you to go on with your training yourself.”


      “I hope so,” said Dorothy, but there was little confidence in her tone.


      Bill brought the car to a stop beside an open field.


      “Cheer up!” he encouraged. “Flying is like anything else worth while—troublesome to learn, but easy enough when you know how. Hop out, kid. There’s the N-9, with her new landing gear, over there. Frank will take the car back. We’ll fly up to my place now and I’ll give you your first real instruction over our own flying field!”


      CHAPTER IX


      AIR TRAILS


      Dorothy donned her overalls while Bill spoke to the mechanic who was waiting by the plane. Then the man got into a car and drove away, and Bill beckoned her to him.


      “All set?”


      “All set.”


      “Then we’ll begin. First of all, you must know the names of the different parts of the plane. Some you know already, but we’ll go over them just the same. That hinged movable auxiliary surface on the trailing edge of the wing is an aileron. Its primary function is to impress a rolling movement on the airplane. Got that?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then repeat what I just said.”


      Dorothy did so.


      “Good. Now this is a drag wire.”


      After twenty minutes of this kind of thing he asked her to point out an aileron and explain its use.


      “K.O.” he said at last. “We’ll go over parts each day for a while and the book work you must do at home will help to refresh your memory. Now nip into the forward cockpit and I’ll explain the working of the controls.”


      He gave Dorothy a hand up and when she was seated, swung himself on to the cowl of the cockpit.


      “First of all—and let this become habit—” he ordered, “adjust your safety belt. Yes, that’s the way. Now we’ll go ahead. That’s the stick there. Take hold of it. You’ll notice it is pivoted at its base. Forward movement of the stick increases the angle of attack of the elevators and depresses the nose. Backward movement decreases angle and raises the nose. Lateral movement of the stick operates the ailerons, movement to the right depressing the right wing, and to the left, the left wing.”


      When she was sure she understood the functions of one thing he explained the next.


      “Now tell me just what I have told you—” he commanded.


      Fully an hour had gone by before he was satisfied that she understood thoroughly.


      “Tired?” he asked at last.


      “Not a bit,” she smiled. “I’m afraid I’m kind of dumb—but all these gadgets, as you call them, are a little confusing at first.”


      “Oh, you’re catching on in first rate order,” he told her. “Nothing but practice will make you letter perfect. And that comes soon enough when you handle the plane yourself. Now I’ll fly us home. All I want you to do is to fold your arms and listen. Keep your eyes in the cockpit and watch the movements of the stick and rudder bar. My cockpit aft is equipped with similar controls. When I move my stick—yours moves—and vice versa. All right?”


      “You bet.”


      He reached in his pocket and drew forth a small leather-bound book which he handed her.


      “Here’s your Flight Log Book, Dorothy. Write it up after every flight. There are columns for the date, type of plane, duration and character of flight, passengers or crew carried (if any) and remarks. A commercial pilot should have his log book certified monthly by an official of the company. For a student it is a good thing to commence during training. Stick it in your pocket,” he advised as she thanked him. “And put on this helmet. It’s a Gosport, with phones in both ear flaps, connected by a voice tube to this mouthpiece. I’ll use that end of it to coach you through during flight.”


      “But this helmet is hard and stiff,” objected Dorothy. “I’ll bet it isn’t nearly as comfortable as that nice soft leather one you’re wearing.”


      “Possibly not. But until you’re through with your instruction I want you to wear a ‘crash’ helmet. They’re a lot of protection for the head in case of minor accident. No instructor worth his salt permits a student to use a soft leather helmet until you’ve had a lot of experience.”


      “Oh, very well then,” she said, adjusting her heavy headgear, “you’re the boss!”


      “You bet I am when it comes to this kind of thing. If I weren’t sure you were willing to give me strict obedience, I’d never propose teaching you. And please remember that this isn’t a joy hop. The more attentive you are to instruction—the quicker you’ll learn.”


      “I’m your willing slave, sir,” she mocked good-humoredly, and drew the helmet strap tight beneath her chin.


      Then as the engine roared and the plane rolled forward she felt the same thrill she had experienced the afternoon before when she and Bill had taken off in the amphibian. The same tightening of her muscles and beating throb of the pulse in her neck. They were soaring upward now and the sensation of smoothness became apparent after the jars and bumps of taxiing over the rough field. The sting of the wind on her face was exhilarating, but her eyes were streaming. Realizing that she had forgot to adjust her goggles, she pulled them down from the front of her helmet.


      “I’ve been wondering how long it would be before you did that,” came Bill’s voice through the headphones. “Never mind—it’s a grand thrill while it lasts—you’ll lose it soon enough.”


      Dorothy, for the first time in her life, found a retort impossible to make.


      “Now that we’ve got enough air under us,” Bill’s voice continued, “I’m going to fly straight for home. Remember what I said about watching your stick and rudder bar. Also keep an eye on the bank-and-turn indicator as well as the fore and aft level indicator and inclinometer.”


      Dorothy shifted her gaze to the instrument board before her. Unconsciously she ticked off the other instruments. There were the two Bill had just mentioned; a magneto switch, oil pressure gauge, earth inductor, compass indicator, altimeter, 8-day clock, primary pump and tachometer. It pleased her that she could so readily recall their names and uses. Then she heard Bill’s voice in her ear again:


      “The reason that I keep pulling the stick back slightly so often, Dorothy, in level flight, is because the old bus is a bit nose heavy. You’ll notice it when you handle her later on. It’s nothing to worry about. Very few planes are perfectly balanced.”


      Dorothy turned her eyes guiltily on the stick again. She had been caught napping that time! One really needed half a dozen pairs of eyes for a job like this. And—how different Bill’s manner aboard an airplane, she thought. He was certainly all business. But she respected and admired his knowledge and his ability as an airpilot which left no opening for argument.


      “You can look overside now,” came his voice again interrupting her thoughts. “We’re going to land.”


      Below them she saw the Bolton’s house. The nose of the plane dropped suddenly as the stick went forward and they shot down to land on the field near the Bolton’s hangar.


      Bill spoke again from the rear cockpit. “If you’re ready for more flight instruction, hold up your right hand.”


      Dorothy held up her right hand.


      “Good. Then we’ll practice taxiing,” came back the even voice. “Remember that a land plane with engine idling will remain at rest on the ground in winds of normal force. That means that all movement of the plane must be made by use of the engine. When your bus begins to move you control it primarily by using the rudder. In a wind as strong as the one blowing now, you’ll notice the plane’s tendency to turn into it. That’s due to the effect on the tail. It tends to swing like a weathervane until the nose is headed directly toward the point of the compass from which the wind is blowing. Your experience in sailing is going to be a great help.


      “Now, just one thing more and we’ll shove off. While taxiing, you must hold the stick well back of neutral. That will prevent any tendency of the tail to rise and cause the plane to nose over. Grasp the stick lightly with your fingers. Never freeze onto anything. If you feel me wiggle the stick sharply—let go at once. I may or may not have my hands and feet on the controls, but you cannot know that. Act just as if you were alone in the plane. Got all that?”


      Dorothy raised her hand again.


      “Then snap on the ignition and get going.”


      For the next hour she taxied the N-9 around the field while Bill issued commands from the rear cockpit. So interested was she in her lesson that it seemed no time at all before he told her to shut off the engine.


      “Take off your helmet and get down,” he said as the plane came to a stop. And he helped her overside.


      “Gee, Bill, it’s wonderful!” she cried, jumping lightly to the ground beside him.


      “You did splendidly,” he encouraged. “This field is pretty rough in spots—makes it bumpy going. How are you—stiff?”


      “Not a bit!”


      “You need a rest, just the same.”


      “But I’m not in the least tired. Can’t I go up now?”


      Bill looked at her and shook his head. “Nothing doing,” he said with pretended sternness. “That is—not for the next fifteen minutes. Here comes Frank with something cold to drink on his tray—horse’s neck, probably. There’s nothing like iced ginger ale with a string of lemon peel in it when you’re real thirsty!”


      “My, you’re thoughtful!”


      “Don’t thank me—it’s all Frank’s idea.”


      They sipped their drinks in the shade of the old barn that had been turned into a hangar for the Bolton’s planes.


      “While you’re resting, I want you to study this paper, Dorothy. It’s a routine I want you to follow in preparing for every flight you take—with me, or soloing,” he explained, handing it over. “When you’ve got it by heart, repeat it to me and then we’ll carry on. Your first job for the next hop will be to do exactly what I’ve written there.”


      For perhaps ten minutes both were silent and Bill closed his eyes and turned over on his back.


      “Asleep?” asked Dorothy presently.


      “No—just relaxing. Got that dope down pat?”


      “Sure. I mean, yes, instructor.”


      “Give me back the paper then, and shoot!” he said, sitting up.


      “Preparations for flight:” recited Dorothy. “First, inspect the plane and engine as necessary. Second, observe the wind direction. Third, observe the course direction (if a course is being flown). Fourth, set the altimeter. Fifth, see that helmet, goggles and cushions are properly adjusted. Sixth, see that cloth to wipe goggles is handy. Seventh, give the engine a ground test. Eighth, see that the gas valve is properly set. Ninth and last—Buckle the safety belt!”


      “One hundred per cent! Good work, Dot. Now come over to the plane and show me how you do it.”


      He grinned, awaiting a quick retort—but Dorothy, intent on the business of learning to fly, walked at his side in a fit of concentration.


      “She sure is keen,” he said to himself. “I never got a rise—and ‘Dot,’ to Dorothy, is like waving the American flag at a Mexican bull!”


      Dorothy continued to prove her aptitude for she went through the flight preparations with but one mistake. She entirely forgot the matter of the cloth to wipe her goggles!


      Presently he took her up again and started in with his coaching.


      “You now have thirty-five hundred feet registered on your altimeter,” he announced through her phone. “Enough air below to get us out of trouble if we should happen to get into it. The higher one flies, the safer one is. Now you are going to get straight flight instruction. I am moving the stick backward—now forward—now backward—now forward. See how the nose of the plane rises and falls in response? Watch closely—I’m going to do it again. There, now—take the stick and do it yourself.”


      Dorothy did as he bade her. It was thrilling to feel the huge plane respond to her will.


      Then followed instruction in moving the stick successively right and left by which means the right wing and then the left are correspondingly depressed. After that came rudder instruction. First Bill pushed the right and left sides of the rudder bar successively, forward, thereby swerving the nose first to the right and then to the left.


      Dorothy, of course repeated these movements after him.


      Then he explained that to hold a steady course, to fly straight, constant right rudder must be maintained to overcome the torque, or drag of the propeller blades tending to swing the nose to the left. While to fly level longitudinally, some point on the engine is kept in line with the horizon. That to fly level laterally, up aileron and opposite rudder are applied whenever a wing drops. He told her numerous other things, such as that when flying straight, the nose should frequently be dropped momentarily, or the course changed a few degrees in order to look ahead. Otherwise, an approaching plane may be hidden by the engine.


      “Good night!” thought Dorothy as she strained her ears to catch every word, while she watched the controls and saw how the plane reacted to their manipulation by her instructor. “If it takes all this detail to fly straight and level, I’ll get the heebie-jeebies when it comes to acrobatics!”


      “Take over controls,” came Bill’s voice. “Fly straight for that white church tower on the horizon.”


      Dorothy’s body stiffened, but she took hold of the stick again bravely enough, and placed her feet on the rudder bar at the same time. She could feel her temples throbbing, and her heart was beating faster than the clock on her instrument board. At last she was actually flying an airplane—all by herself. But was she? Suddenly there came a check in the forward speed of the plane and Dorothy felt it start to slew off sideways as the nose dropped.


      Then before she knew exactly what was happening, the stick in her hand seemed to spring back, then to the right, while right rudder increased considerably without help from her foot. Up came the nose, followed by the left wing, and down went the right. The slewing stopped as suddenly as it had begun. Then she felt left aileron and left rudder being applied—and once more the N-9 was flying straight and level.


      “Forgot what I said about checking a skid just now, didn’t you?” said Bill’s voice in her ear. “Here’s the news again. Any swinging of the nose to the left can be promptly recognized and checked—but,—and here’s where you went wrong—the nose cannot be swung back to the right without applying a small bank. Any attempt to do so will cause your plane to skid. That naturally results in a loss of flying speed forward and the heavier end drops. If not checked at once, it means going into a spin. Carry on again now, and please try to keep your wits about you. This is not a kiddie-car. Mistakes are apt to be costly!”


      Dorothy bit her lips in anger. More than ever did she regret the lack of a mouth piece on her head phone. Her temper flared at his sharp tone, and what seemed to her unfair criticism so early in the game. But she took over again as he ordered and gradually her vexation disappeared in her effort to concentrate every faculty on the job of flying the plane and keeping to her course. She was gradually gaining confidence. She made the same maneuvers which had caused the skid before, and carried through perfectly.


      Bill told her so in no stinted terms, and the last shreds of her anger disappeared.


      “The man who put me over the bumps,” he added, “always said: ‘when a student aviator makes a mistake, give him blazes—make him mad. He’ll remember what he should have done all the better—and live longer!’ That advice applies to either sex, Dorothy. Naturally, I hope you’ll live to a ripe old age.”


      Dorothy liked him for this apology. She wanted to thank him but of course that was out of the question.


      “I’ll take her over now.” She heard his even tones once more, above the engine’s roar. “Time for lunch. This afternoon, if you like, we’ll take up another end of this business. And you can get even by teaching me how to become an honest-to-goodness sleuthhound!”


      CHAPTER X


      THE MEETING


      After lunch Dorothy and Bill established themselves comfortably in the shade of the terrace awning back of the Bolton’s house, and Dorothy’s ground training began.


      “First of all,” said her instructor, “you must learn the signals for maneuvers, such as when the stick is shaken laterally, one hand held up, it means control of the plane is resumed by the instructor. Opening the throttle in a glide means resume level flight. There are eight of these signals to memorize. Then there are eight correction signals as well.”


      “I’ll get them down soon enough,” his pupil assured him. “Is that all?”


      “I should say not. That’s just a starter. Your ground training will consist of three parts: theoretic training, which takes up principles of flight; aircraft construction, aviation engine construction; and the elements of meteorology. Next, practical training, which embraces the maintenance and repair of aircraft together with maintenance and repair of aviation engines. Then comes aviation procedure, which takes up air commerce regulations; instruction procedure (signals come under that) and precautions and general instructions.”


      “Whew!” whistled Dorothy in dismay. “It is a business!”


      Bill laughed at her forlorn expression. “Cheer up—the first hundred years are the hardest. But seriously, to become an efficient air pilot, it is essential to know thoroughly this ground work and all of the maneuvers I listed under elementary flying. None of them can be safely omitted. Of those I included under advanced flying, acrobatics are not required for a pilot’s license, but they’re a grand help in developing ability to handle a plane with confidence. Proficiency in reverse control flying, precision landings with power, forced landings and cross country flying is required for an interstate commercial license—and vital for every pilot.”


      “Is that all?” asked Dorothy, with diminished enthusiasm.


      “No. To become a real flyer, you must understand aerial navigation and pass off formation flying and night flying. It sounds like a lot—but it really isn’t so difficult. Of course, if you don’t want to go the whole way—”


      “Oh, but I do, Bill,” she said earnestly. “It’s only that I never dreamed there was so much to be learned. It kind of takes my breath away—”


      “You mustn’t let that bother you. I’m glad you’re going to do the thing up right, though. It will take a lot of your time—but you’ll find it worth your while. Let’s get busy now. We’ll start on signals. Then later this afternoon you can go up again if you feel like it.”


      For the next two weeks Dorothy worked daily with Bill. By the end of that time she had completed her elementary solo flying and was now engrossed in mastering the difficulties of reverse control.


      Bill realized after giving her two or three lessons, that his pupil showed a high degree of aptitude for flying. Their trip home in the amphibian after the wreck of the Scud, had proved pretty conclusively to him that this sixteen-year-old girl had an unusually cool and stable temperament. Ordinarily, flight training is inadvisable for anyone under eighteen years of age, and Bill knew that twenty years is preferable. For, ordinarily, the instinctive coordination between sensory organs and muscles, which is necessary toward the control of a plane in the air, does not develop earlier. An airplane must be kept moving or it will fall; and the processes of reason are far too slow to keep up with the exigencies of flight. Flying cannot be figured out like a problem in mathematics. Calculation won’t do the trick—there isn’t enough time for it.


      Of course there are exceptions to this rule. Bill Bolton was one himself, and Dorothy, he knew, was another.


      When Mr. Dixon questioned him as to Dorothy’s progress, he gave him a list of the maneuvers that had already been mastered, and the approximate length of time she had taken to satisfy him in performance.


      “But that doesn’t mean a thing to me—” objected the older man. “Look here—I was talking to a friend of mine who is an old Royal Flying Corps man. He said that Dorothy should wait several years before training. How about it? I know your reputation as a flyer, and I’ve proved my confidence in you by trusting you with my daughter’s life. Why is it better for her to start now, rather than later?”


      “Do you play the violin, sir?”


      “No ear for music.” Mr. Dixon shook his head in reminiscence. “My father played well. It was his ambition that we play duets together. But after wasting money for two years on lessons for me, he gave it up. My! the sounds I made when I practiced! It must have been torture to him. I can’t tell one note from another—but I remember how awful it was. But what has that got to do with Dorothy’s flying?”


      “A good deal. You couldn’t play the violin because you are not musical, and only a musical person can learn to play it well. In some respects, mastery of the violin and mastery of flying, have a common bond. With both the one fundamental requirement is natural or instinctive aptitude. Flying is an art, and without natural ability it is useless to attempt it. And if it isn’t inherent, Mr. Dixon, it just can’t be acquired. Moreover, the only way to find out if that aptitude exists, is by trial. If Dorothy had the natural ability for the violin that she has for flying, practice and experience would make her a second Kreisler!”


      A smile crept along the corners of Mr. Dixon’s mouth. “Ah, but Kreisler is a man!”


      “I know, sir, but honestly, sex has nothing to do with it.”


      “So you think she should keep on with her flight training?”


      “I know she should, Mr. Dixon, if you want her to fly at all. She has all the qualifications that go toward making a really good air pilot.”


      “Well, I’m glad to hear you say it, and glad you’re so enthusiastic.”


      “Of course I am,” declared Bill. “She’s fearless and alert and she loves the work—she’ll do well.”


      And so Dorothy continued her flight training.


      She came down one afternoon from a solo flight and Bill, who had been watching her maneuvers from the shade of the hangar, walked over as the plane rolled to a stop.


      “Not so good—” she called out as she sprang to the ground. “I nearly overshot my landing.”


      “So I noticed,” returned her young instructor rather grimly. “Carelessness, you know, that’s all. Keep your mind on the job. And here’s something else. Remember, when you are making a flipper turn, the nose must first be dropped to level. Otherwise you’ll get into serious trouble. Also don’t forget that until the wings pass an angle of bank of 45 degrees your controls are not inverted and must be handled as in a normal turn.”


      “O.K. skipper,” she sighed. “I’ll remember in future.”


      “One thing more. Those two 360-degree spirals with an altitude loss of about 1000 feet were well done. But you must bring your plane out of reverse control spirals above 1500 feet altitude—Now we’ll put your bus away and call it a day.”


      Work finished, they strolled over to the terrace where Frank as usual had iced drinks awaiting them.


      “You’ve certainly taught me a lot in fourteen days,” observed Dorothy after sipping her ginger ale. “But it’s kind of put a crimp into our detective work. By the way, you never have told me what you had up your sleeve with regard to the robbery—something to do with an airplane coming in handy, wasn’t it?”


      “Your memory is better on the ground than in the air!”


      “Pish! likewise, tush! You don’t intend to wait till I finish training or anything like that, before coming across with that clue that will help us land those birds in jail?”


      “Why should I?”


      “I don’t know. Thought maybe you might figure my interest in landing the gang would take my mind off flying—”


      Bill took a long, refreshing drink of the iced liquid at his elbow. “You’re on the wrong track. I’m simply biding my time and keeping a finger on the pulse of the robbery, as it were.”


      “Do you mean that?”


      “I’m in deadly earnest,” he assured her, although his eyes twinkled mischievously.


      “Then all I can say,” exclaimed Dorothy, “is that you’re one up on everybody else who is working on the case.”


      “How come?”


      “Why? you know as well as I do that when the Packard rolled out of the alley by the bank, in all probability carrying three people and the loot, it disappeared completely. And it’s stayed that way ever since, hasn’t it? That’s two weeks ago tonight.”


      “Any new clues lately?”


      “Nary a one. The police traced the red-headed girl’s finger prints to Sarah Martinelli, better known as Staten Island Sadie. They sent Dad her record—I saw it—believe me, that lady is a ripe egg!”


      “How beautifully expressive.”


      Dorothy raised her eyes from her compact’s tiny mirror.


      “Well, she must be!—Are you trying to kid me?”


      Bill finished his ginger ale. “Come on, tell me the rest.”


      Dorothy grinned. “That’s all there is, there isn’t any more, my child. Don’t imagine those police are efficient, do you? None of the missing bonds have been found, and as for the money, those chaps have probably spent it by this time. I feel awfully sorry for Daddy, though,” she continued in a changed voice, “—that Mrs. Hamberfield is still raising the roof about her diamond necklace. Serves her right for being such a mutt, I say.”


      “Tough on both parties, I should think.”


      “Nothing of the kind. Daddy says that her husband, Stonington Hamberfield, made his coin profiteering during the war. What do you think his name really is?”


      “You tell me.”


      “Steinburg Hammerfeld—isn’t that a hot one?”


      “A Hun, eh?”


      “Well, if he isn’t—I’m President Hindenburg, San Francisco Harbor and the Statue of Liberty all in one!”


      Bill smiled appreciatively at this sally, then changed the subject. “Let’s go to the movies this evening?”


      “Can’t. It’s Pen and Pencil Club night.”


      “What on earth is that?”


      “Oh, about a year ago, a bunch of us at high school, girls and fellows, started a club to write short stories. We meet every other Tuesday night at some member’s house. Everybody has to write a story at least one a month, or they’re fined a quarter. We read aloud and discuss them at the meeting. Come with me after supper and pay my quarter.”


      “Nothing doing. That kind of thing is my idea of a perfectly terrible evening.”


      Dorothy slipped the compact into a pocket of her jodhpurs and got to her feet.


      “That’s where you’re all wrong, Bill. Noel Sainsbury, the writer, is our adviser. He makes it awfully interesting—we have lots of fun. He was a naval aviator during the war. You two should have lots in common. Do come along and meet him.”


      “Why I dined at his place, Little Windows, last night!”


      “Oh, you do know him?”


      “Naturally. Where would I be if it weren’t for him? Look at the books he’s written about me. Noel Sainsbury brought Dad and me to New Canaan. We’re awfully fond of him and his wife and little girl.”


      “Yes, Winks is a darling and Mrs. Sainsbury is a peach—” Dorothy agreed. “She comes to our meetings, too. I’m named for her, you know.”


      “Really? That’s interesting.”


      “You bet. Then you’ll come tonight?”


      “I’d like to, very much.”


      “All right. The meeting is at Betty Mayo’s, in White Oak Shade. I’ll be here about eight in my car and drive you down there.”


      “I’ll be ready—so long!”


      “So long!”


      * * * *


      It was nearly quarter to nine before they got started, as things turned out. Mr. Dixon had gone to New York for the day on business, had been detained in town, and Dorothy waited dinner for him.


      “Well, we won’t have missed much,” she explained to Bill as her car breasted the Marvin Ridge Road. “The first half hour is always taken up with the minutes of the last meeting and all that parliamentary stuff. I love driving in the twilight, anyway. Next place on the left is where we’re bound. We’ll be there in a jiffy.”


      They rounded a bend and came upon a Packard parked at the roadside. The hood was up and a man looked up from tinkering with the engine as their lights outlined his figure.


      “Pull up! pull up!” Bill’s tense whisper sounded in her ears. “Where are your eyes, girl?”


      But Dorothy needed no second warning. She shot home the brake, for she too had seen the great, misshapen boot that the dapper little motorist wore on his left foot.


      CHAPTER XI


      FOLLOW THE LEADER


      “Need any help?” inquired Bill, as Dorothy drew up opposite the Packard.


      “Thanks! This thing has got me stumped. I’m not much of a mechanician,” returned the lame man ruefully. “Do you know anything about motors?”


      “Making them behave is my long suit,” was Bill’s glib retort as he alighted from the car and crossed the road. “Let’s see if I can locate your trouble. Got plenty of gas?”


      “Lots of it. I just looked to see.”


      “Then let me have your flashlight while I give her the once over.”


      “Wait a minute—” called Dorothy, “I’ll swing this car round and put my lights on the engine. There—is that better?” she ended, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice.


      “Nothing could be sweeter!” sang out Bill without turning his head. “Hold her as you are.”


      Dorothy’s offer had not been quite so altruistic as it sounded, for now her lights brilliantly illuminated the two figures bending over the Packard’s engine. While Bill went over the motor with the sureness of an expert, keeping up a desultory conversation with the stranger, Dorothy used her eyes to good advantage.


      But after a while she grew impatient. Why didn’t Bill capture the man at once so they could haul him off to the police station? Why did he continue to go on with his pretended inspection of the engine? He couldn’t really be in earnest, for if he found the trouble and fixed it, the lame man would simply get in his car and drive away. Could it be that Bill wasn’t sure of his quarry? Of course, he was clean shaven, although Lizzie had described him as having a small mustache. Naturally, he’d shave it off. By this time he must know that his description had been broadcast. And so far as she could see the earrings were missing too. But that was to be expected. And he spoke good English with a slight Italian accent.


      What was the matter with Bill! He was big enough to take care of the man with one hand, when all he did was tinker and jabber. What was the use of that?


      “Your engine seems to be in A-1 condition,” Bill was saying. “Doesn’t look as if you’d been running the car lately.”


      “I haven’t,” replied the lame man. “She ran like a charm when I drove down here earlier this evening. Then all of a sudden she stops—and won’t go on.”


      “Ah! here we are!” Bill exclaimed a moment later. “You’ve got a choked jet. I’ll fix that in a jiffy.”


      “You are very kind,” beamed the Italian. “Is that a serious trouble?”


      “Not so bad. Buy better gas and have your carburetor well looked over. I’ll fix it so the car will move, though.”


      “Do you think she will run fifty miles?”


      “Sure—but there are plenty of garages nearer than that if you want to fix it.”


      “I’ll wait until I reach home. My friend—he will give the engine a thorough going over. He understands very well such things.”


      “Good enough.” Bill straightened his back and closed the hood. “You’re O.K. now. She’ll run.”


      “Then thank you so much. You have been very kind.”


      “Don’t mention it.” Bill waved farewell and crossed the road as the lame man climbed into his car and drove off in the direction of New Canaan village.


      “What ever is the matter with you?” Dorothy broke out in a fever of angry disappointment. “Why didn’t you nab him while you had the chance? Now he’ll get away and—”


      “Hush, sister! Likewise calm yourself,” cut in Bill. “Move over. I’m going to drive. This business isn’t finished by a long shot. It has only just begun.”


      Dorothy, flabbergasted by his high-handed manner, slid across the seat as he directed, and Bill sprang in behind the wheel. The tail light of the Packard disappeared around the bend of the road.


      “What’s the idea?” she fumed.


      “Wait till we get going, Dot.” Bill threw in the reverse and started to turn the car in the direction from which they had come a quarter of an hour before.


      “Don’t call me ‘Dot’! You know I won’t stand for it. Aren’t you the limit—Going to try to trail him, I suppose, when you could have nailed him right here!”


      “Don’t get peeved!” Bill swung the little car onto the road and switching off his lights brought his foot down on the accelerator. “I know what I’m doing.”


      “Well, maybe you do.” Her voice was full of sarcasm. “But we might just as well go back to the Pen and Pencil meeting. You’ll never catch up with his bus.”


      “Shan’t try to. There’s his tail light now!” They rounded the turn and Bill sent the car streaking along the black road like a terrified cat up a back alley. “There’s no need to get snippy,” he added. “You heard what our friend said about his friend—who understands all about engines? On a bet, that’s the lad who wore the chauffeur’s cap and beaned the night watchman. He said he’d let him look over the carburetor when he got home, didn’t he? And like as not that ripe egg lady—the one with the red head—will be there too!”


      “Staten Island Sadie?”


      “Sure thing.”


      “Perhaps,” admitted Dorothy. “The lame man was alone in his car. But you stand a good chance of losing him, even if he doesn’t see us. We’ll have to switch on the lights going through towns.”


      “But, you see, I’m pretty sure I know where he’s bound for.”


      “You do?” Her surprise drove all petulance from her tone.


      “That’s what I’ve kept up my sleeve. If he takes the Ridgefield Road, out of New Canaan, then I’m certain of it.”


      “Better switch on the glims again,” she advised. “We’ll crash or get a ticket running without them in this South Main Street traffic—we’re nearly in the village now. I can spot the Packard ahead there.” Then, contritely, she continued: “Sorry I was peeved, Bill, old thing. I didn’t understand. Forgive me—and let’s hear all about it.”


      “Of course—hello!” he cried. “He’s slowed down. Confound it, anyway. That comes of talking and not keeping my mind on the job. I’ll bet he has his suspicions. Wants to see if we’re following—nothing dumb about that bird. I shouldn’t have driven so close. He’ll tumble to a certainty if we slow up too.”


      “What are you going to do?”


      “Give me time—” he answered grimly. “Confound again! There goes the red light on the Library corner! Now we’re in for it.”


      “P’raps he won’t notice us,” said Dorothy hopefully as they drew up behind the Packard.


      “Not a chance. But we’ll fool him yet. Let me do the talking,” he whispered as the lame man thrust his head out of the car and looked back at them.


      “Hello, there!” cried Bill cheerfully. “I see you’ve got this far without another breakdown!”


      “Good evening, my friend,” replied the Italian. “This is a surprise. I thought you were going the other way.”


      “Oh, no. Just ran down there to leave a message.” Bill’s tone was affability itself. “You must have come pretty slowly. How’s the car running?”


      “Nicely, thank you.”


      “Don’t be afraid to let her out. Well—there’s the light. Excuse me if I pass you,” he said airly. “We’re in a hurry. So long.”


      “Au revoir…” Dorothy added gaily and waved her hand as Bill swung to the left, then headed up Main Street in advance of the Packard.


      “Aren’t you smart! You’ll get us into a heap of trouble yet with your ‘au revoirs’!”


      “Hey, there”—she cried. They were rolling swiftly up the hill past the bank.


      “You should have turned right then left, for Ridgefield—back at the last corner!”


      Bill laughed. “Old Angel Face did just as I figured,” he informed her, still chuckling. “I spotted him making the turn, in the glass.”


      “Where are we going? Sure you haven’t lost him?”


      “Listen. That chap is heading for Ridgefield. From there he will run another ten miles up to Danbury. Unless I’m completely wet, his objective is a certain house in the hills on a back road, over toward the New York borderline about twenty-five miles north. It’s a rough, wild stretch of country, with Pawling, N. Y., to the west and New Milford, Connecticut, on the east, that he’s heading for. Nice riding too, dirt roads, mere trails that haven’t had a scraper on them since the Revolution. That house I just told you about is a good ten miles from a railroad as a plane flies—probably twice as far by road.”


      “Interesting—but why are we heading this way?”


      “Simply because it is too dangerous to follow that lad just now. He smells a rat and is sure to park in some dark spot along the way to make certain he’s not being followed.”


      “Then what are we going to do?”


      “I’m going to run west over to Bedford, New York. Then north from there through Golden Bridge and Croton Falls to Brewster. From Brewster I’ll keep to the same state road north toward Pawling. But just before I get to Patterson, there’s a dirt road that turns off into the hills to the northeast. That’s the one I’ll follow. Eventually, I’ll get to the house. Angel Face’s route is shorter—but I’ll get there soon after he does, if he stops along the way to see if anyone’s after him. First of all I’ll drop you at your house and get myself a gat.”


      “You’d better get two—for I’m coming with you.”


      “Sorry, my girl—this is a man’s job.”


      Dorothy turned and stared at him. “Well—of all the consummate nerve—” she began.


      “Sorry, Dot—it just can’t be. I’ve got no right to let you run the risk.”


      “Don’t you dare to ‘Dot’ me again!” Miss Dixon was distinctly irritated. “And what’s more, if you try to ditch me, I’ll phone the police station and spill everything. They’ll pick you up at Bedford and horn in, of course—and like as not, they’ll gum it all.”


      “If you talk that way, I suppose I’ll have to take you.”


      “Of course you will. Say, Bill, that was only a bluff, wasn’t it?”


      Bill smiled. “Perhaps. But it’s a risky business.”


      “No worse than learning to fly, is it?”


      “Fifty-fifty, I should say.”


      “That’s settled, then. What I can’t understand is why you didn’t corral that gang long before this—or at least put the police on to them, if you knew where they were all the time.”


      “But that’s just it—they haven’t been in the house since the robbery. I’ve driven up there several times and reconnoitered from the air as well.”


      “Then what makes you think you’ll corner the gang at the house now?”


      The car turned in the Dixon’s drive and came to a stop by the side entrance.


      “You’ll have to wait till the next chapter for that,” he laughed. “Time is worth more than money now. I’ll tell you all about it when we get going again. Beat it upstairs now and change that light dress for breeches and a dark sweater or coat. I’ll run across the road for something more suitable and less conspicuous than white flannels.”


      “O.K.” Dorothy sprang out of the car. “Don’t forget our armory.”


      “Not a chance. Now forget the prinking and make it snappy,” he sang out, backing down the driveway.


      CHAPTER XII


      THE HOUSE IN THE HILLS


      “Don’t tell me it takes a girl long to change her clothes!” was Dorothy’s salutation, as Bill drove up to the side entrance again. “You’ve kept me waiting here exactly three minutes and a half.”


      “Sorry,” he said in mock contrition. “Fact is, I thought we’d better use my own bus tonight and I had to go out to the garage to get it.”


      “What’s the big idea?” Dorothy sprang in beside him, looking very trim and boyish in jodhpurs and dark flannel shirt over which she wore a thin brown sweater. “Isn’t my car good enough for you?”


      “This boat has a full tank,” he replied tersely. “Can’t waste time tonight picking up gas.”


      They had reversed the car down the drive and were now speeding along the tree-lined road in the direction of Bedford.


      “Got my gun?” she asked.


      “Surest thing you know!” Bill passed over a small revolver in a holster. “Tie yourself to that! It’s a Colt .32 and it’s loaded. Know how to use it?”


      “Certainly. What do you expect me to do—release the safety catch and pull the trigger to see if it works?” Her tone flared hotly with indignation.


      Bill whistled a tuneless air, but the whistle developed into a laugh and the laugh continued until Dorothy snapped:


      “Don’t cackle like a billygoat!”


      “Billygoats don’t—” he began but broke off, changing his bantering tone. “Then why do you tie the leg-strap around your waist?” he asked seriously enough.


      She swallowed hard.


      “Because—well, because I’ve never used this kind of a holster before, smarty. But I can shoot—Daddy taught me—I can box, too, and I’ve had lessons in jiu jitsu. Oh, I can take care of myself, if that’s what’s worrying you!”


      “Glad to hear it, Dorothy. Excitement kind of stirs you up eh?”


      “It’s not excitement that does it, Bill—it’s suspense. But I’m sorry I bawled you out.”


      “Don’t mention it. My humble apologies for being so rude—”


      “Imbecile! You weren’t. But never mind that—tell me about this house in the woods and what it has to do with the gang who robbed the bank.”


      The car ran into Bedford and taking the turn to the right, he swung on to the northbound turnpike.


      “Go ahead with the story,” begged Dorothy as they left the picturesque village behind.


      “Right-o! Here goes. On our way back from the South last month, I dropped Dad at New Orleans. The old Loening needed a thorough overhauling, so Dad left me there with the plane and went north by train. After I saw him off at the L. and N. station, I went back to the St. Charles Hotel and slept for nearly twenty-four hours. I got a touch of jungle fever when I was down in the cypress swamps and was still feeling pretty rocky.


      “So for the next ten days I loafed while the amphibian got what was coming to her. When she’d been made shipshape again I flew her north. I was in no hurry to reach New Canaan and stopped off at Atlanta, and at Philadelphia, where I have friends.


      “A couple of days before I met you I started on the last leg of the hop. It was raining when I left Philly—a filthy morning, with high fog along the coast. That is why I decided not to follow the New York-Philadelphia-Hartford air route, but cut straight north over eastern Pennsylvania and northern New Jersey, hoping for better visibility inland. Instead, the old bus ran me into even worse weather. The fog grew lower and denser and flying conditions became even rottener than before. You haven’t run into fog in a plane, yet, Dorothy—and, believe me, it’s no fun.


      “I expected to cross the Hudson at about Haverstraw and fly east to New Canaan. I know now that I must have overshot that burg; that the plane was probably nearer Newburgh when we crossed the river and headed east. To make matters worse, a few minutes later, the engine commenced to skip. I began to realize then that I didn’t know where I was.”


      Dorothy had been listening intently, her eyes on the grotesque shadows cast by their headlights upon the stone fences along the road; now she turned and stared at him in astonishment.


      “That’s a good one! You’ve flown pretty much all over the country—and get lost in dear little Connecticut!”


      “Oh, I don’t know—parts of the state are as wild as the Canadian woods! And just remember that the visibility at five hundred feet was so poor I could hardly see the nose of my plane. And worse luck, I knew that with the engine cutting up the way she was, I’d soon be forced to land.”


      “What did you do?”


      “Nosed over until I got almost down to the trees on the hilltops. Visibility was better there, but for the life of me I couldn’t spot a landing place.—Nothing but one chain of hills after another, all covered with trees. The sides of these foothills of the Berkshires are steep as church roofs—and they run down to narrow, densely wooded valleys. Well, for some time I circled about with the engine acting worse every split second. Then, in a valley a little wider than any I’d come across so far, I saw the glint of water—a little lake. Fifty yards or so away, there was a good-sized farmhouse with a fairly level hay field behind it. I chose the lake, although it wasn’t much better than a duck pond—and landed.


      “The house was a ramshackle affair, but some smoke rose from the chimney, so I figured someone lived there. While I was fixing my engine, a girl—or rather I should say a young woman—came out of the house and walked down to the little dock near where the plane was floating.”


      “Of course she had red hair and wore yellow beach pajamas?” said Dorothy.


      “She did—I mean, she had. Anyway, when Lizzie described the girl in the car who wanted bicarbonate of soda and got it, I was sure that my er—lady of the lake and she were one and the same.”


      “Did you talk to her?”


      “I did. I told her I was lost and asked her where I had come down. She told me, after a while. That is, she gave me a general idea in what direction Danbury lay and about how far away from town we were. But I thought at the time that she was awfully cagy and tight with her information.”


      “In other words, she didn’t seem especially glad to see you?”


      “That’s it. Instead of inviting me ashore and up to the house for a meal, she wanted to know how long I was likely to be on the lake—and then she beat it back to the house. Naturally, I thought it queer she should be so inhospitable and stand-offish. People are usually interested anyway, when a plane arrives unexpectedly in their neighborhood—too darn interested, if anything. Still, I didn’t think much about her, then. I had the information I wanted, and after changing a couple of sparkplugs, I took off and made New Canaan via Danbury without any more trouble.”


      “Did you see anyone besides the girl with the red hair?”


      “Not a soul.”


      “And you’ve been back since the robbery, I think you said?”


      “Several times. But the place has been deserted and the house locked up tighter than a drum.”


      There was a long pause.


      “Why do you think the gang are there now?” asked Dorothy. “Simply because we saw the lame man take the Ridgefield road?”


      “This is the way I figured.” They had passed through the little town of Brewster, heading north, some minutes before. Now Bill turned the car off the state highway and on to a winding dirt road full of deep ruts that he knew ran far into the wooded hill country to the northeast. “It is my idea,” he continued, slowing down to a bare twenty-mile pace, “that after the robbery, that gang scattered and laid low for a while. They didn’t go to the house, that I do know. After you went to bed that night, I drove up here to have a look-see. Nobody home, as I’ve told you. But they couldn’t have a better place for headquarters. There isn’t a house anywhere round that neck of the woods. Sooner or later, they’re bound to meet there. The loot has got to be divided. Seeing our lame friend headed in that direction this evening makes me doubly certain. I’ve kept it to myself, because if that army of detectives who are on this case started camping out near the house on a watchful waiting spree, those crooks would be sure to spot them and never show up.”


      “I guess you’re right,” she said.


      For some time neither spoke, while their car bumped slowly along the uneven road.


      “What do you suppose that lame man was doing on Marvin Ridge?” she inquired presently.


      “Search me. How should I know? You certainly love to fire questions at a guy.”


      “He told us the car hadn’t been used lately,” she mused, ignoring his remark.


      “That only goes to prove we’re right in thinking he has been in hiding somewhere.”


      “But where?”


      “Merciful heaven! Another question! That road runs down to Noroton, doesn’t it? And from there the Boston Post could bring him from all points east and west. There’s no telling where he’d come from.”


      “But I drove up from the Post Road that way yesterday. It has been freshly oiled to within a half mile of where we met him. Yet that Packard hadn’t run through oil. If she had, I’d have seen it with my headlights smack on her.”


      “Perhaps he came down a side road?”


      “Not between that point and the oil—there isn’t any.”


      “Maybe he’d been calling in the neighborhood—”


      “Don’t be silly—I know everyone who lives along that road.”


      “You think it out then—I’ve got enough to do trying to navigate this road. I’m going to switch out the lights, now. We’re not more than a couple of miles from the house.”


      “Do you think they’ll put up much of a fight?”


      “Good Lord! You don’t think I’ve any intention of trying to capture them?” Bill exclaimed. He was very busily engaged in keeping the car in the middle of the grass grown trail as it rolled, down a steep hillside at a snail’s pace. “I’m not taking chances with you along. It would be foolish to attempt anything like that. You’ll get into no battles tonight, miss. This is just a scouting party. If the gang have arrived, we’ll beat it back to Brewster and get the cops on the job.”


      “Oh, dear!” sighed Dorothy. “And I thought this was going to be the real thing!”


      “No grandstand plays for you tonight, young lady. What’s more—I’m running this show. If you don’t promise to behave, you’ll warm a seat in this car, while I mosey up to the house. How about it?”


      Dorothy’s voice betrayed her disgust and disappointment.


      “Oh, I’ll promise. But if we are leaving all the fun to the police, why did you bring the guns?”


      “Because you seemed to expect them, little brighteyes. But we might as well have left them home, for all the use they’ll be—I’ll see to that. It’s bad enough to be forced into bringing you up here. Your father will certainly raise the roof when he finds it out. I shan’t tell him, that’s flat.”


      “You believe in being candid!” with cutting sarcasm.


      “You bet. And please remember that if you try to pull off anything you’ll probably crab the show. And get us into a good old-fashioned mess besides.”


      He stopped the car and slipping into reverse gear, backed off the trail.


      “There!” He switched off the ignition. “We’re all ready for a quick getaway if need be.”


      “How far are we from the house?” she asked in a tense whisper.


      “About a mile. I’m afraid to drive nearer—sound carries a long way up these quiet valleys. Let’s get started now. I want you to walk just behind me. Be careful where you place your feet. We’ll follow the trail a while farther, but it’s pretty rough going. Above all else—don’t talk—and make just as little noise as possible.”


      “What if they have sentries posted?” she asked, coming to his side.


      “Aren’t you the limit!” Bill seemed really annoyed. “There you go talking again! For your satisfaction, though—if we have the bad luck to come across anyone, I’ll naturally do my best to scrag him. You, of course, will act as you think best. My advice is to beat it to the car, as fast as you can. Come along now—and quiet!”


      “Aren’t you horrid tonight!” she breathed, swinging up the overgrown trail behind him.


      But Bill didn’t hear her. Anyway, he didn’t answer, and she followed in his footsteps while a pleasurable thrill of excitement gradually took the place of her disappointment. It was nearly pitch dark, walking along in the shadow of tall trees that lined the twisting path. Now and then the cry of a night bird came to her from the woods, but except for the dull sound of their steps on the damp earth—the occasional snapping of a twig underfoot, all was quiet in the forest.


      Bill was only a blur in the gloom ahead. But she was glad to know he was there just the same. This creeping through the still night to reconnoiter a gang of bank-thieves held a kick all its own. Yes, she was glad that Bill was close by.


      There came a movement in the underbrush behind them. Hands of steel caught her arms, pinning them to her sides.


      “Sentries, Bill!” she screamed, struggling frantically to free herself. “Look out! Look out!”


      She heard Bill mutter angrily. Heavy feet crashed in the brush and she heard the sharp impact of a solid fist meeting soft flesh. Several men were shouting now and someone groaned.


      Bending suddenly forward and sideways, Dorothy managed to fasten her teeth on the wrist of the man who held her. With a howl, he let go her right arm and at the same time a gun went off. The night was torn with a scream of anguish. But before she could use her free arm someone dropped a bag over her head, a rope was knotted about her wrists and a muffled voice spoke to her through the folds of the sack.


      “Behave, sister! Behave, I say, or I’ll crack yer wid dis rod. I ain’t no wild cat tamer. Quiet now, or I’ll bash yer one!”


      Inasmuch as it was no part of Dorothy’s plan to get “bashed” in a bag, that young lady kept quiet.


      “That’s the girl!” he applauded. Swinging her over his shoulder as though she were a sack of flour, he walked away from the scuffle on the trail.


      CHAPTER XIII


      TRAPPED


      The burlap sack was stiflingly hot. Moreover it seemed impregnated with fine particles of dust which burned her throat and nostrils and set her coughing. Dorothy was frightfully uncomfortable. Breathing became more and more difficult.


      “Let me go—I’m smothering!” she gasped.


      “And get another piece bit out of me arm?” snorted her captor. “Nothin’ doin’.”


      “But I’m choking to death in this filthy bag! It’s full of dust!”


      “Keep yer mouth shut, then,” gruffed the man. “And stop that wrigglin’. I’ll tap yer one if yer don’t. What do ye think this is, anyway—a joy ride?”


      “But—” she began again.


      “Shut up!” he growled. “Behave, will yer? Say, sister, if I had me way youse’d get bumped off right now. Give me more of yer lip and I’ll do it, anyway!”


      There was a grim menace in the gangster’s tone that frightened Dorothy more than his words. Thereafter she spoke no more. She even refrained from struggling, although her head swam and his grip of iron about her knees had become torture.


      What had happened to Bill, she wondered, and cold fear entered her heart. She was almost certain that it had been a blow from his fist she had heard directly after her warning shout. But the shot and the scream immediately afterward? Had that been the sound of his automatic—or another’s? The thought of Bill lying in the woods wounded—perhaps dead—drove her frantic. Yet she was powerless, with her wrists lashed behind her back. While the man who carried her lurched forward, stumbling now and then over the uneven ground, each step causing his victim fresh agony, Dorothy’s conviction of hopelessness assailed and overwhelmed the last shreds of her fighting spirit. She wept.


      Presently,—it seemed an age,—she sensed that the gangster was mounting a flight of steps. There came the creak of a board underfoot. Then she knew that he was fumbling with a doorknob. A glow of light appeared through the burlap.


      “Here we are, sister!” he grunted, with evident relief. Swinging her from his shoulder, he placed Dorothy on her feet and pulled off the sack.


      “Gosh!” he exclaimed, steadying her as she would have fallen, “I thought it was a Mack truck I was carryin’. But you’re only a kid! Nobody’d think you weighed so much. Did I make you cry?”


      He placed an arm under her elbow and led her to a chair. It was of the hard, straight-backed, kitchen variety, but Dorothy was only too glad to sit down and rest. She kept her eyes closed, for the light, after the dark confines of the bag, was blinding. Her breath came in convulsive gasps.


      “Feelin’ kind of woozy?” The man’s tone was callous, but at least it evinced a slight interest in her condition and she took advantage of that at once.


      “Yes, I am,” she admitted, keeping her eyes closed, but drawing deep breaths of air into her lungs between words. “You nearly smothered me in that filthy bag. If you want to make up for it, you can bring me a drink of water now.”


      “You certainly have some noive! Y’ don’t happen ter want a couple of ice cubes and a stick in it too?”


      “Plain water, if you please.”


      “Dat’s all you’ll get, kid. But I’m dry myself, so I’ll bring you some.”


      She heard him cross the room, jerk open a door and tramp over an uncarpeted floor beyond.


      Dorothy opened her eyes.


      A wave of faintness swept over her and the room seemed to whirl before her. As she tried to struggle to her feet she found her roped hands had been securely fastened to the back of her chair. She sank back wearily, her thoughts in wild confusion.


      After a moment she turned her attention to her surroundings, conscious of the futility of any further effort to free herself, and resolved to bide her time.


      The long, narrow room evidently ran the width of the house for shuttered windows broke the bare expanse of walls at either end. Behind her chair, she knew, was the door through which she had been carried into the room, with shuttered windows flanking it. Facing her were two other doors, one open and one closed. Through the open door came the sound of a hand pump in action, where her captor was drawing water.


      The room in which she sat was dimly lighted by an oil lamp, its chimney badly smoked and unshaded. It stood on an unpainted table amidst the debris of dirty dishes and an unfinished meal. Chairs pushed back at odd angles from the table gave further evidence of the diners’ hurried exit.


      “They must have posted someone further down the road,” she mused. “I wonder how he got word to the house so quickly?”


      Then she caught sight of a wall-phone in the shadows at the farther end of the room. “Telephone, of course! They must have planted one somewhere this side of the turnpike. The man on watch saw our car pass and immediately sent word along the wire!”


      It suddenly occurred to Dorothy that she herself might find that telephone useful. For a moment she contemplated dragging her chair across the room, but gave up the idea almost at once, for the sound of the pump in the room beyond had ceased and she heard the gangster’s returning footsteps.


      He appeared in the doorway almost immediately. A broad-shouldered, narrow hipped, sinewy young man, with a shock of sandy hair falling over his ferret-like eyes. The white weal of an old knife scar marred the left side of his face from temple to chin. An ugly, though not bad humored countenance, she summed up—certainly an easy one to remember.


      “Here yer are, sister!” was his greeting. “Get outside o’ this an’ yer’ll feel like a new woman!”


      He held a brimming glass of fresh water to her lips.


      Dorothy gulped eagerly.


      “Hey, there! Not so fast,” he cautioned. “You’ll choke to death and Sadie’ll swear I done yer in.” He pulled the glass out of her reach. “Tastes good, eh?”


      “It certainly does. Give me some more.”


      “Take it easy, then. I don’t want yer to get sick on this job.” He grinned and allowed her to finish drinking. “I guess yer ain’t used to a dump like this—” he waved his hand toward the litter on the table and included the peeling wall-paper.


      “Still, it’s a heap better than a hole in the ground out in the woods. You certainly are the lucky girl!” He grimaced, then laughed heartily at his joke.


      Dorothy’s tone was stern, “What have they done with Bill?”


      “Who’s Bill? Yer boy friend?”


      “Is he hurt?”


      “I hope so. He sure gave Tony a nasty crack. A rough little guy, he is—some scrapper. It looked like a battle royal to me when I left an’ brung yer up here. But don’t get the wrong idea, kid. By this time, one of the bunch has slipped a knife into him—pretty slick at that sort o’ thing, they are.”


      Dorothy said nothing, but he read her feelings in her face.


      “Cheer up, sister,” he said, heaping a plate with baked beans and sitting down at the table. “Pardon me, if I finish supper. That lad ain’t so hot. You’ve got me now, haven’t yer? I’m a better man than he was, Gunga Din!”


      “Yes, you are—I don’t think!”


      “How do yer get that way?”


      “Well—” Dorothy eyed him uncompromisingly—“why are you afraid of me, then?”


      “Afraid? You little whippet!” He paused, his knife loaded with beans half way to his mouth. “Say—that’s a good one! What are yer givin’ us?”


      “You keep me tied up, don’t you? Why? You’re twice my size and you’ve got a gun—”


      “Two of ’em, little one—my rod and yourn.”


      “Yet you’re afraid to loosen my hands.”


      “No, I’m not—but—”


      “Please,” she begged, changing her tone. “My face itches terribly from all that dust and I—”


      “Well, what do yer think I am? A lady’s maid?”


      “Don’t be silly—I just hate to sit here talking to you, looking such a fright!”


      “So that’s it,” he laughed. “Don’t try yer Blarney on me! I’m as ugly as mud and yer knows it. Though I’ll say yer need a little make-up—and I’ll let yer have it. But just get rid of that idea that you’ve got me buffaloed—yer haven’t!”


      He pushed back his chair and coming round the table, untied the rope that bound her wrists.


      “Thanks.” She began to rub her hands, which were numbed and sore.


      “Don’t mention it,” he leered. “Now yer can doll up to yer heart’s content while I shovel some more chow into me. I sure am empty an’ that’s no lie!”


      “Hey, Mike!” called a man’s voice from the doorway behind her. “Where do they keep the wheelbarrer in this godforsakin’ dump?”


      “In the shed out back,” returned Mike, sliding his chair up to the table again and picking up his knife. “What yer want it for? What’s the trouble?”


      “Trouble enough!” grumbled the other. “There’s a couple o’ guys messed up pretty bad down the line. Need somethin’ to cart ’em up here in. Sling me a hunk o’ bread, will yer? I ain’t had no chow.”


      “Tough luck!” Mike replied callously, his mouth full, and tossed him half a loaf. “So long.”


      “So long—” sang out the other, and Dorothy heard him cross the porch and thump down the steps.


      She was busily engaged in flexing her stiff fingers. She began to feel better, stronger, quite like her old self again. But the news that two men were badly hurt was anything but comforting. Was Bill one of them? she wondered.


      With an effort, she thrust the thought from her, and drawing forth a comb and a compact from a pocket, she commenced the complicated process of making herself presentable. If she was to make her escape before the rest of the gang arrived she must work fast. But not too fast, for every second brought back renewed strength to her cramped arms and fingers.


      “How’s that?” she asked a few minutes later, replacing comb and compact in her pocket and getting to her feet.


      “Say! You’re some looker! I’d never have thought it!”


      Mike pushed back his chair and came toward her, wiping his mouth with the back of a hand. “Say! You’ve got Sadie lashed to the silo!”


      “Who’s Sadie? Your steady?” she asked, playfully pointing a forefinger at him.


      Mike leaned back against the table. “Never mind Sadie,” he retorted. “I’ve got an idea.”


      “Spill it.”


      “You wanta breeze—get outa here, don’t yer?”


      “What a mind-reader!”


      “Cut it, kid!” Mike’s tone was tense with earnestness. “That guy you been travelin’ with is either dead or a cripple. Sposin’ you pal up with me. Tell me yer will, kid, and we’ll hop it together, now.”


      “How about the rest of the gang?”


      “What about ’em. I ain’t a regular—just horned in on this deal to make a coupla grand extra.”


      “But I’m expensive—” she laughed.


      “I’ll say you are! What of it? I make good money. I’m no lousy crook. I’ve got a real profession.”


      “What is it?”


      “I’m a wrestler, kid, and I ain’t no slouch at it, either.”


      For a moment Dorothy paled. For some reason she seemed taken aback.


      “What’s the matter?” he asked.


      Dorothy straightened her lithe figure.


      “Not a thing,” she shrugged. Then musingly, “So you’re a wrestler, eh?”


      “Sure—what did yer think I was—a gigolo?”


      Dorothy giggled. “Know this hold?” she asked casually.


      And then a startling thing occurred—especially startling to the unsuspecting Mike. There was a flash of brown-sweatered arms, a swirl of darker brown hair and Mike felt himself gripped by one elbow and the side of his neck. He knew the hold, had practiced it in gymnasium, but not for some years. To be seized violently thus aroused the man and it brought an instinctive muscular reaction which was assisted by a stab of pain as Dorothy’s thumb sank upon the nerve which is called the “funny bone.”


      Yes, Mike knew the hold, and how to break it and recover; so as Dorothy swirled him backward onto the table with uncanny strength, he pivoted. Then, clutching her under her arms, he clasped his hands just beneath her shoulder blades, bearing downward with his head against her chest. It was a back-breaking grip, but her slender form twisted in his arms as though he had been trying to hold a revolving shaft. An arm slipped over his shoulder, a hand fastened on his wrist and began to tug it slowly upward with the deliberate strength of a low-geared safe hoist. Then the other hand, stealing around him, encircled the middle finger of his clasped hand and began to force it back—a jiu jitsu trick. If he resisted, the finger would be broken. To release his clasp would mean a probable dislocation of the other arm.


      Mike realized that he had to do not only with a phenomenally strong girl, but with a skilled and practiced exponent of Oriental wrestling tricks. He was by no means ignorant of this school, and countered the attack in the proper technical way—with utter relaxation for the moment—a supple yielding, followed by a swift offensive. Though he was broader of shoulder and heavier, the two were nearly of equal height, possibly of equal strength, but of a different sort. Mike’s was slower, but enduring; Dorothy’s more that of the panther—swift, high of innervation, but incapable of sustained tension.


      Such maneuvers as immediately followed in this curious combat were startling. Mike felt that he was struggling with an opponent far more skilled than himself in jiu jitsu, one trained to the last degree in the scientific application of the levers and fulcrums by which minimum force might achieve maximum results in the straining of ligaments and paralysis of muscles.


      And to give him his due, for all his bluff about striking her with the gun on the way up to the house, Mike had some decent instincts beneath his roughness. Whereas he was striving to overcome without permanently injuring the girl, Dorothy had no such qualms. She was fighting with deliberate intention of putting him out of the running, for at least such time as would permit her to carry out her plans for escape.


      But for a time Mike’s efforts were purely defensive, his object to save himself from disgraceful defeat. What would the gang say if she bested him, a professional wrestler, and make her getaway?


      They fell across the table, shattering the crockery, then pitched off on to the floor with Mike underneath.


      He writhed over on his face and offered an opening for an elbow twist which was not neglected. There was an instant when he thought the joint would go; but he broke the hold by a headspin at the cost of infinite pain.


      Mike had seen the state in which jiu jitsu wrestlers left their vanquished adversaries. Defeat at this girl’s hands would probably leave him helpless and crippled for three or four hours. It was not a pleasant thought. He would have to hurt her—hurt her badly, if he could.


      He was flat on his face again when suddenly he felt his automatic jerked from its holster and she sprang to her feet.


      “If you move an eyelash,” said Dorothy, rather breathlessly, “I’ll pull the trigger!”


      “If you don’t drop that rod at once, I’ll blow the top of your head off,” declared a dispassionate voice from the doorway.


      Dorothy dropped the gun.


      CHAPTER XIV


      THE DOCTOR


      “And now, Mike,” continued the voice, “I’d like to know how you happened to be caught napping.”


      Dorothy swung round to see a young woman standing in the doorway. With a gasp of consternation she found herself staring down the barrel of a revolver. For a fraction of a second her heart turned over with a sickening thud. Then she recovered her poise.


      “Well, I guess my trick’s over,” she exclaimed as cheerfully as possible.


      Mike scrambled to his feet, catching up his automatic as he did so. Instead of answering the girl who leaned against the door frame, he stared at Dorothy in a sort of amazed wonder. She met his gaze, a malicious little smile at the corners of her mouth. Aside from a flush on her cheeks, she showed not the slightest sign of the ordeal she had just passed through, nor the exhaustion it must have produced. His eyes fell rather stupidly to her feet. If Mike had not so recently staggered under Dorothy’s material weight, he would not have believed her to possess any at all. He drew a deep breath.


      “Who taught you jiu jitsu?”


      “A woman professional in New York. She had a class—the others went in for it in a lady like way. But I took it up seriously because I thought I might need it some day.”


      “Have you—ever?” He had dropped his east side argot, she noticed.


      “Once or twice—but never like this,” she smiled.


      “I should hope not.” Mike was rather pale. He frowned. “Where do you get your appalling strength?”


      “Heredity—and training. I come by it honestly. It’s not so extraordinary as some people seem to think.” Her smile widened. “My father is the strongest man I’ve ever known. Although you’d never guess it by looking at him. He can do all sorts of stunts. He’s trained me—running, boxing, fencing, swimming—”


      “I’ll say he has! I wouldn’t have believed it possible—and you only a kid!”


      Dorothy nodded and looked at him with a curious light in her gray eyes.


      “Perhaps I’m not so strong as you think—I know a little more about Oriental wrestling than you do, that’s all.”


      “Yes, that’s all!” said the woman by the doorway in a mocking tone. She stepped across the threshold and came toward them. “Go over there and sit down.” She motioned Dorothy to a chair. “And not another peep out of you—understand?” Her eyes gleamed at Dorothy through narrowed lids with a light more metallic than the reflection from the barrel of her automatic. It was a strange look—combined of ruthlessness and malicious amusement.


      “Interesting—very interesting, indeed!”


      She turned to Mike, as Dorothy obeyed her and sat down.


      “And now that you and your little lady friend have finished your heart-to-heart, perhaps you’ll tell me what it’s all about—why I find you flat on the floor covered by her gun?”


      “Jealous, Sadie?” Mike’s tone was tantalizing.


      “You fool!”


      She took a step forward. The expression on her face underwent a startling change. Mockery gave way to an exasperated ferocity. Her eyes opened to their full size. Then the volcano of her wrath erupted. Words poured forth with the sharp regularity of a riveting hammer. Mike was given a description of his characteristics, moral, mental and physical, that brought the angry blood to his forehead.


      Whereupon he retorted in like spirit and soon they were going it hammer and tongs, while the fury on Sadie’s face froze into livid hate.


      It was a wicked face, yet beautiful, Dorothy thought as she watched from her chair in the corner; a strangely beautiful face beneath a coiled crown of glorious red hair. But its beauty was distorted, devilish. Her lips were scarlet, slightly parted, showing the double rim of her even teeth as she hurled insult after insult at the man before her. Like some evil goddess, she stood motionless, the rise and fall of her bosom the only token of the deadly emotion she felt as her even tones poured forth vituperation.


      Presently Dorothy’s ears caught the sound of footsteps thumping on the porch. The lame man limped into the room and sized up the situation at a glance.


      “Stop that scrapping, you two!” he commanded. “Stop it, Sadie! Do you hear me? Stop it at once!”


      The red-haired girl glared at him, but she obeyed. There was a dangerous finality in his tone that debarred argument. She swept over to the table, and deliberately turning her back upon the others, poured herself a cup of coffee.


      “Mike!” barked the Italian. “Go out and give the others a hand. We’ve got a couple of invalids with us. I’ve already administered first aid, but they will have to be carried upstairs and put to bed. Hustle, now!”


      Mike disappeared through the door without a word. This little lame person seemed to brook no opposition. He was probably the brain and the leader of this gang, thought Dorothy—but he was speaking to her now.


      “Good evening again, Miss Dixon! I felt somehow certain we were fated to meet a third time tonight!” His glance snapped from her to Sadie and back again. “Sorry we had to ‘bag’ you, as it were—hope you suffered no great inconvenience?”


      “Oh, I’m all right,” she replied coolly.


      “But I notice that your sweater is torn in several places. You will excuse me?—but you look rather rumpled. I got the impression that you and the young lady who is at present drinking coffee might have had—a difference of opinion, shall we say?”


      “No. These tears in my sweater were caused by accident. Miss Martinelli had nothing to do with it.”


      “So you know her name! But, of course you would. That bicarbonate of soda proved a boomerang. Too bad she really needed it at the time. It’s a lesson to us, to remember that servant girls are likely to be lazy.”


      “Oh, it wasn’t Lizzie’s fault,” smiled Dorothy. “I caught her before she had had time to wash the glass, that’s all.”


      “You are a very clever young woman.”


      “Well, I don’t know about that—” she drawled. Then she left her chair and took a step toward him. “Tell me—is Bill Bolton very badly hurt?”


      “Just a bit frazzled, that’s all.” Her aviation instructor limped into the room. His coat was gone and his soft shirt, once white, hung from his shoulders in dirty, tattered streamers. One eye, half-closed, was rapidly turning black. Blood streaked his cheeks. Just above his left knee the trouser-leg had been cut away and a blood-soaked bandage was visible. Dorothy saw that his wrists were handcuffed behind his back. At his elbow, a man whose jaw was queerly twisted to one side, stood guard with drawn revolver.


      The lame man grinned. “Here’s your young friend now. You can take him in the kitchen if you like and wash him off a bit. I’ll come in later with some bandages. You’ll find matches and a lamp on a shelf just inside the door.—Stick that gun in your pocket, Tony,” he added to his henchman. “Come over here. Now that we’ve proper light, I’ll snap that jaw of yours back into place.”


      Dorothy put an arm about Bill without speaking and led him slowly into the dark room. Then as her hand groped for matches on the shelf, there came a loud click from the other room, followed by a scream of anguish. Dorothy felt her hair rise on the back of her neck. There was a momentary silence, then low, breathless moans.


      “What is it, Bill?” she whispered fearfully. “What’s happened?”


      Bill chuckled. “Tony’s dislocated jaw is back in place, now, that’s all. Too bad I didn’t knock it clean off while I was about it. He’s the bird who knifed me a while ago. No fault of his that he only got me in the leg, either. I’m glad to hear he’s getting his, now.”


      “Goodness—” Dorothy found the matches at last and struck one. “Here I stand—and you’re badly hurt—don’t say you aren’t—I know it. Where’s that lamp? He said it was on the shelf. It isn’t. There it is on the table. Dash—there goes the match!”


      “Take it easy, kid!”


      “Oh, I’m all right. That man’s scream kind of set my teeth on edge.”


      She struck another match, then lit the lamp and carried it to a dresser by the sink.


      “Come over here and sit down,” she said, drawing out a chair. “I want to swab out that cut in your leg. The rag is filthy—” She pulled out the drawer in the dresser. “Here’s luck! Towels—clean ones! Who’d have thought it!”


      With deft fingers she unfastened his bandage, then cleaned the wound with fresh water from the pump, using every precaution not to hurt him.


      “You’re certainly good at this kind of thing,” was Bill’s sincere tribute as she turned her attention to the bruised cut on his head.


      “Part of my high school course, you know. I’m better at this than at Latin,” she admitted with a smile. “Tell me what happened in the woods after I got scragged and Mike carted me up here?”


      “Who’s Mike?”


      “I’ll tell you about him in a minute. Get along with your story first.”


      “Not much of a story. I didn’t last long enough to make it interesting.”


      “Tell me about it, anyway.”


      “Well—I heard you yell and half turned when Tony and another lad jumped me. You know what happened to Tony—”


      “Yes, but the shot right afterward? Oh, Bill, I was scared silly they’d killed you! Whose gun was that?”


      “Mine. I’d got my gat loose by that time and drilled him through the shoulder. It turned out later that he tripped over a log when he fell, came down with his leg under him and snapped the bone. When I learned the horrid truth, I wept!”


      “I’ll bet you did! Couldn’t you break away then?”


      “I could not. Several others had joined the rough-house by that time. For a while—not very long—we played a lively little game of tag, blind-man’s-buff, postoffice, dilly-dilly-come-and-be-killed, with me as dilly, until another chap jumped out of a Ford on to the middle of my back and rubbed my face in the cool, wet soil! At that bright moment old Limpy clinched these handcuffs on my wrists and read me a lecture on the error of my ways.


      “He’s a physician when he isn’t bank-robbing, I think. Anyway, the gang call him ‘Doctor.’ He seems to be running the show. Not such a bad lad if he could be made over again. Tony, you must know, has developed an almost uncontrollable penchant for sheathing his pigsticker in my carcass once more. Strangely enough, I can’t see it Tony’s way. And fortunately for me, neither can the Doctor! Now, young lady, if you’re finished squeezing cold water into my sore eye, I’ll sing the doxology!”


      Dorothy giggled. “Aren’t you funny! I don’t believe more than half of that tale is true. I’ll wager things were a whole lot worse than you’ve painted them, sir!”


      “Well, you’ve proved to be a good little guesser quite often—what I’m interested in is what happened to you.”


      Dorothy told him.


      “Nice work!” Bill complimented her as she finished talking. “I know a few jiu jitsu holds, but you must be a wonder at it. It’s too bad Staten Island Sadie had to butt in and spoil your show. The more I see of that lady, the less I like her. She was in the woods when the gang jumped us—barged off in a huff later, because the Doc wouldn’t let her croak me then and there. She’s a nice little playmate. Every one of this gang is a cold-blooded thug—but she’s a fiend! But, to tell the honest truth, it’s our lame friend who worries me most.”


      “Yes,” agreed Dorothy. “That suave manner of his gives me the creeps!”


      “So sorry—” purred the Doctor’s voice directly behind them. “But if I were in your position, my young friends, I should undoubtedly be worried, too.”


      Bill and Dorothy swung round to see him coming toward them. In his hand he carried a small, black bag.


      “How is our invalid, nurse?” he inquired, feigning ignorance of their startled surprise, and placing his satchel on the table. “Those who live by the sword—but you are familiar with the quotation, I’m sure?”


      Opening the bag, he produced bandages, adhesive tape, a pair of surgical scissors and a large tube of salve.


      “Lay these out, so I can reach them easily, please,” he ordered as he unwrapped the temporary bandage Dorothy had bound about Bill’s leg.


      “Ah! I see you have cleansed the wound, but it is safer to be more thorough. Hand me one of the swabs you will find wrapped in cellophane in the bag, please. Strange how the professional spirit will dominate—even though the patient’s life may not be a long one!” He glanced smilingly at Dorothy.


      “Don’t tell me the knife was poisoned?” she cried in horror.


      “Hardly anything so melodramatic, my dear. You don’t quite grasp my meaning.”


      “He means,” said Bill grimly, “that after he has had the fun of patching me up, I’m to be taken for a ride. But don’t let him bluff you. He’s only trying to scare us.”


      “Too much knowledge is dangerous at times—entirely too dangerous,” returned the lame man. “Hand me another swab, nurse. But you put it rather crudely, young man—and I am perfectly in earnest, I assure you.”


      “Oh, you couldn’t do that!” Dorothy blenched and her hand shook as she passed him the swab.


      “Well, you see, it is not entirely up to me,” he replied, carefully cleaning the wound. “The matter of your friend’s future, shall I say?—as well as your own, will have to be put to vote presently. Of course, if Miss Martinelli has her way—but why anticipate the unpleasant?”


      To Dorothy’s surprise, Bill chuckled.


      “They hang in this state, for murder,” he remarked coolly. “It’s a nasty death, I’ve heard. What’s more, Doctor, a man of your mentality does not deliberately stick his head into a noose!”


      “Perhaps not, my young friend. But you forget that in order to prove murder, there must be a body—or bodies, as the case may be.” The Doctor looked up at Bill and smiled again.


      CHAPTER XV


      STATEN ISLAND SADIE HAS HER WAY


      “I believe that I have done all that is necessary,” said the Doctor after a few minutes—“and I think the patient will be more comfortable now.” Then, with a sardonic gleam in his eye, he added, “Also, I have enjoyed our conversation very much!”


      He walked to the sink where he washed his hands and dried them carefully on a clean towel.


      “And so, if you young people are quite ready, we’ll adjourn for that voting contest I mentioned a little while ago.”


      He motioned them to precede him, and brought up the rear with his bag as Dorothy helped Bill limp into the front room.


      Politely, the Doctor placed chairs for them and bade them be seated. Never once had this black-eyed little man’s manner betokened anything but courteous consideration. But his suavity troubled Dorothy far more than bluster would have done. She sensed the venom behind his smooth tones, the purring growl of the tiger before it springs.


      Dorothy knew she was losing her nerve. But she looked at Bill and smiled bravely as they sat down.


      Bill smiled back at her then shifted his glance with hers to the table, where the members of the gang were seated. The little Doctor headed the board, the others at the side facing the room. Next to the lame man sat the red-haired girl; then came Mike, Tony, who was nursing his jaw, Johnny, the man who had fetched the wheelbarrow, and another whom Dorothy had not seen before. Tony, she fancied, had played the part of chauffeur at the bank.


      Then Bill broke into the low-voiced conversation that was going on at the table.


      “How about unlocking these handcuffs, Doctor?”


      The Doctor shook his head. “No, no, my young friend. Even with your honorable wounds of combat, you are far too active for us to take any chances.”


      “But what could I do? You are six to one, counting Miss Martinelli—and all armed,” insisted Bill. “These things are darned uncomfortable.”


      Tony shot him a deadly glance. “I’m glad to hear it,” he muttered through clenched teeth. “You’ll be a lot more uncomfortable by the time I finish with you.”


      “Shut up, you two!” snapped Sadie. “Now, Dad,” she went on in a different tone, addressing the Doctor, “let’s finish this business. We can’t sit here gabbing all night.”


      “That’s what I say!” This from Johnny. “Bump off the pair of ’em—they know too much. Then we can divvy up and be on our way!”


      “You forget that it is our custom to put such matters to vote,” interposed the Doctor. “Two of our company are upstairs and unable to attend. Also, another member is expected at any time now. Without his help our little coup would have been extremely difficult.”


      “Chuck and Pete are too ill to vote,” argued Miss Martinelli. “As for Perkins—that sap is scared to death! I doubt if he shows up at all.”


      “Oh, he wants his share,” declared the Doctor. “He’ll come. We shall give him five minutes—and then continue our business.”


      He tapped a cigarette on the back of his gold case, struck a match and lounged back in his chair, inhaling the aromatic smoke with evident enjoyment.


      Dorothy’s eyes met Bill’s in astonishment.


      He smiled but said nothing.


      It was interesting enough that Sadie should turn out to be the Doctor’s daughter. But the news that Harry Perkins, her father’s trusted lieutenant at the bank, was mixed up in this robbery was simply dumfounding to Dorothy. That was how things had been made easy for the gang—that was how they knew just when Mrs. Hamberfield’s necklace would be in her deposit box. And another thing—Perkins’ home was on the Marvin Ridge Road, just beyond the Mayo place where the Pen and Pencil Club were to meet! The Doctor had been coming from the Perkins’ house when she and Billy had met his car. And that explained the absence of road oil on the Packard’s tires!


      Johnny’s voice interrupted her train of thought.


      “How are we goin’ to make our getaway tonight with them two lads down and out upstairs?” he grumbled. “Our plan was to separate after we’d divvied up the loot—but them fellers can’t be moved.”


      “Supposing you stay and look after them—” derided Sadie. “When we’ve made the divvy, as you call it, this bunch breaks up for the time being. We all go our own sweet ways. It’s a case of each for himself. If you want to stick here and nurse those boobs upstairs, nobody’s going to stop you.”


      “Not me! I don’t know nothin’ about—”


      “Then keep your mouth shut. Whatever we do, we’ll decide later on. How about the time, Dad?”


      “Time’s up,” decided the Doctor with a glance at his watch. “We’ll wait no longer for Mr. Perkins. Now, concerning our two young friends who were so unwise as to join us tonight—what is your pleasure?”


      “Bump them off, of course, as Johnny so prettily puts it,” yawned Sadie languidly. “I’ll attend to the job, if the rest of you are squeamish.”


      “We will put it to vote,” announced the Doctor. “Those in favor will raise their right hands and say ‘aye’.”


      Five hands, including his own, sprang into the air.


      “Contraries, ‘no’.”


      “No,” said Mike in a firm voice, holding up his right hand.


      “The ayes have it,” declared the Doctor dispassionately.


      “What’s the matter with you, Mike?” sneered Sadie. “Got a crush on the girl?”


      “No,” retorted Mike. “Just trying to stop you from making an even bigger fool of yourself than you are usually!”


      “I’m afraid you’ll have to pipe down, Mike.” The Doctor’s eyes gleamed balefully. “Sentence has been passed on Miss Dixon and Mr. Bolton—and that is all there is to it.”


      “That’s where you’re dead wrong.”


      “What do you mean? Don’t you realize that these two know too much about us to permit them to live?”


      “Have I said they didn’t? But Sadie should not be allowed to be their executioner.”


      “Oh—aren’t you considerate!” Sadie’s tone was pregnant with sarcasm. “Want the job yourself?”


      “Not particularly—none of us should do it.”


      “Who then, may I ask?”


      “Why, Perkins, of course.”


      “You’re crazy! He hasn’t the nerve.”


      “Maybe not—make him do it anyway.”


      It was the lame man’s turn to take a hand. “And why should Mr. Harry Perkins be so entrusted?”


      “To keep his mouth shut.”


      “I’m afraid I don’t understand you.”


      “And I didn’t think you could be so dense. Look here, Doctor. I haven’t been one of your crowd long, but I’d never have joined up at all if I’d known I was getting in with such a bunch of nitwits!”


      “You are forgetting yourself, I think,” the Doctor’s tone was cutting.


      “No. I ain’t. Listen—Perkins only came into this because he was up against it proper. How you found out he had speculated, first with his own money and then with the bank’s, is none of my affair. What I do know is that when Wall Street put him into a tight place, you put up the extra margin with his brokers upon an assurance from him that he would do—just what he’s done!”


      “You are very well informed, Mike. And what then?”


      “Just this: the bank has been robbed, but it was a crude job at best. Why the bulls haven’t fastened on Perkins already on account of that time-lock business, is beyond me. Then, for once in your long and successful career, you were careless, Doctor. You allowed your paternal feeling to out-weigh your natural caution. The result is that the cops got Sadie’s fingerprints and a description of you, of her and of Tony. I am simply bringing all this up to show you that we are not out of the mess yet—not by a long shot.”


      “In other words, you think we have a fifty-fifty chance with the police?”


      “Better than that, perhaps. I think, though, that if we do get nailed, we should stop Perkins from blabbing—and stop him effectually.”


      “I see,” said Sadie. “Let him bump off the pair over there—then take him for a ride?”


      “Be still, carissima!” Doctor Martinelli was interested. “I see what Mike is driving at. He fears that if things should by chance go wrongly, Harry Perkins would try to save his precious skin by turning state’s evidence. And that if he were forced to—er—place these two young people where they will do the least harm, Mr. Perkins will not be in a position himself to turn state’s evidence—that is, of course, should it become necessary. That is your reason for not voting with the rest of us?”


      “It is, Doctor. Do you wish to vote on it again?”


      “Not necessarily. I consider your plan adequate.”


      “But why make the biggest mistake—of murdering us?” Bill entered the conversation.


      Dorothy leaned toward him. “It’s no use, Bill,” she whispered steadily. “They’ve made up their minds—and you heard what the Doctor said in the other room!”


      Bill did not attempt to reply, for Doctor Martinelli was speaking again.


      “And why, in your opinion, are we making a mistake in putting you and Miss Dixon out of the running?” he inquired affably. “Take your time, young man, answer carefully. We are in no hurry—until Mr. Harry Perkins arrives.”


      “He won’t arrive,” rejoined Bill. “The authorities have got him by this time.”


      “Bluff!” shot out Sadie and turned fiercely on her father. “What’s the use of all this?” she cried. “It makes me sick. Why do you stand for it?”


      “Because he knows Bill isn’t bluffing!” Dorothy’s raised voice silenced the woman. “We knew that you had been visiting Harry Perkins this evening, Doctor. And we passed word to the police on our way through New Canaan. The only reason you weren’t arrested on the way up is because they want to catch the whole gang together. If you hadn’t shown up here, the rest of your people might have got wise and left before the police could make arrangements to surround the place.”


      “But, you see, my dear,” said the Doctor, “I wasn’t visiting Mr. Perkins this evening. I had just motored up from the Post Road, and—ah—points east, when I ran into you and your friend Bill.”


      Dorothy laughed. “Oh, no, you hadn’t, Doctor. The road beyond Perkins’ place was freshly oiled. There was no sign of oil on your car.”


      “She got you that time, Doc!” exclaimed Mike. “D’you mind saying why you were foolish enough to drop in on Perkins and put us up a tree this way?”


      Doctor Martinelli was irritated. “Because the safest place to park that loot was in Perkins’ house,” he snapped, “and as he refused to bring it up here himself, I had to fetch it.”


      “Then all I can say is that you and Sadie have made a pretty mess of things.”


      “Is that so?” retorted the red-haired young woman. “Was it my fault that that fellow over there landed his plane on the lake? That was before the New Canaan deal. He had nothing at all to go on then!”


      “That’s where you’re wrong,” broke in Bill. “Your hair and those beach pajamas make a combination not easily forgotten. You wore them once too often, Miss Martinelli.”


      “And you seem to forget,” added Dorothy, “that you’ve been fingerprinted both in this country and in England. The police know all about you and your father and Tony. They probably have the records of the rest of your gang. If anything happens to Bill or myself, you are bound to pay the penalty.”


      “Say, Doc!” Johnny’s excited voice sounded shrilly, “I don’t like this—not a little bit I don’t. Tie up that pair and let’s vamoose. Them cops is likely to be here any minute. I’m tired of all this fool talk. Come on—this place is gettin’ too hot fer me!”


      Mike got to his feet. “I don’t stir from this place until I get my share of the divvy,” he declared firmly. “What’s the matter with you, Johnny? If Doc lights out with the bag full of kale, it ain’t likely the rest of us will ever get what’s coming to us.”


      “But I can’t afford to get pinched—” Johnny faltered. “Not after that Jersey City job, I can’t. It means the hot seat for me.” The gangster shivered and moistened his lips.


      “It is my candid opinion that you are all exciting yourselves unnecessarily.” The Doctor’s voice betrayed no emotion whatsoever. “Miss Dixon and Mr. Bolton are clever young people—but not quite clever enough. They’re throwing a gigantic bluff to save their lives. The police won’t be here tonight. Why? Simply because if they knew anything about this house, we would have been raided long before this. Those two haven’t told the police or anyone else a thing about it. They wanted to pull off their job all by themselves!”


      “And how, may I ask, do you figure that?” Bill endeavored to make his tone sarcastic.


      “For this reason: if you had reported what you had learned—and guessed—the authorities would never have permitted you to come here tonight. And this proves it!”


      There was a light step on the porch and Harry Perkins came in through the open door.


      CHAPTER XVI


      WHAT HAPPENED IN THE WINE CELLAR


      “Sorry to be so late,” greeted the bank’s cashier. “My car broke down. I’ve had to walk five miles, at least—” He broke off, catching sight of Dorothy and Bill for the first time.


      “Hello!” he exclaimed, “what are you two doing here?”


      “They are waiting for you to bump them off,” replied Sadie with a sneer.


      “Why, what do you mean?” Perkins gazed breathlessly around the room.


      “Just what I said. You are going to stop their mouths for good—and do it right now. We’ve been shilly-shallying over this business long enough!”


      Perkins’ glance took in the others seated at the table.


      “Has she gone nuts?” he asked.


      “We have decided that you are to do what my daughter has just mentioned,” said the Doctor smoothly.


      “And I,” retorted Perkins angrily, “tell you here and now that I will be no party to murder!”


      Sadie drew her revolver.


      “Well—if he won’t, I will!” she began when her wrist was caught in a grip of steel, then twisted up and backward.


      “Drop it, little one—drop it—or I’ll break your arm,” said Mike.


      Sadie shrieked with pain, but she dropt her revolver and Mike pocketed it.


      “I’ll get you for that!” she screamed.


      Her father leaned forward in his chair. “Shut up, you idiot!” he said coldly and deliberately slapped her across the mouth with his open hand. “We’ve had enough from you for one evening. Mike was perfectly right to stop you. Perkins is going to do this job, and you know why he is going to do it. I’ll have no more argument from you. Keep still now, until you have my permission to speak.”


      “But I tell you I’ll have nothing to do with it,” repeated Perkins, and attempted to light with trembling fingers the half-burned cigar he was chewing.


      Doctor Martinelli swung round in his chair. “You’ll do as you’re told,” he said through clenched teeth. “A little persuasion of the kind I have in mind has been known to make braver men than you change their opinions, Mr. Harry Perkins!” He glared at the cashier, who dropped his eyes—and the cigar—at one and the same moment.


      “That’s the way, Doc,” applauded Mike, getting to his feet. “We’ve been sittin’ round this table so long we’re all getting stale. What we need’s a little excitement.”


      He pointed to Dorothy and Bill.


      “I’ll take these two down stairs and stick them in the old wine cellar. They’ll keep fine and dandy down there. Later, when Mr. Perkins sees reason he can run down and finish them off. While I’m gone, Johnny, you beat it out to the woodshed and fetch in a length of garden hose.” He guffawed. “I guess you know that trick—the bulls have made it pretty popular?”


      The lame man smiled and nodded.


      “O.K. Doc?”


      “It’s a good plan, Mike. Go ahead with it.”


      Mike took a flashlight from his pocket and beckoned to the prisoners.


      Sadie pushed back her chair and jumped up. “Tie that girl or she’ll get away!” she ordered.


      “Pipe down!” thundered the gangster and there was an ugly gleam in his eyes as he glared at her. “Give me any more of your lip, Sadie, and you’ll take a trip downstairs yourself. Some day when you ain’t got a thing to do fer a couple of weeks, try gettin’ outa that place with the door locked. Run along now—murder yourself, if you have to—you red-headed bag of hot wind!”


      He turned his back on the furious woman and motioned Bill and Dorothy to walk before him into the kitchen.


      “Well, of all the nerve—” Dorothy heard Sadie cry sharply as Harry Perkins broke in with, “Look here, Doctor Martinelli, do you really mean to—”


      Mike shut the door, cutting the argument in the front room to a mere mumble of voices.


      “Down those stairs to the right and then straight ahead, you two,” he directed, pointing the way with his flashlight—“No tricks, either, unless you want your buddie hurt worse than he is now, Miss Wildcat!”


      Dorothy, with her arm about Bill’s shoulders, stopped at the head of the cellar stairs.


      “I think you told me you were getting two thousand dollars for your share in the New Canaan robbery,” she murmured.


      “That’s right—a coupla grand,” he acknowledged. “Not much, but when I made the deal, I wasn’t as strong with Doc as I am now.”


      “If you let us go, my father will pay you ten thousand!”


      “Nothing doing!”


      “And I promise you he’ll use his influence in your behalf, as well. It seems to me a mighty easy way to make a lot of money—”


      Mike shrugged his shoulders.


      “Maybe it is,” he admitted. “But then you see, I’ve never double-crossed a pal yet, and I’m not going to start at this late day. Cut the chatter now—there’s nothing doing.”


      “You won’t regret it, Mike.”


      The door behind them opened slowly, revealing Doctor Martinelli’s slight figure.


      “My judgment of human nature is rarely at fault,” the little man went on rather pompously. “I believed I could trust you—now I know it. There’s a full share coming to you on this deal, Mike. Cut along now, but hurry back. As soon as you’ve locked them up, I’ll need your help with Perkins.”


      The door closed once more and Mike waved toward the gaping black of the cellar stairs.


      “You heard what Doc said—down you go!”


      “Over there to the left,” he directed when his two prisoners reached the bottom and Dorothy helped Billy to hobble across the damp, earthern floor, in the shifting rays of Mike’s torch.


      Ahead in the wall of native stone that formed the foundation of the house, they could see a door of heavy wood, at least six inches thick. Mike pushed it fully open. For a moment Dorothy thought of jumping him, but now she saw he carried a revolver in his free hand.


      “In you go!” he said roughly, elbowing them over the threshold. But instead of locking them in, he stepped over the sill and gently pulled the door shut behind him.


      Bill, anticipating the end, stepped between Dorothy and their captor.


      “Let her go, Mike. Her father and mine will give you anything you ask. Shoot me if you must—but let her go. Use two shots, and the others will think—tell them—”


      “Quiet, please,” whispered Mike fiercely, and Dorothy started, for he spoke now with the voice of a well bred Englishman.


      “Neither of you will be shot tonight, if you do as I tell you. Here—take this automatic, Miss Dixon. And listen carefully, both of you. I’ve only a minute. You’ll find a few useful articles under the pile of sacking in that far corner,” he went on, pointing into the gloom behind them. “Then, get out of the window as quickly as you can—the bars are sawn through. Your car is still parked where you left it. Go straight home. That, I think, will be all at present.”


      Bill and Dorothy stared at him in wide-eyed amazement.


      “Who are you, anyway?” the girl whispered, peering up at him.


      “To ease your minds,” he smiled, “I’m not exactly what I pretend to be. And I want to apologize to you, Miss Dixon, for the exceedingly crude game I was forced to play with you. The Doctor had his suspicions of me, until just a few moments ago, I believe, and he has had us watched ever since I brought you here. But now he has proved his judgment to be sound—” he chuckled to himself—“and has ceased his strict surveillance.”


      He paused a moment then went on, more seriously. “My name is Michael Conway. I am a detective-inspector in the Criminal Investigation Department of New Scotland Yard. I’ve trailed certain members of the Martinelli gang all the way from London. My plans seem to have miscarried this evening; otherwise, you need not have been put to all this inconvenience. Remember that the house has ears, and be as quiet as possible. Good night—and good luck!”


      The door swung shut behind him. They heard him turn the key in the lock and he was gone.


      “Gee Whiz!” muttered Bill, “and I thought—”


      “Sh—Bill!” cautioned Dorothy. “Never mind now. Stand where you are, or you’ll break your neck in this darkness.”


      Her voice came from farther off now. He knew she was feeling her way across the room toward the corner.


      Presently a light appeared and she spoke again.


      “I’ve found the things,” she told Bill. “Besides this flash, there’s another automatic, a small ax, and a chisel.”


      “Thank heaven for that,” said Bill. “Now I’ve a chance of getting these handcuffs off!”


      “But we can’t do it in here,” Dorothy objected. “Remember what Mike said about making a noise. We’ll have to wait till we get outside. There’s the window. It’s going to be a tight squeeze.”


      Her light showed them they were standing in a narrow room, walled like the cellar in native stone. Along the sides, piled one on top of the other were wine casks, which proved to be empty. The damp air was heavy with the fumes of evaporating lees. High to one side was a small barred window.


      “Lean against this barrel, so it won’t slip,” whispered Dorothy, and clambered up to the window. “Yes, the bars are loose!”


      She removed the short lengths of rusty iron from the open frame and carefully laid them on the ground outside.


      “Now the paraphernalia—” She placed ax, chisel and revolver beside the bars on the grass and descended to Bill’s side.


      “Guess I’ll have to go first,” observed Bill. “We’ll never make it, otherwise. Give me a boost, will you?”


      They were both breathless and nearly exhausted by the time Bill had been pushed up and out of the window. Dorothy was so tired it took every ounce of her waning strength to drag herself through the narrow aperture after him. They rested for some minutes in the long, dewy grass, gathering strength and courage for the waiting ordeal.


      As soon as they began to move away from the house, Dorothy realized that Bill was near collapse. Even with her supporting arm, he lurched and stumbled through the tangled undergrowth.


      “It’s that old hole in my leg,” he grumbled in answer to her question. “It’s opened up again—been bleeding pretty freely. You’d better leave me here.”


      He sank wearily to the ground behind a cluster of elder bushes, about two hundred yards from the house, the weight of his body pulling Dorothy to her knees beside him.


      “I’ll do nothing of the kind!” she whispered fiercely.


      “But you must—I can’t go any further,” his voice trailed off weakly.


      With a quick movement she felt for his wound in the darkness and tightened the bandage.


      “We’ll wait here till you’re strong enough to walk, that’s all. If I try to run the car up here, they’ll hear it from the house. There’s no use to try to cut off your handcuffs, either. The least sound will bring that gang down on us.”


      “Not the car—” he mumbled. “The amphibian—beat it for the Loening—and bring help.”


      Dorothy bit her lip. With Bill delirious there was nothing she could do but remain with him.


      “That’s all right,” she said, trying to calm him—“We’ll stay here till you feel stronger, Bill. Then I’ll help you down to the car.”


      Bill had been lying on his side, his head pillowed on her knees. Now he wriggled into a sitting position.


      “I’m pretty well all in,” he admitted, “but I’m not off my head—not yet—if that’s what you’re thinking.—Didn’t I tell you about the amphibian?”


      “You certainly did not—” Dorothy’s tone was relieved, yet excited.


      “Well, here’s the dope, then. She’s parked in the next valley—over that hill behind the house. You’ll find her under the trees at the edge of a wood lot. I flew up here several nights ago. Wanted a means of quick getaway, if it became necessary. Frank met me over there and drove me home. It’s a rotten landing place. You’ll find it worse for the take off. You’ll be taking an awful chance to do it.”


      Dorothy got to her feet. “You certainly are the one and only life-saver,” she breathed joyfully. “Every time we get really up against it—you’ve a plane up your sleeve or something. Don’t worry—I’ll fly it all right!”


      “Hop it for Danbury, then. When you get there, land in the fair grounds. Phone the police and tell them to run down in a car and that you’ll fly them back here. You can land on the lake. The bus has a searchlight—”


      He broke off as the sharp detonation of an automatic came from the direction of the house. This was followed by shouts and the sound of a scuffle. Presently all was quiet once more.


      “Something’s up!” said Dorothy.


      Bill nodded gravely. “I wonder if they haven’t found we’re not in the wine cellar—if they’ve charged Mike Conway with our escape?”


      “Well, I’m going over to see.”


      “No, you’re not—I’ll go.”


      But by the time Bill had struggled to his feet, Dorothy had run to the house and was peering between the shutters of the side window. She stood there for a moment, then ran back to him.


      “The Doctor has been shot,” she gasped. “Not badly hurt, I think—evidently took it in the shoulder. But they’ve got Mike. He’s tied hand and foot and bound to a chair!”


      “That’s bad,” said Bill slowly.


      “It’s awful! They’ll surely shoot him before I can get the police here!”


      Bill hobbled back toward the shelter of the bushes with Dorothy’s arm about his waist.


      “Some break!” he said disgustedly, as he sank to the ground. “I’m out of the running and you can’t hold up that bunch single handed—”


      “I can try it though, Bill.”


      “Not if I have anything to say, you won’t. There are too many of ’em—it’s impossible. But what we’re going to do now, I haven’t the slightest idea!”


      CHAPTER XVII


      THE LOENING


      “One thing is clear—” said Dorothy firmly—“and that is, we can’t let Michael Conway be butchered by that band of cut-throats. He saved our lives—we’ve got to save his.”


      Bill, his head in his hands, did not reply.


      “If you were only in better shape so I could get those handcuffs off—and if there weren’t so many of them in the house,” she went on, speaking her thoughts aloud, “one of us might be able to hold them up from the window while the other went round through the door and took their guns away. But we can’t afford to wait till you can walk alone and I can free your hands. What’s to become of Mr. Conway, in the meantime? Oh, Bill, you’re generally so fertile with ideas—can’t you think of any thing?”


      Bill lay motionless, and still did not answer.


      Dorothy stooped over him.


      “Bill! Bill!” she called in a tense whisper. Then, daring greatly, she flashed her light on his face, held it there for an instant, then snapped it off.


      “Down and out, poor chap,” was her summing up after a glimpse of his closed eyes and dead white features. “Loss of blood, probably. He’ll come round after while—but when?”


      Her heart sank. For several minutes she knelt beside his quiet form, lost in thought. Then she began to act.


      “Sorry, Bill, old thing, but I’ve got to leave you. It’s the only way.” Her murmured tones were muffled by the sweater she pulled over her head. Stripping free her arms, she rolled it in a ball and placed the soft pillow beneath Bill’s head. She gave him a little pat, then started off toward the hill back of the house.


      Dorothy crossed the field beyond the farm’s overgrown orchard in darkness. It was not until she reached the woods at the foot of the hill that she dared to snap on her flashlight.


      Even with its help the climb was no sinecure. The hillside, steep as a church roof and densely wooded, was, moreover, thick with underbrush, which hindered her progress. Rocky outcroppings and huge boulders made frequent detours necessary.


      By the time she struggled to the top she was winded and pretty well done up. Her vitality had suffered considerably from strain and worry and violent exercise during the course of the evening. She was quite ready to drop down and have a good cry, and to admit to herself right then that she was beaten. Only the knowledge that a life, possibly two, hung upon her efforts, kept her going. Stopping only long enough to tie a broken shoelace, she hurried over the crest of the hill and plunged down the farther side.


      Here, her progress became even more difficult, for she floundered into a berry patch whose thorns tore her clothing and badly scratched her face and hands. Determinedly, she pushed her way through, gritting her teeth in pain.


      Presently, after several bad falls over hidden rocks and tree stumps, she found herself on a narrow, grass-grown wood road at the foot of the hill. So far as she could see, the trail wound along the middle of the valley. But she hadn’t the faintest idea in which direction lay the field (Bill had called it a wood lot) where the Loening was hidden.


      Dorothy was totally at a loss. Why hadn’t she taken more precise directions before tramping over here? This trail must lead to the wood lot or near it. Bill said Frank had driven there in the car.…


      “What a fool I am!” she exclaimed suddenly to the night at large and pointed her flashlight toward the ground at her feet.


      There were the tire marks of a car, plain enough. Brewster and Danbury lay far to the left beyond the mouth of this valley which paralleled that of the gang’s headquarters. Therefore, Bill’s car must have come up the trail from the left. The tracks kept on up the road to her left—the wood lot must be in that direction.


      As she trudged on, watching carefully for any deviation of the tire marks, she forgot her weariness for the time being. The winding road ended and she saw an open space ahead. It must be the wood lot. Hadn’t Bill said it was the only possible landing place in the valley!


      Dorothy hurried across the field, through a tangle of knee-high grasses and wild flowers. She pointed her light higher now and tried to pierce the black of the night for a glimpse of the plane. Then she saw it parked at the forest’s edge, directly ahead, and sprang forward with a delighted cry.


      As she came close, she saw that it faced the open lot, and silently thanked Bill for his foresight. With a plane the size of the amphibian it would have been impossible to swing round the tail unassisted.


      Her preparations for this flight would probably not have met with her instructor’s approval. But knowing that time was more important than detail, she cut them to a minimum.


      A quick glance at the retractible landing gear sufficed to satisfy her that the wheels were securely blocked. Then she sprang aboard and gave the engine a short ground test. It was acting splendidly and she shut it off almost directly.


      A hurried trip aft to the cabin and she came back to the pilot’s cockpit, dragging the plane’s machine gun, which, after some trouble, she managed to set up on its tripod which she fastened to cleats in the decking.


      Certain now that the gun was secure, she adjusted the ammunition belt as Bill had instructed her. Then she raced aft again and overside. When she returned, she brought the wheel blocks with her. These she dropped in the cabin, saw to it that the door was properly fastened, then took her place at the controls forward.


      The night was overcast and starless; the ceiling unusually low, and so far as she could judge there was not the slightest breath of wind. She switched on the plane’s searchlight and started the engine.


      The trees at the far end of the wood lot were uncomfortably near and high. Yet Bill had judged a take off from such a place to be possible, or he would never have parked there.


      The big Loening was moving now—rolling drunkenly over the rough ground, yet gaining speed with every foot. She widened her throttle, steadily, fully—at the same time pushing the stick well forward. Then as the amphibian gained still more speed and she felt the tail lift clear, she eased the stick steadily back to neutral.


      They were racing over the field now. She gave the elevators a slight upward pressure. The wheels lifted clear, but the trees at the edge of the lot were perilously near. She knew that when a plane leaves the ground its speed is not far above stalling point. And with these trees so close, to stall now would precipitate a bad crash—and failure.


      Dorothy, therefore, kept the nose level for an instant or two, a dangerously short instant, she feared. Back came her stick again. The plane was climbing at last but at a frightfully precipitous angle. Would they make it? Would the throbbing engine continue to function under the unaccustomed strain?


      Dorothy bit her lip. She eased off slightly as the motor coughed; but pulled the stick back almost immediately.


      They were abreast the treetops now.—They were over. But with a margin so small that Dorothy was certain the wheels had brushed the branches.


      She eased their angle of ascent, but still continued to climb. Then when she was sure they were well above the crest of the hill, she leveled off and banked to the left.


      Once more she leveled off and turned on the electrical mechanism which raised the plane’s landing gear.


      Below her she could dimly make out the gangster’s farmhouse, the lake and the stretch of ground between them. She closed her throttle, pushing the stick forward as she did so, and at the same time applied right aileron and hard right rudder.


      As the plane shot downward she neutralized the elevators. Then did likewise with her ailerons as the proper bank was reached. Left aileron and hard left rudder were next applied until the wings became laterally level. Having completed a beautiful half spiral, Dorothy landed the amphibian on the little lake.


      Her next move was an unusual one, but on it depended the success or failure of her plan.


      With the airplane headed toward the lake’s low shore beyond which lay the farmhouse, she turned the switch which propelled the retractible landing gear downward and into the water. Then she opened the throttle for the last time.


      There came a bump and a jar. The tail tilted to a dangerous angle as the plane’s wheels struck the shallows. Would they mire in the soft ground at the lake’s edge she wondered, and cause the big bus to nose over and crash? But no—the plane, after a sickening wrench, rolled free. It glided over the sandy bank and on to the grass.


      Shutting off her engine, Dorothy permitted her amphibian steed to come to a stop at the porch steps, its ugly snout poked almost up to the open doorway of the house.


      Dorothy had been too busy guiding her bus to pay any attention to the reception accorded her arrival. A shot or two had been fired from the porch and she had caught a glimpse of dark figures silhouetted against the open doorway.


      But now, as the slowing wheels struck the steps, the porch was empty. The way was clear for Mike’s release. Together they would find Bill and make a clean getaway in the amphibian. What did it matter if the gang made their escape? Her life and the lives of her two friends were all that counted now.


      To speed the departing company she turned the Browning into action and sent half a belt of bullets whipping through the door. But Dorothy aimed high. She had no desire to play the part of executioner.


      From her place in the cockpit she got a good view of the front room. Mike, the Scotland Yard detective, still sat bound to his chair, but the others were streaking for the back of the house. She could see them tugging at the doors, which for some reason, seemed to give them difficulty of exit. Huddled at the far end of the room, they clamored and struggled to get out of range.


      Dorothy stopped firing and Bill Bolton hobbled up the porch steps.


      “Jumping Jupiter! girl, you’re a wonder!” he applauded. “Hold the Browning on ’em. They can’t get away. I locked those doors from the outside. Crawled through the wine cellar window to do it,” he panted. “Thought it might embarrass them some—but this stunt of yours makes it perfect.”


      He took a step forward and raised his voice.


      “Stick ’em up!” he cried. “Stick ’em up—every one of you—that’s better. Now line up, facing the back wall—and remember—just one bad break is all Miss Dixon wants to rip off another belt—aimed right, this time—” he added significantly.


      As the gangsters scrambled to obey his orders, Bill walked into the room and Dorothy saw that his wrists were still handcuffed behind his back.


      “Who’s got the handcuff key, Mr. Conway?” he inquired.


      “Johnny, I believe,” returned Mike quietly.


      “Johnny, have you the key?” This from Bill.


      “Y-yes, I got it.”


      “Got a gun?”


      “N-no, sir, it’s on the table.”


      “I’ll take your word for it. Throw the key over your shoulder, then stick up your hands again.”


      Johnny complied with these demands, and Bill picked up the key by sitting on the floor and worming over to where it lay.


      “Think you can turn this with your teeth, Mr. Scotland Yard?”


      Mike nodded. Bill swung round and lifted his hands as high as his bonds permitted. The detective lowered his head and got his teeth on the key. A moment later there sounded a slight snap—and Bill was free.


      “Good job!” He worked his cramped shoulders. “That certainly is a relief!”


      He limped to the table, snatched a knife and a couple of seconds later Mike was on his feet. Without more ado they turned to, and roped the gangsters one by one.


      Dorothy got down from the plane and came into the room.


      “Who’s going to stand guard while the plane goes for the police?”


      “Nobody,” was Bill’s answer. “We’ll pile the bunch in the bus and take them to New Canaan ourselves. Gosh, there’ll be some big time in the town tonight, when we arrive!”


      “This morning, you mean,” yawned Dorothy. “It’s getting light. And you two may not know it, but I could go to sleep standing up—and right now!”


      “Brace up, kid! You’re some aviatrix, even though I did train you!”


      “I’ll second that—” beamed Mr. Michael Conway, grasping her hand. “I had a splendid view through the doorway—and when that big bus hurled itself out of the water like a hippo—and began to charge the house, I—”


      But Dorothy interrupted him with a shake of her head and an involuntary glance at Bill. “All I did was to take some awful chances with Bill’s property, Mr. Conway.”


      “Ah—incidentally—saving my life, and making the capture of this gang possible?” smiled the detective. “You’re a modest young lady, indeed. But I suppose we’d better be getting along—” and with a wave of his hand, he added, “it may interest you to know that the loot is in that kit bag under the table.”


      “O.K. We’ll attend to that,” said Bill.


      Then turning to Dorothy—“I’ll say you took some chances, young woman! How about getting a plane of your own to fool with from now on?”


      “Oh, Bill! Do you think Daddy will let me?”


      “I know he will.” Bill was serious now. “After what you’ve done tonight, you’ve certainly won your wings!”


      Those who have enjoyed this story will be interested in the next book of this series, entitled Dorothy Dixon and the Mystery Plane.

    

  


  
    
      DOROTHY DIXON AND THE MYSTERY PLANE, by Dorothy Wayne


      CHAPTER I


      AT THE BEACH CLUB


      “Here he comes again, Dot!”


      Terry Walters balanced on the edge of the beach club float and pointed upward toward the approaching airplane.


      Dorothy Dixon bobbed up beside the raft, blew the water from her nose and reached a long tanned arm for the young man’s ankle.


      “Here you come into the drink, you mean!” she gurgled.


      Terry yelped, lost balance, and recovering desperately, dived over her head. His departure rocked the float, so that Phil Stanton’s lanky figure poised on the diving board, lurched and fell awkwardly into the water.


      Betty Mayo, hugging her damp knees on the middle of the float, shrieked her approval of this double exploit.


      “Swell work, Dorothy!” she laughed as that young lady pulled herself aboard. “You’ll catch it in a minute though!”


      Dorothy stood up. Her scarlet bathing cap flamed against the ash blue sky and her wet suit clung to her slender form like a sheath of black lacquer.


      “Maybe!” Then, in quite a different tone: “Goodness, Betty, he’s missing!”


      Betty sprang to her feet. “You’re crazy—” she retorted as she caught sight of Phil and Terry knifing their way back to the float. “Why’d you try to scare me? Those boys are all right.”


      But Dorothy was staring skyward.


      “Not the boys! I mean the plane, Betty. Over there beyond the club house. His engine’s missing. Bet you an ice cream cone he’ll have to land!”


      “No, you won’t,” Betty flashed back. “I don’t know a thing about airplanes, and I’ll take your word for it. Ooh, Dorothy—do you think he’ll hit the roof?”


      “Oh, he’s all right—”


      “Yes, he’s over the roof now—but look!” Betty’s voice rose to a shriek. “He’s aiming the plane straight for us—it’ll hit this float—”


      The last word was no more than a gurgle. Betty had dived overside.


      Dorothy did not trouble to turn her head. With her bare feet firmly planted on the timbers, her straight body balanced easily to the float’s gentle rocking, she gazed interestedly at the big amphibian sweeping down toward her.


      On came the plane, losing altitude with every split second, and sailed over her head a bare thirty feet above the water. Then as she faced about to watch it land, the tail of her eye caught sight of Terry hauling himself over the edge of the float.


      “Get you for that last one!” he cried, and scrambled to his feet. “‘Who laughs last,’ you know!”


      “I know—” mocked Dorothy, evading his grasp and running up the springboard. She dived and her body entered the water with scarcely a sound.


      As she rose she turned lazily on her back.


      “Come and get me!” she tantalized. Then as she saw him start in pursuit, she rolled over and headed out toward the seaplane which now floated two or three hundred yards away toward the mouth of the inlet and Long Island Sound.


      Terry knew the speed developed by her flagrantly perfect crawl, and did not attempt to follow her. He chuckled as he watched the bob of scarlet and the flash of a brown arm that was all he could see of Dorothy.


      “Hey, where’s Dorothy?” called Betty as she and Phil clambered on to the raft.


      “Halfway to Boston, I guess. Race you to the beach for the cones!”


      All three cut the rumpled surface of the water with a single splash.


      Dorothy’s interest in the airplane that had just landed was twofold. Since qualifying for her private pilot’s license earlier in the summer, she had met most of the owners of planes living in or near New Canaan. To the best of her knowledge the Loening Amphibian which her father had given her for rounding up the Martinelli gang was the only one of that model privately owned in that part of Connecticut. That the plane lying just ahead on the water was a duplicate of her own meant that the owner was not a local person.


      Dorothy was a keen aviatrix and proud of her airbus. She wanted to compare notes with the owner of this amphibian. She was also curious to learn where the plane came from; and why every day for the past few weeks it had appeared over the Club at about this same time of an afternoon. At five-thirty sharp the crowd of young people on the beach would see it, a speck in the north, coming from over the ridge country back of the Sound. Flying at an altitude of not more than five hundred feet, it would swing over the beach club and cross the Sound, to disappear in the ether toward the dim line of the Long Island shore.


      Terry jokingly termed it the Mystery Plane. He told Dorothy that its owner made these daily flights in order to show her how a plane should be managed in the air. She usually returned his good-natured teasing with interest, but each time she saw the amphibian, her curiosity increased.


      As she swam nearer it was plain that this airship was actually the same stock model as her own. With the retractible landing wheels drawn up, the spoon-shaped hull of the biplane, with its two open cockpits aft of the inverted engine, floated easily on the water. The aviator, she saw, was busily engaged in going over his engine.


      Dorothy stopped swimming when she was a few yards from the amphibian.


      “Hello, there!” she called, treading water. “Need any help?”


      The man looked up from his work, evidently perceiving her for the first time. Dorothy was surprised to see that the face below the soft helmet and goggles was bearded to the eyes.


      “No, thank you,” he answered and went on tinkering with the motor. The words, although courteous enough, were spoken in a tone that showed plainly that he wished to end the conversation then and there.


      Dorothy was persistent and not easily discouraged.


      “Located the trouble?” she asked.


      “Not yet,” replied the man without lifting his head.


      “Looks like loose manifold, or gas connection, to me.”


      There was no reply to this helpful suggestion.


      She began swimming toward the plane again.


      “Mind if I come aboard?” she called.


      The bearded aviator straightened his back and faced her again, his right hand grasping a monkey-wrench.


      “No. I do not wish it,” he flared. “Why for do you bother me? Keep off, I tell you.”


      For the first time, the girl in the water noticed his strong foreign accent.


      “Aren’t you polite!” she mocked. “I don’t suppose you’ll mind if I come alongside and rest a moment?”


      “You stay where you are, young woman.” As the man’s anger grew, his accent became stronger. “I haf no time to bodder wid you. Go away—and stop away!”


      “But I just want—”


      “I don’t care what you want. Come alongside, and I’ll use this wrench on you!”


      “Oh, no you won’t!”


      Terry Walters slipped round the engine and tripped up the aviator. Before that irate person knew what was happening he found himself flat on his back with a hundred and sixty pounds of young American kneeling on his chest, menacing him with his own monkey-wrench.


      “That’s not a nice way to talk to a lady!” Terry remarked dispassionately eyeing his victim. “Ask her pardon like a good little boy. Do it quickly, my friend, or I’ll plant this wrench in the middle of that bush you call a face!”


      “I didn’t mean nossing,” the man grunted.


      “Try again!” Terry whacked his captive’s shin with the wrench. “Also try to cut the double negatives. Our English teacher says they’re bad form and—”


      Terry’s banter stopped with a yelp of pain as the man’s head jerked upward and his teeth snapped on the hand which held the wrench.


      Dorothy, who had swum to within a few feet of the amphibian, saw Terry thrown to one side. Like cats, the boy and the man seemed to land on their feet—but now it was the strange aviator who held the monkey-wrench.


      “Look out, Terry!” shrieked the girl as she saw the man’s arm swing upward.


      The small deck forward of the lower wing section was far too narrow to permit dodging. Terry did the only thing possible under the circumstances to save himself. Three seasons on the football team of the New Canaan High had made that young man a quick thinker. He dove below the swinging blow and tackled the aviator just above his knees. It was a well aimed tackle and the two went hurtling overside to disappear with a splash.


      Terry’s blond head was the first to appear. Then as the aviator’s came popping up, facing the other way, young Walters seized him by the shoulders and sent him under once more.


      “Let the man alone, Terry!” commanded Dorothy. “Can’t you see he’s swallowed half the Sound?”


      “But he’d have brained me with that wrench, Dot—”


      “I’ll ‘Dot’ you if you take liberties with my first name!” Miss Dixon shook her fist above her head, “Anyway, it’s my fault. I butted in. That man and his plane are none of our business.”


      They were swimming back toward the float now and a glance over her shoulder told Dorothy that their late antagonist was pulling himself aboard the amphibian.


      Terry saw him too, and waved a hand. But the foreigner, occupied in wringing water out of his clothes, disregarded them.


      “I’ve had enough of the water for one day,” declared Dorothy between strokes. “How’s the wrist? You might have been badly hurt, Terry.”


      Terry motioned toward the float. “But I wasn’t, old thing,” he chuckled. “Come over to the raft a moment, before we go ashore. I’ve got something I want to show you.”


      “Make it snappy, then,” she rejoined. “You and I have got to be at Silvermine by seven-thirty, you know. Curtain up at eight-thirty—and you remember what Mr. Watkins said about any of the cast being late?”


      Terry swung himself up on the decking and gave a hand to Dorothy.


      “I’m only a chorus man,” he grinned. “We’ll both get to the Sillies in time. Look at this—”


      He opened his hand and held it out, palm upward.


      “I’m not interested in seaweed!” Dorothy’s tone was full of disgust.


      “Seaweed, nothing! That’s a piece of your friend’s beard!”


      “You don’t mean to tell me you pulled it out?”


      “Not out, dearie—off. That wasn’t his own hair that lad was wearing.”


      “A false beard?”


      “What else?”


      Dorothy pursed her lips. “Well, that amphibian and its pilot are two of the most mysterious things I’ve ever run into.”


      “I wonder what he is up to, Dot—I mean, Dorothy?”


      “I wonder, too. By the way, how did you happen out there—and just at the right minute? I thought I saw you start a race for the beach with Betty and Phil?”


      Terry nodded his wet head and laughed. “That was only a bluff to make you think I wasn’t coming after you. As I saw you were having an argument with him, and I didn’t like the way he was acting, I swam around the tail of his plane and got aboard on the farther deck—and—well, you know the rest. Why did you want to go aboard?”


      “Curiosity, pure and simple. Have you any idea why he flies over the Club nearly every afternoon, and always at the same time?”


      “No—have you?”


      “Not the dimmest. But now that I know friend pilot wears false whiskers, I’m certainly intrigued.”


      “Come again,” frowned Terry. “I didn’t get that last one. Did you say intrigued?”


      “Cut the clowning. This is serious, Terry. That fellow is up to some mischief, or he wouldn’t disguise himself.”


      Behind them the amphibian’s engine sputtered, then roared.


      “I’ve got an idea,” said Terry as the two watched the plane taxi out toward the takeoff. “Why don’t you get your bus and follow that bird some afternoon?”


      “I’d already decided to do it tomorrow. Want to come?”


      “You bet! How do you expect to work it?”


      “Look here, if we’re going to make that show on time, we’d better go right now. We’ll make our plans later. Come along.”


      Their bodies cut the water with hardly a splash as they raced for the beach. Out in the inlet the amphibian rose gracefully into the air and headed into the mist which was creeping up Long Island Sound.


      CHAPTER II


      THE THREE RED LAMPS


      In the wooded valley of the Silvermine, some three miles from the village of New Canaan, lies the famous artists’ colony which bears the name of that rippling little river. In the midst of this interesting community, the artists have built their Guild House, where exhibitions of paintings and sculpture are held. And here it is that once a year they give that delightful entertainment known as the Silvermine Sillies.


      The casts of the Sillies invariably comprise the pick of local talent from the two communities. Dorothy had starred in the musical show given by the New Canaan High School the previous winter. She had a lovely voice and a natural talent for acting. She loved amateur theatricals. But that she should have been assigned a part in the Sillies while yet in High School was a compliment beyond her expectations. She had worked hard at rehearsals and under an assumed calm was wildly excited on this, the opening night of the show.


      She left Terry on the beach, after cautioning that young man again not to be late, and ran up the shingle to the Dixons’ cabana, which, together with its gaily painted counterparts, flanked the long club house at the top of the beach.


      A surprisingly few minutes later, Dorothy reappeared, her bathing suit having been discarded for an attractive linen sports frock, and jumped into her car.


      The distance between Tokeneke on Long Island Sound and New Canaan back in the hills of the Ridge Country is slightly under eight miles. Luckily, on her drive home, Dorothy encountered no traffic policemen. Not withstanding summer traffic and the narrow, winding roads, she pulled into the Dixon garage on the ridge a mile beyond the village, a bare ten minutes later.


      Another change of costume and she ran downstairs to the dining room. Her father and a friend were about to sit down at the table.


      “Sorry to be late, Daddy,” she apologized, slipping into her chair. “Good evening, Mr. Holloway.”


      “Good evening, Miss Dorothy,” returned the gentleman with a smile. “You seem a bit blown.”


      “Some rush!” she sighed, “but I made it!”


      “Youth,” remarked her father, “is nothing if not inconsistent. We dine early, so that Dorothy can get to the Sillies at some unearthly hour, and—”


      His daughter interrupted.


      “Please, Daddy. I had an awfully exciting experience this afternoon. I’d have been home in plenty of time, otherwise.”


      “At the Beach Club?”


      “Yes, Daddy.”


      “Well, suppose you tell us the story, as penance.” He turned to his guest. “How about it, Holloway? This should interest you, one of the club’s most prominent swimming fans!”


      Mr. Holloway nodded genially. He was older than Mr. Dixon, between fifty and sixty, tall and rather thin. He had the brow and jaw of a fighter, and his iron-grey side-whiskers gave him a rather formidable appearance. But Dorothy liked him, for his eyes, behind his horn-rimmed spectacles, beamed with friendliness.


      “The Beach Club, eh?” He leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I take a dip most afternoons. Wonderful bracer after mornings in the city in this hot weather. You ought to get down there more often.”


      “Well, there’s a pool at the Country Club, and I’d rather play golf,” argued his host. “I haven’t been to the Beach Club this summer, but Dorothy tells me that the cabana you’ve built is quite a palace—much larger and more ‘spiffy,’ I think was the word, than those we ordinary members rent!”


      “I like to be comfortable and have some privacy when I entertain my friends down there,” Mr. Holloway admitted. “But I’m interested in hearing Dorothy’s story. I was there this afternoon, but I didn’t notice anything unusual.”


      “Did you see the airplane that landed in the cove?”


      “Why, no. What time was that?”


      “A little after five-fifteen.”


      “I had already left for home. I’m rarely at the club after five o’clock. I like a bright sun when I’m in the water. What about the plane?”


      While Dorothy told of her experience with the bearded pilot, the two gentlemen continued their meal in silence.


      “A nasty customer—that!” snapped her father when she had concluded. “But then, my dear, you shouldn’t allow your keenness for aviation to over-excite your curiosity. Let it be a lesson to you not to interfere with other people’s private business.”


      “You say that he wore a false beard?” interjected Mr. Holloway. “Now I wonder why the man wants to disguise himself? And why he was so standoffish about his plane?”


      “He’s probably in training for some test or endurance flight and wants to keep his identity secret for the time being,” suggested Mr. Dixon. “There’s often a lot of hush-hush stuff about such things—that is, until the stunt comes off—and then the secretive ones become the world’s worst publicity hounds!”


      Dorothy remarked the change that came to their guest’s face: the eyes narrowed, the mouth grew harder; something of his levity disappeared.


      “Perhaps,” he said slowly. “But whatever his reason for wishing privacy, we can’t have club members insulted by strange aviators in our own cove. I shall take it up at the board of governors’ meeting tomorrow. In future we will see to it that no more airplanes land on club waters. Do you think you would recognize the man without his beard, Dorothy?”


      “I don’t think so—but Terry, who was nearer to him, swears he could spot him anywhere.”


      “If he should do so, ask him to report the matter to me, and I’ll see that the man at least offers apology.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Holloway.” Dorothy was pleased at this interest. “I’ll tell him.”


      “You three had better leave well enough alone,” her father declared bluntly. “The plane is probably being flown over a set course which happens to take it over the club. That aviator seems to be a surly customer. My advice is to forget it.…”


      Dorothy pushed her chair back from the table.


      “You’ll excuse me, won’t you?” she smiled. “I’ve got to run, now.” She went to her father and kissed him. “Please don’t be late, Daddy. I come on the first time right after the curtain rises—it will spoil my evening if you two aren’t there!”


      Mr. Holloway’s kindly eyes twinkled behind his glasses.


      “Nice of you to include me. I wouldn’t miss the first number for anything. I’ll see that we’re both there in time.”


      “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Her father patted her hand. “We’ve got a small matter of business to go over and then we’ll be right along. Success to you, dearest.”


      “’Bye!”


      * * * *


      A fine rain was falling when Dorothy stepped into her car. As yet it was more a heavy mist than a downpour. But with the wind in the east she realized that this part of the country was in for several days of wet weather. She drove carefully, for the winding wooded roads were slippery. Upon arriving at the Guild House, she changed at once into costume.


      The Silvermine Sillies, like Mr. Ziegfield’s more elaborate Follies, is invariably a revue, consisting of eighteen or twenty separate acts. As Dorothy stood in the wings, waiting for her cue, shortly after the first curtain rose, she was addressed by the stage manager:


      “Have you seen Terry?”


      “Not since this afternoon. Why?”


      “He’s not here.”


      Dorothy was fighting back the stage fright that always assailed her while waiting to “go on,” but which always disappeared as soon as she made her entrance. She turned her mind to what the manager was saying with an effort.


      “You mean he hasn’t shown up?” she asked a bit vacantly.


      “Your perception is remarkable,” returned the harassed stage official with pardonable sarcasm. “No, Terry isn’t here. Do you know whether he had any intention of putting in an appearance at this show tonight when you last saw him?”


      Dorothy was wide awake now. “Of course he had!”


      “He didn’t mention some more important date, perhaps?”


      “Of course not. Terry wouldn’t do such a thing!”


      “Well, he goes on in less than two minutes. Who in blazes am I to get to double for him? Deliver me from amateurs! There’s your cue, Miss Dixon—better take it!”


      “Hey, you, Bill!” she heard him call to a stage hand, as she made her entrance. “Duck into the men’s dressing room and bring me Terry Walters’ overalls and wig. Here’s where I do his stuff without a makeup!”


      Terry failed to show up during the first part of the program, so during the intermission, Dorothy slipped out front and sought the delinquent’s father and mother in the audience.


      “Why, my dear, I’m quite as surprised as you are,” gurgled Mrs. Walters. “Isn’t this rain disgusting? You looked perfectly lovely Dorothy—and you did splendidly, splendidly, my dear. I thought I’d die when your rope of pearls broke and you went hunting for them—a perfect scream, my dear—the funniest thing in the show!”


      “Those were Betty Mayo’s pearls,” said Dorothy. “I wasn’t in that act. You say Terry left the house in plenty of time, and he expected to drive straight down here?”


      Mrs. Walters had said nothing of the kind, but Dorothy had known the lady for years, and had long ago devised a method of securing information from her.


      “He didn’t even wait for dessert, my dear. He probably went to the movies or remembered some other date. Boys are like that!”


      “Terry isn’t.” His father spoke up. “He must have been going to pick someone up and give them a lift down here—then blew a shoe or something. Still, I don’t like it. I hope the boy hasn’t met with an accident.”


      “Oh, don’t say that, Reggie! You make me feel positively faint. I know he has gone to the pictures.” Mrs. Walters was nervously emphatic. “Don’t be so silly, dear—I know he has.”


      “You know nothing of the kind,” declared her husband.


      “But, Reggie dear—”


      Dorothy hurriedly excused herself and went back stage.


      But by the time the final curtain was rung down, no Terry had appeared. Dorothy was really worried. Betty was giving a party to a number of the cast at her house in White Oak Shade, but despite protests, Dorothy made her regrets and went to look for her father.


      “I think I’ll beat it for home, Dad,” she announced, buttonholing him near the door.


      “I’ll be along in a few minutes, darling. I certainly am more than extra proud of you tonight. I never realized what an actress you are. But you look troubled—anything the matter?”


      “I’m worried about Terry. I know he wouldn’t deliberately put us all in this hole. He’s not that kind.”


      “Probably had a break-down,” consoled her father. “Excuse me, dear, I want to speak to the Joneses over there.”


      * * * *


      Dorothy drove a six-cylinder coupe whose body had seen better days, though she claimed for its engine that the world had not seen its equal. With her windiper working furiously, she came cautiously along Valley Road, her big headlamps staring whitely ahead. The rain was pelting down now, and since she must have a window open, and that window was on the weather side, one arm and part of the shoulder of her thin slicker were soon black and shining.


      “Something he couldn’t help—that’s what made Terry let us down,” said her subconscious mind, and she wondered how any of the cast could have expressed contrary opinions. She was glad she had refused Betty’s invitation. She liked Terry and was deeply concerned about him. He wasn’t the sort to default unless something unforeseen and unusual occurred. Mrs. Walters said he had been full of the show at dinner and had spoken about getting to the Guild House early. Something had come up, that was certain. And that something, after he had started for Silvermine in his car. The more she thought about it, the more mysterious it seemed. She would phone the Walters again as soon as she reached home. Maybe he would be back by that time.


      The car skidded round the turn into the Ridge Road that ran past the Dixon place. A mile farther on, Dorothy decided it would be well for her to keep her mind on the road ahead. A few minutes before, a lumbering truck had almost driven her into the ditch, and now, with a mile to go, she saw ahead of her three red lights. She slowed her engine until she came within a dozen yards of them.


      They were red lamps, placed in a line across the road, and if they meant anything, it was that the road was under repair and closed. Yet she had passed the truck going at full speed just beyond the corner. From its lights, she was sure it had come along this stretch of road.


      She peered through the open window and saw on her left a dilapidated stone fence, the top of which was hidden under a blanket of wild honeysuckle. She saw by her headlights a gap where once she knew a five-barred gate had blocked the way to the open field. All this she took in at a glance, for Dorothy knew exactly where she was. Then she turned again to her scrutiny of the road and the three red lamps.


      “Well!” said Dorothy to herself. She switched out all the lights of the car, and taking something from her pocket, she opened the door quietly and stepped into the rain. She stood there for a while, listening.


      There was no sound except the swish and patter of the storm. Keeping to the centre of the road she advanced slowly toward the red lights, picked up the middle one and examined it. The lantern was old—the red had been painted on the glass. The second lantern was newer, but of entirely different pattern. Here also, the glass pane had been covered by some red, transparent paint. And this was the case with the third lamp.


      Dorothy threw the middle light into the ditch and found satisfaction in hearing the crash of glass. Then she came back to her car, got inside, slammed the door and put her foot down on the starter. The motor whined but the engine did not move. The car was hot and never before had it failed. Again she tried, but without success.


      “This looks suspicious,” she muttered to herself.


      She sprang out into the rain again and walked to the back to examine her gasoline tank. There was no need, for the indicator said, “Empty.”


      “I’ll say suspicious!” she muttered again, angrily, as she stared down at the cause of her plight.


      She had filled up just before dinner, but notwithstanding that fact, here was a trustworthy indicator pointing grimly to “E”; and when she tapped the tank, it gave forth a hollow sound in confirmation.


      Dorothy sniffed: the air reeked with fumes. Flashing her pocket light on the ground she saw a metal cap and picked it up. Then she understood what had happened. The roadway, under her light, gleamed with opalescent streaks. Someone had taken out the cap and emptied her tank while she was examining the red lamps!


      She refastened the cap, which was airproof, waterproof, and foolproof, and which could only have been turned by the aid of a spanner—she had heard no chink of metal against metal. She did not carry reserve fuel, but home was not more than a mile down the road, round the turn. And she knew there was a path from the gap in the stone wall, across the field and through a belt of woods that would halve the distance.


      She sent her flashlight in the direction of the open gateway. One of the posts was broken and the rotting structure leaned drunkenly against a lilac bush. In the shadow behind the bush, she was certain that a dark form moved.


      Dorothy lingered no longer, but switching off her light, she turned on her heel and raced up the road.


      CHAPTER III


      WHERE’S TERRY?


      Behind her, Dorothy heard a shout, and that shout lent wings to her feet. Scared as she was, she grinned. For she was probably doing the only thing her would-be assailants had not counted on. She was running away from the red lights and home, sprinting down the road the way she had come. Overhead, tall elms met in an archway, and from the darkness at her back came the quick patter of footsteps. Suddenly they stopped.


      Dorothy gave a sigh of joyous relief, for around the bend in the road she saw the double gleam of headlights, shining through the wet. Stopping short in the middle of the road, she switched on her flashlight again and waved it frantically from side to side.


      “Daddy!” she cried as the big car drew up. “I was sure you weren’t far away. Gee! but I was glad to see your lights.”


      Mr. Dixon snapped open the door and Dorothy slipped in beside him.


      “Why, what are you doing out here? Have a breakdown?”


      “H-holdup,” she panted. “My car’s down the road. Step on it, Dad—maybe we can catch them.”


      “An ounce of discretion is sometimes worth forty pounds of valor,” he began, throwing in the clutch.


      Dorothy cut him short. “Look!” she cried excitedly, and for all Mr. Dixon’s cautious announcement, the car jumped forward with a jerk. “See, Daddy! There’s my tail light! They’ve turned it on again. And the red lights have disappeared.”


      “What red lights?”


      “Tell you in a minute. Better slow down. My car’s out of gas. I’ve got a piece of hose in the rumble. We can siphon enough from your tank into mine to get me home.”


      Mr. Dixon brought his car to a stop directly behind Dorothy’s coupe.


      “Before we do anything, I want to hear exactly what happened, dear. You scared your fond parent out of a year’s growth when I caught sight of you waving that light in the middle of the road!”


      “Poor old Daddy.” She threw an arm about his neck. “You weren’t half as frightened as I was. Those men were pelting down the road behind me and—”


      Her father broke in. “Well, they seem to have disappeared now. Let me hear the beginning.”


      In a few short sentences, Dorothy told him.


      “So you see,” she ended. “There’s nothing more for us to do about it, I guess, except to put some gas in my tank, and go home.”


      “Wait a minute. Hand over that flash, please.” He opened the door and with an agility surprising in so large a man, sprang into the wet road and ran toward the gap in the wall.


      As he ran, Dorothy saw a light flash in his hand. Then he went out of sight behind the wall but she could still see the gleam through the bushes. Presently he came back to where she was standing beside the car.


      “Vamoosed!” He tossed the flash onto the seat. “As there’s no car on the road ahead they must have beat it over the field. I wonder why they didn’t hold you up when you’d stopped for those red lanterns? Strange. Also, why do you suppose they switched on your lights?”


      “It’s beyond me. Well, Daddy, if you’ll pull alongside we’ll siphon the gas. This place and the rain and everything gives me the shivers. Let’s talk it over when we get home.”


      Soon they were under way, and they continued on to the Dixon place without further incident.


      “Your shoes are soaking wet, Dorothy. Go up to your room and change them, my dear,” decreed her father. “While you’re doing that, I’ll phone Walters.”


      When Dorothy came downstairs her father was in the living room.


      “Come over here and sit down,” he said, making room for her on the lounge beside him. “Terry has not come home yet. The family pretend not to be worried—and that’s that. I said nothing about what happened to you on your way back from Silvermine.”


      His daughter groaned. “Oh dear—if we could only figure out—but those three red lights seem to cinch things, Daddy.”


      “Hardly that. But they do make it look as though this disappearing business is pretty serious—”


      Dorothy interrupted him eagerly: “Then there isn’t any doubt in your mind but that our experience at the club this afternoon is accountable for Terry’s disappearance, and my holdup?”


      Mr. Dixon, who was filling his pipe, struck a match and puffed contemplatively.


      “We can’t jump at conclusions, my dear. My first idea about that plane may be the right one. On the other hand, this business tonight certainly forces one’s suspicions. If Terry doesn’t show up by morning, we’ll turn the matter over to the police and start a thorough search. But I do think it wise to keep the story of the amphibian and its pilot to ourselves.”


      Dorothy nodded. “You mean that if we spread our suspicions to the police, they’d let the cat out of the bag and the man would be on his guard?”


      “That’s just it. And then you must remember that we really have no facts to go on as yet.”


      “Well, I think I’ll go to bed,” yawned Dorothy. “Do you mind if I try to trail that plane with my own?”


      “Not if you’ll promise to be careful, dear. In fact, I think it’s a good idea. But one thing I must insist upon and that is—you’re to keep me posted. No more of this taking things into your own hands, as you did with the Martinellis. It’s too dangerous. Confide in your old Dad, girl, and we’ll do a lot better.”


      Dorothy was half way across the room, but here she turned and ran back to her father and kissed him. “Of course I’ll tell you everything. Isn’t it too bad, though, that Bill Bolton is away? He’d have been a wonderful help. Have you any idea what he is doing?”


      “All I know is what his father told me—that he’s off on some government job. It may be Secret Service work, again. Anyway, he’s to be away indefinitely, I understand. Now, just one thing more.”


      “Oh, Daddy! More instructions to take care of myself?”


      Mr. Dixon laughed at her outraged expression, and relit his pipe.


      “Not exactly—you seem to have the luck to generally land on your feet. But, I want you to consider this: if the bearded aviator or his associates are behind Terry’s disappearance, they kidnapped him because they thought he would recognize the man. And they tried to do the same thing to you tonight.”


      “Why on earth should they fear being recognized?”


      “Haven’t the slightest idea. It depends on what they’re up to. There must be a strong motive behind it. You don’t strike a match unless you want a light. But unless we’re chasing moonbeams, something illegal is going on and if there is a hunt for Terry tomorrow, I don’t want you to take part in it.”


      “You think they’ll try to get me again?”


      “It is highly possible.” Her father got to his feet and put his hands on her shoulders. “So promise me you won’t go running about country byroads in your car, even during daylight hours. If you must go out at night, either I or Arthur must be in the car with you.” (Arthur was the Dixons’ chauffeur-gardener.) “There’s no use trying to pretend I’m not worried about this mysterious business. Be a good girl and don’t make it harder for me, please.”


      “I’ll be good, Daddy. If I find out anything tomorrow, I’ll report at dinner.”


      “That’s my girl,” he beamed, and kissed her good night. “I shall nose about, myself, a bit. I’m sure that you and Terry know that bearded aviator or some of his friends. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be so perturbed about recognition. Unless we’re all wet, Dorothy, this affair is made up of local people. Mind your step—and we’ll see. Go to bed now and get a good rest—I’m coming upstairs as soon as I’ve locked up.”


      CHAPTER IV


      THE THUNDERHEAD


      Dorothy telephoned the Walters next morning, to learn from a maid that Terry was still missing, and that Mr. Walters was down in the village, putting the matter in the hands of the police.


      “May I speak to Mrs. Walters?” she asked.


      “I’m afraid not, miss. Mrs. Walters has been up all night. Doctor Brown has given her a sleeping powder and issued orders that she is not to be disturbed.”


      “If there is anything that I can do,” said Dorothy, “telephone me.”


      “Thank you, miss. I’ll tell Mr. Walters when he comes home.”


      Dorothy rang off and went about her household duties with a heavy heart.


      Later on she motored to the village to do her marketing, and upon her return found that her father had telephoned. She immediately called up the New Canaan Bank, of which he was president.


      “Any news, Daddy?” she inquired anxiously, as soon as she was put through to him.


      “That you, Dorothy?” she heard him say. “Yes—Terry’s car has been found.”


      “Where, Daddy?”


      “On a wood road in the hills back of the Norwalk reservoir. The car was empty. A farmer driving through there found it early this morning and phoned the license number to the police.”


      “But what in the world could Terry have been doing way over there? I know that road. It’s no more than a bridle path—the reservoir is three or four miles beyond Silvermine.”


      “My opinion is that Terry was never anywhere near the place,” explained her father. “He was undoubtedly held up, removed to another car and his own run over to the spot where it was found.”


      “No sign of him, I suppose?”


      “No. I’ve talked with Walters. The poor man is nearly off his head with worry. We’re getting up searching parties to cooperate with the police. I’ll see you at dinner tonight. It will be impossible for me to get home at noon.”


      “I’ll hope to have some news for you, then,” said Dorothy.


      “Going up in spite of the rain?”


      “I’ve got to. We can’t afford to waste time—the weather’s not so bad.”


      “There are storm warnings out all along the coast.”


      “I’ll be careful, Daddy.”


      “All right. Bye-bye till dinner time.”


      “Bye.”


      She hung up the receiver and for the rest of the morning, busied herself about the house, determined not to let her mind dwell upon the darker side of this latest development. After lunch she changed into flying clothes and went out to the hangar.


      Unlocking the doors, she set to work filling the amphibian’s gasoline tanks. Then she went over the engine carefully and gave it a short ground test. After that, the instruments came under her inspection. Altogether, she gave her plane a thorough overhauling, which was not entirely necessary, but kept her from thinking and helped to kill time.


      About twenty minutes to five she ran the amphibian out of the hangar and took off into the teeth of a fine rain. It was no part of her plan to fly in the neighborhood of the Beach Club until the plane she was seeking should put in an appearance. Her self-imposed duty was to spot the mysterious amphibian and to follow it to its destination without allowing the pilot or an understudy to spot her.


      So instead of banking and heading for Tokeneke, when her bus had sufficiently topped the trees, she continued to keep the stick back so as to maintain a proper climbing angle. Back in her first thirty hours of early flight training, it would have been difficult for her to keep Will-o’-the-Wisp (more often termed Willie or Wispy) at the correct angle safely below the stalling point, unless she could first recognize that angle by the position of the plane’s nose relative to the horizon. On a wet day like this with an obscured horizon it would have been well-nigh impossible: at best, a series of bad stalls would have been the result. But now her snapping gray eyes sparkled with exhilaration; she no longer needed the horizon as a guide. Between leveling off every thousand feet or so, to keep the engine from overheating, she shot Will-o’-the-Wisp up to six thousand, maintaining the proper angle of climb by the “feel” of the plane alone.


      With her altimeter indicating the height she wanted, she leveled off again; then, executing a sharp reverse control or “flipper” turn to the left she resumed straight flight again by the application of up aileron and opposite rudder. The plane was now headed south, several points to the west of the Beach Club.


      The visibility was even poorer than at a lower level, but the young pilot knew this part of the country as she knew her own front lawn. Either dropping or swerving her plane’s nose at frequent intervals so as to get an unimpeded view ahead, she passed over the wooded ridges toward the shore, over the city of Stamford and out over the slate grey waters of Long Island Sound.


      That body of water is some six or eight miles wide at this point, and upon reaching the opposite shore, Dorothy commenced a patrol of the Long Island shore line from Lloyds’ Neck, which lies just west of Oyster Bay, to the farther side of Smithtown Bay, a distance of fifteen or sixteen miles. And as she flew, she kept a sharp lookout for planes appearing out of the murk toward the Connecticut shore.


      Since she knew it was the bearded aviator’s practice to fly at a comparatively low altitude, Dorothy chose to keep Will-o’-the-Wisp at this greater height for two reasons. An airplane flying far above another plane is much more unlikely to be noticed by the pilot of the lower plane than one flying at his own level or below him. Then again, by keeping to the higher air, Dorothy, under normal weather conditions, was bound to increase her range of vision proportionately. Her plan was a good one. But weather is not a respecter of plans. The visibility, poor enough when she started, gradually grew worse and worse. Although what wind there was seemed to have died, long curling tongues of mist crept out of the east, while above her head she saw black thunder clouds, sinking lower and lower.


      Now one of the first things any aviator learns is that fog must be avoided at all costs. Any attempt to land in it is attended by considerable danger. Dorothy knew only too well that in case of a fog bank cutting the plane off from its destination, the flight must be discontinued by a landing, or by return to the point of departure.


      She glanced overside again. Long Island Sound was no longer visible.


      “He’s late now, unless I’ve missed him,” she said to herself. “I’ll finish this leg of the patrol and if he doesn’t show up by the time I’m over Oyster Bay, Willie and I will head for home.”


      Pushing her stick slightly forward to decrease her altitude, she continued along her course.


      Three minutes later, she realized her mistake. The wisps of fog seemed to gather together, and Will-o’-the-Wisp sank into an opaque bank that blinded her.


      “Gee, but I’m stupid!” she mumbled. “What was it that text-book I read only yesterday said? ‘In the event of general formation of fog below, an immediate landing must be made before it becomes thick enough to interfere seriously with the approach.’ Heavens, what a fool I am! Now that we’re in it, though, I might as well see if it thins out nearer the water.”


      Her compass told her she was flying almost due west. Throttling down the engine, she pushed her stick still farther forward, at the same time applying right aileron and hard right rudder. As the proper gliding angle was reached, she neutralized her elevators and held the nose up as necessary. Next, she checked her wing with the ailerons and eased her rudder pressure. Then having made a quarter-spiral with a change in course of 90 degrees, she applied left aileron and hard left rudder until the wings were level laterally, and with her stick still held forward, continued to descend in a straight glide until she was within fifteen hundred feet of the water. The plane was heading directly back across Long Island Sound toward the Connecticut shore.


      But each moment the fog seemed to grow more dense. To land blindly meant a certain nose-in and was out of the question. And even if the mist did not hold to the water’s level, to fly lower meant the chance of striking the mast or spar of a ship, a lighthouse, perhaps, or anything else that came her way.


      “We’re up against it, Wispy,” she murmured, opening the throttle and pulling back her stick. “If we can’t go down, at least we can ‘go above,’ as they say in the Navy. Beat it for the heavens, my dear. This beastly fog can’t run all the way to Mars!”


      Dorothy was not frightened, although she knew how serious was her predicament. No pilot likes flying blind in a fog. With the knowledge that what one sees, one hits, it is a nerve-wracking experience.


      But Dorothy’s nerves were good—none better—and she sent her plane into a long, steady climb, hoping for the best and keeping her vivid imagination well within control.


      Headed into the north, she continued her climb, leveling off every few thousand feet to ease the strain on her engine. When the altimeter marked thirteen thousand she began to worry, for the service ceiling of her plane was but two thousand higher. The cold damp of the thick mist penetrated like a knife. Hemmed in by the dank grey walls, she could barely distinguish the nose of her ship. The active needles of the altimeter and rate of climb indicator were the only visible signs that Will-o’-the-Wisp was moving at all.


      Fourteen thousand feet—intense physical discomfort, added to the nervous strain, were becoming intolerable. Dorothy clenched her chattering teeth in an effort to retain her control. Then with a suddenness astonishing, the fog parted and she sailed into clear air.


      Below her the heavy mist swirled and rolled like a sluggish sea, grey-yellow streaked with dirty streamers, while directly ahead loomed a towering mass of cotton-like clouds rising tier upon tier as far as she would see.


      A quick glance over her shoulder and to the sides, brought forth the fact that this small pocket of free air was entirely surrounded by similar cloud formations. There was no time for thought. Automatically, her hand clasping the stick shot forward, bringing down the nose to the position of level flight, and she drove the amphibian straight at the thunderhead. Immediately afterward the plane passed into the cloud, and like a leaf caught in an inverted maelstrom, it was whipped out of her control.


      Gripped by tremendous air forces, the amphibian was shot up and sideways, at a speed that burned Dorothy’s lungs. Tossed about like a rag doll, with her safety-belt almost cutting her body in two, she was thrown hither and yon with the plane, blind, and without the slightest idea as to her position.


      Never in her wildest nightmares had she dreamed that a heavy plane, weighing close to four thousand pounds when empty, could be tossed about in such fashion by currents of the air.


      For a space of time that seemed years, she was entirely away from the controls. But gradually, with infinite effort and in spite of the whirling jolts of her air steed, Dorothy managed to hook her heels under the seat. A second later she had caught the stick and was pushing it forward into the instrument board.


      Will-o’-the-Wisp reared like an outlawed bronco, then dived until the airspeed indicator showed one hundred and sixty-five miles per hour. Still her downward speed was less than the rate of the upward draft, for the rate of climb indicator told the frenzied girl that the plane was being lifted fourteen hundred feet per minute.


      Still diving at 45 degrees, the phenomenal force of the updraft carried the plane to the mushroom top of the cloud, where with a jar like an elevator hitting the ceiling, it was flung forth into the outer air.


      CHAPTER V


      HIDE AND SEEK


      The strong air current which spread horizontally over the thunderhead blew Dorothy’s plane sideways and away from the cloud. An instant later it was roaring downward in the thin air, quite beyond her control, a self-propelled projectile rushing to its doom.


      While shooting upward in the cloud, the violent and intensely rapid gyrations of the airship caused her safety belt to become unclasped, and had her parachute not caught in the cowling, she must have been flung clear of the plane to a horrible death far below.


      With her heels still hooked beneath the pilot’s seat, she wrenched the parachute loose. Then she closed the throttle and half-suffocated by the force of the wind and lack of breathable oxygen, she commenced to pull the stick slowly backward.


      A glance at the altimeter showed a height of eighteen thousand feet—three air miles above earth—and three thousand feet above Will-o’-the-Wisp’s service ceiling.


      Notwithstanding the shut-off engine, the speed of the diving plane was terrific. Dorothy felt the grinding jar of the wind-strained wings as the nose began to rise in answer to the pull of the elevators; and wondered helplessly if they would hold.


      The air pressure was agony to her eardrums. Her head reeled. She was well-nigh exhausted. She no longer cared very much what happened.


      The plane dropped into a blanket of fog. She felt the wet mist on her face, refreshing and reanimating her. Suddenly she realized that her parachute was starting to fill and would shortly pull her out of the cockpit. With her free hand she reached under the seat and brought forth a sheath knife. A frenzied second later she had rid herself of the flapping bag. As it flew overboard, she tightened her safety belt and placed her cramped feet back on the steering pedals.


      Though still fog-blind, she could at least breathe comfortably now as the plane lessened speed in descent. Will-o’-the-Wisp still shook and groaned, but no longer fought the pull of the stick. Up came the nose, slowly but surely and with her ailerons functioning once more, Dorothy gained control and sent the plane into a normal glide. The altimeter marked five thousand feet. The dive had been over two miles long.


      Another fifteen hundred feet and gradually the mist lightened until it became mere wisps of smoky cloud. Long Island Sound had been left behind. Below lay the wooded hills and valleys of the Connecticut ridge country, cloaked in multi-shaded green. As she still headed north, Dorothy knew now that she had been blown beyond New Canaan. She gave the plane hard right rudder and right aileron and sent it swinging into a long half spiral, which, completed, headed her south again. Almost directly below, she recognized the Danbury Fair Grounds, with home just twenty miles away.


      Again her hand sought the throttle and as Will-o’-the-Wisp snorted, then roared, Dorothy breathed a thankful sigh. Fifteen minutes later she had housed her plane in its hangar, and was limping up the porch steps of her home.


      Lizzie, the Dixons’ servant, met her in the hall.


      “Whatever is the matter, Miss Dorothy? You’ve had an accident—you’re half-killed—I know you are! There’s blood all over your face—”


      Her young mistress interrupted, smiling:


      “You’re wrong again, Lizzie. No accident, though I know I look pretty awful. I feel that way, too, if you ask me—”


      “But the blood, Miss Dorothy?”


      “It’s from a nosebleed, Lizzie. I assure you I’m not badly hurt. If you’ll help me out of these rags and start a warm bath running, I’ll be ever so much obliged. A good soaking in hot water will fix me up. Then,” she added, “I think I’ll be real luxurious and have my dinner in bed.”


      When the solicitous Lizzie brought up the dinner tray three-quarters of an hour later, a tired but decidedly sprucer Dorothy, in pink silk pyjamas, was leaning back against her pillows.


      “My word, I’m hungry!” She seized a hot roll and began to butter it. “I’m off bucking thunderheads for life, Lizzie. But you can take it from me, that kind of thing gives you a marvelous appetite!”


      “Yes, miss, I’m glad,” returned Lizzie, who had no idea what Dorothy was talking about. “You certainly look better.”


      “By the way, what’s become of Daddy? Hasn’t he got home yet?”


      “Oh, Miss Dorothy, I’m so sorry. Sure and I forgot to tell ye—Mr. Dixon won’t be home for dinner.”


      “Did he telephone?”


      “No, miss. He came home about quarter to five and packed his suitcase. He said to tell you he’d been called to Washington on business and he’d be gone a couple of days. Arthur drove him to Stamford to catch the New York express—he didn’t have much time.”


      Dorothy helped herself to a spoonful of jellied bouillon. “Any other message?”


      “Yes, miss. He said that Mister Terry hadn’t been found yet. I asked him b’cause I thought you’d like to know. That was all he said. I’m sure sorry I forgot it when you came in, but I—”


      “That’s all right, Lizzie, I understand. You come back for the tray in half an hour, will you? And if you find me asleep, don’t wake me up. I’m tired to death. I need a long rest and I’m going to take it.”


      When Lizzie came back she found Dorothy deep in the sleep of exhaustion. She lowered the window blinds against the early morning light and picking up the tray from the end of the bed, tiptoed from the room.


      Morning broke bright and clear with no sign of yesterday’s mist and rain. Dorothy remained in bed for breakfast and it took but little persuasion on the part of Lizzie to keep her there till lunch time. She still felt stiff and bruised and was only too content to rest and doze.


      Toward noon she rose and dressed in her flying clothes. Immediately after lunch she went out to the hangar. She slipped into a serviceable and grubby pair of overalls, and spent the afternoon in giving Will-o’-the-Wisp a thorough grooming. At quarter to five she was in the air and headed for Long Island Sound.


      Half an hour later, with an altitude of ten thousand feet, she was cruising over yesterday’s course above the Long Island shore, when she spied a biplane coming across the Sound. In an instant she had her field glasses out and focussed on the newcomer.


      “That’s him!” she murmured ungrammatically, though with evident relief. “Now for a pleasant little game of hide-and-seek!”


      The Mystery Plane was flying far below, so continuing on her course at right angles, she watched it with hurried glances over her shoulder. When she reached the Long Island Shore line, it was a mile or so behind and below Dorothy’s tailplane. So waiting only long enough to be sure that her quarry was headed across the Island, she banked her plane and sent it on a wide half circle to the right. Long Island, at this point, she knew was about twenty miles wide.


      Dorothy’s plan for trailing the Mystery Plane and doing so without being seen, was as simple as it was direct. The farther end of her circular course would bring her over Great South Bay and the South shore of Long Island at approximately the same point for which the other plane seemed to be bound. She would arrive, of course, a minute or two behind the other aviator. And as she planned, so it happened.


      From her high point of vantage, Dorothy, swinging on her arc a mile or so to the east, was able to keep the other amphibian continually in sight. She watched him pursue his southerly course until he came over the town of Babylon on Great South Bay. Here her glasses told her that the bearded aviator turned his plane to the left, heading east and up the bay in her direction.


      Below her now lay the Bay, hemmed in from the Atlantic by long narrow stretches of white sand dunes. For a second or so Dorothy thought they would pass in the air, her plane far above the other. But before she reached that point, she saw the other make a crosswind landing and taxi toward a dock which jutted into the Bay from the dunes. Just beyond the dock an isolated cottage stood in a hollow on the bay side of the dunes. There was no other habitation in sight for over a mile in either direction.


      “Aha! Run to earth at last!” muttered Dorothy contentedly. Maintaining her altitude, with Babylon across the bay to her right, she continued her westward course above the dunes.


      A few miles past the cottage she flew over Fire Island Inlet. When she was opposite Amityville, she came about. Shutting off her engine, she tilted the stick forward and sent Will-o’-the-Wisp into a long glide which eventually landed her on the waters of Babylon harbor.


      Dorothy stripped off her goggles and scanned the waterfront. Slightly to her left she spied a small shipyard, whose long dock bore a large sign which carried the legend: “Yancy’s Motor Boat Garage.”


      “Good. Couldn’t be better!” exclaimed Miss Dixon in great satisfaction. “Atta girl, Wispy! We’re going over to have a talk with Mr. Yancy.”


      She gave her plane the gun and taxiing slowly over the smooth water, through the harbor shipping, presently brought up at the Yancy wharf and made fast.


      “Hello, there! Want gas?” sang out a voice above her, and Dorothy looked up. A smiling young man, dressed in extremely dirty dungarees was walking down the wharf toward her.


      “Hello, yourself!” she returned as he came up. “No, I’m not out of gas, thank you. I want to hire a boat.”


      “Better come ashore, then.” The man wiped his palms on a piece of clean cotton waste and gave her a hand up. “We’ve got plenty of boats—all kinds, lady. Got ’em fast and slow, big and little. Just what kind of a craft do you need?”


      “Something with plenty of beam and seaworthy, that I can run without help. I’m not looking for speed. I may want to take her outside—I don’t know.”


      The young man pointed down the wharf to where a rather bulky motor boat, broad of beam and about thirty feet waterline was moored head out to a staging.


      “Mary Jane—that’s your boat,” announced Mr. Yancy. “She’s old and she ain’t got no looks, but she’s seaworthy and she’ll take you anywhere. You could run over to Paris or London in that old craft if you could pile enough gas aboard her.”


      “She looks pretty big,” Dorothy’s tone was dubious. “Think I can handle her by myself?”


      “She is big,” he admitted readily, “but she runs like a sewing machine and she’s all set to be taken out this minute if you want her.”


      “I’ll look her over anyway,” she declared and led the way to the landing stage.


      Stepping aboard the Mary Jane, she peeped into the small trunk cabin which was scarcely bigger than a locker, but would give shelter in case of rain. She observed that there were sailing lights, compass, horn and a large dinner bell in a rack, and two life preservers as well. In one of the lockers she came upon a chart. Stowed up in the forepeak were an anchor with a coil of line and three five-gallon tins of gasoline. A quick examination showed the fuel tank to have been filled.


      The motor was a simple and powerful two-cylinder affair, with make-and-break ignition, noisy, but dependable; the sort of engine on which the fishermen and lobstermen along the coast hang their lives in offshore work. It seemed to Dorothy that it ought to kick the shallow old tub along at a good ten-knot gait. The boat itself though battered and dingy, appeared to be sound and staunch so far as one could see.


      “I’ll take her,” decided Dorothy. “That is, if she’s not too expensive?”


      “I guess we ain’t goin’ to fight about the price, mam,” asserted Yancy. “How long will you be wantin’ her and when do you expect to take her out?”


      “Not before nine tonight—and I’ll hire her for twenty-four hours.”


      “O. K. mam. You can have her for a year if you want her. How about your air bus?”


      “She’ll be left here. I want you to look after her. I don’t think there’ll be any wind to speak of. She’ll be all right where she is.”


      “We’re going to get rain in a couple of hours, so if you’ll make her secure, I’ll have her towed out to that buoy yonder. I’ll rest easier with her moored clear of this dock.”


      “I’ll pull the waterproof covers over the cockpits and she’ll be all right,” returned Dorothy. “Then we can go up to your office and fix up the finances.”


      CHAPTER VI


      THE HOUSE ON THE DUNES


      Having come to agreeable terms with Mr. Yancy and having secured the name and location of Babylon’s best restaurant, Dorothy left the waterfront and walked uptown. A glance at her wrist-watch told her it was not yet seven o’clock. She was in no hurry, for she had more than two hours to wait before it would be dark enough to start. So she strolled along the bustling streets of the little city, feeling very much pleased with the way things were progressing.


      Arrived at the restaurant, she ordered a substantial meal and while waiting for it to be served, sought a telephone booth. She asked for the toll operator and put in a call for New Canaan. A little while later she was summoned to the phone.


      “Is that you, Lizzie? Yes. I—no, no, I’m perfectly all right—” she spoke soothingly into the transmitter. “Don’t worry about me, please. I’ve had to go out of town, and I wanted to let you know that I won’t be back till morning. Never mind, now. I’ll see you tomorrow. Good-by!” She replaced the receiver and went back to her table, a little smile on her lips at the memory of Lizzie’s distracted voice over the wire.


      “Poor Lizzie! She’s all worked up again at what she calls my ‘wild doin’s’,” she thought. And with a determined glint in her eyes, she proceeded to eat heartily.


      When she had finished, she asked at the desk for a sheet of paper and an envelope. She took these over to her table, ordered a second cup of coffee, and began to compose a letter. This took her some time, for in it she explained her maneuvers during the afternoon, and gave the exact location of the cottage on the dunes, where she believed the Mystery Plane’s pilot had been bound. She ended with a sketch of her plans for the evening and addressed the envelope to Terry Walters’ father. With her mind now easy in case of misadventure, she paid her bill and walked back to the water front.


      “Good evening, Miss Dixon,” greeted Yancy as she stepped into his office. “I’ve done what you asked me to. You’ll find a pair of clean blankets, some fresh water and eatables for two days stowed in the Mary Jane’s cabin. I know you don’t intend to be out that long, but it’s always wise to be on the safe side with the grub.”


      “Thanks. You’re a great help. Now, just one thing more before I shove off. Although I’ve rented your boat for twenty-four hours, I really expect to be back here tomorrow morning at the latest. If I don’t turn up by noon, will you please send this letter by special delivery to Mr. Walters in New Canaan?”


      “I sure will, Miss Dixon. But you’re not lookin’ for trouble, are you?”


      Dorothy shook her head and smiled. “Nothing like that, Mr. Yancy. I just want Mr. Walters to know where I am and what I’m doing.”


      “Good enough, Mam. Anything else I can do?”


      “Not a thing, thank you. Don’t bother to come down to the wharf with me. I’ve got several things I want to do aboard before I set out.”


      “Just as you say. Good luck and a pleasant trip.” Yancy’s honest face wore a beaming grin as he doffed his tattered cap to Dorothy.


      “Thank you again. Good night.”


      Dorothy went outside and found that Yancy’s prediction of rain earlier in the evening had been justified.


      “Lucky this is drizzle instead of fog,” she thought as she hurried down to the landing stage. “I’d be out of luck navigating blind on Great South Bay!”


      She dove into the Mary Jane’s cabin and after lighting the old fashioned oil lamp in its swinging bracket, put on her slicker and sou’wester. Then she fished the chart of the bay out of the locker and spent the next quarter of an hour in an intensive study of local waters.


      Having gained an intimate picture of this part of the bay, she plotted her course, and checked up on the blankets and food. That done, she blew out the lamp, picked up the anchor and left the cabin, closing the door behind her.


      Outside in the drizzle, she deposited her burden in the bow, making the anchor rope fast to a ring bolt in the decking. Then she put a match to the side lights and coming aft, cast off from the staging. Next, she started the motor, a difficult undertaking. At the third or fourth heave of the heavy flywheel it got away with a series of barking coughs. She slid in behind the steering wheel and they headed out across the bay.


      Night had fallen, but notwithstanding the light rain, visibility on the water was good. The tide, as Dorothy knew, was at the flood, so she cut straight across for the dull, intermittent glow of the Fire Island Light. The boat ran strongly and well and Dorothy gave the engine full gas. She knew from experience that one of its primitive type was not apt to suffer from being driven, but on the contrary was inclined to run more evenly.


      It had been at least two years since she had sailed on Great South Bay, but she remembered it to be a big, shallow puddle, where in most places a person capsized might stand on bottom and right the boat.


      “No danger of capsizing with the Mary Jane,” she reflected, “she’s built on the lines of a flounder—I’ll bet she’d float in a heavy dew!”


      The two and a half feet of tide made it possible for her to hold a straight course and presently she could see the dim outline of sand dunes. The faint easterly draft of air brought the roar of the Atlantic swell as it boomed upon the beach outside. It was time to change her course.


      A quarter turn of the wheel swung the Mary Jane to port and straightening out, she headed across the inlet. Five minutes later she had picked up the dunes on the farther side. With the dunes off her starboard quarter, Dorothy made the wheel fast with a bight of cord she had cut for the purpose, and going forward, extinguished her side lights.


      Back at the wheel again, she steered just as close to the shore as safety permitted. For the next couple of miles she ran along the shallows.


      “Thank goodness!” she muttered at last. Swinging the Mary Jane inshore, she cut her motor and headed into a small cove, to ground a moment later on a pebbly beach.


      Springing ashore, Dorothy dragged the anchor up the beach and buried it at its full length of rope in the sand. Then with a sigh of satisfaction, she straightened her back and took a survey of her surroundings.


      The little beach ran up to a cup-shaped hollow, encompassed by high sand dunes. She had noticed the inlet on the large-scale chart, and chose it because she figured that it lay about a mile on the near side of the cottage she sought. And since she had decided to use the motor boat instead of the plane because she wanted to cover her approach, this spot seemed made to order for her purpose.


      Her eyes scanned the skyline, and for a moment her heart almost stopped. Surely she had seen the head of a man move in that clump of long, coarse grasses at the top of the incline! Standing perfectly still, although her body tingled with excitement, she continued to stare at the suspicious clump.


      Then with characteristic decision, she drew a revolver from her pocket and raced up the side of the dune. But although she exerted herself to the utmost, her progress was much too slow. Her feet sank deep in the shifting sand until she was literally wading, clawing with her free hand for holds on the waving sandgrass.


      Panting and floundering, she pulled herself to the top, only to find no one there. Nor so far as she could see was there any living thing in sight. The deep boom of the surf was louder here, and peering through the rain, she made out the long stretch of beach pounded by combers, not more than a couple of hundred yards away. Some distance to the right, facing the ocean twinkled the lights of a row of summer cottages. To her left nothing could be seen but tier after tier of grass-topped dunes, a narrow barrier of sand between Great South Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, bleak and desolate, extending farther than the eye could reach.


      Despite this evidence to the contrary, Dorothy still retained the impression that she was not alone. She had an uneasy conviction that she was being watched. She shivered.


      “My nerves must be going fuzzy,” she thought disgustedly. “I can’t risk using a flash, and if there were any tracks this stiff breeze from the sea would have filled them in while I was climbing up here. Well, get going, Dorothy, my girl—this place is giving you the creeps—good and plenty.”


      The Colt was slipped back into her slicker, and she trudged through the loose sand to the black stretch of ocean beach. Here, walking was better, and turning her back on the lighted cottages, she set out along the hard shingle by the surf.


      Several times during that walk, Dorothy stopped short and scanned the long line of dunes above her. Try as she might, it seemed impossible to rid herself of the idea that someone was following. When she judged the remaining distance to the cottage to be about a quarter of a mile, she left the beach and continued her way over the dunes.


      Although Dorothy had no tangible fact to connect the Mystery Plane with her holdup in New Canaan and Terry’s disappearance, she approached the lonely cottage with the stealth of a red Indian. And even if this night reconnoiter should prove only that the bearded aviator had a sweetie living on the shore of Great South Bay, or that he was making daily trips to visit friends, she had no intention of being caught snooping. No matter what she should learn of the cottage’s inmates, if anything, she proposed to return with the Mary Jane to Yancy’s wharf and spend the rest of the night aboard. She had no desire to tramp about Babylon after midnight, looking for a hotel that would take her in.


      As she slowly neared the cottage, taking particular pains now not to appear on the skyline, she wished that this adventure was well over. She still felt the effects of her adventure with the thunderhead. The tiny cabin of the motor boat seemed more and more inviting to the weary girl. Trudging through the rain over sand dunes was especially trying when one was walking away from bed rather than toward it.


      Then she caught sight of the house roof over the top of the next dune and her flagging interest in her undertaking immediately revived.


      Dorothy skirted the shoulder of the sandy hill, using the utmost precaution to make not the slightest sound. Then she squatted on her heels and held her breath. Directly ahead, not more than thirty or forty feet at most, gleamed the light from an open window, and from where she crouched, there was an unobstructed view of the room beyond.


      There were three men sitting about an unpainted kitchen table which held three glasses and as many bottles. All were smoking, and deep in conversation. One man she knew immediately to be the bearded aviator with whom she had talked on the Beach Club shore. But although Dorothy strained her ears to the bursting point, the heavy pounding of the surf from the ocean side prevented her from catching more than a confused rumble of voices.


      For a moment or two she waited and watched. The other two men wore golf clothes, were young, and though they were not particularly prepossessing in appearance, she decided that they were American business men on a holiday. They certainly did not look like foreigners.


      Miss Dixon, crouching beside the sand dune, felt vaguely disappointed. She did not know exactly what she had expected to find in the cottage, but she had been counting on something rather more exciting than the tableau now framed in the open window. But since she had come this far, it would be senseless not to learn all that was possible. Taking care to keep beyond the path of the light, she crept forward on her hands and knees until she was below the window. Here it was impossible to see into the room, but the voices now came to her with startling distinctness.


      “Why?” inquired a voice which Dorothy immediately recognized as belonging to the aviator, though oddly enough, it was now without accent. “You surely haven’t got cold feet, Donovan?”


      “Cold feet nothing! The man don’t live that can give me chills below the knee,” that gentleman returned savagely. “But I won’t be made a goat of either, nor sit in a poker game with my eyes shut. Why should I? I’ve got as much to lose as you have.”


      “Those are my sentiments exactly,” drawled a third voice, not unpleasantly. “Listen to that surf. There’s a rotten sea running out by the light. Raining too, and getting thicker out there by the minute. By three o’clock you’ll be able to cut the fog with a knife. What’s the sense in trying it—we’re sure to miss her, anyway.”


      “Perhaps you chaps would prefer my job,” sneered the aviator. “You make me sick! But you’ll have to do what the old man expects of you,—so why argue?”


      “How come the old man always picks days like this to run up his red flag?” Donovan was talking again. “There’s just as much chance of our picking up that stuff tonight as—as—”


      “As finding a golf ball on a Scotchman’s lawn,” the third man finished for him. “I know there’s no use grousing—but it’s a dirty deal—and well, we’ve got to talk about something in this God-forsaken dump!”


      “I don’t blame you much,” the aviator admitted, “but look at the profits, man. Well, I must be shoving off, myself. We’ll have another bottle of beer apiece and—”


      But Dorothy did not hear the end of that sentence. Her vigil was suddenly and rudely interrupted. Someone behind her thrust a rough arm under her chin, jerking back her head and holding her in an unbreakable grip. The sickly-sweet odor of chloroform half suffocated her. For a moment more she struggled, then darkness closed in about her.


      CHAPTER VII


      SHANGHAIED


      Dorothy came slowly back to consciousness. She was vaguely aware of the chug-chug of a small engine somewhere near by. Her head swam and there was a sickly sensation at the pit of her stomach.


      She tried to move, and found it impossible. She heard the splash of waves but could see nothing except the boarded wall of her prison a foot or so away from her eyes.


      After a while she became accustomed to the gloom and her sight was clearer. She decided that the rounded wall was the side of a boat. Turning her head slightly she saw that she lay on the flooring of an open motor sailor, beneath a thwart. It had stopped raining. Now the sound of the engine and the gurgle of water against the hull told her that the craft was moving.


      She hadn’t the slightest idea where this cabinless craft was bound, or how she came to be aboard. Gradually there returned to her a confused memory of the cottage on the dunes, voices through the window. Someone’s arm about her neck, forcing her head back—she remembered, now, and groaned. Her body was one stiffness and ache.


      Again she tried to heave herself into a sitting position, only to find that her ankles were bound with a turn or two of cord, and her wrists whipped together behind her back. She was trussed like a fowl, and by the feel of her bonds, the trusser was a seaman. She wriggled and writhed, consumed by rage at her own helplessness. The only result was to restore her circulation and clear her faculties, allowing her to realize just what had happened.


      “Shanghied!” Dorothy muttered thickly. “Oh, if I’d only had a chance to let loose a little jiu jitsu on that beast who scragged me!”


      Why had they brought her on board this boat and tied her hand and foot? Where was the motor sailor bound? What was going to happen to her next? Mr. Walters would probably get her letter during the afternoon. Yancy seemed a dependable sort of man. Without doubt a raid on the beach cottage would follow, but by that time the birds would have flown, and what good would the raid do her! Her thoughts ran on.


      Those men in the cottage were not fools. Their conversation, as they sat around the table, had meant little to Dorothy, but she no longer doubted that the gang was interested in an undertaking that was illegal and fraught with considerable danger to themselves. Could it be bootlegging? Possibly. But Dorothy did not fancy that idea. The Mystery Plane, (she had got in the habit of calling it that now) hadn’t enough storage capacity to carry any great quantity of liquor. Where did that amphibian come into this complicated scheme?


      This night’s work had turned out a failure so far as she was concerned: she should never have undertaken the job of ferreting out the truth alone.


      If only Bill Bolton were not away. He would never have allowed her to get into this mess!


      Suddenly she heard the creak of a board and the sound of footsteps approaching. Dorothy realized that she lay huddled in the bow of the craft, with her head aft and her feet forward. That was why she had not been able to see anything of the crew. She shut her eyes again as someone flashed a torch in her face.


      “She’s not much better,” said a voice she recognized as belonging to the man called Donovan. “Doesn’t look to me as if she’d be out of it for a long time. I think you must have given her an overdose of the stuff, Peters.” He stirred her none too gently with his foot.


      “I hope I did!” answered a new voice. “That little wildcat got my thumb between her teeth while I was holdin’ the rag to her face. She bit me somethin’ terrible, I tell yer.”


      “Never mind your thumb. We’ve heard enough of that already. How long did you hold the chloroform to her nose?”


      “I dunno. I gave her plenty. If her light’s out, I should worry.”


      “You’re right, you should. I’m not handling stiffs on the price of this job.” Donovan’s tone was biting.


      A hand pressed Dorothy’s side.


      “No stiffer than you are,” affirmed Peters matter-of-factly. “I can feel her breathe.”


      “She looks pretty bad to me,” Donovan insisted. “The old man will raise the roof if you don’t get her over to Connecticut O.K. You know what he said over the phone!”


      “Then why not ask Charlie? He used to be a doctor before he did that stretch up the river.” He raised his voice. “Hey, there, Charlie! Leave go that wheel and come here for a minute.”


      “Can’t be done,” replied Charlie, and Dorothy knew that the third man on the beach cottage group was speaking. “What do you want me to do—run this sailor aground in the shallows?”


      “Well, Donovan thinks the girl’s goin’ to croak.”


      “That’s your worry. You’re the lad who administered the anesthetic. You probably gave her too much.”


      “Say, Charlie, this is serious,” Donovan broke in anxiously. “Quit high-hatting and give us your opinion.”


      The steersman snorted contemptuously. “She’ll come out of it all right—that is, unless her heart’s wobbly. If it is, I couldn’t do anything for her out here. You’re supposed to be running this show, Don, and Peters did your dirty work. I’m only the hired man. If she goes out, you two will stand the chance of burning, not me. Cut the argument! There’s shipping ahead. What are you trying to do—wake the harbor?”


      Donovan and Peters stopped talking and went aft. Presently their voices broke out again but this time came to the girl in the bow as a low, confused murmur.


      So she owed this situation to Mr. Peters. Dorothy was feeling better now and despite her discomfort she spent several minutes contemplating what she would do to Mr. Peters, if she ever got the chance.


      The motor sailor’s engine stopped chugging and soon the boat came to rest.


      “I’ll carry her in myself,” spoke Donovan from somewhere beyond her range of vision. “Peters bungled the business when he was on watch at that dump across the bay. I want no more accidents until she’s safely off my hands.”


      Dorothy was caught up in a pair of strong arms as if she had been so much mutton.


      “Think I’d drop her in the drink?” laughed Peters.


      “You said it.—Sure this is the right dock, Charlie?”


      “No, Donny, it’s the grill room of the Ritz—shake a leg there, both of you. We’ve got a long boat ride and a sweet little job ahead of us. We can’t afford to be late—hustle!”


      Donovan did not bother to reply to this parting shot. He slung Dorothy over his shoulder, stepped onto a thwart, from there to the gunwale and on to the dock. They seemed to be in some kind of backwater from where a set of steps led up from the dock to a small wharfyard, shut in on three sides by high walls and warehouses.


      Donovan shouldered open a door and ascended a narrow flight of rotting stairs. It had been dark in the yard, but inside the warehouse the night was Stygian. At the top he waited until Peters came abreast.


      “Where’s your flash, Peters?” he growled.


      “Haven’t got one, Cap.”


      “Here—take mine, then, and show a glim. It’s in my side pocket. My hands are full of girl!”


      “Got it,” said Peters, a moment later.


      The light came on and Dorothy, between half-shut eyelids saw that they were in a long, dismal corridor.


      “I’ll go ahead,” continued the man, “I’ve got the key.”


      Down this long corridor they passed, then into another narrow passage running at right angles from the first.


      Peters eventually stopped at a door which he unlocked and flung open.


      “Here we are,” he announced and preceded them over the sill.


      Dorothy caught a glimpse of a small room that smelt of rats and wastepaper with a flavor of bilgewater thrown in. Then she closed her eyes as Donovan dumped her on the bare floor, propping her shoulders against the wall.


      “Well, that’s done,” Donovan said with great satisfaction. “Are you going to wait here for the car, Peters, or out in the yard?”


      “The yard for mine, Cap. This joint is full o’ spooks. It’s jollier outside.”


      “Right. We’ll get going then.”


      Peters paused and looked at the girl. “There might be some change—maybe a bill or two in the lady’s pockets, Cap?” He winked at Donovan hopefully.


      “You leave the girl’s money alone. The boss distinctly said not to search her. He wants her delivered just as she is.”


      “Well, what if she passes out on me hands, Cap?”


      “Deliver her just the same. And mind—you obey orders or you’ll bite off a heap more trouble than you can chew. Come along now!”


      The two men left the room. The bolt in the door shot home, then the key turned in the lock; As the sound of their footsteps over the bare floor died away, Dorothy opened her eyes. Summoning all her strength, she wrenched at the bonds that held her, but she accomplished no more than lacerating her wrists.


      She was to be shifted to some safer place, presumably in Connecticut, where she was to be taken by car. Meanwhile, there was no escape from where she was, even if her limbs were free. Should she show signs of consciousness, the best she had to hope for was another dose of chloroform or a gag when that enterprising thug, Mr. Peters, returned. He was not the kind to leave anything to chance.


      Almost before she had got her wits to work, Dorothy heard steps in the passage and let herself go limp again, her knees drawn up, her head and neck against the wall. The bolt was drawn, and Peters entered the room. He flashed the torch over his prisoner.


      “I don’t think there’ll be any harm in me takin’ a dollar or two,” he muttered. “What’s the use of money to a stiff? And you sure do look good and dead, young woman!” he chuckled as he bent down to begin the search.


      “Guess again!”


      Dorothy’s bound feet shot upward with the force of a mainspring uncoiling. Her neck was braced against the wall and the whole strength of her thighs was behind the kick that drove her boot heels smashing under her captor’s chin. The gangster sailed backward. His head hit the base of the opposite wall with a resounding crack and he lay like a log.


      The electric torch trundled over the planks and came to a standstill, throwing its pencil of light across the floor. For a couple of seconds, Dorothy peered and listened. Then with intense exhilaration of spirit, she rolled and wriggled herself across the intervening space until she was underneath the window. Here, after a little straining and wobbling, that nearly cracked her sinews, she got on her knees. Then she heaved herself upright so that she leaned sideways against the sash. With a thrust she drove her elbow through the pane. There was a crash and a tinkle of falling glass.


      Two more thrusts shivered the pane until there remained only a fringe of broken glass at either side. Turning her back to it, she felt for the broken edge with her fingers and brought her rope-lashed wrists across it. Splintered window glass has an edge like a razor. Dorothy fumbled the cord blindly to the cutting edge, sawed steadily and felt one of the turns slacken and part.


      It was enough. In a few seconds her wrists were free and she stooped and cast loose the lashings from her ankles. She staggered a little and collapsed on the floor. After chafing her arms and legs, she turned to attend to her companion.


      There was no need. Mr. Peters showed no further sign of animation than a ham. To insure against interference or pursuit, Dorothy turned him over, untied a length of cord from her ankle-bonds, and cast a double sheet-bend about his wrists.


      Picking up the flashlight, she hurried out through the door which that canny seeker of “pickings” had left open. She hurried along the two passages and down the rickety stairs. The door at the bottom was closed, so snapping off her light, she pulled it open and stepped into the yard.


      But here she was certain there was no egress except by swimming unless she could find a way through the other side of the house. Somewhere out in the darkness she heard the lap and plash of water and the faint creak of rowlocks. Instantly she ducked behind a pile of empty barrels.


      A boat skulled stealthily through the gloom and fetched up alongside the dock. A tall figure made the little craft fast, climbed the steps and peered around the yard.


      At that very moment, a water rat dropped from the top of the wall to the ground by way of Dorothy’s shoulder. It was impossible for her to suppress the exclamation of fright that escaped her.


      The figure in the middle of the yard swung round and an electric torch flashed over the barrels.


      “Come out of that or I’ll shoot!” ordered the stranger. “And come out with your hands up!”


      CHAPTER VIII


      THE CORK CHAIN


      With the white sabre of light blinding her vision, Dorothy walked out from behind the stack of barrels, hands above her head.


      “Dorothy!” exclaimed the tall figure in astonishment. “What on earth are you doing here?”


      There was an instant’s pause; then Dorothy giggled.


      “Gee, what a relief—but you scared me out of six years’ growth, Bill Bolton!”


      As her arms dropped to her sides, she staggered and would have fallen if Bill had not stepped quickly forward and placed his arm about her. He led her to an empty packing case and forced her to sit down. The surprise of this meeting coming as a climax to the strenuous events of the evening had just about downed her splendid nerves.


      “Oh, Bill—” she sobbed hysterically on his shoulder—“you can’t guess how glad I am to see you. I’ve really had an awful time of it tonight.”


      “Take it easy and have a good cry. Everything’s all right now. You’ll feel better in a minute,” he soothed.


      “What a crybaby you must think me,” she said presently, in a limp voice. “Do you happen to have a handkerchief, Bill?”


      “You bet. Here’s one—and it’s clean, too.”


      Dorothy dried her eyes and blew her nose rather violently.


      “Thanks—I do feel much better now. Do you mind turning on the light again? I must be a sight. There—hold it so I can see in my compact.”


      Bill began to laugh as her deft fingers worked with powder, rouge and lipstick.


      “What’s the joke?” she asked, then answered her own question. “Oh, I know! You think girls do nothing but prink. Well, I don’t care—it’s horrid to look messy. Is there such a thing as a comb in your pocket, Bill? I have lost mine.”


      “Sorry,” he grinned, “but I got my permanent last week. I don’t bother to carry one any more.”


      “Don’t be silly!” she began, then stopped short. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said and snapped her compact shut. “They are coming after me in a car. Donovan or Peters, I forget which, said so.”


      “Who are Donovan and Peters—and where are they going to take you?”


      “Not that pair—other members of the same gang. D. and P. are two of the crew over at the beach cottage who chloroformed me, then tied me up and carted me over here in an open motor sailor.”


      “Well, I’ll be tarred and feathered!” Bill switched off his torch. “Here I’ve been following you for over two hours and never knew it was you! Never got a glimpse of your face, of course—took you for a man in that rig! Well, I’ll be jiggered if that isn’t a break!”


      “So you were the man I thought I saw in the grass clump?”


      “Sure. You led me to the house. I knew the gang had a cottage somewhere along that beach, but I didn’t know which one it was. By the way, I’ve got your Mary Jane tied to a mooring out yonder—Couldn’t take a chance on running in closer. That old tub’s engine has a bark that would wake George Washington.”


      Dorothy sprang to her feet. “That’s great! We’ll make for the Mary Jane, Bill, right now. If those men in the car catch us here there’ll be another fight. Dorothy has had all the rough stuff she wants for one night, thank you!”


      Bill took her arm.


      “O.K. with me,” he returned. “Think you’re well enough to travel?”


      “I’m all right. Hanging around this place gives me the jim-jams—let’s go.”


      Together they crossed the yard and hurried along the narrow planking of the dock to the dinghy. Bill took the oars and a few minutes later they were safely aboard the motor boat. It began to rain again and the dark, oily water took on a vibrant, pebbly look.


      “Come into the cabin,” suggested Dorothy, watching Bill make the painter fast. “We’ll be drier there—and I’ve got about a million questions for you to answer.”


      “Go below, then. I’ll join you in a minute.”


      Dorothy slid the cabin door open and dropped down on a locker. Presently Bill followed and took a seat opposite her.


      “Better not light the lamp,” he advised, “it’s too risky now. By the way, Dorothy, I’m darn glad to see you again.”


      Dorothy smiled. “So ’m I. I’ve missed you while you were away, and I sure do need your help now. Tell me—where in the wide world am I?”


      “This tub is tied up to somebody else’s mooring off the Babylon waterfront,—if that’s any help to you.”


      “It certainly is. I hate to lose my bearings. Here’s another: I don’t suppose you happen to know what this is all about?”


      Bill crossed his knees and leaned back comfortably.


      “There’s not much doubt in my mind, after tonight’s doings. Those men in the beach cottage are diamond smugglers and no pikers at the game, take it from me!”


      “Ooh!” Dorothy’s eyes widened. “Diamonds, eh! That’s beyond my wildest dreams. How do they smuggle them, Bill?”


      “Well, these fellows have a new wrinkle to an old smuggling trick. Somebody aboard an ocean liner drops a string of little boxes, fastened together at long intervals—the accomplices follow the steamer in a boat and pick them up. And now, from what I’ve found out, there’s every reason to believe that this gang are chucking their boxes overboard in the neighborhood of Fire Island Light.”


      Dorothy sat bold upright, her eyes snapping with excitement.


      “Listen, Bill! Those men in the cottage—I heard them talking, you know—couldn’t make anything out of their conversation then, but now I’m beginning to understand part of it.”


      “Didn’t you tell me they were arguing against going somewhere—or meeting someone—in the fog?”


      “That’s right. It was the man they called Charlie—the one who’d been a physician. Let me see…he said that there was a rotten sea running out by the light. That must mean the Fire Island Light! Then, listen to this. He was sure that by three o’clock the fog off the light would be thick enough to cut with a knife—and that they would probably miss her anyway!—Don’t you see? ‘Her’ means the liner they are to meet off the Fire Island Light about three o’clock this morning!”


      “Good work, Miss Dixon—” Bill nodded approvingly. “And that is where Donovan and Charlie headed for when they parked you with Peters,” he supplemented. “On a bet, they’re running their motor sailor out to the light right now.”


      Dorothy glanced at the luminous dial of her wrist watch.


      “It is just midnight. Think we have time to make it?”


      “Gosh, that’s an idea! But, look here, Dorothy—” Bill hesitated, then went on in a serious tone, “if we run out to the lightship and those two in the motor sailor spot us, there’s likely to be a fight.”


      Dorothy moved impatiently. “What of it?”


      “Oh, I know—but you’ll stand a mighty good chance of getting shot. This thing is a deadly business. They’re sure to be armed. Now, listen to me. I’ll row you ashore and meet you in Babylon after I’ve checked up on those guys.”


      Dorothy stood up and squeezing past Bill, opened the cabin door.


      “And my reply to you is—rats!” she flung back at him. “Of course I’m going with you. There’ll be no argument, please. Get busy and turn over that flywheel while I go forward and slip our mooring.”


      Bill made no answer, but with a resigned shrug, followed her out to the cockpit. They had known each other only a few months, but their acquaintance had been quite long enough to demonstrate that when Miss Dixon spoke in that tone of voice, she meant exactly what she said. Bill knew that nothing short of physical force would turn the girl from her project, so making the best of things as he found them, he started the engine.


      Bill was heading the boat across the bay when Dorothy came aft again. She went inside the cabin and presently emerged with a thermos of hot coffee, some sandwiches and hard-boiled eggs.


      “We may both get shot or drowned,” she remarked philosophically, “but we needn’t starve in the meantime.”


      “Happy thought!” Bill bit into a sandwich with relish, “One drowns much more comfortably after having dined.”


      “Hm! It would be a cold wet business, though. Doubly wet tonight.” She looked at the black water pock-marked with raindrops and shook her head. “Hand me another sandwich, please. Then tell me how you came to be mixed up with this diamond smuggling gang, Bill.”


      By this time they were well on their way across Great South Bay toward the inlet. From the bows came the steady gurgle and chug of short choppy seas as the stiff old tub bucked them. Holding a straight course, the two by the wheel were able to make out the grey-white gleam of sand on Sexton Island.


      “Well, it was like this,” began Bill. “You remember the Winged Cartwheels.3 Well that was a Secret Service job for the government.”


      “I know,” nodded Dorothy.


      “Well, as I was saying—because of that and some other business, Uncle Sam knew that I could pilot a plane. Six weeks ago I was called to Washington and told that an international gang of criminals were flooding this country with diamonds, stolen in Europe. What the officials didn’t know was the method being used to smuggle them into this country. However, they said they had every reason to believe that the diamonds were dropped overboard from trans-Atlantic liners somewhere off the coast and picked up by the smugglers’ planes at sea. My job was to go abroad and on the return trip, to keep my eyes peeled night and day for airplanes when we neared America.”


      “Did you go alone?”


      “Yes, but I gathered that practically every liner coming over from Europe was being covered by a Secret Service operative. I made a trip over and back without spotting a thing. On the second trip back, something happened.”


      “When was that?”


      “Night before last. The liner I was aboard had just passed Fire Island lightship. I stood leaning over the rail on the port side and I saw half a dozen or more small boxes dropped out of a porthole. They seemed to be fastened together. Once in the water, they must have stretched out over a considerable distance. Of course, there are notices posted forbidding anyone to throw anything overboard: and there are watchmen on deck. But they can’t very well prevent a person from unscrewing a porthole and shoving something out!”


      “Did you report it?”


      “You bet. The skipper knew why I was making the trip. We located the stateroom and found that it belonged to three perfectly harmless Y.M.C.A. workers who were peaceably eating their dinner at the time. Somebody slipped into their room and did the trick.”


      “Did you hear or see any plane?”


      “I thought I heard a motor, but it didn’t sound like the engine of a plane. I couldn’t be sure.”


      “The motor sailor, probably?”


      “It looks like it, now. Well, to continue: I landed in New York and took the next train to Babylon. Then I got me a room in one of those summer cottages on the beach. I was out on the dunes for a prowl when the Mary Jane put in at that little cove. That in itself seemed suspicious, so I followed you to the house and saw Peters scrag you. Although, at the time I had no idea who you were. Then when they tied you up and went off with you in the motor sailor, I knew for certain that some dirty work was on. So I beat it back to the cove and came along in this old tub.”


      Dorothy finished the last of the coffee.


      “Did you see the amphibian tied up to the cottage dock?” she asked.


      “Yes. It took off just before the motor sailor left.”


      “Just how do you figure that it comes into the picture?”


      “I think these people have a lookout stationed farther up the coast—on Nantucket Island, perhaps. When a ship carrying diamonds is sighted off the Island, the lookout wires to the aviator or his boss and the plane flies over to let the men in the cottage know when to expect her off the lightship. Then when they pick up the loot, he flies back with it to their headquarters next day. Of course, I don’t know how far wrong I am—”


      “But he’s been doing it every day for weeks, Bill—maybe longer. Surely they can’t be smuggling diamonds every day in the week?”


      “He probably carries over their provisions and keeps an eye on them generally. I don’t know. What he is doing is only a guess, on my part, anyway.”


      Dorothy smothered a yawn. “Do you suppose the red flag those men spoke of is a signal of some kind?”


      “Guess so. But look here, you’re dead tired. I can run this tub by myself. Hop in the cabin and take a nap. I’ll call you when we near the lightship.”


      “You must be sleepy, too.”


      “I’m not. I had an idea I might be up most of the night, so slept until late this afternoon. And after those sandwiches and the coffee, I feel like a million dollars. Beat it now and get a rest.”


      Dorothy yawned again and stretched the glistening wet arms of her slicker above her head.


      “Promise to wake me in plenty of time?”


      “Cross my heart—”


      “Good night, then.”


      “Good night. Better turn in on the floor. We’re going to run into a sea pretty soon. Those lockers are narrow. Once we strike the Atlantic swell you’ll never be able to stay on one and sleep!”


      “Thanks, partner, I’ll take your advice.” She turned and disappeared below.


      CHAPTER IX


      DEEP WATER


      The ebb tide soon caught the Mary Jane in the suck of its swift current and the boat rushed seaward. Presently she struck the breakers and floundering through them like a wounded duck, commenced to rise and fall on the rhythmic ground swell.


      Dorothy came out of the cabin rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


      “You didn’t take much of a rest,” said Bill from his place at the wheel.


      She yawned and caught at the cabin roof to steady herself.


      “Mary Jane’s gallop through the breakers woke me up. Sleeping on a hard floor isn’t all it’s cracked up to be—and the cabin was awfully stuffy.”


      “Are you as good a sailor as you are a sport?”


      “I don’t know much about this deep water stuff, but I’ve never been seasick. Thought I might be if I stayed in there any longer, though.”


      “Feel badly now?”


      “No, this fresh air is what I needed. Is that the lightship dead ahead? I just caught the glow.”


      “Yep. That’s Fire Island Light. I wish this confounded drizzle would stop. The swell is getting bigger and shorter. Must be a breeze of wind not far to the east of us.”


      “D’you think we’re in time, Bill?”


      “Yes, I think so. The weather is probably thick farther out and up the coast, and the ship will be running at reduced speed. It’s likely she’ll be an hour or so late. There is a ship out yonder, but it’s a tanker or a freighter.”


      “How do you know that?”


      “Why, a liner would be showing deck and cabin lights. Here comes the breeze—out of the northeast.”


      “It’s raining harder, too. Ugh! What a filthy night.”


      Bill nodded grimly in the darkness. “You said a mouthful. It’ll be good and sloppy out here in another hour or two. Jolly boating weather, I don’t think! And we can’t get back into the bay until daylight, I’m afraid.”


      The big boat continued to pound steadily seaward and before long the lightship was close abeam. Bill ran some distance outside it, then stopped the engine.


      “No use wasting gas,” he said, and emptied one of the five-gallon tins into the fuel tank.


      He went into the cabin again and reappeared with two life preservers.


      “It’s lucky the law requires all sail and motor craft to carry these things. Better slip into one—I’ll put on the other.”


      Dorothy lifted her eyebrows questioningly. “Think we’re liable to get wrecked?”


      “Nothing like that—but a life preserver is great stuff when it comes to stopping bullets.”


      “Gee, Bill, do you really expect a scrap? There isn’t a sign of the motor sailor yet.”


      “I know—but they’re out here somewhere, just the same. Neither of us is showing lights, so in this weather we’re not likely to spot each other unless our boats get pretty close. And if they do, those hyenas won’t hesitate to shoot! Here, let me give you a hand.”


      Having put on the life preservers over their dripping slickers, they sat down and waited. The wind was freshening. A strong, steady draft blew out of the northeast and it was gradually growing colder. The rain had turned into sleet, fine and driving, but not thick enough to entirely obscure the atmosphere.


      “Good gracious, Bill—sleet! That’s the limit, really—do you suppose we’ll ever sight the ship through this?” Dorothy’s tone was thoroughly disgusted.


      “Oh, yes,” he replied cheerfully, “this isn’t so bad. Her masthead lights should have a visibility of two or three miles, at least.”


      Dorothy said nothing, but, hands thrust deep into her pockets and with shoulders hunched, she stared moodily out to sea.


      For about an hour they drifted, the broad-beamed motor boat wallowing in the chop which crossed the ground swell. Twice Bill started the motor and worked back to their original position. He did not like the look of things, but said nothing to Dorothy about it. The wind grew stronger and seemed to promise a gale. The low tide with the line of breakers across the mouth of the inlet would effectually bar their entrance to Great South Bay for the next ten hours. And he doubted if they would have enough fuel for the run of nearly fifty miles to the shelter of Gravesend Bay.


      Then as they floundered about, he heard the distant, muffled bellow of a big ship’s foghorn. Again it sounded; and twice more, each time coming closer. Bill started the engine and headed cautiously out in the direction from whence it came.


      Suddenly there sounded a blast startlingly close to the Mary Jane. This was answered from the lightship, and through the flying scud and sleet they saw a vivid glare. Bill put his helm hard over and when the steamer had passed about four hundred yards away, he turned the motor boat again to cut across the liner’s wake. Faint streams of music reached their ears emphasizing the dreariness of their position.


      Directly they were astern of the great ship, he swung the Mary Jane into the steamer’s course. Running straight before the wind, it was easy to follow the sudsy brine that eddied in her wake. He was by no means certain, however, that he could keep the dull glow of her taffrail light in sight. That depended upon the liner’s speed, which might be more than the Mary Jane could develop. But he soon discovered he had either underestimated the power of the motor boat or, what was more probable, the steamer had reduced her own. Before long he was obliged to slow down to keep from overhauling.


      And so for nearly an hour they tagged along, astern, keeping a sharp lookout on the band of swirling water. Little by little their spirits sank, as no floating object appeared to reward their perseverance. The weather was becoming worse and worse, but the sea was not troublesome; partly because the Mary Jane was running before it and partly because the great bulk of the liner ahead flattened it out in her displacement.


      “If this keeps on much longer, we’re going to run short of gas,” said Dorothy, still peering ahead. “Any idea how long it will keep up?”


      Bill shrugged and swung the boat’s head over a point.


      “Not the dimmest. I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll have to follow her all the way to the pilot station and then cut across for Gravesend Bay.”


      “We’ll sure be out of luck if we run out of fuel with this wind backing into the northwest. It will blow us clean out to sea!”


      “Take the wheel!” said Bill abruptly. “I’m going to see where we stand.”


      Dorothy, with her hands on the spokes, saw him measure the gasoline in the tank and then shake his head.


      “How about it?” she called.


      “Not so good,” he growled, and poured in the contents of another tin. “This engine is powerful, but when you say it’s primitive, you only tell the half of it. The darn thing laps up gas like a—”


      “Bill!” Dorothy raised her arm—“there’s another motor boat ahead!”


      Both of them stared forward into the gloom. For a moment Bill could see nothing but the seething waters and the faint glimmer of the liner’s taffrail light. Then in an eddy of the driving sleet he caught a glimpse of a dark bulk rising on a swell a couple of hundred yards ahead. At the same time they both heard the whir of a rapidly revolving motor distinctly audible between the staccato barks of their own exhaust.


      “The motor sailor, Bill!”


      “Sure to be. It must have cut in close under the steamer’s stern. Let me take the wheel again, Dorothy.”


      “O. K. Do you think they’ve seen us?”


      “Not likely. They’ll be watching the ship and her wake. To see us, they’d have to stare straight into the teeth of the wind and this blinding sleet.”


      “But they’ll hear us, anyway?”


      “Not a chance. That motor sailor’s got one of those fast-turning jump-spark engines. They run with a steady rattle. There’s no interval between coughs. Ours are more widely punctuated. Anyhow, that’s the way I dope it. They’ve probably signaled the ship by this time, and the contraband ought to be dropped from a cabin port at any time now.”


      “Got a plan?”


      “I think I have.”


      He gave the boat full gas, then a couple of spokes of the wheel sheered her off to starboard.


      “What’s that for?” Dorothy thought he had decided to give up the attempt. “Not quitting, are we?”


      “What do you take me for? Get out that gun of yours and use your wits. I’m goin’ to loop that craft and bear down on them from abeam. If they beat it, O. K. If they don’t, we’ll take a chance on crashing them!”


      “You tell ’em, boy!” Dorothy had caught his excitement. “If they shoot, I’ll fire at the flashes!”


      Bill was working out his plan in detail and did not reply. He felt sure his scheme was sound. The Mary Jane was heavily built, broad of beam, with bluff bows and low freeboard. The motor sailor was a staunch craft, too, but she was not decked and with a load of but two men aboard she would have no great stability. He was certain that if he could work out and make his turn so as to bear down upon her from a little forward of the beam, striking her amidships with the swell of his starboard bow, she would crack like an egg.


      Bill did not dare risk a head-on ram. That might capsize them both. To cut into her broadside at the speed she was making would possibly tear off or open up his own bows. The Mary Jane must strike her a heavy but a glancing blow at an angle of about forty-five degrees. Such a collision meant taking a big chance with their own boat. But the Mary Jane was half-decked forward and the flare of her run would take the shock on the level of her sheer strake.


      Quickly he explained his project.


      “I’m taking a chance, of course, if I don’t hit her right,” he finished.


      “Go ahead—” she flung back. “I’m all for it!”


      Bill grinned at her enthusiasm, and with the engine running full, he started to edge off and work ahead. But he could not help being impatient at the thought that the contraband might be dropped at any minute and hooked up by the others. He took too close a turn. As the Mary Jane hauled abreast about two hundred yards ahead, the smugglers sighted them. Their motor sailor swerved sharply to port, and with a sudden acceleration, it dived into the gloom and was lost to sight.


      “Bluffed off!” he shouted triumphantly.


      He turned the wheel and was swinging back into the liner’s wake when Dorothy gave a cry and pointed to the water off their port quarter.


      “Look! There! There!” she screamed.


      Staring in the same direction, Bill saw what at first he took to be a number of small puffs of spume. Then he saw that they were rectangular. The Mary Jane had already passed them and a second later they disappeared from view.


      Bill nearly twisted off the wheel in an effort to put about immediately. The result was to slow down and nearly stop their heavy boat. Gradually the Mary Jane answered her helm and presently they were headed back in the ship’s path.


      And then as the Mary Jane was again gathering speed, the motor sailor came slipping out of the smother headed straight for the contraband, her broadside presented toward her pursuers.


      “Stand by for a ram!” yelled Bill and pulled out his automatic.


      Not fifty yards separated the two boats. Bows to the gale, the Mary Jane bore down on the motor sailor. If those aboard her realized their danger, they had no time to dodge, to shoot ahead, or avoid the ram by going hard astern. They swerved and the Mary Jane struck full amidships with a fearful grinding crash.


      Bill caught a glimpse of two figures and saw the flame streak out from their barking guns. He felt a violent tug at his life preserver. Then a yell rang out and the two boats ground together in the heave of the angry sea.


      Steadying himself with a hand on the wheel, he reversed and his boat hauled away. As she backed off he heard the choking cough of the other craft which had now been blotted out by the darkness and driving sleet.


      Bill turned about with a triumphant cry on his lips, then checked it suddenly as he saw that Dorothy had fallen across the coaming and was lying halfway out of the boat.


      CHAPTER X


      WRECKED


      The engine gave a grunt and stopped. But Bill scarcely noticed it. Hauling desperately to get Dorothy inboard, he thought his heart would burst. Suddenly he heard her cry:


      “Don’t pull! Just hold me by my legs.”


      She squirmed farther across the coaming and he gripped her by the knees.


      “That’s it,” she panted. “There—I’ve got it! Now haul me in.”


      Bill gave a heave and just then the boat, caught by a huge wave, rolled far over and landed Bill on his back with Dorothy sprawled across him. As they struggled to their feet he saw that she was laughing.


      “Aren’t you hurt at all?” he asked, rubbing a bruised elbow.


      “Only—out of—breath,” she gasped. “They—are all—fastened together. Haul them in.”


      Glancing down, he saw that she was holding one of the white boxes toward him. He made no motion to take it, but stared to windward, listening.


      Dorothy could hear nothing but the wind and the waves and the swirling sleet.


      “What is it?” she jerked out, striving to regain her breath.


      “Wait a minute.” Suddenly Bill snatched up his electric torch and dove into the cabin.


      Dorothy dropped down on a thwart with the box in her hand. After a short rest, she renewed her endeavors to get the remainder of her haul overside. When Bill clambered out of the cabin she was tugging at the strong line to which the boxes were tied.


      “It’s jammed, or caught, or something,” she announced.


      Bill looked overside.


      “Yes, dash it all!” he growled. “We fouled the line and wound it round the tail shaft when I backed off just now. That’s what stopped the motor, of course. Let me see what I can do. You’re blown.”


      He picked up another box bobbing alongside and started to haul in the line. One end of this he found was jammed under the stern, while on the other length a box appeared every thirty or forty feet.


      “Ten, in all,” he told her and drew the last aboard.


      “Hooray! We’ve done it!” cried Dorothy exultantly.


      “We sure have. You just said it all—” His tone was sarcastic. “The boat is leaking like a sieve. That lateral wrench started it. The propeller’s jammed. It’s beginning to blow a gale and there isn’t enough gas to run us out of it. Three cheers and a tiger! Also, hooray!”


      Dorothy’s enthusiasm evaporated. “Gee, I’m sorry. I’m always such a blooming optimist—I didn’t think about our real difficulties.”


      “O. K. kid. I apologize for being cross. That water in the cabin kind of got me for the moment. Let’s see what it looks like here.”


      He wrenched up the flooring and flashed his torch.


      Dorothy gave a gasp of dismay. The boat was filling rapidly.


      “I’ll get that bucket from the cabin,” she said at once.


      “Good girl! I’ve just got to get this coffee mill grinding again, or we’ll be out of luck good and plenty.”


      Dorothy fetched the bucket and began to bail. She saw that Bill was trying to start the engine.


      “The shaft wound up that line while we were going astern,” he explained. “It ought to unreel if I can send the old tub ahead.”


      Switching on the current, he managed to get a revolution or two. Then the motor stopped firing.


      “No go?” inquired Dorothy.


      “Not a chance!”


      He ripped off his life preserver and slipping out of his rubber coat, pulled forth a jack-knife and opened it.


      “What are you going to do?” Dorothy paused in her bailing.


      “Get overboard and try to cut us loose. Don’t stop! Keep at it for all you’re worth. It’s our only chance of safety!”


      Wielding her bucket in feverish haste, she watched Bill lower himself over the stern. The water pounded by this unseasonable sleet must be freezingly cold. She wished it were possible to help him. Fortunately, the Mary Jane was light of draft. He would not have to get his head under, but that tough line must be twisted and plaited and hard as wire. What if his knife broke, or slipped from his numbed fingers? Dorothy shuddered. Meanwhile, the storm was getting worse and the heavy boat drifted before it.


      “Hey, there, Dorothy! Give me a hand up!”


      She dropped the bucket and sprang to his assistance. Then, as his head came in sight, she leaned over and gripping him under the arms, swung him over the stern.


      “My word—your strength’s inhuman—” he panted.


      “Don’t talk nonsense. Get busy and start the engine. The water’s gaining fast.”


      “Confound!” he exclaimed. “I’d no idea the cockpit flooring was awash. Another six inches and it will reach the carburetor.”


      While Bill talked he was priming the cylinder. A heave of the crank and the motor started with a roar. Then he flashed his light on the compass and after noting the bearing of the wind, laid the Mary Jane abeam it.


      “Take the wheel,” he said to Dorothy. “And steer just as we’re heading now.”


      “What about the bailing, Bill?”


      “My job. You’ve had enough of it.”


      “But I’m not tired—”


      “Don’t argue with the skipper!”


      “But you’re soaked to the skin!”


      “Of course I am—what I need is exercise—I’m freezing!”


      “Oh, I’m so sorry—here—turn over the wheel, skipper.”


      Dorothy grabbed the spokes and Bill hastily slipped into his rubber coat and adjusted the life belt over it.


      “How are we headed?” she inquired. “I can’t see the compass without a light.”


      “Straight for shore, and we’ll be lucky if the old tub stays afloat that long. The whole Atlantic Ocean’s pouring in through her seams.”


      “Maybe the pump would be better?”


      “No-sir: not that pump. I’ve seen it!”


      “Mmm. That’s why I chose the bucket. Say, I hope you won’t get a chill.”


      “I’ll hope with you,” returned Bill and kept his remaining breath for his labors.


      A heavy wave broke against the Mary Jane’s bow and swept them both with a deluge of water. Dorothy paid off the boat’s head half a point.


      “Lucky that didn’t stall the motor for good and all,” she observed grimly. “One more like it, and we’ll be swimming.”


      “Tide’s on the ebb,” grunted Bill. “Wind’s barking around—it’ll be blowing off the land in half an hour, I guess.”


      “Do you think the old tub will last that long? She’s getting terribly sluggish. Steers like a truck in a swamp!”


      “Listen!” he cried. “There’s your answer.”


      From somewhere ahead came the unmistakable booming roar of breakers. As they topped the next wave Dorothy saw a white band on the sea. She steadied the wheel with her knee and tightened her life preserver. She knew they could not hope to reach the beach in the Mary Jane. Low and open as she was, the first line of breakers would fill her. The motor was still pounding away when she leaned forward and raised her voice to a shout.


      “Stop bailing, Bill! Stand by to swim for it!”


      “O. K., kid.”


      Bill dropped the bucket and dove for the cabin. A second later he was back in the cockpit with a three fathom length which he had cut from the anchor line. He fastened one end about Dorothy’s waist and took a turn about his own body with the other. Then, catching up a bight of the line which secured the boxes he made it fast to his belt with a slip hitch.


      The Mary Jane was forging strongly ahead, her actual weight of water being about that of her customary load of passengers. The swells began to mount, to topple. Searching the shore, Dorothy could see no sign of any light or habitation.


      “If I’d known we were so nearly in, we might have raised the coast guard with the flash light.” Bill groaned his self-contempt. “I ought to have kept an eye out—and the Navy said I was a seaman!”


      “Don’t be silly! It was my fault, if anyone’s. You were busy bailing. Chances are the light couldn’t have been seen from shore, anyway. Gosh, what weather! Who ever heard of sleet in August!”


      “Look out—behind you!” yelled Bill.


      A moment later she felt herself snatched from the wheel and was crouching below the bulwark with Bill’s arm around her waist. Then as a brimming swell lifted them sluggishly, its combing crest washed into the boat. The next wave flung them forward and crumpled over the gunwale.


      The Mary Jane’s motor gave a strangled cough and stopped. The boat yawed off and came broadside on her stern upon a line with the beach.


      “This is what I hoped for,” he shouted in her ear. “Gives us a chance to get clear.”


      She saw him gather up the boxes and fling them overboard.


      “Keep close to me. We’ll need each other in the undertow!” she yelled back at him, as he pulled her to her feet.


      Then as the next big comber mounted and curled, they dove into the driving water and the wave crashed down upon the sinking boat. Dorothy felt her body being whirled over and over, sucked back a little and driven ahead again. The water was paralyzingly cold, but she struck out strongly and with bursting lungs reached the surface. A second later, Bill’s head bobbed up a couple of yards away. Blowing the water from her nose, she saw they were being washed shoreward. Her life preserver, new and buoyant, floated her well—almost too well. She found it difficult to dive beneath the curling wavecrests to prevent another rolling.


      Bill was swimming beside her now and as a great wave caught them up and carried them forward he grasped her under the arm.


      There came a last crumbling surge and the mighty swirl of water swept them up the beach and their feet struck bottom. Fortunately, the beach was not steep. The tide was nearly at the last of the ebb and there was but little undertow. Together they waded out and staggered up the shingle to sink down on the sand breathing heavily.


      The boxes were washing back and forth at the water’s edge and Bill’s first act was to haul them in.


      “Well, the government’s precious loot is safe,” he said grimly. “Are you able to walk?”


      “I—I guess so.”


      “Then, let’s get going. We’ll freeze if we don’t.”


      He gathered up the boxes and looped them from his shoulders, rose to his feet and held out a hand. Dorothy took it, scrambled up and stood for a moment swaying unsteadily.


      “The end of a perfect d-day—” she tried to grin, her teeth chattering with cold.


      “I don’t think!” replied Bill unenthusiastically, and helped her to get rid of the heavy life belt.


      “Know where we are?” she inquired when he had dropped the belts on the sand.


      “Not precisely. But if we keep going we ought to strike a lifesaving station or something—come on.”


      Dorothy groaned. “I suppose I must, but—gee whiz—I sure want to rest.”


      Bill, who knew that physical exertion was absolutely necessary now, got his arm about her and they started unsteadily down the beach assisted by the gale at their backs.


      They had walked about half a mile when he felt her weight begin to increase and her steps to lag. He stopped and peered into her face. As he did so, she sank to the sand at his feet. Bending over her, he was surprised to see that she was asleep—utterly exhausted.


      The outlook was anything but pleasant. They had apparently struck upon a wild and desolate strip of sand—an island, he thought, cut off by inlets at either end and flanked by the maze of marshes in the lower reaches of Great South Bay. Without doubt they were marooned and to make matters worse, Bill knew he had just about reached the limit of his own strength.


      CHAPTER XI


      FROM OUT THE SEA


      Bill stared down at Dorothy sleeping the sleep of exhaustion on the cold, wet sand. Her clothes, like his, were soaked with sea water and with rain. He realized that something must be done at once, or they would both be in for pneumonia. So stripping off his rubber coat and covering the unconscious girl, he started for the dunes.


      Day was breaking as he left the shingle and commenced to plow through the loose sand. The storm was abating somewhat. Although the wind still blew half a gale, the sleet had turned to a fine, cold rain which bade fair to stop altogether once the sun was fully up. By the time Bill Bolton worked his painfully slow way to the top of the dunes it was light enough to see for a considerable distance.


      At first glance the prospect was anything but alluring. His point of vantage was in the approximate center of an island of sand and shingle, a mile long, perhaps, by half a mile wide. Inlets from the white-capped Atlantic effectually cut off escape at either end of the outer beach on which a fearsome surf was pounding. Along the inner shore of this desolate, wind-swept islet a complicated network of channels intertwined about still other islands as far as the eye would reach. Nor could Bill make out any sign of human habitation.


      “Water, water, everywhere, and not a gol-darned drop to drink,” he misquoted thoughtfully and wondered if by chewing the eel grass he would be able to get rid of the parched feeling of his mouth and throat.


      He pulled a broad blade and chewed it meditatively. Then spat it out in disgust. The grass was as salty as the sea. It made him thirstier than ever. Turning seaward he swept the pale horizon with a despondent gaze.


      Not a sign of a craft of any description could be seen. Wait a minute, though. Bill caught his breath. What was that—bobbing in the chop of the waves, just outside the bar of the eastern inlet? Could it be a boat? In this gray light a proper focus was difficult. It was a boat, open; a lifeboat, by the look of it. Waiting no longer for speculation, he hurried down the low hill toward the sea.


      Once he struck hard sand, Bill raced into the teeth of the wind, with the boom of the surf on his right, and dire necessity lending wings to his tired feet. Forgotten were his thirst, the clammy cold of his wet clothes and his weariness. Every ounce of strength, the entire power of his will centered in the effort to come close enough to the boat to signal her assistance.


      With his heart pumping like a steam engine, he passed Dorothy, who was lying exactly as he had left her. Then he got his second wind and running became less of a painful struggle. He could see the boat more plainly now. Surely it was an open motor sailor. Could it be the one belonging to Donovan and Charlie, he wondered. What irony!—to be rescued by the smugglers—and to lose liberty and the diamonds after all this storm and stress!


      But the motor sailor was drifting—into the surf off the bar—without a soul aboard.


      Coming to a halt at the inlet, he watched the tide pull the boat through the breakers on the bar to the smooth water. Off came his jacket and flinging it behind him on to the sand he waded into the water and swam for the boat. He reached her at last and with difficulty pulled himself aboard.


      For a moment or two he rested on a thwart in a state of semi-collapse. As he had thought, it was the smugglers’ boat. But there was no sign of Donovan or Charlie. However, except for six inches or so of water that sloshed about his feet, the motor sailor seemed to be in good condition.


      When he felt better, he started the engine and ran her ashore on the island. Then after inspecting the boat’s lockers, he buried her anchor in the sand and trudged back along the beach to Dorothy.


      She was still sleeping, tousled head pillowed on her right arm, and it was some time before he could bring her back to consciousness.


      “Let me alone,” she moaned drowsily, “I’m too tired to get up this morning, Lizzie. I don’t want any breakfast—go away and let me sleep!”


      Bill raised her to a sitting position. “Wake up—wake up! You aren’t at home. And this isn’t Lizzie—it’s Bill—Bill Bolton! We’re still on the island.”


      Dorothy opened her eyes, and looked at him wonderingly.


      “The island—” he reiterated. “We were wrecked—had to swim for it. Don’t you remember?”


      Suddenly she gained full control of her waking senses.


      “I know. I know now, Bill. Guess I’ve been asleep. Ugh! I’m soaking. What did you wake me for? At least, I was comfortable!”


      “Come to breakfast and dry clothes. You’ll get pneumonia if you stay here. Do you think you can walk? You’re a pretty husky armful, but I guess I can carry you to the boat if I must.” He grinned at her.


      Dorothy was stiff and weary but she fairly jumped to her feet.


      “What boat? Where is it?”


      Bill told her.


      “But you said ‘dry clothes and breakfast’—”


      They were hurrying along the beach.


      “That’s right. She’s got plenty of food aboard—and one of the lockers is packed with clothes. There are even dry towels, think of that! Those guys had her provisioned and equipped for a long trip.”


      “What’s happened to them, do you think?”


      “I can’t make it out. The boat has shipped some water, but nothing to be worried about. The motor’s O.K. and there’s plenty of gas. They may have got into the surf, thought she was going to founder, perhaps, and swam ashore like we did.”


      “But they’re not on the island?”


      “No. If they made the beach, it was somewhere else along the coast.”


      “We should worry,” said Dorothy. “If they don’t want her, we do—and she certainly looks good to me.”


      They walked down the shingle and Bill got aboard the boat.


      “You wait on the beach,” he directed. “It’s pretty wet underfoot. I’ll pass the things overside. I think the best plan is for you to go up in the dunes and change there. Meanwhile, I’ll start in with the handpump and get rid of the water. I’ll have her good and dry by the time you get back. Then you can rustle a meal while I put on dry things. Catch!”


      Dorothy found herself possessed of a bundle knotted in a large bath towel. Upon inspection it proved to contain dungaree trousers, a jumper, a dark blue sweater, woolen socks and a pair of rubber-soled shoes.


      “They may be a trifle large,” said Bill. “But at least they’re dry and the clothes seem to be clean.”


      “Nothing could be sweeter,” was Dorothy’s comment. “See you in ten minutes—so long!”


      “O.K.,” replied Bill and turned to the handpump.


      Quarter of an hour later he was completing his labors with the aid of a large sponge when he heard footsteps on the shingle and looked up to see a young fellow in blue dungarees and sweater coming toward the boat, carrying a bundle of clothes.


      “Dorothy! Gee—what a change! For a minute I thought you were a stranger.”


      “Somebody’s younger brother, I suppose,” she laughed. “These things are miles too big for me—but they’re darned comfortable and warm. You go ahead and change your own clothes. I’ll finish bailing.”


      Bill stepped overside and on to the sand, carrying his dry rig and a towel. Dorothy was spreading her sodden clothing on the sand.


      “Bailing’s over for today,” he told her, “don’t forget about breakfast, though. I could eat a raw whale.”


      “Don’t worry, young feller,” she retorted. “Your breakfast will be ready before you are. Just let me get these things drying in the nice warm sun that’s coming up now, and you’ll see!”


      With a wave of his hand he disappeared over the brow of the sand hills, and Dorothy clambered aboard the beached motor sailor. Much to her delight she found a small two-burner oil stove, already lighted, standing on a thwart. Nearby had been placed a coffee-pot and a large frying pan. The lid of the food locker lay open, as did the one containing the water keg.


      “Bright boy,” she murmured approvingly. “You’re a real help to mother! Now let’s see what smugglers live on.”


      She had set a collapsible table that hinged to the side of the boat and was busy at the stove when she heard Bill’s halloo.


      “Breakfast ready?” he called from the beach.


      “Will be in a jiffy,” she answered without looking up. “How do you like your eggs?”


      “Sunny side up, if it’s all the same to you.”


      “O.K. Spread your wet clothes on the sand and come aboard.”


      She was serving his eggs on a hot plate when Bill’s head appeared over the side.


      “My, but that coffee smells good,” he cried, and swung himself aboard. “How did you manage to cook all that food!”


      “Come to the table, and see what we’ve got.”


      He sat down and inspected the various edibles, ticking them off on his fingers.


      “Coffee, condensed milk, bread and butter, the ham-what-am, fried eggs, marmalade and maple syrup! Say, Dorothy, those guys certainly lived high. Some meal, this!”


      Dorothy turned about from the stove, smiling. “And here’s what goes with the maple syrup!”


      “A stack of wheats!” He shouted as she uncovered the dish. “You’re a wonder, a magician, Dorothy. How in the world did you manage it?”


      Dorothy laughed, pleased by his enthusiasm.


      “Found a package of pancake flour in the locker. They’re simple enough to make. Now dig in before things get cold. Help yourself to butter—it’s rather soft, but this lugger doesn’t seem to run to ice.”


      Bill set to work as she poured the coffee.


      “Like it that way,” he replied, his mouth full of ham and eggs, while he plastered his pancakes with butter. “Well, we’ve sure put it over on Messrs. Donovan and Charlie this trip, not to mention your friend Peters. Got their diamonds and their boat and their clothes. Now we’re eating their breakfast,—the sun is shining once more—and all is right in the world.”


      “Where are those diamonds, by the way?” exclaimed Dorothy suddenly, having taken the edge off her ravenous appetite.


      Bill laid down his knife and fork. For a moment he looked startled, then burst into a great roar of laughter.


      “We’re a fine pair of Secret Service workers!” he cried derisively. “But it’s my fault. You were all in.”


      Dorothy’s jaw dropped. “Don’t tell me you left them on the beach!”


      “Surest thing you know. I left them beside you on the sand and forgot all about the darn things when I spotted the motor sailor. Never thought of them again until this minute!”


      Dorothy nodded sagely. “Which only goes to show that diamonds don’t count for much when one is tired and wet and hungry, not to mention being marooned on a desert island!”


      “Ain’t it the truth! Another cup of coffee, please. I’ll fetch them when we’ve finished eating.”


      “After we’ve washed up?”


      “O.K. with me.”


      Bill drank his third cup of coffee and leaned back with a sigh of content.


      “Well, the old appetite’s satisfied at last,” he admitted comfortably. “And I don’t mind telling you that was the best meal I ever ate.”


      “Thank you, kind sir. Though I think it is your appetite rather than the cook you should thank.”


      Bill shook his head. “When it comes to cooking, you’re a real, bona fide, died-in-the-wool, A-1 Ace! How about it—shall we wash the dishes now?”


      “I can’t eat any more, and if I don’t get busy soon, I’ll go to sleep again.”


      “Pass the dishes and things overside to me. I’ll sluice ’em off in the water. We should worry. This will be our last meal on this boat. I’ll bet a rubber nickel those smuggler-guys wouldn’t have done this much if they’d got the Mary Jane.”


      “Poor Mary Jane,” sighed Dorothy as they tidied up. “She was a staunch old thing. I wonder what Yancy will soak Dad for her?”


      “Nothing. Uncle Sam pays for that boat. She went down on government service, didn’t she?”


      “That’s good news,” smiled Dorothy. “Now, that’s the last plate. Let’s go along the beach. I’m getting worried about those boxes of diamonds. Do you think they’ll be there, all right?”


      “Sure to be. Unless somebody has landed on this island while we were busy with the eats. Come along and we’ll see.”


      CHAPTER XII


      THE NOTEBOOK


      “Do you really think they’ll be where we left them, Bill?”


      “Why sure! You’re not worrying, are you?”


      The two were hurrying along the beach toward the spot where Dorothy had dropped to the sand and fallen asleep.


      “Yes, I am.”


      “Well, it’s Uncle Sam’s loot, not ours. And I reckon he cares more about knowing how the smuggling was done than the contraband itself, anyway.”


      “I know. But that’s only half of it. The gang has got to be rounded up. We don’t know where they have their headquarters or who is in back of this business. So I’d hate to have to admit I’d lost the diamonds, after all.” Then, as Bill began to reply, she went on: “And don’t forget that Terry Walters is still missing—or was, when I flew over from New Canaan yesterday!”


      “You’re right, pal. I just didn’t want you to take it too soberly. But that bearded aviator has got to be checked up. No easy matter, either, after what happened last night.” He broke off sharply. “There are the old boxes—just where I dropped them—so you see you’ve had your worry for nothing.”


      “Just the same, we’ve been terribly careless!”


      “Don’t rub it in,” said Bill, looping the line and its dangling load over his shoulder. “These things go to a bank for safe keeping just as soon as I can get rid of them.”


      Dorothy caught his arm. “Let’s pry open one of the boxes, and make sure there really are diamonds inside.”


      “Nothing doing,” Bill answered decisively. “They’re going to be turned over to the authorities—as is!”


      “Well, you needn’t be so snooty about it. But I am crazy to see the sparklers—especially after all we’ve been through to rescue them!”


      “Of course,—I’m sorry,” apologized Bill with a grin, “I’m kind of jumpy this morning, I guess. Me for bed as soon as I can find one. But you know, we really can’t open those things up, because we’d then be held responsible for contents—or no contents—as the case may be. See?”


      “I didn’t think about that, Bill. But let’s forget the old boxes. I’m all in myself. Any idea what time it is? My watch has stopped.”


      Bill glanced at his wrist. “Just seven o’clock. Seems like noon to me. This nice warm sun is a wonderful help—I was chilled to the bone.”


      “Me too,” said Dorothy. “Well, here we are at the motor sailor. Nothing to keep us longer on this island. I vote we shove off.”


      “Second the motion. Hop aboard and go aft. Your weight in the stern will help to raise her bow so I can push her out without breaking my back.”


      “How’s that?” called Dorothy a minute later.


      “Fine! Stand by for a shove!”


      A heave of his shoulder against the bow loosened the boat’s keel from the sand and Bill sprang aboard as she glided into deep water.


      “Don’t suppose there’s a chart of the lower bay stowed in one of those lockers?” he remarked as he started the engine. “The shallows are going to be the limit to navigate without running aground. Do you mind seeing what you can find, Dorothy?”


      “Not at all—seeing I’ve already found one,” she laughed. “Came across it when I was looking for food.”


      “Good.” Bill took over the wheel. “Let me see it, will you?”


      Dorothy passed over the map. Bill studied it with a hand on the wheel.


      “Thank goodness the deeper channels are marked,” he ruminated, “that’s a help, anyway.”


      Dorothy peered over his shoulder.


      “That island must be one of those in Jones Inlet. I had no idea we’d gone so far west.”


      “All of fifteen miles as a plane flies to Babylon. No chance of making any time until we get into South Oyster Bay which is really the western end of Great South Bay. If we make Babylon by noon, we’ll be lucky.”


      “No reason why we should both try to keep awake,” observed Dorothy. “I’ll skipper this craft for a spell. Make yourself comfortable somewhere and go to sleep. You’ll be called at ten o’clock.”


      “But you need rest more than I do,” began Bill.


      “Oh, I had a snooze on the Mary Jane,” she interrupted, “and got another on the sand this morning. Pipe down, sailor! This is your master’s voice what’s speaking. Excuse the ungarnished truth, but you look like something the cat brought in and didn’t want!”


      Bill’s laugh ended in a yawn.


      “Aye, aye, skipper. Call me at four bells. Night!”


      He went forward and lay flat on the flooring, his head pillowed on his arms. He was asleep almost immediately.


      For the next couple of hours Dorothy steered a winding course among low sandy islands and mudbanks. It was impossible to make any speed in these shallow, tortuous waters and she was taking no chances on running aground. It was monotonous work at best. She was deadly tired. There was little or no breeze and the sun, unshaded by the faintest wisp of cloud, fairly blistered the boat’s paint with its fierce heat.


      At ten she roused Bill, and as soon as he was sufficiently alert to take over she went to sleep on the flooring in the shadow of a thwart.


      It seemed as though she had but closed her eyes when Bill’s voice called her back to wakefulness.


      “We’re almost in,” he reminded her. “Better run forward or I’m likely to ram the dock.”


      Dorothy jumped to her feet and ran her fingers through her rumpled hair. She was astonished to see that the motor sailor was closing in on the dock of Yancy’s Motor Boat garage.


      “We must have made wonderful time—” she yawned, stumbling toward the bow.


      “Only fair,” Bill said. “It’s almost noon. Snap into it, kid, and fend her off with the boathook.”


      Presently they were tied up to the dock and Dorothy was making a sketchy toilet with the aid of her compact.


      “How about it, old sport?” she looked up from her mirror, busy with damp powder and lipstick. “What’s on the program now? Thank goodness Wispy is still at her mooring over there. I s’pose after we settle with Yancy for the Mary Jane, we’d better take the plane and fly home.”


      “Eventually, yes,” decided Bill. “I’ll go up to the office and fix things with Yancy. I’ve got to do some long distance telephoning, anyway, and park these boxes in a bank. It will save a lot of time if you’ll go over this boat with a fine tooth comb while I’m gone. I don’t expect you’ll find anything much, but there’s no telling.”


      “All right,” she nodded. “And while you’re about it, get hold of that letter I wrote Mr. Walters and phone Lizzy we will be home for a late lunch. The sooner we can get back to New Canaan and Little Dorothy can crawl between clean sheets, the better she’ll be pleased!”


      “Yep. I’ll work as fast as I can.”


      Bill clambered on to the dock and made off in the direction of the boat yard.


      For the next hour Dorothy worked manfully, overhauling the motor sailor. Fierce rays of the noonday sun beat down on the open boat. She was worn out and dizzy, but stuck pluckily to her job, turning out the contents of lockers and investigating every nook and cranny of the smugglers’ craft. Except for an old coat and those odds and ends which accumulate aboard any boat as large as the motor sailor, she found absolutely nothing. Tired and hot and crazy for sleep, she decided to call off this unprofitable search, when Bill’s voice hailed her.


      “Hello, there, pardner,” he sang out, stepping aboard. “How are things going?”


      Dorothy straightened her back and wiped the perspiration from her forehead with a sodden handkerchief. She noted the deep circles below Bill’s eyes and the tired droop of his shoulders. He looked on the verge of collapse, but his voice still held its hearty ring.


      “Not so good, old timer. There isn’t a blessed thing worth while aboard this scow. Finish your business?”


      “Reckon so. Got Washington on the phone and the big chief is tickled silly with all we’ve done. Tell you more about it later. Yancy will be recompensed for the Mary Jane and will look after this motor sailor until the government men take her over. I got Lizzie on the wire. She expects your father home tonight.”


      “Thanks. Did you get my letter, too?”


      “It’s in my pocket. I put the diamonds in a safe deposit box at a bank uptown. And I guess that’s pretty much everything.”


      “You look done up, Bill.”


      “I’ve felt sprucer. But you look pretty rocky yourself.”


      “Feel like a wet smack, thank you. The heat is terrible.”


      “Wait till I collect my duds and yours,” he suggested, “and we’ll beat it for New Canaan and Home Sweet Home!”


      “They’re rolled up in a sea bag,” she told him. “Here it is.”


      She started toward him with the bag in her arms, stumbled and would have fallen had not Bill’s steadying hand prevented.


      “Kind o’ wobbly, eh?”


      “Not as bad as all that, Bill. Caught my toe in that floorboard. It’s loose.”


      “Have you had them up?”


      “Why, no, I never thought of that.”


      Bill took the sea bag from her and tossed it on to the dock.


      “Hop on a thwart,” he prompted. “I don’t suppose there’s anything but bilgewater under the boards but we might as well have a look.”


      “Need a hand?” asked Dorothy, looking down at him.


      “No, I guess not. These sections aren’t heavy—” He broke off with a sudden exclamation and fished up something from the wet.


      “What is it?”


      “Seems to be a notebook. Probably dropped out of either Donovan’s or Charlie’s pockets and got kicked under that loose flooring in the gale last night. But it’s soaking wet and its pages are stuck together. Wonder if we’ll be able to get anything out of it?”


      Dorothy held out her hand.


      “Give it to me. I’ll dry it out on the dock while you look some more.”


      For the next few minutes Bill continued his search while Dorothy after placing the notebook on the decking of the dock watched it carefully, lest the light breeze blow it into the water.


      At last he joined her and lifted the sea bag over his shoulder.


      “How’s it coming?”


      “Not so good. It’s going to take a long time to dry the book all the way through even in this sun.”


      “Then let’s take it along to New Canaan. I’ll get Dad to put it in our oven as soon as we get home. That’ll do the trick. Get aboard that dinghy and I’ll row you over to the plane.”


      Dorothy picked up the notebook and slipped it into her pocket.


      “That’s the best thing you’ve said today,” she beamed, “I’ll be home and asleep in twenty minutes! Come along.”


      CHAPTER XIII


      THE WARNING


      Dorothy and Mr. Dixon were finishing breakfast next morning when the Boltons, father and son, dropped in.


      “Good morning, stranger,” was Mr. Dixon’s greeting to Bill. “I understand you’ve been to Europe and back a couple of times since we saw you last. We’ve missed you, boy.”


      “Thanks,” returned Bill. “I’m glad to be home again.”


      “Which home?” asked his father with an amused smile. “When in New Canaan you seem to spend most of your time across the way here.”


      “And why not?” protested Mr. Dixon. “Dorothy and I return the compliment often enough. Since you people moved here two lonely widowers have acquired another child apiece. It’s fine—both Dorothy and I are the happier for it.”


      “And that goes two ways,” asserted Bill. “How about it, Dad?”


      “Yes, of course,” Mr. Bolton assented heartily. “The intimacy is one I enjoy immensely. But I’m afraid that Bill has begun the habit of leading Dorothy into all kinds of dangerous adventures. This diamond smuggling business, for instance.”


      Mr. Dixon chuckled. “If you ask me, I don’t think Dorothy needs any leading.”


      “Well, I should say not!” exclaimed his daughter. “If it weren’t for Bill, I’d never be able to get out of half the messes we drift into together!”


      Mr. Dixon pushed his chair back from the breakfast table. “This meeting of the mutual admiration society is all very nice,” he announced with a twinkle in his eye, “But it is high time the ways and means committee got together on this last Bolton-Dixon hair-raiser. I vote we adjourn to the porch and learn what the subcommittee on the smugglers’ notebook has to report.”


      “Second the motion,” chirped Dorothy. “I’m just crazy to hear what you’ve found out, Daddy Bolton. I suppose Bill has been hitting the hay, like me?”


      “He put in nearly sixteen hours of uninterrupted slumber,” Mr. Bolton answered as they found chairs for themselves on the shaded porch, where the air was sweet with the scent of honeysuckle.


      “Well, I guess it was a dead heat,” she laughed. “I woke up less than an hour ago, myself.”


      Mr. Dixon passed his case to Mr. Bolton and when their after-breakfast cigars were well alight, Bill produced the notebook.


      “While you’re busy with that stogie, Dad, I’ll start the ball rolling.”


      “Humph! That—er—stogie happens to be a fifty-cent Corona!” snorted Mr. Dixon who was touchy about his smokes.


      “Means nothing to me,” replied Bill blandly. “Don’t use ’em myself and—”


      “Say, will you please pipe down on cigars—” broke in Dorothy, “and get to the notebook?”


      “Oh, what a pun—” groaned Bill, “you certainly—”


      “Be still!” ordered his father. “She’s right. Let’s get down to business. Now, here’s the book,” he went on, opening the little volume. “I dried it in our oven and although the writing is blurred, it is still quite legible. As you see, only a few pages have been used, and they show a simple set of flag signals. The red flag means: ‘Meet Steamship.’ The yellow flag stands for ‘A.M.’; the white, ‘P.M.’ Then there are twenty-four flags to designate the hours and half-hours from one to twelve.”


      “Is that all?” asked Dorothy, disappointedly.


      “Absolutely. The rest of the pages are blank.”


      “I remember hearing the men speak of the bosses’ red flag when I was listening outside the cottage,” she said slowly, “and that meant, of course, that Donovan and Charlie were to meet the steamer.”


      “Quite. But until we are able to locate the spot where these signals are displayed we won’t accomplish much.”


      Bill nodded. “And now that they know we have discovered their method of smuggling, they’ll probably shift their operations from Fire Island Lightship to some other point along the coast.”


      “Very likely,” his father acquiesced. “Although it is my opinion they will discontinue, temporarily, and lay low for a while.”


      “Still there must be other shipments in transit right now,” suggested Mr. Dixon. “But I suppose they could manage that by sending radios in code?”


      Mr. Bolton carefully knocked the ash from his cigar.


      “I think that’s beyond the point,” he argued. “We can only surmise what they may or may not do. The government men will watch the ships and the coast. Both Bill and I talked to Washington over the phone just before we came over here. And the officials there believe that the bearded aviator’s plane is a most important factor in the operations of the smugglers. And the Chief wants Bill to find that plane—”


      Dorothy snorted derisively. “Well, he doesn’t want much! That airplane won’t fly over the Beach Club again, after this—”


      Mr. Bolton smiled at Dorothy’s vehemence. “But you see, my dear, the Washington gentleman thinks that if Bill is able to follow the mysterious amphibian, it will eventually lead him to the headquarters of the gang.”


      Bill burst out laughing. “It’s just like telling me to take a handful of salt—and if I can put it on the birdie’s tail, I will eventually catch the birdie! But it isn’t really the Chief’s order, he knows what we’re up against. It’s that assistant of his who wants to cover himself with glory. I asked him if I hadn’t better disguise my plane like a string of white boxes so they’d take me for a diamond necklace!”


      “What’d he say?” giggled Dorothy.


      “Oh, he spread on the soft soap until I got even more disgusted and turned him over to Dad!”


      Mr. Dixon chuckled. “It’s a pretty large order. I don’t suppose your Secret Service friend gave you any valuable suggestions?”


      “He did not,” sneered Bill. “That, as he explained, was entirely up to me!”


      For several minutes no one spoke.


      “We sure are up against it,” sighed Dorothy at last.


      “You mean I am,” was Bill’s reply. “The only thing I can do is to start a series of patrols.”


      “We will start a series of patrols,” she corrected. “Two planes will be better than one.”


      “Just as you say.” Bill showed no enthusiasm. “My idea of something uninteresting to do is to fly around all day, hunting another plane, that’s probably safely housed in its hangar all the time.”


      “Oh, don’t be such a wet blanket! If none of us have brains enough to think of a plan to trap that fellow, there’s no use grouching over it!”


      “That’s all very well. But where are we going to patrol? You told me, I think, that those lads planned to take you from the warehouse to their headquarters in Connecticut. This state’s not so big when you compare it with Texas or California—but when it comes to locating a single plane—”


      “Listen!” cried Dorothy and ran to the porch steps. “Come here—all of you—quick!”


      The deep drone of an airplane increased to a giant roar as a smart two-seater swept down toward the house.


      “It’s the Mystery Plane!” she shrieked. “The nerve of him!”


      On came the amphibian with throttle wide open, just topping the trees at the edge of the lawn. Then the four on the steps saw the pilot drop something overside and zoom upward missing the roof of the house by inches.


      “I should say he has nerve—” Mr. Dixon pointed out on to the lawn. “Run out and get that parcel he dropped on the grass, Bill. This business is getting more interesting by the minute!”


      Bill brought the package back to the porch.


      “Oh, what do you think it is?” Dorothy grabbed Bill’s arm in her excitement.


      “Calm down!” said her father, as Bill held out a small box covered with brown paper and sealed with dabs of red wax. “Handle it carefully—there may be explosive in it.”


      “I don’t think so—” said Bill, “those things generally run by clockwork. There’s no tick in this box.”


      “Come on—let’s open it,” exclaimed Dorothy impatiently. “I’ll bet it’s nothing dangerous. Couldn’t have been dropped from a plane without going off!”


      “Wait one minute,” commanded her father. “We’ll be on the safe side, anyway. Don’t touch the thing till I come back.”


      He ran into the house.


      “Any address on it?” inquired Dorothy.


      “Not the slightest bit of writing. If there is any, it’s underneath this outside wrapping.”


      Mr. Dixon came out of the house carrying a pail of water, which he brought down to the lawn, where they were waiting.


      “Drop that package into the water,” he ordered Bill. “A good soaking will take the sting out of any explosive.”


      Dorothy burst out laughing.


      “Maybe—but not in this case, Dad. Look, the thing floats!”


      She snatched up the package and ripped off the outside paper, disclosing a white cork box, similar to those used for carrying the contraband.


      Bill took a knife from his pocket and opened a blade that proved to be a small screwdriver. He took the box from Dorothy and removed the screws from the lid.


      “Gee, do you think they’ve sent us a diamond?” she asked jokingly.


      “Not a chance. This is a message of some kind, I’ll bet!”


      The box was filled with jeweler’s cotton, from the center of which he drew a revolver cartridge. Around it, fastened by a rubber band, there was a small sheet of note paper. The others gathered close as he smoothed out the paper.


      Blocked in capitals with a red crayon was the smugglers’ message.


      “LAY OFF! THIS MEANS BOTH OF YOU.”


      “Aha! And if we don’t lay off, we’ll be plunked with a bullet from a cartridge like this!” Dorothy summed up. “This affair is likely to get exciting before we finish it.”


      Mr. Bolton studied the paper then returned it to the box with the cartridge.


      “Has it struck you oddly,” he said quietly, “that these people should know that Bill was mixed up in this? That message, of course, is for Dorothy and Bill.”


      “Yes, I was thinking of that,” admitted Bill.


      “Strange—” cogitated Mr. Dixon. “You two flew from Babylon back here without a stop—and you both went straight to bed. Neither you, nor I, Bolton, have spoken to anyone about their exploits, I’m sure.”


      “Somebody must have found out from the servants that our offspring flew back together,” his friend decided. “It could not have happened any other way. Then that fact, added to the glimpse they must have caught of a young man in the Mary Jane with Dorothy, when they rammed the smugglers’ motor sailor off the lightship, gave them a simple line of reasoning. And the joke of the matter is that their warning has done just the reverse from what they figured it would do!”


      Mr. Dixon looked puzzled.


      “I don’t quite see what you mean?”


      “Why, it has given us the only real clue we have to the gang’s whereabouts,” smiled Bolton senior.


      “Dad’s one up on me, too,” grinned Bill. “How about you, Dot?”


      Miss Dixon stamped her foot. “You’ll dot, and carry one you’ll remember for the rest of your life if you murder my perfectly decent name that way, Bill! You ought to know by now that I won’t stand for it.”


      “So sorry, Dorothy!” he apologized with mock politeness. “Will Miss Sherlock Holmes, the famous lady sleuthhound who solved the New Canaan Bank mystery, deign to say whether or not she also spots a clue in the villain’s message?”


      “Aren’t you the bunk! Yes, I think I know what Daddy Bolton is talking about.”


      “Well, Miss Cleverness, what is it then?”


      “Oh, you make me tired! But just to prove that I’m not as dumb as you act, the clue is this—”


      “Give me a chance,” begged Mr. Dixon, entering into the spirit of the game. “Your idea, Bolton, is to find out from the servants who they’ve been talking to and trace the smugglers from—”


      “Cold as an iceberg,” broke in Mr. Bolton. “I’m sorry to admit it, but you and Bill don’t seem very quick on the uptake this morning. What do I mean, Dorothy?”


      Dorothy made a face at Bill.


      “We know that these men have headquarters somewhere in this state,” she began airily. “Why? Because Donovan said they must get me over to Connecticut. And later, in the warehouse, he told Peters not to rob me because the boss wanted me delivered just as I was. Daddy Bolton believes that because these men have been spotted so quickly that you are mixed up in it, Bill, their headquarters are much nearer to this house than we figured: that the chances are, it is only a very few miles from here that they’re to be found—or their system of spying on us couldn’t be so perfect!”


      “That’s right,” concurred Mr. Bolton. “This smuggler boss or his accomplices over here must live in the neighborhood. Some of his servants know ours—have known them for some time or they would not have been able to ask questions without causing suspicion.”


      Mr. Dixon looked suddenly serious. “You can’t mean that our neighbors along this ridge are mixed up in it? The Clarks, old Holloway, the Denbys, Miss Cross—and ten or a dozen others—are all old friends and eminently respectable people! Why, it’s preposterous to think—”


      “I’m not trying to pin it on anybody yet,” countered Bill’s father. “But mark my words—when this business is cleared up, you’ll find that some eminently respectable New Canaan household is mixed up in it!”


      CHAPTER XIV


      UP AGAINST IT


      It was finally decided that Dorothy and Bill should make a series of circular patrols, centering above New Canaan.


      “We’ll each take a plane,” said Bill, “and keep each other in sight.”


      “What’s the use of doing that?” Dorothy asked. “Why not make the patrols separately? When I come down, you go up. In that way we can stay in the air twice as long on the same amount of gas, and take a rest once in a while.”


      “Too risky. These smugglers are desperate. We’ve already thrown a good-sized monkey-wrench into the works of their organization. That Mystery Plane is quite likely to pack along a machine gun—and use it if the pilot finds out we’re trying to follow him.”


      “Are we going up unarmed?”


      “You are—but I’m not.”


      Dorothy raised her eyebrows in surprise.


      “Well, that’s nice of you!”


      “Look here, young lady,” cut in her father. “I don’t know what Bill’s plans are, but if you’re going on these patrols, just remember that he is the captain of the outfit and must have obedience. Otherwise, I’ll not consent to your going at all.”


      “Oh, I’ll be good, Daddy. But I do think—”


      “But you mustn’t! Your job is to do what you’re told and let your captain do the thinking.”


      “You see, Dorothy,” explained Bill, “in order to use a gun in the air, a pilot must have training and practice. Otherwise, all you do is to draw the enemy’s fire. If we meet up with this bird you’ll have plenty to keep you busy—a very important part to play. But if there’s any gunning to be done, I’ll do it. Before we go up, I’ll outline exactly what we’re to do in the event we sight the gang’s airplane.”


      Dorothy got out of her chair.


      “How about getting busy, then?” she suggested. “The longer we’re up, the more we are likely to accomplish.”


      “Hold your horses,” laughed Bill. “Don’t think for a minute we’re going to patrol all day long.”


      “Why not?”


      “Waste of time.”


      Dorothy plumped herself down in her chair again.


      “Oh, all right. Have it your way. Personally, I can’t see doing a thing at all, unless one does it properly. You and your plans make me tired.”


      “Don’t get peeved,” he bantered. “These won’t be endurance flights.”


      “They won’t be anything at all unless we find that plane and you can’t expect it to take the air just when you want it to!”


      “Stop quarreling, children,” admonished her father. “Bill knows what he is talking about.”


      “Well, maybe he does. He can catch the old plane by himself. I’m through.”


      “What you need is another nap, young lady. You’re tired and cross.”


      “I’m not. Men always club together.”


      “And what can a poor girl do?” supplemented Bill with a grin.


      “Stop teasing, Bill!” commanded Mr. Bolton. “Apologize to Dorothy and tell her why you mean to take short hops. I can’t see the sense in such procedure myself—any more than she can. And just remember that an overdose of excitement puts anybody’s nerves on edge. She’s been through a lot more than you have during the last few days.”


      At his father’s words, Bill’s face wore such a look of honest contrition, that Dorothy’s conscience smote her. They both began to speak at once.


      “Gee, I’m sorry, Dorothy—”


      “I’m an idiot, Bill—”


      They burst into laughter simultaneously.


      “Now we can get on with our discussion,” smiled Dorothy. “Go ahead, Bill.”


      “Well, the smuggler’s pilot has been taking most of his flights—or I ought to say, the flights we know about—during the late afternoon. I haven’t the slightest glimmer why he chooses to fly at that time. But, as I see it, if he has done it day after day in the past, the chances are he’ll continue to leave his hangar at about the same time. My plan is for us to take off at about four each afternoon. We can remain in the air until six. If he comes from around here, we’d catch him shortly after he takes the air. That’s how I figure it.”


      “Maybe you’re right.” Dorothy was still unconvinced. “But how about the warning we got a little while ago?”


      “What’s that got to do with it?”


      “Well, we hadn’t had lunch yet—he dropped the message from his plane in the morning—not during the late afternoon!”


      Bill yawned unblushingly and got to his feet.


      “Cuts no ice,” he asserted. “That wasn’t a regular hop.”


      “What then?” This from Mr. Dixon.


      “A grandstand play, pure and simple. Those lads haven’t the brains I gave them credit for, if they really think they can steer us off with tripe like that!”


      Mr. Bolton ground the butt of his cigar on an ashtray, and rose.


      “Perhaps that wasn’t the idea,” he suggested.


      Three heads were turned sharply toward him.


      “What do you mean, Bolton?” asked Mr. Dixon.


      “A come-on,” returned his neighbor.


      “A come-on?” echoed Dorothy in a puzzled voice.


      “Just that—nothing more nor less.”


      “I get you,” Bill nodded. “Get us in the air, by that teaser—rely on us to go after the Mystery Plane as a matter of pride—and then fill us full of machine gun bullets. If they start anything like that—well—two can play the game and if that lad with the beard can’t shoot any better than he handled his plane when he zoomed the house just now—it is, as the French say, ‘to laugh’!”


      “That’s all very well,” argued Mr. Dixon. “I don’t mind Dorothy flying, but I do draw the line at machine guns. That’s no game for girls. You keep your two feet on solid earth until this business is over, my dear.”


      “Oh, Daddy!” Dorothy’s voice was full of disgust.


      “Sorry, daughter, but I simply can’t let you take the risk.”


      Mr. Bolton placed his hand on his friend’s arm.


      “You know, I don’t think that Bill would have countenanced Dorothy’s going on patrols with him unless he felt assured she would run no danger. How about it, son?”


      “If she does get into trouble, it won’t be with my consent,” he smiled. “But seriously, sir,” he turned to Mr. Dixon. “There will be a minimum of danger if Dorothy does as I tell her. In the first place, machine gun fire in the air is not nearly so potent as it is on terra firma. Try and hit a small object flashing by when you’re traveling like a bat out of—ahem!—Harlem. Try it and see how many planes you don’t hit! And in the second place, that bearded guy won’t get a chance to turn his gun in her direction.”


      “Well, I’m no flyer and I haven’t the slightest idea of the technicalities that must arise in aerial combat work,” Mr. Dixon made this statement slowly and thoughtfully, “but still—”


      “Daddy, don’t be ridic.” Dorothy’s tone was tolerantly amused.


      “Do you really think I’m foolish, my dear child?”


      “Oh, pigheaded is a better word, at times, if you insist on the truth!”


      All four burst into roars of mirth.


      “That’s one from the shoulder, Mr. Dixon,” choked Bill. “You’d better go the whole hog, now she’s a licensed pilot!”


      Dorothy’s father shook his head in pretended sorrow. “You’re all against me, that’s obvious. And there’s much too much pig in this conversation to suit a conservative parent.” He threw an affectionate glance at Dorothy. “Ever since this tomboy daughter of mine was able to grip my finger when I leaned over her crib, she has pulled her old Dad hither and yon to suit her fancy. So I suppose I’ll have to give in again—acknowledge I’m wrong, and so forth. Run along, children, and see to it your airships are in apple-pie order.”


      “You’re a darling!” His daughter bestowed a hearty kiss upon his left ear.


      “Beat it—you scamp!” Mr. Dixon’s voice was gruff, though his eyes sparkled with merriment. “If you bother me much longer, it will be lunch time before I get down to the bank—and I’m likely to change my mind. Shoo!”


      “Ogre—I defy you!” With a laugh, she beckoned to Bill and ran down the steps.


      “Well, what shall it be?” she inquired when he joined her. “Your ship or mine, first?”


      “Mine, I think. None of the three has been off the apron of the hangar since I left for Europe. Frank has been looking after them. He’s a great old feller, you know. When we brought him back from New York he didn’t know a fork from a gadget. Now he’s chauffeur, general factotem around the house, and practical mechanic for me. He knows his job all right, but my boats will need more overhauling than yours.”


      “Which plane shall you use for this work?”


      “The Ryan M-l, that the bank gave me after that Martinelli business. She certainly is a smart little bus—can fly rings around anything in this neck of the woods. Hello—” he broke off as they came down the drive, “somebody’s had a breakdown.”


      Drawn up at the side of the ridge road stood a green coupe of the type motor car manufacturers advertise as “de luxe model.” As they came in sight, a young man crawled out from beneath the body.


      “Why, that’s Mr. Tracey,” said Dorothy. “Do you know him?”


      “Yes, I met him at Mr. Holloway’s house one night. Isn’t he the old boy’s secretary?”


      “Yes, he is. He’s quite nice. Dad sees a lot of Mr. Holloway, you know.”


      The secretary, tall and sleekly blond, was looking ruefully down at his grey flannel trousers, now streaked with the dirt of the roadway.


      “Good morning, Miss Dorothy,” he greeted, clipping his words in a precise manner. “Afraid I’m not exactly presentable.” Then for the first time, he appeared to notice Bill. “Hello, Bolton,” he said affably. “You’re quite a stranger around here.”


      “Got back a couple of days ago,” returned Bill casually. “Need any help?”


      “Thanks, no. Loose nut, that’s all.” He patted his monkey wrench with a grimy hand. “This fixed her. Doing much flying, Miss Dorothy?”


      “Yes, I go up quite often. Bill taught me, you know.”


      “Yes, I remember. I’d like to take lessons, myself. How about giving me instruction—that is, if you’re not too expensive?”


      “I’m really not in the business,” parried Bill. “You’d do much better at one of the schools. Glad to give you a hop, though, if you’d like to go up?”


      “Thanks so much. I’ll be glad to take advantage of your offer. What about this afternoon? It’s a perfectly lovely day.”


      “Sorry, but today I’m overhauling my planes. Been away some time, you see. I’ll probably take them up on tests about four. But of course I don’t want the responsibility of a passenger until I know they are running O.K.”


      Mr. Tracey nodded and got into his car.


      “I understand perfectly. Thanks for the invitation, though. I’ll give you a ring later in the week and allow myself the pleasure of going up with you. Goodbye. Goodbye, Miss Dorothy.”


      With a wave of his hand the car moved off and Dorothy turned to Bill.


      “Why did you tell him you were going to take the air about four?” she asked.


      “Because if the smuggling gang know what I’m going to do it will save time if we pull off our little scrap this afternoon.”


      Before this admission Dorothy had looked puzzled. Now her eyebrows went up in startled astonishment.


      “Good Heavens, Bill! You surely don’t think that Mr. Tracey has anything to do with that! He’s as prim and prissy as a pussy-cat!”


      “Just my opinion. Of course he knows nothing about the diamonds. But your prissy boy friend has the reputation of being the worst gossip in New Canaan. When he takes those gray bags of his to be cleaned, it will be all over the village that Bill Bolton is back and intends to test out his planes late this afternoon.—And that is just what I want.”


      “Oh, I see,” Dorothy nodded thoughtfully. “But I’ll tell you one thing. If we are going up today, it’s high time we quit talking and got busy on the planes.”


      With four airplanes to groom, the next few hours proved busy ones for both Dorothy and Bill. But by four o’clock everything was ready for their flight.


      “Got your instructions down pat?” he inquired as Dorothy got aboard the Will-o’-the-Wisp. The airplane was resting on the concrete apron of the Dixons’ hangar, preparatory to the take off.


      “Know them backwards,” she flashed with a smile.


      “Good luck, then.”


      “Good luck to you, Bill.”


      He stepped swiftly to one side as she switched on the ignition. For a moment or two he stood there watching her amphibian taxi away from the hangar, gathering speed as it went. Then when the wheels left the ground and the big bird of wood and metal soared upward, he turned away and made off in the direction of his father’s property.


      As Will-o’-the-Wisp climbed in great widening circles, Dorothy at the controls knew she had plenty of time to gain the position agreed upon before Bill could get under way. The air was smooth and still, without the slightest breath of disturbing wind. Perfect flying weather and wonderful visibility with a clear blue horizon unmarred by the smallest shred of cloud.


      The Boltons had turned the ten-acre pasture behind their house into a level flying field. The old hay barn had been enlarged, partitions removed and a concrete floor laid. It now made a large roomy hangar, for their three planes.


      Looking down as she kept on circling higher and higher, Dorothy saw Bill cross the ridge road and appear a moment or two later on his own flying field. She watched him hurry down to the hangar and could see Frank busy about the Ryan before its open doors. Then she saw Bill get aboard. When she looked again, his small monoplane was already in the air.


      By this time the indicator on Will-o’-the-Wisp’s altimeter marked a height of between eight and nine thousand feet. According to instructions, Dorothy leveled off and bringing right rudder and right aileron simultaneously into play, she sent the plane into a wide circular turn. Far below, the Ryan was pursuing the same tactics, so that both planes were cruising over the township of New Canaan.


      Dorothy and Bill continued to maintain the same relative positions for the next fifteen or twenty minutes. Then as Will-o’-the-Wisp swung round toward the west, Dorothy spied a third plane, streaking toward New Canaan at an altitude of some three thousand feet.


      The fact that Bill had also spotted the intruder was evident, for he began to climb.


      “Bill’s advertising plan worked,” muttered Dorothy with satisfaction. “If that amphibian over there isn’t the Mystery Plane, I’ll eat my ailerons!”


      CHAPTER XV


      RUN TO COVER


      Dorothy reached beneath her seat, brought forth a pair of field-glasses and clapped them to her goggles. Focussed through the powerful lenses, there was no mistaking the Mystery Plane. And although at this distance it was impossible to see the pilot’s face, she could plainly distinguish the barrel of a machine gun that poked its wicked muzzle over the cockpit’s cowling.


      “So the bearded aviator means mischief!” She returned the glasses to their case. “That guy must be a cold-blooded dog to try anything like that over a populated township. He’s likely to bite off more than he can chew if Bill and I have any luck. If he cracks up, I shan’t weep.”


      At first sight of the smuggler’s plane, she brought Will-o’-the-Wisp back on an even keel, but now in order to get an unimpeded view directly below, she sent the plane into a steep bank.


      Bill, in the Ryan, with an altitude of some twenty-five hundred feet and its nose slightly raised was streaking toward the smuggler.


      Most air battles are fought in the higher ether, because combat flying often necessitates acrobatics and the ordinary pilot wants plenty of air below for such work. The smuggler being the aggressor in this case, naturally started to climb when he spotted the Ryan. He hoped, no doubt, not only to increase his altitude but to gain greater ascendency over Bill before diving at the monoplane with his machine gun going full blast.


      It was time for Dorothy to act. As the smuggler’s plane began to ascend, she sent her amphibian diving toward him at a tremendous spurt of speed. The Mystery Plane nosed over and dove in turn at the Ryan, some five hundred feet below.


      “Ha-ha!” Dorothy shut off her motor and brought Will-o’-the-Wisp’s nose gradually back to the horizontal. “Our scheme worked! That bird either doesn’t know his business or he’s lost his nerve!”


      A fighting plane attacking has as its objective a position directly behind the hostile plane at close range. A position either above or below the tail is equally good. From these positions the enemy is directly in the line of fire, and in sighting no deflection is necessary.


      The smuggler’s maneuver showed Dorothy that he was a novice; for instead of going into a climbing spiral which would have eluded her dive and made it possible for him to attain a superior position over both planes, he dove at the Ryan. This might have been a proper fighting maneuver if Bill’s plane had not been nosing upward toward him; and had the Ryan not been the faster of the two.


      By this blunder he put himself in the direct line of fire from Bill’s machine gun. And had that young man been minded to use it the battle would have been over—almost before it started.


      Seeing his mistake almost immediately, the bearded aviator broke his dive by zooming upward. Again Dorothy’s plane dove for his tail and right there he made his second error.


      Instead of gaining altitude and position by making an Immelman turn, which consists of a half-roll on the top of a loop, he pulled back his stick sharply, simultaneously giving the Mystery Plane full right rudder. The result was an abrupt stall and a fall off, and his amphibian emerged from the resultant dive headed in the direction from which he had first appeared.


      Dorothy sent her bus spiralling downward, while Bill simply nosed his Ryan into a steeper climb. By the time the Mystery Plane levelled off from its split-S turn it had lost over a thousand feet. Granted he was headed for home, if that had been his intention; now he was placed in the worst possible situation with regard to his opponents. For instead of one, both planes had attained positions above him.


      For the next few minutes the man in the smuggler’s plane did his best to out-maneuver the elusive pair whose motors roared above his head like giant bees attacking an enemy. Never was he given a chance to better his position or to gain altitude. Every time he maneuvered to place one of the planes within line of fire from his machine gun, the other would effectually block the move; the menacing plane would sheer off at a tangent and its partner, crowding down upon his tail, would hurl forth a smoke bomb. By the time he floundered through the cloud, his antagonists would be back in their relative positions, again, the one directly above his tail plane, the other slightly behind him to the right.


      The bearded aviator knew that he was being outclassed at every move, that gradually they were forcing him down to a point where he must land or crash.


      Both Dorothy and Bill knew exactly when the man in the plane below guessed their purpose. For with a sudden burst of speed he shot ahead, streaking in the direction of North Stamford like a ghost in torment.


      “We’ve got every advantage but one,” mused Dorothy, widening her throttle in pursuit. “He knows where he’s going—and we don’t. He’s up to some trick, I’ll bet.”


      That her thoughts were prophetic was made apparent almost immediately. By shutting off his engine and by kicking his rudder alternately right and left with comparatively slow and heavy movements, the smuggler pilot sent his plane’s nose swinging from side to side. This evolution, known as fish-tailing, he executed without banking or dropping the nose to a steeper angle. Its purpose is to cut down speed and to do so as rapidly as possible.


      The Mystery Plane slowed down as though a brake had been applied, sideslipped to the left over a line of trees and leveled off above a field enclosed by a dilapidated stone fence.


      “Confound!” exclaimed Dorothy, with a glance behind. “He’s going to land and both Bill and I have overshot the field!”


      Nose depressed below level, a lively flipper turn to left brought Will-o’-the-Wisp sharply round facing the field again with its wings almost vertical. Immediate application of up aileron and opposite rudder quickly brought the amphibian to an even keel once more. Then Dorothy nosed over, went into a forward slip, recovered and leveled off for a landing.


      As the wheels of her plane touched the ground, she saw the Ryan come to a stop on the grass some yards to the right. Just ahead and between them was the Mystery Plane. It lay drunkenly over on one side, resting on its twisted landing gear and a crumpled lower wing section.


      Dorothy stood up in her cockpit when Will-o’-the-Wisp stopped rolling and saw the smuggler-pilot vault the wall at the far corner of the field and disappear into a small wood. Bill was walking toward the disabled amphibian. She got out of her plane and hurried toward him.


      “Pancaked!” she cried, pointing toward the wreck as she came within speaking distance.


      “You said it—” concurred Bill. “That guy was in such a hurry he leveled off too soon. Usually I don’t wish anybody hard luck but that bird is the great exception. Too bad he didn’t break a leg along with his plane. Now he’s beat it and—”


      “We are just about where we were before,” she broke in.


      “Not quite, Dorothy. The Mystery Plane is out of commission.—I wonder where we are?”


      “Somewhere in the North Stamford hills.”


      “I know—but whose property are we on?”


      “Haven’t the least idea.”


      “I can’t see any houses around here. Did you notice any as you came down?”


      Dorothy shook her head and laughed.


      “My eyes were glued on this field,” she admitted. “I was too busy trying to make a landing myself to take in much of the landscape. Wait a minute, though—seems to me I caught a glimpse of the Castle just before I put Wispy into that reverse control turn. Yes, I’m sure of it.”


      “The Castle?” Bill frowned. “What in the cock-eyed world is that?”


      “A castle, silly!”


      “Make sense out of that, please.”


      “Sorry. You’re usually trying to mystify me—I just thought I’d turn the tables for a change.”


      “Oh, I know—I’ll say I’m sorry or anything else you want. Only please tell me what you’re talking about.”


      “Well, it seems that about fifteen or sixteen years ago, somebody built a castle about two or three miles from North Stamford village. It’s less than five miles from where we live. Not being up on medieval architecture I can’t describe it properly, but Dad says it is the kind that German robber barons put up in the fourteenth century. Anyway, the Castle is built of stone with a steep, slate roof, which spouts pointed turrets all over the place. I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been built by a German—it certainly looks as Heinie as sauerkraut!”


      “Who lives there?” asked Bill.


      “Nobody, now. During the war, Dad told me, the place was suspected to be a spy-hang-out or something like that. Anyway, there was a lot of talk about it. What became of the owner, whoever he is, I don’t know. The place has been rented several times during the past few years. It is quite near the road. I drove past it just the other day on my way to and from Nance Wilkins’ tea and the old dump looked quite empty and forlorn.”


      “Well, that’s that,” said Bill. “This bearded guy may have been heading for your Castle, but I doubt it. Fact is, he probably decided to land at the first convenient place when he found we were too much for him, and decided to trust to his legs for a getaway.”


      Dorothy had been swinging her helmet by its chin strap in an absent-minded manner. Now she raised her eyes to his.


      “What are we going to do about it?” she inquired. “We can’t try to break into the Castle in broad daylight.”


      “Hardly. And after our experience with the bank gang, we’ll do no more snooping around strange houses on our own. I am going over to that little wood where our friend ran to cover. Maybe I can find some trace of him. You stay here with the planes.”


      “Why can’t I go with you, Bill?”


      “Because that smuggler may simply be hiding in the woods in hopes that we’ll come after him and that we’ll leave these airbuses unguarded. Then when we’re gone, he’ll come back here, grab one of them and fly quietly home.”


      “All right. I see.”


      “Have you got a gun?”


      “That small Colt you gave me is in Wispy’s cockpit.”


      “Get it and keep it on you—and if that guy shows up, don’t be afraid to use it.”


      Dorothy shook her head. “I never shot at anybody in my life—”


      “Don’t shoot at him—shoot him. You might have to, you know.”


      “But surely, Bill—”


      “Oh, I don’t mean for you to kill the guy. Plunk him in the leg—disable him. If you have any qualms about it, just remember that machine gun in his bus here. The man is as deadly as a copperhead and twice as treacherous. Look out for him.”


      “I will. But su-suppose you get into trouble, Bill. How long do you want me to wait here before I come after you?”


      “My dear girl,” Bill was becoming impatient. “I’m just going to try to find out where that lad is headed. I won’t be gone more than ten or fifteen minutes.”


      “Yes. But suppose you don’t come back here!”


      “Wait for half an hour. Then fly back home and tell Dad what has happened. He’ll know what to do. Don’t get nervous—I’ll be all right. So long. See you in a few minutes.”


      With a wave of his hand, he ran across the field and Dorothy saw him hurdle the low wall and disappear between the trees of the wood where the bearded aviator had run to cover.


      CHAPTER XVI


      The Tunnel


      Dorothy walked slowly back to Will-o’-the-Wisp and climbed into the cockpit. From the pilot’s seat she had an unobstructed view of the field and the two other airplanes. Overhead, fluffy wind clouds began to appear from out of the northwest. Near the stone wall, three small rabbits sported in the sunshine; and presently a groundhog waddled across the field.


      She glanced at her watch. The hands marked five past five. Bill had been gone twenty minutes.


      “And he told me not to get nervous,” she thought indignantly. “This waiting around is enough to set anybody off—I’ll give him just ten minutes more!”


      Dorothy counted those ten minutes quite the longest she had ever experienced. Fifteen minutes past five and still no Bill. He had told her to wait half an hour and then to fly home for help! But she was not the sort of girl who permits herself to be quietly wiped off the picture by an order from a boy friend! She just wasn’t made that way. Bill might be worried about the safety of the planes; it was his safety that worried her.


      Determinedly she transferred the small revolver from its holster to a pocket of the jodhpurs she was wearing. Should she pack a flash light, too? No need of that, she decided. Figuring on daylight saving time, it wouldn’t be dark until after eight o’clock. Without more ado, she got out of the plane and crossed the field toward the wood.


      After she had climbed the wall at the spot where she had seen Bill disappear on the trail of the bearded aviator, she came upon a path. Narrow it was, and overgrown, yet certainly a path, leading through the trees at a diagonal from the stone fence. Without hesitation, Dorothy followed it.


      She was soon certain that her idea of the wood from the air was correct, and that it covered no great acreage. Hurrying along the winding footpath, she began to catch glimpses of blue sky between the tree trunks, and less than three hundred yards from the wall she came into the open.


      The trees ended at the edge of a broad gully, apparently the bed of a shallow stream in the spring or after a shower; but now, except for a puddle or two, it was dry. On the farther side, cows were grazing in a meadow.


      “Nice pastoral landscape,” she said aloud. “Doesn’t look like much of a spot for mischief—”


      In spite of her bravado, Dorothy felt a lump in her throat. If Bill were missing, too, and she could not find him.…


      The pasture sloped gently upward over a hill, perhaps a quarter of a mile away. And on the horizon above the hilltop, the Castle reared its pointed turrets skyward. For a little while she watched the huge, grey pile of stone, whose narrow leaded windows reflecting the late afternoon sun, winked at her with many mocking eyes. What a dreary-looking place it was, she thought. Ugly and forbidding, it was entirely out of place in this New England countryside. The Castle seemed utterly deserted. It probably was. At least the path ended at the gully; there was no sign of it across the meadow.


      Where was the bearded aviator—and above all, where was Bill?


      “Bill distinctly said he would not snoop around the Castle,” she thought. “I wonder if he really came this far?”


      So eager had she been to reach the edge of the wood that she had paid very little attention to the ground she was covering. As this new thought struck her, she turned and gazed back over the way she had come. There were her own footprints clearly defined in the damp earth—but there was no sign that either Bill or the smuggler had passed that way.


      Back along the path she trudged, walking slowly this time.


      “I’m a pretty poor woodsman,” she told herself. “They must have turned off somewhere.”


      Her eyes searched the soft earth of the narrow trail and the thick bushes through which it wandered. But it was not until she had gone half way back to the stone wall that she discovered traces of footprints. And where the prints left the path, a ragged remnant of a handkerchief swung from a twig near the ground.


      “There!” she pounced upon it joyfully. “How could I have been so stupid as to miss it—I might have known!”


      The initials, “W. B.” embroidered in one corner of the dirty fragment of linen banished any doubt she may have had as to its ownership. Leaving it tied to the bush, she struck into the wood.


      Now that she was intent upon her stalking, there was no mistaking the trail left by the other two. A broken twig, heel marks on the soft mold, a trampled patch of moss; all these signs bespoke a hasty passage through the brush.


      She had not gone far, when suddenly in a clearing she came upon the end of the trail. The earth here was bare of undergrowth and sloped sharply down into a marshy ravine. In the center of the little clearing a pile of brush was heaped with dead grass and rubbish,—tin cans, old shoes, automobile fenders, rusty bed-springs, boxes and weathered newspapers.


      For a moment Dorothy stared at the rubbish dump. Then she noticed footprints circling the heap and followed them down to the ravine. Here, as if to bulwark the miscellaneous junk and to keep it from sliding, was a buttress of boxes and barrels.


      Dorothy got down on her knees and examined these carefully. At the very bottom, almost on a level with the tussocky surface of the marsh, a barrel lay on its side, its depth leading inward. A sudden inspiration made her pull a long stick from the pile and run it into the barrel. She gave a little gurgle of astonishment. The barrel had no bottom.


      Still on her knees she peered inside. Just beyond the rim lay a scrap of paper. She picked it up and scrawled upon it were the words “This way”.…


      “Another message!” she whispered jubilantly.


      She tried to move the barrel but found that it was securely nailed to the bulwark of packing-cases. The soft earth about its mouth was heavily marked with footprints.


      “Well, there’s no doubt about it now—‘this way’—” she murmured and without further waste of time wormed her way into the barrel.


      As she crawled through the other end, she found herself in a narrow tunnel. The daylight appearing through its ingenious entrance was strong enough to show her that the rubbish had been built over a frame of two-by-fours and chickenwire, which formed the roof and sides of the tunnel under the dump.


      Dorothy got to her feet. A short distance ahead the tunnel led straight into the high ground over which she had come from the wood path. Here the sides were timbered with stout posts, and ceiled with cross beams to prevent the earthen roof from falling.


      “Gee, if this isn’t like Alice in Wonderland! Why, I might meet the White Rabbit any minute now.” She giggled, then shivered as she remembered why she was there.


      For a moment she considered returning to the plane for her flash light, but decided it would take too much precious time, and passed on cautiously, stopping now and then to listen. She could hear nothing but the squashy sound of her footsteps on the marshy floor of the tunnel.


      After proceeding about fifteen feet, the dark passage turned slightly in its course. Just beyond the turn, as Dorothy was groping to find which way it led, her hands touched a wooden surface. This proved to be a heavy door, standing partly open. As she shoved it back with her shoulder, she tripped over a heavy object which lay across the sill. Dorothy reached down in the darkness and picked up a crowbar.


      She advanced, dragging the crowbar after her. The floor of the passage at this point began to slope up hill. But after a few paces ahead, she found it went abruptly downward at a considerable angle, took a sharp turn to the right, then began to slope gently upward again.


      By this time she had lost all sense of direction. She progressed slowly, feeling along the wall with her left hand, resting it on one timber until she had advanced half way to where she supposed the next would be. In this manner she crept on for nearly a quarter of a mile without meeting any obstruction. The air, though cold and lifeless, was breathable; but the darkness and the horrid feeling of being shut in began to get on her nerves. Once more she stopped to listen. Absolute stillness. Dorothy could hear nothing but the beating of her heart as she strained her eyes to pierce the black passage. She seemed completely shut off from everything on earth.


      Feeling that inaction was even more unbearable than running head-on into danger, she recommenced her slow advance. Presently, she came to a place where the tunnel widened out. Here, even with outstretched arms, she could not reach both walls at once.


      As she swung to follow the left hand wall, her right arm struck a free timber which seemed to have no connection with either side of the passage. From this she deduced that she was now in a sort of subterranean chamber, and that this free post was one of the supports of its roof. Continuing along the left wall, with her right arm outstretched, she soon reached another post. The heavy crowbar which she was endeavoring to carry at arm’s length, struck against the base of the upright and made a loud, cavernous sound.


      “Bloomp!”


      Dorothy was prepared for the next timber, some three feet farther on. She took the crowbar in her left hand and extended her right to grasp the post, with the intention to discover the size of the chamber.


      Suddenly she recoiled in horror. She could feel a chill rush up and down her spine. For she had touched, not the splintered wood of the post, but, unmistakably, human flesh.


      Dodging quickly to one side, she dropped the crowbar and drew her revolver. Holding it straight before her, ready to fire at the first sign of a hostile advance, she listened breathlessly.


      To her amazement, there was no sound; not the slightest indication of movement in the awful darkness. She supposed the enemy must be maneuvering to take her from some unexpected quarter. But she could not understand how it could be managed in that inky blackness without giving her some audible sign.


      Feeling that she must have something firmer than mere space behind her, Dorothy retreated, keeping her pistol leveled. With her left hand she groped behind her and when she felt the solid timber, she leaned back against it, waiting.


      Seconds dragged like hours and still there was no sound. Gradually, Dorothy’s nerves were beginning to quiet down.


      “Well, this is darned queer,” she thought, “maybe that person is making tracks out of here. I can’t just stand still and do nothing, anyway.”


      She began to move forward very cautiously. When she had covered ten short paces, she stopped and listened again. Absolute stillness everywhere, stillness pervaded by the strange, dank smell of unsunned earth and the musty rot of roots and wood.


      But this time Dorothy fancied she could hear a faint, very faint sound of breathing. At first she thought it was her own, reechoing from the walls of the dark cavern. Then she held her breath and listened once more. There was some one else in this subterranean chamber.


      “Well, here goes,” she said with closed lips. “It’s now or never. I can’t stand this much longer!”


      But she had only taken a single step when the same chill of horror and fright raced over her again. Her revolver muzzle had touched something apparently alive and yielding, the clothed body of someone who stood motionless as before.


      “Hold it! hold it!” she cried, her teeth chattering. “Don’t move or I’ll plug you!”


      With her gun firmly pressed against the body, she raised her other arm to ward off any blow that might be directed against her. As she did so, it became evident that the body still had not moved, that the breath was coming regularly and faintly, but there was no stir of limbs, no shift of muscle or of weight.


      Such mysterious behavior filled Dorothy with terror. She bit her lips and dug the mouth of her Colt forward into the body.


      “Stick ’em up—do you hear? Over your head!” she said viciously between her teeth.


      The figure remained motionless and as silent as before. Dorothy felt her heart beats mount to a violent thunder. She felt she could stand the strain no longer.


      Still holding her pistol against the flesh of this mysterious being, she lowered her arm from her forehead and reached slowly forward. She touched something. Her whole body was convulsed with horror, anguish and surprise.


      Her trembling fingers had descended upon the smooth, cool softness of a leather helmet. They slipped, cold and damp, from the helmet to the face and over the warm cheek.


      In that moment everything was changed. Now Dorothy understood why the figure was motionless and quiet. She touched a fold of cloth that bound the mouth and slipping her hand to the shoulder, she felt a twist of thin rope.


      She slipped the pistol into her belt without hesitation. Bill always carried several packets of matches in his pockets. She found one and struck a light.


      When the little puff of smoke and the obscuring haze of the first flash settled down to a fitful flame, Dorothy got a glimpse of her friend. He was gagged and bound to one of the upright supports. His eyes were closed and his head drooped to one side.


      In less than a second Dorothy had flung away the match and was cutting the young fellow’s bonds with her knife, groping for them in the dark and supporting his released body against her own as she worked. At last she was able to lift him out of the loosened loop that had held his feet and stepping back, laid him on the earthen floor.


      Then she knelt beside him, rubbing his wrists and cheeks with her grimy palms. For some minutes her ministrations seemed of no avail. But presently, under her fingers she felt his head move. At first she could only catch groans and sighs. Then, as consciousness began to assert itself, Bill raised his head a little and said faintly:


      “Who’s that?”


      “It’s me—Dorothy.”


      She lifted his head into her lap. As she did so Bill gave a start and struggled feebly.


      “Let me go!” he muttered. “Let me alone!”


      “Just keep quiet, Bill,” she soothed. “You’ll be better soon.”


      Bill lay back in her arms and was still.


      “Who are you?” he asked again and this time in a firmer voice.


      “It’s Dorothy, your pardner!”


      “Dorothy? Thank Heaven for that.” He caught at her hand and squeezed it. “We’re in the tunnel, aren’t we?”


      “Yes—where it widens out into a kind of room.”


      “I remember now—that guy slugged me when I was making for the candle on the table over there.”


      “Who slugged you? The bearded aviator?”


      “That’s right. I was coming along, lighting matches to see by when he stepped from behind one of the uprights—and that’s all I remember. Knocked me out, I guess.”


      “He certainly did! You’ve a bump on your head like an egg. The helmet probably saved your life. Feel pretty rotten, don’t you?”


      “You said it! Dizzy as blazes—and my head’s as sore as a boil. But I guess I’ll be all right in a minute if I can just lie still. Do you mind?”


      “Of course not, silly. Take your time. I suppose you followed the footprints to the barrel, like I did.”


      “Yep. But how come you went after me?” he chuckled. “I thought the idea was to beat it home in the plane.”


      “Oh, Bill, I just couldn’t!”


      Bill sat up. “Well, I suppose I was crazy to ever think you would—but I honestly didn’t think I’d get into such close quarters with that fellow. As it is, I’m mighty glad you didn’t take my fool suggestion,” he admitted. “Where would I be now, if you hadn’t shown up? By the taste in my mouth and the feel of my wrists, that galoot must have tied me up and gagged me!”


      “He did that. You were bound to an upright. Have you any idea where this tunnel comes out?”


      “Ten dollars to counterfeit two-cent piece, your Castle is the answer to that question,” he said, and lit a match. “Oh, there’s the table, Dorothy. Do you mind lighting that candle? I’m too dizzy to stand up yet or—”


      He stopped short and Dorothy saw his eyes widen in startled surprise.


      “Look out!” he yelled and the match went out.


      Dorothy felt a hand grip the back of her neck and immediately afterward its fellow clutched her throat. In a fierce frenzy of terror, she shot to her feet, gasping and choking and flinging her arms wildly backwards as she rose.


      CHAPTER XVII


      “The Tombs”


      Dorothy’s vigorous motion forced her assailant to relax his grip upon her throat, and as she felt his weight upon her shoulders, she lunged down and backward. There was a dull, cracking thud, and the sound of a body falling. The back of her head struck one of the timbers that supported the ceiling of the tunnel. The place seemed to whirl round and round and glittering sparks danced before her eyes. When this sensation ceased, Dorothy leaned back against the post into which she had flung herself in her apparently successful effort to shake off her opponent.


      With the realization that the attack had halted and that her assailant had either made his escape or was incapacitated, she fumbled in her pocket for a match.


      “Where are you, Dorothy?” Bill’s voice called from the dark void.


      “Right here, old thing—by the wall.”


      She struck a light.


      “All right?”


      He looked pale and shaken in the flicker of the tiny flame. She saw that he grasped the crowbar.


      “A bit woozy,” she replied, and lit the candle on the table. “Cracked my head on a beam or something.”


      “That bearded guy didn’t hurt you?”


      “He didn’t get a chance. Which way do you think he went?”


      Bill laughed softly. “You put him out of business. Look!”


      He pointed toward an upright and Dorothy saw a crumpled figure lying huddled at the base of the post.


      “Goodness! You don’t think I’ve finished him?” she breathed in horrified alarm.


      “No such luck,” he affirmed callously and bent over the man’s body. “Sit down until you feel better. This chap is only stunned. I’ll take care of him.”


      Dorothy stumbled over to the table. Near-by was a chair. She dropped into it.


      “He bumped his skull on this post,” Bill went on. “No great damage, I guess. Funny—whenever there’s a rough-house in the dark, somebody invariably gets a broken head. The three of us are even now.”


      “What are you going to do with him?” Her dizziness was passing.


      “Oh, I’ll give him as good as he gave me, and lash him to this upright.”


      He busied himself tying up the unconscious smuggler. When he had finished, he looked up and beckoned to Dorothy.


      “Come over here. He’s plenty secure now. This rope held me, I guess it’ll hold him.”


      “What are you going to do now?”


      “Find out who this chap really is.”


      His fingers peeled off the false beard and Dorothy cried out in astonishment.


      “Mr. Tracey!” she gasped.


      “It’s Tracey, all right!”


      “But who’d have thought that sleek pussy cat was mixed up in this? Aren’t you surprised, Bill?”


      “Not very. When his car had the breakdown this morning I began to suspect. The whole thing was too darn opportune. He was part of their system of watchers, of course. Probably wanted to find out how we’d taken their warning.”


      “But surely Mr. Holloway can have nothing to do with it! He’s such a sweet old man.”


      Billy transferred two revolvers from Tracey’s belt to his own.


      “If you want my candid opinion,” he said, “Old Holloway is the leader and brains of the gang. Only it’s going to be the dickens and all to prove it in a court of law.”


      Dorothy stared at him incredulously. “Why, Bill—are you sure?”


      “Why not? He’s just a double-dealer, that’s all. That wise old bird is certain to have a flock of cast iron alibis up his sleeve. He must have made more than enough money out of this diamond smuggling to keep Tracey’s mouth shut—and the mouths of any others who may be corralled.”


      “I’ve got a hunch,” said Dorothy.


      “Let’s have it.”


      “Not yet. I want to chew it over a bit. Let’s go back now and get help.”


      “That’s for you to do. I’m going on to the Castle and surprise whoever’s there. I don’t think they have a suspicion of what has happened down here. Tracey never got that far, I’m sure of it.”


      “Well, you can take it from me that you’re not going alone. I’m coming with you.”


      Bill hesitated.


      “Well, perhaps that’s the best way, after all,” he admitted at last. “It will take some time to get the proper people over here—and by then somebody in the Castle might spot the crumpled plane and start to investigate. Time’s more than money now—let’s go.”


      “But do you think you can make it?”


      “Can do,” he said grimly. “I’ve got a sweet headache, but it might be worse. How about you?”


      “Ditto,” she smiled. “Are you going to drag that heavy crowbar?”


      “Think it might be wise. Lucky I found it by that camouflaged dump. I had to bash the lock of the door to the main tunnel with it. And there may be another door farther along.”


      “Then I’ll take the candle,” she said. With the light held well over her head, she followed him out of the chamber.


      The tunnel from here on was concreted, walls, roof and floor. Passing quickly along for possibly a hundred yards, they approached a steep flight of steps. At the top they found a closed door. Bill turned the handle and it swung inward.


      “Guess I won’t need this any more,” he said and braced the door open with the crowbar. “If they’re too many for us, we may have to leave in a hurry. Just as well to keep the way clear.”


      By the feeble light of the candle they saw that they stood in a small whitewashed cellar. Leading off this to the left, was an open corridor, and from some distance down this passage came the glow of electric light. A large safe, painted white, was built into a corner of the cellar wall.


      At a nod from Bill, Dorothy blew out the light and placed the candlestick on the stone floor. Then as she straightened up he brought his lips close to her ear.


      “I’ll bet that’s where they keep the loot! Follow me, and hold your gun handy.”


      One after the other, on tiptoe, the pair crept across the cellar, their rubber-soled shoes making not the slightest sound. When they came to the corridor, Bill slackened his pace but continued to stalk steadily forward. On their left the whitewashed wall led straight on in an unbroken line. In the right wall, they saw the iron grills of cells. They passed the first, which was dark, and evidently empty. From the second came the glow of light.


      Bill turned and placed a finger on his lips. Then he got down on his hands and knees and crawled forward to the door.


      “Good heavens!” Dorothy heard him gasp. “So that’s where they had you!”


      He stood up and she hurried toward him.


      “Terry!”


      Her cry was one of absolute amazement. Through the grating she saw her long lost friend, starting up from his cot where he had been reading when Bill’s exclamation caused him to look around. Terry advanced to the door and greeted them.


      “Well, by all that’s wonderful! Dorothy! Bill Bolton! What—”


      “Are you all right? You’re not hurt or anything?” Dorothy’s excited whisper broke in upon his incoherent surprise.


      “No, I’m safe and sound, except that I’m pretty tired of reading—cooped up in this hole. But say, how did you two manage to get down here?”


      “Through the tunnel,” replied Bill with a grin.


      “Gee, is there a tunnel, too? Never heard of it. How about that lad Peters and the others—you didn’t see them?”


      “No, we came through the cellar. Have you any idea where they are?”


      “Upstairs, probably—in the house—playing cards. Since Peters came here a few days ago he’s been bringing me my grub. He’s quite chatty; likes to boast about how he trims those others at poker.”


      “How many men are there altogether, do you know?” asked Dorothy.


      “I’ve never seen more than three at a time, unless you count their be-whiskered pilot I mixed it up with at the beach club. Remember him, Dorothy? But he doesn’t come around much, so Peters says. He doesn’t like him—thinks he’s high-hat.”


      “Well, he’s out of the picture, now,” declared Bill. “We got him in the tunnel.”


      “Yes—and Terry, do you know that he is Mr. Tracey?” Dorothy could not contain the exciting news any longer.


      “Great grief! You don’t say so! I never could stand that fellow—didn’t think he had sense enough to come in out of the rain. But then, you never can tell which way a cat will jump.” He stepped closer to the grill and looked anxiously from Bill to Dorothy. “Say, do you think you two could find a way of getting me out of here?”


      “We left a grand crowbar in the cellar! Don’t you think we could bash the lock with it, Bill?”


      “Might pry it open. But I’m afraid the noise would give us away—”


      “Not a chance of that—if you mean it might disturb the poker players,” Terry interrupted. “There’s a perfect whale of a sound proof door at the head of the stairs. I was brought down that way. They always keep it shut.”


      “Good!” Bill hurried off to get the crowbar.


      “What’s all this about, Dorothy?” asked Terry. “All I know is that these lads held up my car the night of the Sillies. Some bird in a mask drew a gun on me—my eyes were bandaged and I was popped into another bus and brought over here. Where am I, anyway?”


      “Why, you’re in that old stone Castle—near North Stamford. This is a diamond smuggling gang we’re up against. The local and the state police, not to mention Secret Service agents, have been scouring the country for you. Wait till you see the newspapers! You’re nationally famous! But your mother and father and the rest of us have been terribly worried.”


      Terry nodded. “I’ve been thinking of that,” he replied. “But diamond smugglers, eh! No wonder—” he whistled softly. “You’ve no idea what it was like to be caged up here—thinking of the family and how terrible it was for them—not knowing why I was here, or if I’d ever be set free. Yet they’ve not tried any rough stuff. Gave me plenty of books and magazines, and enough decent food, thank goodness!”


      Bill reappeared, carrying the bar.


      “Now get back from the door, Terry,” he cautioned. “I’m going to have a go at it with this.”


      He placed the end of the crowbar through the grating and behind the steel disk which held the lock. Then he shoved it forward and sideways until that end was jammed between the inner edge of the door and the frame.


      “Lend me a hand, please, Dorothy, and we’ll see what a bit of leverage will do.”


      Together they seized the crowbar and pulled. There was a sharp snap and the door flew open.


      “Good enough!” cried Terry. He sprang into the corridor and grasped their hands.


      “You said it,” laughed Bill. “That’s the second time this bar has come in handy since we started this job. If we ever get out of here I’m going to keep it as a souvenir.”


      “I’ll take the diamonds,” Dorothy added enthusiastically.


      “What’s on deck now?” inquired Terry.


      Bill grew suddenly serious.


      “Have you any idea where they keep themselves above?”


      “It’s ten to one they’ll be playing poker in the kitchen. They’ve nothing else to do now, except to feed me—or so Peters says.”


      “Where’s the kitchen? I mean, how do we get to it from here?”


      “It’s along this passage and up the staircase at the end. The door at the top—the sound proof one—opens into the kitchen.”


      Bill handed Terry a gun. “Don’t be afraid to use it,” he commanded. “They won’t hesitate to shoot if they get a chance.”


      Terry looked at him in great disdain. “Say, just because I appear to be my cheerful self and so on, don’t get the idea that I’ve enjoyed this rest cure. All I’ve been thinking about for days—and nights too—is the chance to get even with them. Now I have it.” He patted the revolver.


      “O.K. then, come along, both of you.”


      It was but a step to the turn in the passage. Directly ahead lay a steep flight of stairs. And at the top was the silent menace of the closed door.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      The Flags


      “Do you think it will be unlocked?” Bill dropped his voice to a whisper. The three were standing on the landing at the head of the stairs, facing the door.


      “Sure to be,” returned Terry. “That is, if we can take friend Peters’ word for it. He spilled all this dope when he’d had an argument with the rest of the gang.”


      “Then let’s go—” said Bill. “You stand to one side, Dorothy.”


      “Shucks!” With a twist of the handle, that young lady threw the door wide and jumped into the room.


      “Hands up! Stick ’em up!” she cried.


      Two of the three men seated at the table complied at once with her command. Their hands shot above their heads with the rapidity of lightning. The third reached for a revolver that lay amongst the scattered cards.


      “Bang!”


      The man gave a cry of pain and caught at his shattered wrist with his other hand.


      Startled by the sudden detonation just behind her, Dorothy almost dropped her gun.


      “Dog-gone it!” Terry seemed annoyed.


      “What’s the matter?” Bill still covered the men.


      “Matter enough! Too much rest cure, I guess. Forgot to remove the safety catch on this gat you gave me. Lucky you fired when you did.”


      “Well, never mind that now,” Bill’s words were crisp and to the point. “Grab that clothesline and tie their hands behind their backs. That’s right! Dorothy, will you give first aid to that fellow’s wrist? I’ll see that they don’t play any tricks.”


      After securing the men, Terry searched their clothes and produced two revolvers and a wicked looking knife. He also took a ring of keys from Peters.


      “Gee!” exclaimed that gentleman. “If it ain’t the girl what blame near kicked me teeth out I’ll eat me bloomin’ hat!”


      “You’ll eat skilly in Wethersfield Prison, or Atlanta, before you get through,” Terry promised. “Shake a leg—both of you. Down to the cells for yours. Did you ever realize what a swell difference there is between the titles of jailer and prisoner? March!”


      “Wait a minute!” Dorothy cut in. “I’ll help you take this man along, too. I’ve done all I can for him. It’s a clean hole through his wrist. Bone’s broken but the bullet missed the artery. He might be worse off.”


      Bill spoke from the doorway that led into the rest of the house. “While you’re gone I’ll search this place for any other members that might otherwise be overlooked!”


      After housing the smugglers in cells, Dorothy and Terry returned to the kitchen and were surprised to find Bill speaking over the telephone.


      “And that’s that, Dad,” they heard him say. “Spread the good tidings in proper places and make it snappy, please. Bye-bye!”


      He placed the receiver on its hook.


      “I guess you got that,” he smiled. “Dad will phone the police and Washington. Then he’s driving over here with Frank. And he will also let Mr. Walters and your father know, Dorothy.”


      “Fine—I’m glad he thought of that!” Dorothy laughed in excited approval.


      “Didn’t take you long to search the place,” said Terry.


      “No—only a few rooms on this floor are being used. The staircase is thick with dust. Nobody up there—no footprints.”


      “Well, what’s to do now?”


      “We’ll wait for Dad, of course,” said Bill, “and then Dorothy and I can fly our respective planes home. How about it, pal? Feel able to do that?”


      Dorothy lifted her eyebrows in derision. “Well, I should hope so! I suppose I do look pretty frazzled—but you don’t seem in the best condition yourself. However—I’ve another plan.”


      “What’s that?”


      Terry had taken over the phone and was talking in low tones to his mother.


      “Do you remember I told you I had a hunch, Bill?”


      “Yes, I do. What about it?”


      “We’re going to follow my hunch.”


      “Where to?”


      “Well, we’ll start out of this house—by the front door this time, if you please—then across the meadow and through the wood to the field where our planes are parked.”


      “And—?”


      “And then you’re going to get into the rear cockpit of Will-o’-the-Wisp and take a little hop with me.”


      Bill looked surprised. “What about my Ryan?”


      “Oh, Frank can pilot her home.”


      “Yes? And then where are we going?”


      “That’s my secret. Tell Terry, and come along now. We’re in a hurry, even if you don’t know it.”


      “Well, I’m evidently not supposed to know anything of this new mystery!”


      “Don’t be stuffy! Come on, now. This is serious, Bill, really, I’m not leading you on a wild goose chase, I promise you.”


      “Humph! It must be hot stuff—not!”


      Dorothy made a face at him. “I want to tell you it’s the hottest stuff of the whole business. And I just want you to be in at the finish, don’t you see, stupid?”


      “All right. As you insist—”


      “That’s right. Of course I do. And when we’ve done this thing up brown, I’ll cart you back home to dinner—and if you are very good you can sit next to me!”


      Bill grinned. “You may be New England Yankee, but that line of blarney you hand out spells Ireland in capital letters! Come on then, we’ll leave Terry to guard the fort.”


      After they had put that young man wise to their plans, the two left the Castle. They were both pretty nearly exhausted after their experiences in the tunnel, but the success of their adventure was elating, and more than made up for its bad effects.


      “Well, here’s the field just where we left it,” announced Bill as he helped Dorothy over the stone fence. “And there’s that Willy plane of yours, too. Whither away?”


      “Hop in and you’ll see.”


      Five minutes later, Bill looked down from his seat in the rear cockpit and saw that she was going to land near the tennis courts in the broad parking space behind the cabanas at the beach club. The members had become used to seeing her land Will-o’-the-Wisp on the club grounds. Their descent therefore caused little or no notice. The plane stopped rolling and a man in the club uniform of a beach attendant ran up.


      “Hello, Jeffries,” waved Bill. “I thought you might be here. How are things?”


      “We caught Donovan and Charlie Myers over at Babylon. But they’re small fry. Anything new, Bolton?”


      Bill got out of the plane and helped Dorothy to descend.


      “I should say there is! Tell you about it in a minute. Dorothy, let me present Mr. Arthur Jeffries, one of the very big men of the United States Secret Service. Arthur, this is the famous Dorothy Dixon!”


      Arthur Jeffries said some polite things which caused Dorothy to blush modestly, and in a few pithy sentences Bill told the story of their afternoon.


      “So you see, old man,” he ended. “You won’t have to wait around this club any longer disguised as a goldfish or what have you—because the bearded aviator won’t fly the Mystery Plane over here any more—that is to say—not for twenty years or so at the soonest.”


      “He’ll get all that or more,” Jeffries commented crisply. “But the man he worked for—sunning himself over there on the sand—old Holloway, I mean—he’s the nigger in the woodpile! The boss of this gang of diamond smugglers—but I can’t arrest him on that evidence!”


      Dorothy made an eager gesture. “Will you come with me—I want to show you two something. We’ll go around the far side of that big cabana on the end of the boardwalk. We’re going inside.”


      “Holloway’s bath house?” This from Bill.


      “Exactly. I don’t want him to see us, though, so be careful.”


      The three rounded the gaily painted cottage and ducking under the red and black striped awning, entered the front room which was fitted out with the usual wicker furniture and bright rugs.


      “I wonder where he keeps them,” Dorothy murmured to herself. “Ah—this looks like it!”


      She lifted the hinged lid of a handsome sea chest and pulled forth a dozen or more colored flags.


      “By jove! The goods!” cried Bill. “How did you ever guess it, Dot?”


      Dorothy was so pleased by her find that she passed over his use of the despised diminutive.


      “I just happened to remember that he generally decked out his cabana with a flock of these things. And though the club runs up flags on special occasions, Mr. Holloway did it nearly every afternoon. It came to me when you pulled off Tracey’s beard back there in the tunnel.”


      “Precisely,” said Arthur Jeffries. “Holloway would get word in New York at his office, probably, when a liner carrying contraband was expected off Fire Island light. Then he’d come out here and signal the time to Tracey in his airplane, by means of these flags. I’ll bet the old boy never went near that Castle. Some alibi! He and Tracey probably never saw each other from the time he went to the city in the morning until he came home for dinner at night.”


      “Are you going to arrest him now?” she asked breathlessly.


      “As soon as I can get out on the beach. I’ll do it as quietly as possible, of course. No use in causing a disturbance with his friends around. So long, Bill. Glad to have met you, Miss Dixon—and many thanks. See you both later on.”


      They left the cabana with him, but turned back toward the plane as he went down the beach.


      “That ties it, I guess,” she smiled.


      “It certainly does!” agreed Bill.


      “Now—didn’t I tell you it would be hot stuff?”


      He looked at her and they both burst out laughing.


      “And the best of it is that the government will probably pin a medal on you for it!” he declared.


      “Oh, Bill! Do you really think that?”


      Bill grinned at her excitement. “You get into that plane and take me home to dinner. That was the bargain, and I’m famished!”


      “Dinner!” exclaimed Dorothy in disgust. “My word! We’ve caught those diamond smugglers when the whole of the Secret Service couldn’t do it—and all you think of is food! Gee, I’m glad I’m not a mere man. Hop aboard. I’ll give her the gun and fly you home to your dinner.”


      
        
          3 See Bill Bolton and The Winged Cartwheels.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      BETTY GORDON AT BRAMBLE FARM, by Alice B. Emerson


      CHAPTER I


      WAITING FOR WORD


      “I do wish you’d wear a sunbonnet, Betty,” said Mrs. Arnold, glancing up from her ironing board as Betty Gordon came into the kitchen. “You’re getting old enough now to think a little about your complexion.”


      Betty’s brown eyes laughed over the rim of the glass of water she had drawn at the sink.


      “I can’t stand a sunbonnet,” she declared vehemently, returning the glass to the nickel holder under the shelf. “I know just how a horse feels with blinders on. You know you wouldn’t like it, Mrs. Arnold, if I pulled up half your onion sets in mistake for weeds because I couldn’t see what I was doing.”


      Mrs. Arnold shook her head over the white ruffle she was fluting with nervous, skillful fingers.


      “There’s no call for you to go grubbing in that onion bed,” she said. “I’d like you to have nice hands and not be burnt black as an Indian when your uncle comes. But then, nobody pays any attention to what I say.”


      There was more truth in this statement than Mrs. Arnold herself suspected. She was one of these patient, anxious women who unconsciously nag every one about them and whose stream of complaint never rises above a constant murmur. Her family were so used to Mrs. Arnold’s monotonous fault-finding that they rarely if ever knew what she was complaining about. They did not mean to be disrespectful, but they had fallen into the habit of not listening.


      “Uncle Dick won’t mind if I’m as black as an Indian,” said Betty confidently, spreading out her strong little brown right hand and eyeing it critically. “With all the traveling he’s done, I guess he’s seen people more tanned than I am. You’re sure there wasn’t a letter this morning?”


      “The young ones said there wasn’t,” returned Mrs. Arnold, changing her cool iron for a hot one, and testing it by holding it close to her flushed face. “But I don’t know that Ted and George would know a letter if they saw it, their heads are so full of fishing.”


      “I thought Uncle Dick would write again,” observed Betty wistfully. “But perhaps there wasn’t time. He said he might come any day.”


      “I don’t know what he’ll say,” worried Mrs. Arnold, her eyes surveying the slender figure leaning against the sink. “Your not being in mourning will certainly seem queer to him. I hope you’ll tell him Sally Pettit and I offered to make you black frocks.”


      Betty smiled, her peculiarly vivid, rich smile.


      “Dear Mrs. Arnold!” she said, affection warm in her voice. “Of course I’ll tell him. He will understand, and not blame you. And now I’m going to tackle those weeds.”


      The screen door banged behind her.


      Betty Gordon was an orphan, her mother having died in March (it was now June) and her father two years before. The twelve-year-old girl had to her knowledge but one single living relative in the world, her father’s brother, Richard Gordon. Betty had never seen this uncle. For years he had traveled about the country, wherever his work called him, sometimes spending months in large cities, sometimes living for weeks in the desert. Mr. Gordon was a promoter of various industrial enterprises and was frequently sent for to investigate new mines, oil wells and other large developments.


      “I’d love to travel,” thought Betty, pulling at an especially stubborn weed. “I hope Uncle Dick will like me and take me with him wherever he goes. Wouldn’t it be just like a fairy story if he should come here and scoop me out of Pineville and take me hundreds of miles away to beautiful and exciting adventures!”


      This enchanting prospect so thrilled the energetic young gardener that she sat down comfortably in the middle of the row to dream a little more. While her father lived, Betty’s home had been in a small, bustling city where she had gone to school in the winter. The family had always gone to the seashore in the summer; but the only exciting adventure she could recall had been a tedious attack of the measles when she was six years old. Mrs. Gordon, upon her husband’s sudden death, had taken her little daughter and come back to Pineville, the only home she had known as a lonely young orphan girl. She had many kind friends in the sleepy country town, and when she died these same friends had taken loving charge of Betty.


      The girl’s grief for the loss of her mother baffled the villagers who would have known how to deal with sorrow that expressed itself in words or flowed out in tears. Betty’s long silences, her desire to be left quite alone in her mother’s room, above all her determination not to wear mourning, puzzled them. That she had sustained a great shock no one could doubt. White and miserable, she went about, the shadow of her former gay-hearted self. For the first time in her life she was experiencing a real bereavement.


      When Betty’s father had died, the girl’s grieving was principally for her mother’s evident pain. She had always been her mother’s confidante and chum, and the bond between them, naturally close, had been strengthened by Mr. Gordon’s frequent absences on the road as a salesman. It was Betty and her mother who locked up the house at night, Betty and her mother who discussed household finances and planned to surprise the husband and father. The daughter felt his death keenly, but she could never miss his actual presence as she did that of the mother from whom she had never been separated for one night from the time she was born.


      The neighbors took turns staying with the stricken girl in the little brown house that had been home for the two weeks following Mrs. Gordon’s death. Then, as Betty seemed to be recovering her natural poise, a discussion of her affairs was instigated. The house had been a rented one and Betty owned practically nothing in the world except the simple articles of furniture that had been her mother’s household effects. These Mrs. Arnold stored for her in a vacant loft over a store, and Mrs. Arnold, her mother’s closest friend, bore the lonely child off to stay with them till Richard Gordon could be heard from and some arrangement made for the future.


      Communication with Mr. Gordon was necessarily slow, since he moved about so frequently, but when the news of his sister-in-law’s death reached him, he wrote immediately to Betty, promising to come to Pineville as soon as he could plan his business affairs to release him.


      “Betty!” a shrill whisper, apparently in the lilac bushes down by the fence, startled Betty from her day dreams.


      “Betty!” came the whisper again.


      “Is that you, Ted?” called Betty, standing up and looking expectantly toward the bushes.


      “Sh! don’t let ma hear you.” Ted Arnold parted the lilac bushes sufficiently to show his round, perspiring face. “George and me’s going fishing, and we hid the can of worms under the wheelbarrow. Hand ’em to us, will you, Betty? If ma sees us, she’ll want something done.”


      “Did you go to the post-office this morning?” demanded Betty severely.


      “Sure I did. There wasn’t anything but a postal from pa,” came the answer from the bushes. “He’s coming home next week, and then it’ll be nothing but work in the garden all day long. Hand us the can of worms, like a good sport, won’t you?”


      “Where did you hide them?” asked Betty absently.


      “Under the wheelbarrow, there at the end of the arbor,” directed Ted. “Thanks awfully, Betty.”


      “Where’s George?” she asked. “Isn’t there another mail at eleven, Ted?”


      “Oh, Betty, how you do harp on one subject,” complained Ted, poking about in his can of worms with a stick, but keeping carefully out of sight of the kitchen window and the maternal eye. “Hardly anything ever comes in that eleven o’clock mail. Anyway, didn’t mother say your uncle would probably come without bothering to write again?”


      “I suppose he will,” sighed Betty. “Only it seems so long to wait. Where did you say George was?”


      Ted answered reluctantly.


      “He’s in swimming.”


      “Well I must say! You wait till your father comes home,” said Betty ominously.


      The boys had been forbidden to go swimming in the treacherous creek hole, and George was where he had no business to be.


      “You needn’t tell everything you know,” muttered Ted uncomfortably, picking up his treasured can and preparing to depart.


      “Oh, I won’t tell,” promised Betty quickly.


      She went back to her weeding, and Ted scuffled off to fish.


      “Goodness!” Betty pushed the hair from her forehead with a grimy hand. “I do believe this is the warmest day we’ve had! I’ll be glad when I get down to the other end where the arbor makes a little shade.”


      She had reached the end of the long row and had stood up to rest her back when she saw some one leaning over the white picket fence.


      “Probably wants a drink of water,” thought Betty, crossing the strip of garden and grass to ask him, after the friendly fashion of Pineville folk. “I’ve never seen him before.”


      The stranger was leaning over the fence, staring abstractedly at a border of sweet alyssum which straggled down one side of the sunken brick walk. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and his straw hat pushed slightly back on his head revealed a keen, tanned face and close-cropped iron gray hair. He did not look up as Betty drew near and suddenly she felt shy.


      “I—I beg your pardon,” she faltered, “were you looking for any particular house?”


      The stranger lifted his hat, and a pair of sharp blue eyes smiled pleasantly into Betty’s brown ones.


      “I was looking, not for a particular house, but for a particular person,” admitted the man, gazing at her intently. “I shouldn’t wonder if I had found her, too. Can you guess who I am?”


      Betty’s mind was so full of one subject that it would have been strange indeed if she had failed to guess correctly.


      “You’re Uncle Dick!” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck and running the risk of spiking herself on the sharp pickets. “Oh, I thought you’d never come!”


      Uncle Dick, for it really was Mr. Gordon, hurdled the low fence lightly and stood smiling down on his niece.


      “I don’t believe in wasting time writing letters,” he declared cheerfully, “especially as I seldom know my plans three days ahead. You’re the image of your father, child. I should have known you anywhere.”


      Betty put her hands behind her, suddenly conscious that they could not be very clean.


      “I’m afraid I mussed your collar,” she apologized contritely. “Mrs. Arnold was hoping you’d write so she could have me all scrubbed up for you;” and here Betty’s dimple would flicker out.


      Mr. Gordon put an arm about the little figure in the grass-stained rose-colored smock.


      “I’d rather find you a garden girl,” he announced contentedly. “Isn’t there a place where you and I can have a little talk before we go in to see Mrs. Arnold and make our explanations?”


      Betty drew him toward the arbor. She knew they would be undisturbed there.


      CHAPTER II


      UNCLE DICK’S PLAN


      The arbor was rather small and rickety, but at least it was shady. Betty sat down beside her uncle, who braced his feet against the opposite seat to keep his place on the narrow ledge.


      “I’m afraid I take up a good deal of room,” he said apologetically. “Well, my dear, had you begun to think I was never coming?”


      Betty glanced up at him bravely.


      “It was pretty long—waiting,” she admitted. “But now you’re here, Uncle Dick, everything is all right. When can we go away?”


      “Aren’t you happy here, dear?” asked her uncle, plainly troubled. “I thought from your first letter that Mrs. Arnold was a pretty good kind of friend, and I pictured you as contented as a girl could possibly be after a bitter loss like yours.”


      He smiled a bit ruefully.


      “Maybe I’m not strong on pictures,” he added. “I thought of you as a little girl, Betty. Don’t know what’ll you say, but there’s a doll in my grip for you.”


      Betty laughed musically.


      “I’ve always saved my old doll,” she confided, slipping a hand into Uncle Dick’s broad fist where it lay clinched on his knee. He was very companionable, was this uncle, and she felt that she already loved him dearly. “But, Uncle Dick, I haven’t really played with dolls since we moved from the city. I like outdoor things.”


      “Well, now, so do I,” agreed her uncle. “I can’t seem to breathe properly unless I’m outdoors. But about this going away—do you want to leave Pineville, Sister?”


      Betty’s troubled eyes rested on the little garden hot in the bright sunshine.


      “It isn’t home any more, without mother,” she said slowly. “And—I don’t belong, Uncle Dick. Mrs. Arnold is a dear, and I love her and she loves me. But they want to go to California, though they won’t talk it before me, ‘cause they think I’ll feel in the way. Mr. Arnold has a brother on a fruit farm, and he’s wild to move out there. As soon as you take me somewhere, they’re going to pack up.”


      “Well, then, we’ll have to see that you do belong somewhere,” said Mr. Gordon firmly. “Anything else, Sister?”


      Betty drew a deep breath.


      “It’s heavenly to have you to listen to me,” she declared. “I want to go! I’ve never been anywhere, and I feel as though I could go and go and never stop. Daddy was like that. Mother used to say if he hadn’t had us to look after he would have been an explorer, but that he had to manage to earn a living and do his traveling as a salesman. Couldn’t I learn to be a salesman, a saleswoman, I mean? Lots of girls do travel.”


      “We’ll think it over,” answered her uncle diplomatically.


      “And then there’s another thing,” went on Betty, her pent-up thoughts finding relief in speech. “Although Mrs. Arnold was mother’s dearest friend, I can’t make her understand how mother felt about wearing mourning.”


      Betty indicated her rose smock.


      “Lots of Pineville folks think I don’t care about losing my mother,” she asserted softly, “because I haven’t a single black dress. But mother said mourning was selfish. She wouldn’t wear black when daddy died. Black makes other people feel sorry. But I did love mother! And do yet!”


      Uncle Dick’s keen blue eyes misted and the brave little figure in the bright smock was blurred for a moment.


      “I suppose the whole town has been giving you reams of advice,” he said irrelevantly. “Well Betty, I can’t promise to take you with me—bless me, what would an old bachelor like me do with a young lady like you? But I think I know of a place where you can spend a summer and be neither lonesome nor unhappy. And perhaps in the fall we can make other arrangements.”


      Betty was disappointed that he did not promise to take her with him at once. But she had been trained not to tease, and she accepted the compromise as pleasantly as it was offered.


      “Mrs. Arnold will be disappointed if you don’t go round to the front door,” she informed her uncle, as he stretched his long legs preparatory to rising from the low seat. “Company always comes to the front door, Uncle Dick.”


      Mr. Gordon stepped out of the summer house and turned toward the gate.


      “We’ll walk around and make a proper entry,” he declared obligingly. “I meant to, and then as I came up the street I remembered how we used to cut across old Clinton’s lot and climb the fence. So I had to come the back way for old times’ sake.”


      Betty’s eyes were round with wonder.


      “Did you ever live in Pineville?” she asked in astonishment.


      “You don’t mean to tell me you didn’t know that?” Uncle Dick was as surprised as his niece. “Why, they shipped me into this town to read law with old Judge Clay before they found there was no law in me, and your father first met your mother one Sunday when he drove twenty miles from the farm to see me.”


      Betty was still pondering over this when they reached the Arnold front door and Mrs. Arnold, flustered and delighted, answered Mr. Gordon’s knock.


      “Sit right down on the front porch where it’s cool,” she insisted cordially. “I’ve just put on my dinner, and you’ll have time for a good talk. No, Betty, there isn’t a thing you can do to help me—you entertain your uncle.”


      But Betty, who knew that excitement always affected Mrs. Arnold’s bump of neatness, determined to set the table, partly to help her hostess and partly, it must be confessed, to make sure that the knives and forks and napkins were in their proper places.


      “I’m sure I don’t know where those boys can be,” scolded the flushed but triumphant mother, as she tested the flaky chicken dumplings and pronounced the dinner ‘done to a turn.’ “We’ll just sit down without them, and it’ll do ’em good,” she decided.


      Betty ran through the hall to call her uncle. Just as she reached the door two forlorn figures toiled up the porch steps.


      “Where’s ma?” whispered Ted, for the moment not seeing the stranger and appealing to Betty, who stood in the doorway. “In the kitchen? We thought maybe we could sneak up the front stairs.”


      Ted was plastered from head to foot with slimy black mud, and George, his younger edition, was draped only in a wet bath towel. Both boys clung to their rough fishing rods, and Ted still carried the dirty tin can that had once held bait.


      “I should say,” observed Mr. Gordon in his deep voice, “that we had been swimming against orders. Things usually happen in such cases.”


      “Oh, gee!” sighed Ted despairingly. “Who’s that? Company?”


      Mrs. Arnold had heard the talk, and she came to the door now, pushing Betty aside gently.


      “Well, I must say you’re a pretty sight,” she told her children. “If your father were at home you know what would happen to you pretty quick. Betty’s uncle here, too! Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves? I declare, I’ve a good mind to whip you good. Where are your clothes, George?”


      “They—they floated away,” mumbled George. “Ted borrowed this towel. It’s Mrs. Smith’s. Say, ma, we’re awful hungry.”


      “You march upstairs and get cleaned up,” said their mother sternly. “We’re going to sit down to dinner this minute. Chicken and dumplings. When you come down looking like Christians I’ll see about giving you something to eat.”


      Midway in the delicious dinner Ted and George sidled into the room, very wet and shiny as to hair and conspicuously immaculate as to shirt and collar. Mrs. Arnold relented at the transformation and proceeded to pile two plates high with samples of her culinary skill.


      “Betty,” said Mr. Gordon suddenly, “is there a garage here where we can hire a car?”


      “There isn’t a garage in Pineville,” answered Betty. “You see we’re off the state road where the automobile traffic goes. There are only two or three cars in town, and they’re for business. But we can get a horse and buggy, Uncle Dick.”


      “Guess that’s better, after all,” said Mr. Gordon contentedly. “I want to talk to you about that plan I spoke of, and we’ll stand a better chance of having our talk if we travel behind a horse. I wonder—” his eyes twinkled—“if there’s a young man about who would care to earn a quarter by running down to the livery stable and seeing about a horse and buggy for the afternoon?”


      Ted and George grinned above their respective dishes of ice-cold rice pudding.


      “I’ll go,” offered Ted.


      “I’ll go, too,” promised George. “Can we drive the rig back to the house?”


      Mr. Gordon said they could, and the two boys dispatched their dessert in double quick time. While they went down to the town livery stable, Betty hurried to put on a cool, white frock, but, to Mrs. Arnold’s disappointment, she refused to wear a hat.


      “The buggy top will be up, so my complexion will be safe,” Betty declared merrily, giving Mrs. Arnold a hearty squeeze as that lady followed her downstairs to the porch where Mr. Gordon was waiting.


      “What’s that? Go without a hat?” he repeated, when Betty consulted him. “I should say so! You’re fifty times prettier with those smooth braids than with any hat, I don’t care how fine it is. This must be our turnout approaching.”


      As he guessed, it was their horse and buggy coming toward the house. Ted was driving, assisted by George, and the patient horse was galloping like mad as they urged it on.


      “Never knew a boy of that age who could be trusted to drive alone,” muttered Mr. Gordon, going down to the gate to meet them.


      The boys beamed at him and Betty, sure that they had pleased with their haste. They then watched Betty step in, followed by her uncle, and drive away with something like envy.


      “Are you used to driving, Betty?” asked Mr. Gordon, as he chirped lightly to the horse that obediently quickened its lagging pace.


      “Why, I’ve driven some,” replied Betty hesitatingly. “But I wouldn’t know what to do if he should be frightened at anything. Do you like to drive, Uncle?”


      “I’m more used to horseback riding,” was the answer. “I hope you’ll have a chance to learn that this summer, Betty. I must have you measured for a habit and have it sent up to you from the city. There’s no better sport for a man or a woman, to my way of thinking, than can be found in the saddle.”


      “Where am I going?” asked the girl timidly. “Who’ll teach me to ride?”


      “Oh, there’ll be some one,” said her uncle easily. “I never knew a ranch yet where there were not good horsemen. The idea came to me that you might like to spend the summer with Mrs. Peabody, Betty.”


      “Mrs. Peabody?” repeated Betty, puzzled. “Does she live on a ranch? I’d love to go out West, Uncle Dick.”


      CHAPTER III


      DINING OUT


      For a moment Mr. Gordon stared at his niece, a puzzled look in his eyes. Then his face cleared.


      “Oh, I see. You’ve made a natural mistake,” he said. “Mrs. Peabody doesn’t live out West, Betty, but up-state—about one hundred and fifty miles north of Pineville. I’ve picked up that word ranch in California. Everything outside the town limits, from a quarter of an acre to a thousand, is called a ranch. I should have said farm.”


      Betty settled back in the buggy, momentarily disappointed. A farm sounded so tame and—and ordinary.


      “The plan came to me while I was sitting out on the porch waiting for dinner,” pursued her uncle, unconscious that he had dashed her hopes. “Your father and I had such a happy childhood on a farm that I’m sure he would want you to know something about such a life first-hand. But of course I intend to talk it over with you before writing to Agatha.”


      “Agatha?” repeated Betty.


      “Mrs. Peabody,” explained Mr. Gordon. “She and I went to school together. Last year I happened to run across her brother out in the mines. He told me that Agatha had married, rather well, I understood, and was living on a fine, large farm. What did he say they called their place? ‘Bramble Farm’—yes, that’s it.”


      “Bramble Farm,” echoed Betty. “It sounds like wild roses, doesn’t it, Uncle Dick? But suppose Mrs. Peabody doesn’t want me to come to live with her?”


      “Bless your heart, child, this is no permanent arrangement!” exclaimed her uncle vigorously. “You’re my girl, and mighty proud I am to have such a bonny creature claiming kin with me. I’ve knocked about a good bit, and sometimes the going has been right lonesome.”


      He seemed to have forgotten the subject of Bramble Farm for the moment, and something in his voice made Betty put out a timid hand and stroke his coat sleeve silently.


      “All right, dear,” he declared suddenly, throwing off the serious mood with the quick shift that Betty was to learn was characteristic of him. “If your old bachelor uncle had the slightest idea where he would be two weeks from now, he’d take you with him and not let you out of his sight. But I don’t know; though I strongly suspect, and it’s no place to take a young lady to. However, if we can fix it up with Agatha for you to spend the summer with her, perhaps matters will shape up better in the fall. I’ll tell her to get you fattened up a bit; she ought to have plenty of fresh eggs and milk.”


      Betty made a wry face.


      “I don’t want to be fat, Uncle Dick,” she protested. “I remember a fat girl in school, and she had an awful time. Is Mrs. Peabody old?”


      Mr. Gordon laughed.


      “That’s a delicate question,” he admitted. “She’s some three or four years younger than I, I believe, and I’m forty-two. Figure it out to suit yourself.”


      The bay horse had had its own sweet way so far, and now stopped short, the road barred by a wide gate. It turned its head and looked reproachfully at the occupants of the buggy.


      “Bless me, I never noticed where we were going,” said Mr. Gordon, surprised. “What’s this we’re in, Betty, a private lane? Where does it lead?”


      “Let me open the gate,” cried Betty, one foot on the step. “We’re in Mr. Bradway’s meadow. Uncle Dick. We can keep right on and come out on the turnpike. He doesn’t care as long as the gates are kept closed.”


      “I’ll open the gate,” said Mr. Gordon decidedly. “Take the reins and drive on through.”


      Betty obeyed, and Mr. Gordon swung the heavy gate into place again and fastened it.


      “Is Mrs. Peabody pretty?” asked Betty, as he took his place beside her and gathered up the lines. “Has she any children?”


      The blue eyes surveyed her quizzically.


      “A real girl, aren’t you?” teased her uncle. “Why, child, I couldn’t tell you to save me, whether Agatha is pretty or not. I haven’t seen her for years. But she has no children. Her brother, Lem, told me that. She was a pretty girl.” Mr. Gordon added reflectively: “I recollect she had long yellow braids and very blue eyes. Yes, she’s probably a pretty woman.”


      To reach the turnpike they had to pass through another barred gate, and then when they did turn into the main road, Mr. Gordon, glancing at his watch, uttered an exclamation.


      “Four o’clock,” he announced. “Why, it must have been later than I thought when we started. The horse has taken its own sweet time. Look, Betty, is there a place around here where we can get some ice-cream?”


      Betty’s eyes danced. Like most twelve-year-old girls, she regarded ice-cream as a treat.


      “There’s a place in Pineville; but let’s not go there—the whole town goes to the drug-store in the afternoons,” she answered. “Couldn’t we go as far as Harburton and stop at the ice-cream parlor? The horse isn’t very tired, is it, Uncle Dick?”


      “Considering the pace he has been going, I doubt it,” responded her uncle. “What’s the matter with you and me having a regular lark, Betty? Let’s not go back for supper—we’ll have it at the hotel. They can put up the horse, and we’ll drive back when it’s cooler.”


      Betty was thrilled at the idea of eating supper at the Harburton Hotel; certainly that would be what she called “exciting.” But since her mother’s death she had learned to think not only for herself but for others.


      “Mrs. Arnold would be so worried,” she objected, trying to keep the longing out of her voice. “She’d think we’d been struck at the grade crossing. And, Uncle Dick, I don’t believe this dress is good enough.”


      But Mr. Gordon was not accustomed to being balked by objections. He swept Betty’s aside with a half-dozen words. They would telephone to Mrs. Arnold. Well, then, if she had no telephone, they would telephone a near neighbor and get her to carry the message. As for the dress—here he glanced contentedly at Betty—he didn’t see but that she looked fine enough to attend the King’s wedding. She could wash and freshen up a little when they reached the hotel.


      Betty’s face glowed.


      “You’re just like Daddy,” she said happily. “Mother used to say she never had to worry about anything when he was at home. Mrs. Arnold doesn’t either, when her husband’s home. Do all husbands do the deciding, Uncle Dick?”


      Mr. Gordon submitted, amusedly, that as he was not a husband, he could not give accurate information on that point. But Betty’s active mind was turning over something.


      “Mrs. Arnold says Mr. Arnold makes the boys stand round,” she confided. “I notice they mind him ten times as quick as they do their mother. But they love him more. Do you make people stand round, Uncle Dick?”


      Mr. Gordon smiled down into the serious little face tilted to meet his glance.


      “I haven’t much patience with disobedience, I’m afraid,” he replied. “I suppose some of the men I’ve bossed would consider me a Tartar. Why, Betty? Are you thinking of going on strike against my authority? I don’t advise you to try it.”


      Betty blushed.


      “It isn’t that,” she said hastily. “But—but—well, I have a temper, Uncle Dick. I get so raging mad! If I don’t tell you, some one else will, or else you’ll see me ‘acting up,’ as Mrs. Arnold says, before you go. So I thought I’d better tell you.”


      Mr. Gordon’s lips twitched.


      “A temper, out of control, is a mighty useless possession,” he said solemnly. “But as long as you know you’ve got a spark of fire in you, Betty, you can watch out for it. Afraid of going on the rampage while you’re at Bramble Farm? Is that what’s worrying you?”


      “Some,” confessed his niece, with scarlet cheeks.


      “I’ll tell you what to do,” counseled Mr. Gordon, and his even, rather slow voice soothed Betty inexpressibly. “When you get a ‘mad fit,’ you fly out to the wood pile and chop kindling as hard as you can. You can’t talk and chop wood, and the tongue does most of the mischief when our tempers get the best of us. You’ll remember that little trick, won’t you?”


      Betty promised she would, and, as they were now driving into the thriving county seat of Harburton, she began to point out the few places of interest.


      The hotel was opposite the court house, and as they stopped before the curb and Betty saw the porch well filled with men, with here and there a woman in a pretty summer dress, she felt extremely shy. A boy ran up to take their horse and lead it around to the stables for a rub-down and a comfortable supper. Mr. Gordon tucked his niece’s hand under his arm and marched unconcernedly up the hotel steps.


      “I suppose he’s used to hotels,” thought Betty, sinking into one of the stuffed red velvet chairs at her uncle’s bidding and looking interestedly about her as he went in search of the proprietor. “I wonder if it’s fun to live in a hotel all the time instead of a house.”


      Her uncle came back in a few moments with a pleasant-faced, matronly woman, whom he introduced as the sister of the proprietor. She was to take Betty upstairs and let her make herself neat for supper, which would, so the woman said, be ready in twenty minutes.


      “I’ll wait for you right here,” promised Mr. Gordon, divining in Betty’s anxious glance a fear that she would have to search for him on the crowded piazza.


      “You drove in, didn’t you?” asked Mrs. Holmes, leading the way upstairs and ushering Betty into a pretty, chintz-hung room. “You’ll find fresh water in the pitcher, dear. Didn’t your father say you were from Pineville?”


      Betty, pouring the clear, cool water into the basin, explained that Mr. Gordon was her uncle and said that they had driven over from Pineville that afternoon.


      “Well, you want to be careful driving back,” cautioned Mrs. Holmes. “The flag man goes off duty at six o’clock, and that crossing lies right in a bad cut. There was a nasty accident there last week.”


      Betty had read of it in the Pineville Post, and thanked Mrs. Holmes for her warning. When that kind woman had ascertained that Betty needed nothing more, she excused herself and went down to superintend the two waitresses.


      Betty managed to smooth her hair nicely with the aid of a convenient sidecomb, and after bathing her face and hands felt quite refreshed and neat again. She found her uncle reading a magazine.


      “Well, you look first rate,” he greeted her. “I picked this up off the table without glancing at it; it’s a fashion magazine. It reminds me, Betty, you’ll need some new clothes this summer, eh? You’ll have to take Mrs. Arnold when you go shopping. I wouldn’t know a bonnet from a pair of gloves.”


      Betty laughed and slipped her hand into his, and they went toward the dining room. What a dear Uncle Dick was! She had not had many new clothes since her father’s death.


      CHAPTER IV


      AT THE CROSSING


      The country hotel supper was no better than the average of its kind, but to Betty, to whom any sort of change was “fun,” it was delicious. She and Uncle Dick became better acquainted over the simple meal in the pleasant dining room than they could ever have hoped to have been with Mrs. Arnold and the two boys present, and it was not until her dessert was placed before her that Betty remembered her friend.


      “Mrs. Arnold will think we’re lost!” she exclaimed guiltily. “I meant to telephone! And oh, Uncle Dick, she does hate to keep supper waiting.”


      Uncle Dick smiled.


      “I telephoned the neighbor you told me about,” he said reassuringly. “She said she would send one of her children right over with the message. That was while you were upstairs. So I imagine Mrs. Arnold has George and Ted hard at work drying the dishes by this time.”


      “They don’t dry the dishes, ‘cause they’re boys,” explained Betty dimpling. “In Pineville, the men and boys never think of helping with the housework. Mother said once that was one reason she fell in love with daddy—because he came out and helped her to do a pile of dishes one awfully hot Sunday afternoon.”


      After supper Betty and her uncle walked about Harburton a bit, and Betty glanced into the shop windows. She knew that probably her new dresses, at least the material for them, would be bought here, and she was counting more on the new frocks than even Uncle Dick knew.


      When they went back to the hotel it was still light, but the horse was ordered brought around, for they did not want to hurry on the drive home.


      “I guess I missed not belonging to any body,” she said shyly, after a long silence.


      Uncle Dick glanced down at her understandingly.


      “I’ve had that feeling, too,” he confessed. “We all need a sense of kinship, I think, Betty. Or a home. I haven’t had either for years. Now you and I will make it up to each other, my girl.”


      The darkness closed in on them, and Uncle Dick got out and lit the two lamps on the dashboard and the little red danger light behind. Once or twice a big automobile came glaring out of the road ahead and swept past them with a roar and a rush, but the easy going horse refused to change its steady trot. But presently, without warning, it stopped.


      Uncle Dick slapped the reins smartly, with no result.


      “He balks,” said Betty apologetically. “I know this horse. The livery stable man says he never balks on the way home, but I suppose he was so good all the afternoon he just has to act up now.”


      “Balks!” exploded Uncle Dick. “Why, no stable should send out a horse with that habit. Is there any special treatment he favors, Betty?” he added ironically.


      Betty considered.


      “Whipping him only makes him worse, they say,” she answered. “He puts his ears back and kicks. Once he kicked a buggy to pieces. I guess we’ll have to get out and coax him, Uncle Dick.”


      Mr. Gordon snorted, but he climbed down and went to the horse’s head.


      “You stay where you are, Betty,” he commanded. “I’m not going to have you dancing all over this dark road and likely to be run down by a car any minute simply to cater to the whim of a fool horse. You hold the reins and if he once starts don’t stop him; I’ll catch the step as it goes by.”


      Betty held the reins tensely and waited. There was no moon, and clouds hid whatever light they might have gained from the stars. It was distinctly eery to be out on the dark road, miles from any house, with no noise save the incessant low hum of the summer insects. Betty shivered slightly.


      She could hear her uncle talking in a low tone to the dejected, drooping, stubborn bay horse, and she could see the dim outline of his figure. The rays of the buggy lamps showed her a tiny patch of the wheels and road, but that was every bit she could see.


      Up over the slight rise of ground before them shone a glare, followed in a second by the headlights of a large touring car. Abreast of the buggy it stopped.


      “Tire trouble?” asked some one with a hint of laughter in the deep strong voice.


      “No, head trouble,” retorted Mr. Gordon, stepping over to the driver of the car. “Balky horse.”


      “You don’t say!” The motorist seemed surprised and interested. “I’d give you a tow if you were going my way. But, do you know, my son who runs a farm for me has a way of fixing a horse like that. He says it’s all mental. Beating ’em is a waste of time. Jim unharnesses a horse that balks with him, leads it on a way and then rolls the wagon up and gears up again. Horse thinks he’s starting all over—new trip, you see. What’s the word I want?”


      “Psychological?” said the sweet, clear voice of Betty promptly.


      “Well, I’ll be jiggered!” the motorist swept off his cap. “Thank you, whoever you are. That’s what I wanted to say. Yes, nowadays they believe in reasoning with a horse. I’ll help you unhitch if you say so.”


      “Let me,” pleaded Betty. “Please, Uncle Dick. I know quite a lot about unharnessing. Can’t I get out and do one side?”


      The motorist was already out of his car, and at her uncle’s brief “all right,” Betty slipped down and ran to the traces. The stranger observed her curiously.


      “Thought you were older,” he said genially. “Where did a little tyke like you get hold of such a long word?”


      “I read it,” replied Betty proudly. “They use it in the Ladies’ Aid when they want to raise more money than usual and they hate to ask for it. Mrs. Banker says there’s a psychological moment to ask for contributions, and I have to copy the secretary’s notes for her.”


      “I see,” said the stranger. “There! Now, Mr. Heady here is free, and we’ll lead him up the road a way.”


      Uncle Dick led the horse, who went willingly enough, and Betty and the kind friend-in-need, as she called him to herself, each took a shaft of the light buggy and pulled it after them. To their surprise, when the horse was again harnessed to the wagon it started at the word “gid-ap,” and gave every evidence of a determination to do as all good horses do—whatever they are ordered.


      “Guess he’s all right,” said the motorist, holding out his hand to Mr. Gordon. “Now, don’t thank me—only ordinary road courtesy, I assure you. Hope your troubles are over for the night.”


      The two men exchanged cards, and, lifting his hat to Betty, though he couldn’t see her in the buggy, the stranger went back to his car.


      “Wasn’t he nice?” chattered Betty, as the horse trotted briskly. Uncle Dick grimly resolved to make it pay for the lost time. “We might have been stuck all night.”


      “Every indication of it,” admitted Mr. Gordon. “However, I’m glad to say that I’ve always found travelers willing to go to any trouble to help. Don’t ever leave a person in trouble on the road if you can do one thing to aid him, Betty. I want you to remember that.”


      Betty promised, a bit sleepily, for the motion and the soft, night air were making her drowsy. She sat up, however, when they came in sight of the winking red and green lights that showed the railroad crossing.


      “No gateman, is there?” inquired her uncle. “Well, I’ll go ahead and look, and you be ready to drive across when I whistle.”


      He climbed down and ran forward, and Betty sat quietly, the reins held ready in her hand. In a few moments she heard her signal, a clear, sharp whistle. She spoke to the horse, who moved on at an irritatingly slow pace.


      “For goodness sake!” said Betty aloud, “can’t you hurry?”


      She peered ahead, trying to make out her uncle’s figure, but the heavy pine trees that grew on either side of the road threw shadows too deep for anything to be plainly outlined. Betty, nervously on the lookout, scarcely knew when they reached the double track, but she realized her position with a sickening heart thump when the horse stopped suddenly. The bay had chosen the grade crossing as a suitable place to enjoy a second fit of balkiness.


      “Uncle Dick!” cried Betty in terror. “Uncle Dick, he’s stopped again! Come and help me unhitch!”


      No one answered.


      Betty had nerves as strong and as much presence of mind as any girl of her age, but a woman grown might consider that she had cause for hysterics if she found herself late at night marooned in the middle of a railroad track with a balky horse and no one near to give her even a word of advice. For a moment Betty rather lost her head and screamed for her uncle. This passed quickly though, and she became calmer. The whip she knew was useless. So was coaxing. There was nothing to do with any certainty of success but to unharness the horse and lead her over. But where was Uncle Dick?


      Betty jumped down from the buggy and ran ahead into the darkness, calling.


      “Uncle Dick!” shouted Betty. “Uncle Dick, where are you?”


      The cheery little hum of the insects filled the silence as soon as her voice died away. There was no other sound. Common sense coming to her aid, Betty reasoned that her uncle would not have gone far from the crossing, and she soon began to retrace her steps, calling at intervals. As she came back to the twinkling red and green lights, she heard a noise that brought her heart into her throat. Some one had groaned!


      “He’s hurt!” she thought instantly.


      The groan was repeated, and, listening carefully, Betty detected that it came from the other side of the road. A few rods away from the flagman’s house was a pit that had recently been excavated for some purpose and then abandoned. Betty peered down into this.


      “Uncle Dick?” she said softly.


      Another deep groan answered her.


      Betty ran back to the buggy and managed to twist one of the lamps from the dashboard. She was back in a second, and carefully climbed down into the pit. Sure enough, huddled in a deplorable heap, one foot twisted under him, lay Mr. Gordon.


      Betty had had little experience with accidents, but she instinctively took his head in her lap and loosened his collar. He was unconscious, but when she moved him he groaned again heart-breakingly.


      “How shall I ever get him up to the road?” wondered Betty, wishing she knew something of first-aid treatment. “If I could drag him up and then go and get the horse and buggy—”


      Her pulse gave an astounding leap and her brown eyes dilated. Putting her uncle’s head back gently on the gravel, she scrambled to her feet, feeling only that whatever she did she must not waste time in screaming. She had heard the whistle of a train!


      CHAPTER V


      MRS. PEABODY WRITES


      The bad, little stubborn horse standing on the track at the mercy of the coming comet! That was Betty’s thought as she sped down the road. In the hope that a sense of the danger might have reached the animal’s instinct, she gave the bridle a desperate tug when she reached the horse, but it was of no use. Feverishly Betty set to work to unharness the little bay horse.


      She was unaccustomed to many of the buckles, and the harness was stiff and unyielding. Working at it in a hurry was very different from the few times she had done it for fun, or with some one to manage all the hard places. She had finished one side when the whistle sounded again. To the girl’s overwrought nerves it seemed to be just around the curve. She had no thought of abandoning the animal, however, and she set her teeth and began on the second set of snaps and buckles. These, too, gave way, and with a strong push Betty sent the buggy flying backward free of the tracks, and, seizing the bridle, she led the cause of all the trouble forward and into safety. For the third time the whistle blew warningly, and this time the noise of the train could be plainly heard. But it was nearly a minute before the glare of the headlight showed around the curve.


      “Look what didn’t hit you, no thanks to you,” Betty scolded the horse, as a relief to herself. “I ‘most wish I’d left you there; only then we never would get Uncle Dick home.”


      Poor Betty had now the hardest part of her task before her. She went back and dragged the buggy over the tracks, up to the horse and started the tedious business of harnessing again. She was not sure where all the straps went, but she hoped enough of them would hold together till they could get home. When she had everything as nearly in place as she could get them she climbed down into the pit.


      To her surprise, her uncle’s eyes were open. He lay gazing at the buggy lamp she had left.


      “Uncle Dick,” she whispered, “are you hurt? Can you walk? Because you’re so big, I can’t pull you out very well.”


      “Why, I can’t be hurt,” said her uncle slowly in his natural voice. “What’s happened? Where are we? Goodness, child, you look like a ghost with a dirty face.”


      Betty was not concerned with her looks at that moment, and she was so delighted to find her uncle conscious that she did not feel offended at his uncomplimentary remark. In a few words she sketched for him what had happened.


      “My dear child!” he ejaculated when she had told him, “have you been through all that? Why, you’re the pluckiest little woman I ever heard of! No wonder you look thoroughly done up. All I remember is whistling for you to come ahead and then taking a step that landed me nowhere. In other words, I must have stepped into this pit. I’m not hurt—just a bit dazed.”


      To prove it, he got to his feet a trifle shakily. Declining Betty’s assistance, he managed to scramble out of the pit, up on to the road. His head cleared rapidly, and in a few more moments he declared he felt like himself.


      “In with you,” he ordered Betty, after a preliminary examination of the harness which, he announced, was ‘as right as a trivet.’ “You’ve done your share for tonight. Go to sleep, if you like, and I’ll wake you up in time to hear Mrs. Arnold send Ted out to take the horse around to the livery stable. It wouldn’t do for me to do it—I might murder the owner!”


      Betty leaned her head against her uncle’s broad shoulder, for a minute she thought, and when she woke found herself being helped gently from the buggy.


      “You’re all right, Betty,” soothed Mrs. Arnold’s voice in the darkness. “I’ve worried myself sick! Do you know it’s one o’clock?”


      Mr. Gordon took the wagon around to the stable, and Betty, with Mrs. Arnold’s help, got ready for bed.


      Betty was fast asleep almost before the undressing was completed, and she slept until late the next morning. When she came down to the luxury of a special breakfast, she found only Mrs. Arnold in the house.


      “Your uncle’s gone out to post a letter,” that voluble lady informed her. “Both boys have gone fishing again. I’m only waiting for their father to come home and straighten ’em out. Will you have cocoa, dearie?”


      Before she had quite finished her breakfast, Mr. Gordon came back from the post-office, and then, as Mrs. Arnold wanted to go over to a neighbor’s to borrow a pattern, he sat down opposite Betty.


      “You look rested,” he commented. “I don’t like to think what might have happened last night. However, we’ll be optimistic and look ahead. I’ve written to Mrs. Peabody, dear, and to-morrow I think you and Mrs. Arnold had better go shopping. I’ll write you a check this morning. Agatha will want you to come, I know. And to tell you the truth, Betty, I’ve had a letter that makes me anxious to be off. I want to stay to see you safely started for Bramble Farm, and then I must peg away at this new work. Finished? Then let’s go into the sitting room and I’ll explain about the check.”


      The next morning Betty and Mrs. Arnold started for Harburton with what seemed to Betty a small fortune folded in her purse. Mrs. Arnold had shown her how to cash the check at the Pineville Bank, and she was to advise as to material and value of the clothing Betty might select; but the outfit was to represent Betty’s choice and was to please her primarily—Uncle Dick had made this very clear.


      Betty had learned a good deal about shopping in the last months of her mother’s illness, and she did not find it difficult to choose suitable and pretty ginghams for her frocks, a middy blouse or two, some new smocks, and a smart blue sweater. She very sensibly decided that as she was to spend the summer on a farm she did not need elaborate clothes, and she knew, from listening to Mrs. Arnold, that those easiest to iron would probably please Mrs. Peabody most whether she did her own laundry work or had a washerwoman.


      When the purchases came home Uncle Dick delighted Betty with his warm approval. For a couple of days the sewing machine whirred from morning to night as the village dressmaker sewed and fitted the new frocks and made the old presentable. Then the letter from Mrs. Peabody arrived.


      “I will be very glad to have your niece spend the summer with me,” she wrote, in a fine, slanting hand. “The question of board, as you arrange it, is satisfactory. I would not take anything for her, you know, Dick, and for old times’ sake would welcome her without compensation, but living is so dreadfully high these days. Joseph has not had good luck lately, and there are so many things against the farmer.… Let me know when to expect Betty and some one will meet her.”


      The letter rambled on for several pages, complaining rather querulously of hard times and the difficulties under which the writer and her husband managed to “get along.”


      “Doesn’t sound like Agatha, somehow,” worried Uncle Dick, a slight frown between his eyes. “She was always a good-natured, happy kind of girl. But most likely she can’t write a sunny letter. I know we used to have an aunt whose letters were always referred to as ‘calamity howlers.’ Yet to meet her you’d think she hadn’t a care in the world. Yes, probably Agatha puts her blues into her letters and so doesn’t have any left to spill around where she lives.”


      Several times that day Betty saw him pull the letter from his pocket and re-read it, always with the puzzled lines between his brows. Once he called to her as she was going upstairs.


      “Betty,” he said rather awkwardly, “I don’t know exactly how to put it, but you’re going to board with Mrs. Peabody, you know. You’ll be independent—not ‘beholden,’ as the country folk say, to her. I want you to like her and to help her, but, oh, well, I guess I don’t know what I am trying to say. Only remember, child, if you don’t like Bramble Farm for any good reason, I’ll see that you don’t have to remain there.”


      A brand-new little trunk for Betty made its appearance in the front hall of the Arnold house, and two subdued boys—for Mr. Arnold had returned home—helped her carry down her new treasures and, after the clothes were neatly packed, strap and lock the trunk. There was a tiny “over-night” bag, too, fitted with toilet articles and just large enough to hold a nightdress and a dressing gown and slippers. Betty felt very young-ladyish indeed with these traveling accessories.


      “I’ll order a riding habit for you in the first large city I get to,” promised her uncle. “I want you to learn to ride—I wrote Agatha that. She doesn’t say anything about saddle horses, but they must have something you can ride. And you’ll write to me, my dear, faithfully?”


      “Of course,” promised Betty, clinging to him, for she had learned to love him dearly even in the short time they had been together. “I’ll write to you, Uncle Dick, and I’ll do everything you ask me to do. Then, this winter, do let’s keep house.”


      “We will,” said Uncle Dick, fervently, “if we have to keep house on the back of a camel in the desert!” At this Betty giggled delightedly.


      Betty’s train left early in the morning, and her uncle went to the station with her. Mrs. Arnold cried a great deal when she said good-bye, but Betty cheered her up by picturing the long, chatty letters they would write to each other and by assuring her friend that she might yet visit her in California.


      Mr. Gordon placed his niece in the care of the conductor and the porter, and the last person Betty saw was this gray-haired uncle running beside the train, waving his hat and smiling at her till her car passed beyond the platform.


      “Now,” said Betty methodically, “if I think back, I shall cry; so I’ll think ahead.”


      Which she proceeded to do. She pictured Mrs. Peabody as a gray-haired, capable, kindly woman, older than Mrs. Arnold, and perhaps more serene. She might like to be called “Aunt Agatha.” Mr. Peabody, she decided, would be short and round, with twinkling blue eyes and perhaps a white stubby beard. He would probably call her “Sis,” and would always be studying how to make things about the house comfortable for his wife.


      “I hope they have horses and pigs and cows and sheep,” mused Betty, the flying landscape slipping past her window unheeded. “And if they have sheep, they’ll have a dog. Wouldn’t I love to have a dog to take long walks with! And, of course, there will be a flower garden. ‘Bramble Farm’ sounds like a bed of roses to me.”


      The idea of roses persisted, and while Betty outwardly was strictly attentive to the things about her, giving up her ticket at the proper time, drinking the cocoa and eating the sandwich the porter brought her (on Uncle Dick’s orders she learned) at eleven o’clock, she was in reality busy picturing a white farmhouse set in the center of a rose garden, with a hedge of hollyhocks dividing it from a scarcely less beautiful and orderly vegetable kingdom.


      Day dreams, she was soon to learn.


      CHAPTER VI


      THE POORHOUSE RAT


      “The next station’s yours, Miss,” said the porter, breaking in on Betty’s reflections. “Any small luggage? No? All right, I’ll see that you get off safely.”


      Betty gathered up her coat and stuffed the magazine she had bought from the train boy, but scarcely glanced at, into her bag. Then she carefully put on her pretty grey silk gloves and tried to see her face in the mirror of the little fitted purse. She wanted to look nice when the Peabodys first saw her.


      The train jarred to a standstill.


      Betty hurried down the aisle to find the porter waiting for her with his little step. She was the only person to leave the train at Hagar’s Corners, and, happening to glance down the line of cars, she saw her trunk, the one solitary piece of baggage, tumbled none too gently to the platform.


      The porter with his step swung aboard the train which began to move slowly out. Betty felt unaccountably small and deserted standing there, and as the platform of the last car swept past her, she was conscious of a lump in her throat.


      “Hello!” blurted an oddly attractive voice at her shoulder, a boy’s voice, shy and brusque but with a sturdy directness that promised strength and honesty.


      The blue eyes into which Betty turned to look were honest, too, and the shock of tow-colored hair and the half-embarrassed grin that displayed a set of uneven, white teeth instantly prepossessed the girl in favor of the speaker. There was a splash of brown freckles across the snub nose, and the tanned cheeks and blue overalls told Betty that a country lad stood before her.


      “Hello!” she said politely. “You’re from Mr. Peabody’s, aren’t you? Did they send you to meet me?”


      “Yes, Mr. Peabody said I was to fetch you,” replied the boy. “I knew it was you, ‘cause no one else got off the train. If you’ll give me your trunk check I’ll help the agent put it in the wagon. He locks up and goes off home in a little while.”


      Betty produced the check and the boy disappeared into the little one-room station. The girl for the first time looked about her. Hagar’s Corners, it must be confessed, was not much of a place, if one judged from the station. The station itself was not much more than a shanty, sadly in need of paint and minus the tiny patch of green lawn that often makes the least pretentious railroad station pleasant to the eye. Cinders filled in the road and the ground about the platform. Hitched to a post Betty now saw a thin sorrel horse harnessed to a dilapidated spring wagon with a board laid across it in lieu of a seat. To her astonishment, she saw her trunk lifted into this wagon by the station agent and the boy who had spoken to her.


      “Why—why, it doesn’t look very comfortable,” said Betty to herself. “I wonder if that’s the best wagon Mr. Peabody has? But perhaps his good horses are busy, or the carriage is broken or something.”


      The boy unhitched the sorry nag and drove up to the platform where Betty was waiting. His face flushed under his tan as he jumped down to help her in.


      “I’m afraid it isn’t nice enough for you,” he said, glancing with evident admiration at Betty’s frock. “I spread that salt bag on the seat so you wouldn’t get rust from the nails in that board on your dress. I’m awfully sorry I haven’t a robe to put over your lap.”


      “Oh, I’m all right,” Betty hastened to assure him tactfully. Then, with a desire to put him at his ease, “Where is the town?” she asked.


      They had turned from the station straight into a country road, and Betty had not seen a single house.


      “Hagar’s Corners is just a station,” explained the lad. “Mostly milk is shipped from it. All the trading is done at Glenside. There’s stores and schools and a good-sized town there. Mr. Peabody had you come to Hagar’s Corners ‘cause it’s half a mile nearer than Glenside. The horse has lost a shoe, and he doesn’t want to run up a blacksmith’s bill till the foot gets worse than it is.”


      Betty’s brown eyes widened with amazement.


      “That horse is limping now,” she said severely, “Do you mean to tell me Mr. Peabody will let a horse get a sore foot before he’ll pay out a little money to have it shod?”


      The boy turned and looked at her with something smoldering in his face that she did not understand. Betty was not used to bitterness.


      “Joe Peabody,” declared the boy impressively, “would let his own wife go without shoes if he thought she could get through as much work as she can with ’em. Look at my feet!” He thrust out a pair of rough, heavy work shoes, the toes patched abominably, the laces knotted in half a dozen places; Betty noticed that the heel of one was ripped so that the boy’s skin showed through. “Let his horse go to save a blacksmith’s bill!” repeated the lad contemptuously. “I should think he would! The only thing that counts with Joe Peabody in this world is money!”


      Betty’s heart sank. To what kind of a home had she come? Her head was beginning to ache, and the glare of the sun on the white, dusty road hurt her eyes. She wished that the wagon had some kind of top, or that the board seat had a back.


      “Is it very much further?” she asked wearily.


      “I’ll bet you’re tired,” said the boy quickly. “We’ve a matter of three miles to go yet. The sorrel can’t make extra good time even when he has a fair show, but I aim to favor his sore foot if I do get dished out of my dinner.”


      “I’m so hungry,” declared Betty, restored to vivacity at the thought of luncheon. “All I had on the train was a cup of chocolate and a sandwich. Aren’t you hungry, too?”


      “Considering that all I’ve had since breakfast at six this morning, is an apple I stole while hunting through the orchard for the turkeys, I’ll say I’m starved,” admitted the boy. “But I’ll have to wait till six tonight, and so will you.”


      “But I haven’t had any lunch!” Betty protested vigorously. “Of course, Mrs. Peabody will let me have something—perhaps they’ll wait for me.”


      The boy pulled on the lines mechanically as the sorrel stumbled.


      “If that horse once goes down, he’ll die in the road and that’ll be the first rest he’s known in seven years,” he said cryptically. “No, Miss, the Peabodys won’t wait for you. They wouldn’t wait for their own mother, and that’s a fact. Don’t I remember seeing the old lady, who was childish the year before she died, crying up in her room because no one had called her to breakfast and she came down too late to get any? Mrs. Peabody puts dinner on the table at twelve sharp, and them as aren’t there have to wait till the next meal. Joe Peabody counts it that much food saved, and he’s got no intentions of having late-comers gobble it up.”


      Betty Gordon’s straight little chin lifted. Meekness was not one of her characteristics, and her fighting spirit rose to combat with small encouragement.


      “My uncle’s paying my board, and I intend to eat,” she announced firmly. “But maybe I’m upsetting the household by coming so late in the afternoon; only there was no other train till night. I have some chocolate and crackers in my bag—suppose we eat those now?”


      “Gee, that will be corking!” the fresh voice of the boy beside her was charged with fervent appreciation. “There’s a spring up the road a piece, and we’ll stop and get a drink. Chocolate sure will taste good.”


      Betty was quicker to observe than most girls of her age, her sorrow having taught her to see other people’s troubles. As the boy drew rein at the spring and leaped down to bring her a drink from its cool depths, she noticed how thin he was and how red and calloused were his hands.


      “Thank you.” She smiled, giving back the cup. “That’s the coldest water I ever tasted. I’m all cooled off now.”


      He climbed up beside her again, and the wagon creaked on its journey. As Betty divided the chocolate and crackers, unobtrusively giving her driver the larger portion, she suggested that he might tell her his name.


      “I suppose you know I’m Betty Gordon,” she said. “You’ve probably heard Mrs. Peabody say she went to school with my Uncle Dick. Tell me who you are, and then we’ll be introduced.”


      The mouth of the boy twisted curiously, and a sullen look came into the blue eyes.


      “You can do without knowing me,” he said shortly. “But so long as you’ll hear me yelled at from sun-up to sun-down, I might as well make you acquainted with my claims to greatness. I’m the ‘poorhouse rat’—now pull your blue skirt away.”


      “You have no right to talk like that,” Betty asserted quietly. “I haven’t given you the slightest reason to. And if you are really from the poorhouse, you must be an orphan like me. Can’t we be good friends? Besides, I don’t know your name even yet.”


      The boy looked at the sweet girl face and his own cleared.


      “I’m a pig!” he muttered with youthful vehemence. “My name’s Bob Henderson, Miss. I hadn’t any call to flare up like that. But living with the Peabodys doesn’t help a fellow when it comes to manners. And I am from the poorhouse. Joe Peabody took me when I was ten years old. I’m thirteen now.”


      “I’m twelve,” said Betty. “Don’t call me Miss, it sounds so stiff. I’m Betty. Oh, dear, how dreadfully lame that horse is!”


      The poor beast was limping, and in evident pain. Bob Henderson explained that there was nothing they could do except to let him walk slowly and try to keep him on the soft edge of the road.


      “He’ll have to go five miles to-morrow to Glenside to the blacksmith’s,” he said moodily. “I’m ashamed to drive a horse through the town in the shape this one’s in.”


      Betty thought indignantly that she would write to the S. P. C. A. They must have agents throughout the country, she knew, and surely it could not be within the law for any farmer to allow his horse to suffer as the sorrel was plainly suffering.


      “Is Mr. Peabody poor, Bob?” she ventured timidly. “I’m sure Uncle Dick thought Bramble Farm a fine, large place. He wanted me to learn to ride horseback this summer.”


      “Have to be on a saw-horse,” replied Bob ironically. “You bet Peabody isn’t poor! Some say he’s worth a hundred thousand if he’s worth a penny. But close—say, that man’s so close he puts every copper through the wringer. You’ve come to a sweet place, and no mistake, Betty. I’m kind of sorry to see a girl get caught in the Peabody maw.”


      “I won’t stay ‘less I like it,” declared Betty quickly. “I’ll write to Uncle Dick, and you can come, too, Bob. Why are we turning in here?”


      “This,” said Bob Henderson pointing with his whip dramatically, “is Bramble Farm.”


      CHAPTER VII


      BRAMBLE FARM


      The wagon was rattling down a narrow lane, for though the horse went at a snail’s pace, every bolt and hinge in the wagon was loose and contributed its own measure of noise to their progress. Betty looked about her with interest. On either side of the lane lay rolling fertile fields—in the highest state of cultivation, had she known it. Bramble Farm was famed for its good crops, and whatever people said of its master, the charge of poor farming was never laid at his door. The lane turned abruptly into a neglected driveway, and this led them up to the kitchen door of the farmhouse.


      “Never unlocks the front door ‘cept for the minister or your funeral,” whispered Bob in an aside to Betty, as the kitchen door opened and a tall, thin man came out.


      “Took you long enough to get here,” he greeted the two young people sourly. “Dinner’s been over two hours and more. Hustle that trunk inside, you Bob, and put up the horse. Wapley and Lieson need you to help ’em set tomato plants.”


      Betty had climbed down and stood helplessly beside the wagon. Mr. Peabody, for she judged the tall, thin man must be the owner of Bramble Farm, though he addressed no word directly to her and Bob was too evidently subdued to attempt any introduction, but swung on his heel and strode off in the direction of the barn. There was nothing for Betty to do but to follow Bob and her trunk into the house.


      The kitchen was hot and swarming with flies. There were no screens at the windows, and though the shades were drawn down, the pests easily found their way into the room.


      “How do you do, Betty? I hope your trip was pleasant. Dinner’s all put away, but it won’t be long till supper time. I’m just trying to brush some of the flies out,” and to Betty’s surprise a thin flaccid hand was thrust into hers. Mrs. Peabody was carrying out her idea of a handshake.


      Betty stared in wonder at the lifeless creature who smiled wanly at her. What would Uncle Dick say if he saw Agatha Peabody now? Where were the long yellow braids and the blue eyes he had described? This woman, thin, absolutely colorless in face, voice and manner, dressed in a faded, cheap, blue calico wrapper—was this Uncle Dick’s old school friend?


      “Perhaps you’d like to go upstairs to your room and lie down a while,” Mrs. Peabody was saying. “I’ll show you where you’re to sleep. How did you leave your uncle, dear?”


      Betty answered dully that he was well. Her mind was too taken up with new impressions to know very clearly what was said to her.


      “I’m sorry there aren’t any screens,” apologized her hostess. “But the flies aren’t bad on this side of the house, and the mosquitoes only come when there’s a marsh wind. You’ll find water in the pitcher, and I laid out a clean towel for you. Do you want I should help you unpack your trunk?”


      Betty declined the offer with thanks, for she wanted to be alone. She had not noticed Mrs. Peabody’s longing glance at the smart little trunk, but later she was to understand that that afternoon she had denied a real heart hunger for handling pretty clothes and the dainty accessories that women love.


      When the door had closed on Mrs. Peabody, Betty sat down on the bed to think. She found herself in a long, narrow room with two windows, the sashes propped up with sticks. The floor was bare and scrubbed very clean and the sheets and pillow cases on the narrow iron bed, though of coarse unbleached muslin, were immaculate. Something peculiar about the pillow case made her lean closer to examine it. It was made of flour or salt bags, overcasted finely together!


      “‘Puts every copper through the wringer.’” The phrase Bob had used came to Betty.


      “There’s no excuse for such things if he isn’t poor,” she argued indignantly. “Well, I suppose I’ll have to stay a week, anyway. I might as well wash.”


      A half hour later, the traces of travel removed and her dark frock changed to a pretty pink chambray dress, Betty descended the stairs to begin her acquaintance with Bramble Farm. She wandered through several darkened rooms on the first floor and out into the kitchen without finding Mrs. Peabody. A heavy-set, sullen-faced man was getting a drink from the tin dipper at the sink.


      “Want some?” he asked, indicating the pump.


      Betty declined, and asked if he knew where Mrs. Peabody was.


      “Out in the chicken yard,” was the reply. “You the boarder they been talking about?”


      “I’m Betty Gordon,” said the girl pleasantly.


      “Yes, they’ve been going on for a week about you. Old man’s got it all figured out what he’ll do with your board. The missis rather thought she ought to have half, but he shut her up mighty quick. Women and money don’t hitch up in Peabody’s mind.”


      He laughed coarsely and went out, drawing a plug of tobacco from his hip pocket and taking a tremendous chew from it as he closed the door.


      Betty felt a sudden longing for fresh air, and, waiting only for the man to get out of sight, she stepped out on the back porch. A regiment of milk pans were drying in the late afternoon sun and a churn turned up to air showed that Mrs. Peabody made her own butter. Betty was still hungry, and the thought of slices of home-made bread and golden country butter smote her tantalizingly.


      “I wonder where the chicken yard is,” she thought, going down to the limp gate that swung disconsolately on a rusty hinge.


      The Bramble Farm house, she discovered, looking at it critically, was apparently suffering for the minor repairs that make a home attractive. The blinds sagged in several places and in some instances were missing altogether; once white, the paint was now a dirty gray; half the pickets were gone from the garden fence; the lawn was ragged and overgrown with weeds; and the two discouraged-looking flower-beds were choked this early in the season. Betty’s weeding habits moved her irresistibly to kneel down and try to free a few of the plants from the mass of tangled creepers that flourished among them.


      “Better not let Joe Peabody see you doing that,” said Bob Henderson’s voice above her bent head. “He hasn’t a mite of use for a person who wastes time on flower-beds. If you want to see things in good shape, take a look at the vegetable gardens. The missis has to keep that clear, ‘cause after it’s once planted, she’s supposed to feed us all summer from it.”


      Betty shook back her hair from a damp forehead.


      “For mercy’s sake,” she demanded with heat, “is there one pleasant, kind thing connected with this place? Who was that awful man I met in the kitchen?”


      “Guess it was Lieson, one of the hired men,” replied Bob. “He came down to the house to get a drink a few minutes ago. He’s all right, Betty, though not much to look at.”


      “You, Bob!” came a stentorian shout that shot Bob through the gate and in the general direction of the voice with a speed that was little less than astonishing.


      Betty stood up, shook the earth from her skirt, and, guided by the shrill cackle of a proud hen, picked her way through a rather cluttered barn-yard till she came to a wire-enclosed space that was the chicken yard. Mrs. Peabody, staggering under the weight of two heavy pails of water, met her at the gate.


      “How nice you look!” she said wistfully. “Don’t come in here, dear; you might get something on your dress.”


      “Oh, it washes,” returned Betty carelessly. “Do you carry water for the chickens?”


      “Twice a day in summer,” was the answer. “Before Joe, Mr. Peabody, had water put in the barns, it was an awful job; but he couldn’t get a man to help him with the cows unless he had running water at the barn, so this system was new last year. It’s a big help.”


      Silently, and feeling in the way because she could not help, Betty watched the woman fill troughs and drinking vessels for the parched hens that had evidently spent an uncomfortable and dry afternoon in the shadeless yard. Scattering a meager ration of corn, Mrs. Peabody went into the hen house and reappeared presently with a basket filled with eggs.


      “They’d lay better if I could get ’em some meat scraps,” she confided to Betty as they walked toward the house. “But I dunno—it’s so hard to get things done, I’ve about given up arguing.”


      She would not let Betty help her with the supper, and was so insistent that she should not touch a dish that Betty yielded, though reluctantly. The heat of the kitchen was intense, for Mrs. Peabody had built a fire of corn cobs in the range. Gas, of course, there was none, and she evidently had not an oil stove or a fireless cooker.


      Precisely at six o’clock the men came in.


      “They milk after supper, summers,” Mrs. Peabody had explained. “The milk stays sweet longer.”


      Betty watched in round-eyed amazement as Mr. Peabody and the two hired men washed at the sink, with much sputtering and blowing, and combed their hair before a small cracked mirror tacked over the sink. If she had not been very hungry, she was sure the sight would have taken her appetite away. Bob did not come in till they were seated. He had washed outside, he explained, and Betty cherished the idea that perhaps he had acted out of consideration for her.


      “What’s that?” demanded Mr. Peabody, pointing his fork at a tiny pat of butter before Betty’s plate.


      There was no other butter on the table, and only a very plain meal of bread, fried potatoes, raspberries and hot tea.


      “I—I had a little butter left over from the last churning,” faltered Mrs. Peabody. “’Twasn’t enough to make even a quarter-pound print, Joe.”


      “Don’t believe it,” contradicted her husband. “I told you flat, Agatha, that there was to be no pampering. Betty can eat what we eat, or go without. Take that butter off, do you hear me?”


      A sallow flush rose to Mrs. Peabody’s thin cheeks, and her lips moved rebelliously. Evidently her husband was practiced at reading her soundless words.


      “Board?” he cried belligerently. “What do I care whether she’s paying board or not? Don’t I have to be the judge of how the house should be run? Food was never higher than ‘tis now, and you’ve got to watch every scrap. You take that butter off and don’t let me catch you doing nothin’ like that again.”


      The men were eating stolidly, evidently too used to quarrels to pay any attention to anything but their food. Betty had listened silently, but the bread she ate seemed to choke her. Suddenly she rose to her feet, shaking with rage.


      “Take your old butter!” she stormed at the astonished Mr. Peabody. “I wouldn’t eat it, if you begged me to. And I won’t stay in your house one second longer than it takes to have Uncle Dick send for me—you—you old miserable miser!”


      CHAPTER VIII


      BETTY MAKES UP HER MIND


      Betty had a confused picture of Mr. Peabody staring at her, his fork arrested half way to his mouth, before she dashed from the kitchen and fled to her room. She flung herself on the bed and burst into tears.


      She lay there for a long time, sobbing uncontrollably and more unhappy than she had ever been in her short life. She missed her mother and father intolerably, she longed for the kindness of the good, if querulous, Mrs. Arnold and the comfort of Uncle Dick’s tenderness and protection.


      “He wouldn’t want me to stay here, I know he wouldn’t!” she whispered stormily. “He never would have let me come if he had known what kind of a place Bramble Farm is. I’ll write to him tonight.”


      A low whistle came to her. She ran to the window.


      “Sh! Got a piece of string?” came a sibilant whisper. Bob Henderson peered up at her from around a lilac bush. “I brought you some bread with raspberries mashed between it. Let down a cord and I’ll tie it on.”


      “I’ll come down,” said Betty promptly. “Can’t we take a walk? It looks awfully pretty up the lane.”


      “I have to clean two more horses and bed down a sick cow and carry slops to the pigs yet,” recited Bob in a matter of fact way, as though these few little duties were commonly performed at the close of his long day. “After that, though, we might go a little way. It won’t be dark.”


      “Well, whistle when you’re ready,” directed Betty. “I won’t come down and run the risk of having to talk to Mr. Peabody. And save me the bread!”


      It seemed a long time before Bob whistled, and the gray summer dusk was deepening when Betty ran down to join him. He handed her the bread, wrapped in a bit of clean paper, diffidently.


      “I didn’t touch it with my hands,” he assured her.


      Bob’s face was shining from a vigorous scrubbing and his hair was plastered tight to his head and still wet. He had so evidently tried to make himself neat and his poor frayed overalls and ridiculous shoes made the task so hopeless that Betty was divided between pity for him and anger at the Peabodys who could treat a member of their household so shabbily.


      “I guess you kind of shook the old man up,” commented Bob, unconscious of her thoughts. “For half a minute after you slammed the door, he sat there in a daze. Mrs. Peabody wanted to take some supper up to you, but he wouldn’t let her. She’s deathly afraid of him.”


      “Did he ever hit her?” asked Betty, horrified.


      “No, I don’t know that he ever did. He doesn’t have to hit her; his talk is worse. They say she used to answer back, but I never heard her open her mouth to argue with him, and I’ve been here three years.”


      “Do they pay you well?”


      The boy looked at Betty sharply.


      “I thought you were kidding,” he said frankly. “Poorhouse children don’t get paid. We get our board till we’re eighteen. We’re not supposed to do enough work to cover more’n that. Just the same, I do as much as Wapley or Leison, any day.”


      Betty walked along eating her bread and wondering about Bob Henderson. Who, she speculated, had been his father and mother, and how had he happened to find himself in the poorhouse? And why, oh, why, should such a boy have had the bad luck to be “taken” by a man like Mr. Peabody? Betty was a courteous girl, and she could not bring herself to ask Bob these questions pointblank, however her curiosity urged her. Perhaps when they were better acquainted, she might have a chance. But that thought suggested to Betty her letter.


      “I’m going to write to Uncle Dick before I go to bed tonight,” she announced. “He said I needn’t stay if for any good reason I found I wasn’t happy here. I can’t stay, Bob, honestly I can’t. He wouldn’t want me to. Shall I ask him about a place for you? And where do I mail my letter?”


      Bob Henderson’s face fell. He had hoped that this bright, pretty girl, with her independent and friendly manner, might spend the summer at Bramble Farm. Bob had been so long cut off from communication with a companion of his own age that it was a perfect luxury for him to have Betty to talk to. Still, he could not help admitting, the Peabody circle had nothing to offer Betty.


      “Don’t mail your letter in the box at the end of the lane,” he advised her. “Joe Peabody might see it and take it out. I’ll take it to Glenside with me to-morrow—unless you want to go along? Say, that would be great, wouldn’t it?”


      Betty liked the idea, and so before they turned back to the house they arranged to mail the letter secretly in Glenside the following morning. Immensely cheered, Betty went in to write to her uncle and Bob disappeared up the stairs to the attic, where he and the two hired men shared quarters.


      It was too dark to see clearly in her room, and after Betty had groped around in a vain hunt for a lamp and matches, she went down to the kitchen intending to ask for a light.


      Mrs. Peabody stood at the table, mixing something in a pan, and a small glass lamp gave the room all the light it had.


      “I’m setting my bread,” the woman explained, as Betty came in. “Where have you been dear? You must be hungry.”


      “No, I’m not hungry,” answered Betty, avoiding explanations. “I’ve been out for a little walk. May I have a lamp Mrs. Peabody?”


      Her hostess glanced round to make sure that the door was shut.


      “You can take this one in just a minute,” she said, indicating the small lamp on the table. “Mr. Peabody’s gone up to bed. You see we don’t use lights much in summer—we go to bed early ‘cause all hands have to be up at half-past four. And lamps brings the mosquitoes.”


      Betty sat down in a chair to wait for her lamp. She was tired from her journey and the exciting events of the day, but she had made up her mind to write to her uncle that night, and her mind made up, Betty was sure to stick to it.


      “Aren’t you going to bed?” asked Betty, taking up the lamp when Mrs. Peabody had finished.


      Mrs. Peabody made no move to leave the kitchen.


      “I like to sit out on the back stoop awhile and get cooled off,” she said. “Sometimes I go to sleep leaning against the post, and one night I didn’t wake up till morning and Bob Henderson fell over me running out for wood to start the fire. I like to sit quiet. Sometimes I wish I had a dog to keep me company, but Mr. Peabody don’t like dogs.”


      Betty went back to her room and began her letter. But all the while she was writing the thought of that lonely woman “sitting quiet” on the doorstep haunted her. What a life! And she had probably looked forward to happiness with her husband and home as all girls do.


      The mosquitoes were singing madly about the light before the first five minutes had passed, but Betty stuck it out and sealed and addressed her letter, putting it under her pillow for safe keeping. Then she blew out the light and undressed in the dark. The bed was the hardest thing she had ever lain upon, but, being a healthy young person and very tired, she fell asleep as quickly as though the mattress had been filled with softest down and only wakened when a shaft of sunlight fell across her face. Some one was whistling softly beneath her window.


      Seizing her dressing gown and flinging it across her shoulders, Betty peered out. Bob Henderson, swinging a milk pail in either hand, was back of the lilac bush again.


      “Say, it’s quarter of six,” he called anxiously, as he saw Betty’s face at the window. “Breakfast is at six, and if you don’t hurry you’ll be cheated out of that. I’m going to Glenside right after, too.”


      “I’ll hurry,” promised Betty. “Thank you for telling me. Have you been up long?”


      “Hour and a half,” came the nonchalant answer as Bob hurried on to the barn.


      Betty sat down on the floor to put on her shoes and stockings. At first she was angry to think that she should be made to rush like this in order to have any breakfast when her uncle was paying her board and in any other household she would have been accorded some consideration as a guest. Then the humor of the situation appealed to her and she laughed till the tears came. She, Betty Gordon, who often had to be called three times in the morning, was scrambling into her clothes at top speed in the hope of securing something to eat.


      “It’s too funny!” she gasped as she pulled a middy blouse on over her head. “I’ll bet the Peabody’s never have to call any one twice to come to the table; not if they’re within hearing distance. They come first call without coaxing.”


      The breakfast table was set in the kitchen, and when Betty entered Mrs. Peabody was putting small white saucers of oatmeal at each place. Ordinarily Betty did not care for oatmeal in warm weather, but this morning she was in no mood to quarrel with anything eatable and she dispatched her portion almost as quickly as Bob did his. Mr. Peabody grunted something which she took to mean good-morning, and the two hired men simply nodded to her. After the oatmeal came fried potatoes, bread without butter, ham and coffee. There was no milk to drink and no eggs.


      “If I was going to stay,” thought Betty to herself, “I’d get some stuff over in town and hide it in my room. I wonder if I couldn’t anyway. When I leave, Bob would have it.”


      She fell to planning what she would buy and became as silent as any of the other five at that queer table.


      CHAPTER IX


      ONE ON BOB


      As soon as the men finished eating they rose silently and shuffled out. Any diffidence Betty might have felt about facing any one at the table after her dramatic exit of the night before was speedily dispelled; no one paid the slightest attention to her. Mrs. Peabody had risen and begun to wash the dishes at the sink before Betty had finished.


      “I want to ride over to Glenside with Bob,” said the girl a trifle uncertainly as she pushed back her chair. “You don’t care, do you, Mrs. Peabody? And can I do any errands for you?”


      “No, I dunno as I want anything,” said the woman dully. “You go along and try to enjoy yourself. Bob’s got to get back by eleven to whitewash the pig house.”


      “Come, drive over with us this morning,” urged Betty kindly. “I’ll help you with the work when we get back. The air will do you good. You look as though you had a headache.”


      “Oh, I have a headache ‘most all the time,” admitted Mrs. Peabody, apparently not thinking it worth discussion. “And I couldn’t go to town, child, I haven’t a straw hat. I don’t know when I’ve been to Glenside. Joe fusses so about the collection, I gave up going to church two years ago.”


      Betty heard the sound of wheels and ran out to join Bob, an ache in her throat.


      “I think it’s a burning shame!” she announced hotly to that youth, as he put out a helpful hand to pull her up to the seat. “I pity Mrs. Peabody from the bottom of my heart. Why can’t she have a straw hat? Doesn’t she take care of the poultry and the butter and do all the work in the house? If she can’t have a hat, I’d like to know why not!”


      “Regular pepper-pot, aren’t you?” commented Bob admiringly. “Gee, I wanted to laugh when you lit into old Peabody last night. Didn’t dare, though—he’d have up and pasted me one.”


      It was a beautiful summer morning, and in spite of injustice and unlovely human traits housed under the roof they had left, in spite of the sight of the poor animal before them suffering pain at every step, the two young people managed to enjoy themselves. Betty had a hundred questions to ask about Bramble Farm, and Bob was in the seventh heaven of delight to have this friendly, cheerful companion to talk to instead of only his own thoughts for company.


      “I’ve got the letter to Uncle Dick here in my pocket,” Betty was saying as they came in sight of the blacksmith’s shop on the outskirts of Glenside. “I suppose I’ll have to be patient about waiting for an answer. It may take a week. I don’t know just where he is, but I’ve written to the address he gave me, and marked it ‘Please forward.’”


      The blacksmith came out and took the horse, Bob helping him unharness and Betty improving the opportunity to see the inside of a smithy.


      “I guess you’ll want to look around town a bit?” suggested Bob, coming up to her when the sorrel was tied in place awaiting his turn to be shod. Two other horses were before him. “I’ll wait here for you.”


      Betty looked at him in surprise.


      “Why, Bob Henderson!” she ejaculated, keeping her voice low so that the two or three loungers about the door could not hear. “Are you willing to let me go around by myself in a perfectly strange town? I don’t even know my way to the post-office. Don’t you want to go with me?”


      Bob was evidently embarrassed.


      “I—I—I don’t look fit!” he blurted out. “The collar’s torn off this shirt, and I get only one clean pair of overalls a week—Monday morning. I don’t look good enough to go round with you.”


      “Don’t be silly!” said Betty severely. “You look all right for a work day. Come on, or we won’t be back by the time the shoe is on.”


      Between the shop and the town there was a rather deserted strip of land, very conspicuous as to concrete walks and building lots marked off, but rather lacking in actual houses. Betty seized her opportunity to do a little tactful financiering. She knew that Bob had no money of his own—indeed it was doubtful if the lad had ever handled even small change that he was not accountable for.


      “Uncle Dick gave me some money to spend,” remarked Betty, rather hurriedly, for she did not know how Bob was going to take what she meant to say. “And before you show me the different stores, I want you to take me to the drug store. I’m going to buy Mrs. Peabody the largest bottle of violet toilet water I can find. It will do her headache heaps of good. If I give you the money, you’ll buy it for me, won’t you Bob?”


      “Sure I will,” agreed the unsuspecting Bob, and he pocketed the five dollar bill she gave him readily enough.


      The wily Betty hoped that the drug store would be modern, for she had a plan tucked up her white sleeve.


      “Want to go to the drug store first or to the post-office?” asked Bob.


      “Oh, the post-office!” Betty was suddenly anxious to know that her letter was actually on the way.


      “Don’t forget—get a big bottle,” said Betty warningly, as she and Bob entered the drug store.


      Her dancing dark eyes discovered what she had hoped for the moment they were inside the screen door—a large soda fountain with a white-jacketed clerk behind it.


      Bob led the way to the perfume counter, and though the clerk, who evidently knew him, seemed surprised at his order, he very civilly set out several bottles of toilet water for their inspection. Betty chose a handsome large bottle, and when it was wrapped, and with it some soap, for Betty did not fancy the thin wafer of yellow kitchen soap she had found in her soapdish, Bob paid for the package and received the change quite as though he were accustomed to such proceedings. Indeed he stood straighter, and Betty knew she was right in her conclusions that he had sensitiveness and pride.


      The time had come to put her plan into action.


      “Oh, Bob!” She pulled his coat sleeve as they were passing the fountain on their way out. “Let’s have a sundae!”


      The clerk had heard her, and he came forward at once, pushing toward them a printed card with the names of the drinks served. Bob opened his mouth, then closed it. He sat down on one of the high stools and Betty on another.


      “I’ll have a chocolate marshmallow nut sundae,” ordered Betty composedly, having selected the most expensive and fanciful concoction listed with the fervent hope that it would be plentiful and good.


      “I’ll have the same,” mumbled Bob, just as Betty had trusted he would.


      While the clerk was mixing the delectable dainty, Betty stole a look at Bob. His mouth was set grimly. Then he turned and caught her eye. An unwilling grin flickered across his face and he capitulated as Betty broke into a delighted giggle.


      “Well, I’ll be jiggered!” admitted Bob, “you’ve certainly put it over on me.”


      They laughed and chattered over the sundaes, and Betty, when they were gone, would not listen to reason, but insisted they must have another. She did not want a second one, but she knew Bob’s longing for sweets must have gone ungratified a long time, and she was too young to worry about the ultimate effect on his surprised organs of digestion. Bob was fairly caught, and could not object without putting himself in an unfavorable light with the impressive young clerk, so two more sundaes were ordered and disposed of. Then Bob paid for them from the change in his pocket and he and Betty found themselves on the sunny sidewalk.


      “That’s the first sundae I ever had,” confessed Bob shyly. “Of course we had ice-cream at the poorhouse sometimes for a treat—Christmas and sometimes Fourth of July. But I never ate a sundae. Do you want your change back now?”


      “No, keep it,” said Betty. “I want to go to a grocery store now. And where do they keep mosquito netting?”


      “Same place—Liscom’s general store,” answered Bob.


      The general store was well-named. Betty, who had never been in a place of this kind, was fascinated by the shelves and the wonderful assortment of goods they contained. Everything, she privately decided, from a pink chiffon veil to a keg of nails could be bought here, and her deductions were very near the truth.


      “I can’t stand being chewed by the mosquitoes another night,” she whispered to Bob. “So I’m going to get some netting and tack it on the window casings. I’d buy a lamp if I was going to stay.”


      After the netting was measured off, Betty, to Bob’s astonishment, began to buy groceries. She chose cans of sardines and tuna fish, several packages of fancy crackers, a bottle or two of olives, a pound of dried apricots, a box of dates and one or two other articles. These were all wrapped together in a neat bundle.


      “Do they make sandwiches here?” asked Betty, watching a machine shaving off a pink slice of cold boiled ham and a layer of cheese and the storekeeper’s assistant butter two slabs of bread with sweet-looking butter at the order of a teamster who stood waiting.


      “Sure we do, Miss,” the proprietor assured her. “Nice, fresh sandwiches made while you wait, and wrapped in waxed paper.”


      “I’ll have two ham and two cheese, please,” responded Betty, adding in an aside to Bob: “We can eat ’em going home.”


      She was afraid that perhaps she had spent more money than she had left from the five dollar bill. But Bob had enough to pay for her purchases, it seemed, and they left the store with their bundles, well pleased with the morning’s work.


      CHAPTER X


      ROAD COURTESY


      “We’ll have to hurry,” said Bob, quickening his steps, “if I’m to get back at eleven. I hope Turner has the sorrel ready.”


      “Hasn’t the horse a name?” queried Betty curiously, running to keep up with Bob. “I must go out and see the cows and things. Do you like pigs, Bob?”


      The boy laughed a little at this confusion of ideas.


      “No, none of the horses are named,” he answered, taking the questions in order. “Peabody has three; but we just call ’em the sorrel and the black and the bay. Nobody’s got time to feed ’em lumps of sugar and make pets out of them. Guess that’s what you’ve got in mind, Betty. Old Peabody would throw a fit if he saw any one feeding sugar to a horse.”


      “But the cows?” urged Betty. “Do they get enough to eat? Or do they have to suffer to save money, like this poor horse we brought over to be shod?”


      “Cows,” announced Bob sententiously, “are different A cow won’t give as much milk if she’s bothered, and Joe Peabody can see a butter check as far as anybody else. So the stables are screened and the cows are fed pretty well. Now, of course, they’re out on pasture. They’re not blood stock, though—just mixed breeds. And I hate pigs!”


      Betty was surprised at his vehemence, but she had no chance to ask for an explanation, for by this time they had reached the smithy, and the blacksmith led out the sorrel.


      After they were well started on their way toward the farm, she ventured to ask Bob why he hated pigs.


      “If you had to take care of ’em, you’d know why,” he answered moodily. “I’d like to drown every one of ’em in the pails of slop I’ve carried out to ’em. And whitewashing the pig house on a hot day—whew! The pigs can go out in the orchard and root around, while I have to clean up after ’em. Besides, if you lived on ham for breakfast the year round, you’d hate the sight of a pig!”


      Betty laughed understandingly.


      “I know I should,” she agreed. “Isn’t it funny, I never thought so much about eating in my life as I have since I’ve been here. It’s on my mind continually. I bought this canned stuff to keep up in my room so if I don’t want to eat what the Peabodys have every meal I needn’t. You can have some, too, Bob. Let’s eat these sandwiches now—I’m hungry, aren’t you? Why didn’t you tell me you were tired of ham and I would have bought something else?”


      But Bob was far from despising well-cooked cold, boiled ham, and he thoroughly enjoyed his share of the sandwiches. While eating he glanced once or twice uncertainly at Betty, wishing he could find the courage to tell her how glad he was that she had come to Bramble Farm. Bob’s life had had very few pleasant events in it so far.


      “Don’t you think it was funny that Mr. Peabody let me come?” asked Betty presently, following her own train of thought. “If he’s so close, I should think he’d hate to have any one come to see his wife.”


      “He’s doing it for the check your uncle sent,” retorted Bob shrewdly. “Didn’t you know your board was paid for two weeks in advance? That’s why Peabody isn’t making a fuss about your going; he figures he’ll be in that much. Hello, what’s this?”


      “This” was a buggy drawn up at one side of the road, the fat, white horse lazily cropping grass, while two slight feminine figures stood helplessly by.


      Bob was going to drive past, but Betty put out her hand and jerked the sorrel to a halt.


      “Ask ’em what the matter is,” she commanded.


      “They’ve lost a wheel,” said Bob in a low tone, his practiced eye having detected at once that one of the rear wheels was lying on the grass. “We can’t stop, Betty; we’re late now, and Joe Peabody’s in a raging temper anyway this morning.”


      “Why, Bob Henderson, how you do talk!” Betty’s dark eyes began to shoot fire. “Just because you have to live with the meanest man in the world is no excuse for you to grow like him! If you drive on and don’t try to help these women, I’ll never speak to you again—never!”


      Bob looked shamefaced. His first impulse had been to stop and offer help, but he had had first-hand experience with the Peabody temper and had endured more than one beating for slight neglect of iron-clad orders. When he still hesitated, Betty spoke scornfully.


      “They’re old ladies—so don’t bother,” she said bitingly. “Uncle Dick says no one should ever leave any one in trouble on the road, but I suppose he meant men who could whack you over the head if you refused to assist them. Why don’t you drive on, Bob?”


      “You hush up!” Bob, stung into action, closed his mouth grimly and handed over the reins to his tormentor. “It’s a half hour’s job to put that wheel on, but I suppose there’s no way out of it, so here goes.”


      The two women were, as Betty had said, old ladies; that is, each had very white hair. And, although the day was warm, they were so muffled up in veils and shawls and gloves that the boy and the girl marveled how they could see to drive.


      “The wheel just came off without warning,” said the taller of the two, in a high, sweet voice, as Bob asked to be allowed to help them. “Sister and I were so frightened! It might have been serious, you know, but Phyllis is such a good horse! She never even attempted to run.”


      Bob with difficulty repressed a grin. Looking at the fat sides of Phyllis he would have said that physical handicaps, rather than an inherent sweetness of disposition, kept Phyllis where she belonged between the shafts.


      “You’ve lost a nut,” announced the boy, after a brief examination.


      “Dear, dear!” fluttered both ladies. “Isn’t that unfortunate! You haven’t a—a—nut with you, Mr.—?”


      “I’m Bob Henderson,” said the lad courteously. “I’ll look around here in the dust a bit and maybe the nut will turn up. Why don’t you sit down in the shade and rest awhile?”


      The two ladies accepted his suggestion gratefully. They retired to a crooked old apple tree growing on the bank further down the road, evincing no desire to make the acquaintance of Betty, who sat quietly in the wagon holding the reins.


      “I suppose they think we’re backwoods country folks,” thought Betty, the blood coming into her face. “Don’t know that I blame them, seeing that this wagon is patched and tied together in a hundred places and the horse looks like a shadow of a skeleton.”


      Bob continued to search in the dust of the road painstakingly. The two women clearly had shifted their trouble to him, and apparently had no further interest in the outcome. Betty longed to offer to help him, but the severity of his profile, as she glimpsed it now and then, deterred her.


      “I wish I could stop before I say so much,” mourned the girl to herself. “I ought to know that Bob can’t help being afraid of Mr. Peabody. If he had control over me, I’d probably act just as his wife and Bob do. When you can get away from an ogre, it’s easy enough to say you’re not afraid of him. Doesn’t Bob dominate the situation, as Mrs. Arnold used to say!”


      Bob had found the nut, and was now fitting the wheel into place, working with a quickness and skill that fascinated Betty. She timidly called to him and asked if she should not come and hold the axle, but he refused her offer curtly. In a very few minutes the wheel was screwed on and the two ladies at liberty to resume their journey. They were insistent that Bob accept pay for his help, but the boy declined, politely but resolutely, and seemingly at no loss for diplomatic words and phrases.


      “Were you born in the poorhouse, Bob?” Betty asked curiously, wondering where the lad had developed his ability to meet people on their own ground. The volubly thankful ladies had driven on, and the sorrel was now trotting briskly toward Bramble Farm.


      “Yes, I was,” said Bob shortly. “But my mother wasn’t, nor my father. I’ve got a box buried in the garden that’s mine, though the clothes on my back belong to old Peabody. And if I’m like Joe Peabody in other things, perhaps I’ll learn to make money and save it. My father couldn’t, or I wouldn’t have been born in an alms-house!”


      “Oh, Bob!” Betty cried miserably, “I didn’t mean you were like Mr. Peabody—you know I didn’t. I’m so sorry! I always say things I don’t mean when I’m mad. Uncle Dick told me to go out and chop wood when I get furious, and not talk. I am so sorry!”


      “We’ve got a wood pile,” grinned Bob. “I’ll show you where it is. The rest of it’s all right, Betty. I’d probably have stayed awake all night if I’d driven by those women. Only I suppose Peabody will be in a towering rage. It must be noon.”


      If Betty was not afraid of Mr. Peabody, it must be confessed that she looked forward with no more pleasure than Bob to meeting him. Still she was not prepared for the cold fury with which he greeted them when they drove into the yard.


      “Just as I figured,” he said heavily. “Here ‘tis noon, and that boy hasn’t done a stroke of work since breakfast. Gallivanting all over town, I’ll be bound. Going to be like his shiftless, worthless father and mother—a charge on the township all his days. You take that pail of whitewash and don’t let me see you again till you get the pig house done, you miserable, sneaking poorhouse rat! You’ll go without dinner to pay for wasting my time like this! Clear out, now.”


      “How dare you!” Betty’s voice was shaking, but she stood up in the wagon and looked down at Mr. Peabody bravely. “How dare you taunt a boy with what he isn’t responsible for? It isn’t his fault that he was born in the poorhouse, nor his fault that we’re late. I made him stop and help put a buggy wheel on. Oh, how can you be so mean, and close and hateful?”


      Betty’s eyes overflowed as she gathered up her bundles and jumped to the ground. Mrs. Peabody, standing in the doorway, was a silent witness to her outburst, and the two hired men, who had come up to the house for dinner, were watching curiously. Bob had disappeared with the bucket of whitewash. No one would say anything, thought Betty despairingly, if a murder were committed in this awful place.


      “Been spending your money?” sneered Mr. Peabody, eyeing the bundles with disfavor. “Never earned a cent in your life, I’ll be bound, yet you’ll fling what isn’t yours right and left. Let me give you a word of advice, young lady; as long as you’re in my house you hold your tongue if you don’t want to find yourself in your room on a diet of bread and water. Understand?”


      Betty Gordon fled upstairs, her one thought to reach the haven of her bed. Anger and humiliation and a sense of having lowered herself to the Peabody level by quarreling when in a bad temper swept over her in a wave. She buried her head in the hard little pillow.


      CHAPTER XI


      A KEEN DISAPPOINTMENT


      “I’m just as bad as he is, every bit,” sobbed poor little Betty. “Uncle Dick would say so. I’m in his house, much as I hate it, and I hadn’t any right to call him names—only he is so hateful! Oh, dear, I wonder if I shall ever get away from here!”


      She cried herself into a headache, and had no heart to open the parcel of groceries or to go down to ask Mrs. Peabody for something to eat, though indeed the girl knew she stood small chance of securing as much as a cracker after the dinner hour.


      Suddenly some one put a soothing hand on her hot forehead, and, opening her swollen eyes, Betty saw Mrs. Peabody standing beside the bed.


      “You poor lamb!” said the woman compassionately. “You mustn’t go on like this, dear. You’ll make yourself sick. I’m going to close the blinds and shut out the sun; then I’ll get a cold cloth for your head. You’d feel better if you had something to eat, though. You mustn’t go without your meals, child.”


      “I’ve got some crackers and bouillon cubes,” replied Betty wearily. “I suppose Mr. Peabody wouldn’t mind if I used a little hot water from the tea kettle?”


      She bit her tongue with vexation at the sarcasm, but Mrs. Peabody apparently saw no implication.


      “The kitchen fire’s gone out, but the kettle’s still hot,” she answered. “I’ll step down and get you a cup. I have just ninety cobs to get supper on, or I’d build up a fresh fire for you. Joe counts the cobs; he wants they should last till the first of July.”


      “Oh, how do you stand it?” burst from Betty. “I should think you’d go crazy. Don’t you ever want to scream?”


      Mrs. Peabody stopped in the doorway.


      “I used to care,” she admitted apathetically. “Not any more. You can get used to anything. Besides, it’s no use, Betty; you’ll find that out. Flinging yourself against a stone wall only bruises you—the wall doesn’t even feel you trying.”


      “Bring up two cups,” called Betty, as Mrs. Peabody started down stairs.


      “I’ll bet she flung herself against the stone wall till all the spirit and life was crushed out of her,” mused the girl, lying flat on her back, her eyes fixed on the fly-specked ceiling. “Poor soul, it must be awful to have to give up even trying.”


      Mrs. Peabody came back with two cracked china cups and saucers, and a tea kettle half full of passably hot water. Betty forgot her throbbing head as she bustled about, spreading white paper napkins on the bed—there was no table and only one chair in the room—and arranging her crackers and a package of saltines which she deftly spread with potted ham.


      “We’ll have a make-believe party,” she declared tactfully, dropping a couple of soup cubes in each cup and adding the hot water. “I’m sure you’re hungry; you jump up so much at the table, you don’t half eat your meals.”


      Mrs. Peabody raised her eyes—faded eyes but still honest.


      “I’ve no more pride left,” she said quietly.


      “Goodness!” exclaimed Betty, “I bought you something this morning, and haven’t given it to you.”


      Mrs. Peabody was as pleased as a child with the pretty bottle of toilet water, and Betty extracted a promise from her that she would use it for her headaches, and not “save” it.


      “If I was going to stay,” thought Betty, stowing her packages of goodies under the bed as the most convenient place presenting itself, “I might be able to make things a little pleasanter for Mrs. Peabody. I do wonder when Uncle Dick will write.”


      She had allowed four days as the shortest time in which her uncle could possibly get an answer to her, so she was agreeably delighted when, on going out to the mailbox at the head of the lane the third morning, she found a letter addressed to her and postmarked “Philadelphia.” There was no other mail in the box. The Peabodys did not even subscribe for a weekly paper.


      “Bob!” shouted Betty, hurdling a fence and bearing down upon that youth as he hoed corn in a near by field. “Bob, here’s a letter from Uncle Dick! He’s answered so soon, I’m sure he says I can come to him. Won’t that be great?”


      Bob nodded grimly and went on with his work while Betty eagerly tore open her envelope. After she had read the first few lines the brightness went out of her face, and when she looked up at Bob she was crying.


      “What’s the matter, is he sick?” asked the boy in alarm.


      “He hasn’t had my letter at all!” wept Betty. “He never got it! This was written the same day I wrote him, and he says he’s going out to the oil wells and won’t be in touch with civilization for some weeks to come. His lawyer in Philadelphia is to hold his mail, and send the checks for my board. And he thinks I’m having a good time with his old friend Agatha and encloses a check for ten dollars for me to spend. Oh, Bob!” and the unhappy Betty flung her arms around the neck of the astonished Bob and cried as though her heart would break.


      “There, there!” Bob patted her awkwardly, in his excitement hitting her with the hoe handle, but neither of them knew that. “There, Betty, maybe things won’t be as bad as you think. You can go to Glenside and get books from the library—they’ve got a right nice little library. It would be nice if you had a bicycle or something to go on, but you haven’t.”


      “Uncle’s sending me a riding habit,” said Betty, wiping her eyes. “And a whole bundle of books and a parcel of magazines. He says he never yet saw a farm with enough reading material on the parlor table. I will be glad to have something to read.”


      “Sure. And Sundays I can borrow a magazine,” and Bob’s eyes shone with anticipated enjoyment. “Sunday’s the one day I have any time to myself and there’s never much to do.”


      Betty slipped the letter into her blouse pocket. She was bitterly disappointed to think that she must stay at Bramble Farm, and she did not relish the idea of having to confess to the Peabodys that her plans for leaving them had been rather premature.


      “I say,” Bob looked up from his hoeing, the shrewd light in his eyes that made him appear older than his thirteen years. “I say, Betty, if you’re wise, you won’t say anything about this letter up at the house. Old Peabody doesn’t know you’ve written to your uncle, and he’ll think you changed your mind. I half believe he thinks you were only speaking in a fit of temper, anyway. If you tell him you can’t reach your uncle by letter, and have to stay here for the next few weeks whether you will or no, he’ll think he has you right where he wants you. He can’t help taking advantage of every one.”


      “Doesn’t any one ever come to call?” Betty asked a day or two later, following Bob out to the pasture to help him salt the sheep.


      It was a Sunday morning, and even Mr. Peabody so far respected the Sabbath that he exacted only half as much as usual from his help. The milking, of course, had to be done, and the stock fed, but that accomplished, after breakfast, Wapley and Lieson, the hired men, had set off to walk to Glenside to spend their week’s wages as they saw fit. They had long ago, after wordy battles, learned the futility of trying to borrow a horse from Mr. Peabody.


      Bob had finished his usual chores, and after salting the sheep would be practically free for the day. He and Betty had planned to take their books out into the orchard and enjoy the peaceful sunniness of the lovely June weather.


      “Come to call?” repeated Bob, letting down the bars of the rocky pasture. “What would they come to call for? No one would be civil to ’em, and Mrs. Peabody runs when she sees any one coming. She hasn’t got a decent dress; so I don’t blame her much. Here, you sit down and I’ll call them.”


      Betty sat down on a flat rock and Bob spread out his salt on another. The sheep knew his voice and came slowly toward him.


      “Come on now, Betty, and let’s have a whack at that magazine, the one about out West,” said Bob at last.


      The promised package of books and magazines had arrived, and Betty had generously placed them at the disposal of the household. Wapley and Lieson had displayed a pathetic eagerness for “pictures,” and sat up after supper as long as the light lasted, turning over the illustrated pages. Betty doubted if they could read.


      CHAPTER XII


      BETTY DEFENDS HERSELF


      Apparently Mr. Peabody had never taken Betty’s threat to ask her uncle to take her away seriously, and her presence at the farm soon came to be an accepted fact. Conditions did not improve, but Betty developed a sturdy, wholesome philosophy that helped her to make the best of everything. Uncle Dick wrote seldom, but packages from Philadelphia continued to come at intervals, and always proved to be practical and needful.


      “Though as to that, he couldn’t have the lawyer send me anything that wouldn’t be useful,” said Betty to herself. “I never saw a place where there was so much nothing as here at Bramble Farm.”


      One morning when the pouring rain kept her indoors, Betty was exploring the little used parlor. Mrs. Peabody seldom entered the room save to clean it and close it up, and Betty opened a corner of the blind with something like trepidation. A large shotgun over the mantel attracted her attention at once.


      “Don’t touch that thing—it’s always kept loaded,” said the voice of Lieson at the door.


      Betty shivered and drew away from the shelf. Lieson showed his tobacco-stained teeth in a friendly grin.


      “I was up attic getting my rubber boots,” he explained, “and I saw the mail wagon stop at the box. Do you want I should go down and get the mail?”


      “Oh, would you?” Betty’s tone was eager. “Perhaps there is a letter from my uncle. That would be so kind of you, Mr. Lieson, because otherwise I may have to wait till it stops raining.”


      “I’ll go,” said Lieson awkwardly, and he went stumping down the hall.


      Wapley and Lieson were rough and untidy, but Betty found herself liking them better and feeling sorry for them as time went on. They worked hard and were never thanked and had very little pleasure after their day’s work was over. Several times now they had done little kindnesses for Betty, and she had tried to show that she appreciated their efforts.


      Lieson came back from the mail box carrying a square package, but no letter. Though Mr. Peabody was presumably waiting in the barn for him and fuming at his delay, the man showed such a naive interest in the parcel that Betty could not resist asking him to wait while she opened it.


      “Why, it’s a camera!” she exclaimed delightedly, as she took out the square box. “I’ll take your picture, Mr. Lieson, as soon as the sun comes out, to pay you for walking through all this rain to get the mail for me.”


      “Say, would you?” Lieson showed more animation than Betty had ever noticed in him. “Honest? I got a lady friend, and she’s always at me to send her my picture. She sure would admire to have one of me.”


      “All right, she hasn’t long to wait,” promised Betty gaily. “Here are two rolls of film, and luckily I know how to operate a camera. Mr. Arnold had a good one and he taught me. The first sunny day, remember, Mr. Lieson.”


      The rain continued all that day, and at night when Betty went up to bed she heard it pattering on the tin roof of the porch which was under her window.


      Betty had managed to make her room more habitable, and, relieved of any fear of embarrassing her hostess, had tacked netting at the two windows and bought herself a lamp with a good burner. She scrupulously paid Mr. Peabody for the oil she used, and while he showed plainly that he considered burning a light at night in summer a wicked extravagance, he did not interfere.


      “Now let me see,” mused Betty. “Shall I answer Mrs. Arnold’s last letter or go to bed? I guess I’ll go to bed. I’ll have all day to write letters to-morrow.”


      She was brushing her hair when a noise in the next room startled her. She knew that it was not occupied, for, besides herself, the Peabodys were the only ones who slept on the second floor. Bob Henderson and the hired men were housed in the attic. The Peabodys’ bedroom was further down the hall, on the other side of the house.


      “Pshaw!” Betty put her brush back on the table and gave her head a shake. “I mustn’t get nervous. We’re too far out in the country for burglars; and, besides, what in the world would they come here after?”


      Mr. Peabody differed from the majority of his neighbors in that he banked most of his funds. Some said it was because, if he had been in the habit of keeping money in the house, his help would have murdered him cheerfully and taken the cash as a reward. Be that as it may, it was well known that Joseph Peabody seldom had actual money in his pocket or in his tin strong box, and now Betty was glad to recall this.


      She had braided her hair and put out the light and was just slipping into bed when she heard the noise again. This time it sounded against the wall. Betty stealthily crept out of bed and ran to her door. There was no door key, but she shot the bolt.


      “That’s some protection,” she murmured, hopping into bed again. “If there are burglars in the house, I suppose I’ve locked ’em out to scare Mr. and Mrs. Peabody to death. But at any rate they have each other, and I’m all alone.”


      Closing her eyes tight, Betty began to say her prayers, but she fell asleep before she had finished.


      She woke in the dark to hear a noise directly under her bed!


      She sat up, her eyes trying to pierce the darkness, wondering why she had not taken the precaution of looking under the bed before she locked herself into a room with a burglar.


      “If I look now and see his legs, I’ll faint away, I know I shall,” she thought, her teeth chattering, though the night was warm. “I wish to goodness Uncle Dick had sent me a revolver.”


      That reminded her of the shotgun downstairs. With Betty to think was to act, and she sprang noiselessly out of bed and ran to the door. Thank goodness, the bolt slipped without squeaking. Downstairs ran Betty and lifted the heavy shotgun from its place over the mantel. She was no longer afraid, and her eyes sparkled with excitement. She was having a grand adventure. She had shot a gun a few times under Mr. Arnold’s instructions and careful supervision when he was teaching his boys how to handle one, and she thought she knew all about it.


      She gained her room, breathless, for the gun was heavy. At the threshold she stopped a moment to listen. Yes, there was the noise again. The burglar was unaware of her flight.


      Unaware herself of the absurdity of her deductions, Betty raised the heavy gun and pointed it toward the bed. As well as she could tell, she was aiming under the bed. She shut her eyes tight and fired.


      The gun kicked unmercifully, and Betty ejaculated a loud “Ow!” which was lost in the babble of sound that immediately followed the shot. There was the sound of breaking glass under the bed, a shrill scream from Mrs. Peabody, and the thunderous bellow of Mr. Peabody demanding: “What in Sam Hill are those varmints up to now?” Evidently he attributed the racket to Wapley and Lieson, who had been known to come home late from Glenside.


      In a few minutes they were all gathered at Betty’s door, Bob open-mouthed and speechless, the two men sleepily curious, the Peabodys loudly demanding to know what the matter was.


      “Are you hurt, Betty?” asked Mrs. Peabody anxiously. “Where did you get the gun, dear? Did something frighten you?”


      “It’s a burglar!” declared Betty. “I heard him under the bed! But I got him, I know I did!”


      “Light the lamp and look under the bed, Bob,” commanded Mr. Peabody harshly. “I don’t believe this burglar stuff, but the girl’s shot off a good charge of buckshot, no doubt of that. Find out what she hit.”


      Bob lit the lamp and stooped down to look. Then his lips twitched.


      “Rat!” he announced briefly. “A big one.”


      “Haul him out,” directed Lieson. “Let’s have a look at him.”


      Betty had shrunk inside the doorway when the lamp was lit, conscious of her attire, and now she managed to reach her dressing gown and fling it around her.


      “He’s in too many pieces,” said Bob doubtfully. “Guess we’ll have to get a dustpan and brush.”


      Mr. Peabody and the two men went grumbling back to bed, Peabody taking the gun for safekeeping, but Mrs. Peabody sent Bob down to the kitchen for the articles he mentioned, declaring that Betty should not have to finish the night in a room with a dead rat.


      “If there was another bed made up, I’d move you into it,” she said. “But I haven’t an extra place ready.”


      Betty had pinned up her hair and put on her slippers before Bob came back, and had put her best pink crepe dressing gown around Mrs. Peabody, who presented an incongruous vision so attired. Bob looked at Betty in admiration. With her tumbled dark hair and pink cheeks and blue gown and slippers, the boy thought her the prettiest thing he had ever seen.


      “I didn’t want to tell you—don’t look,” he whispered, getting down on his knees to sweep out the remains of the slaughtered rat, “but the buckshot hit two olive bottles, and there’s some mess here under your bed. I guess the rat was after the crackers.”


      Bob carried down the dead rat and mopped up the brine from the olives and threw out the debris, making several trips downstairs without a murmur. Finally it was all cleaned up, and they could go back to their rooms and finish the remainder of the night in probable peace.


      “If you hear a noise”—Bob could not resist this parting shot—“run down and grab the dinner bell. We’ll hear it just as quick, and you might shoot the potted ham full of bullets next time.”


      Betty did not sleep well, and once she woke, sure that she had heard loud talking and shouts. She thought the noise came from the attic.


      “Lieson had the nightmare after your shindy,” announced Bob at the breakfast table. “He suddenly began shouting and got me by the throat, declaring that if I didn’t pay him every cent I owed him he’d kill me. Wapley had to come and pull him away, or I don’t know but he would have choked the breath out of me.”


      “I had a bad dream,” said Lieson sullenly.


      The rain was still coming down and all the good-nature of the day before had left Lieson. He refused to answer a remark of Mr. Peabody’s, and was evidently in a bad humor.


      “He and the old man had a run in before breakfast,” whispered Bob, pulling on his boots preparatory to carrying out food to the pigs. Betty stood at the window and they could talk without being overheard. “It was something about money. Well, Betty, are you going gunning today?”


      “You needn’t tease me,” replied Betty, laughing. “I feel foolish enough, without being reminded of last night. I think I’ll go upstairs and sew on buttons as a penance. There’s nothing I hate to do worse.”


      “Do it well then,” suggested the irrepressible Bob, slamming the door just in time to avoid the glass of water Betty tossed after him.


      CHAPTER XIII


      FOLLOWING THE PRESCRIPTION


      The sound of some one chopping wood caught the alert ear of Bob Henderson as he came whistling through the yard on his way to the tool house. Some peculiar quality in the strokes seemed to suggest something to him, and he turned aside and made for the woodshed.


      “For the love of Mike! Betty Gordon, what do you call it you’re doing now?” he inquired, standing in the frame of the woodshed, at a respectful distance from the energetic figure by the wood block.


      “Chopping wood!” snapped Betty, hacking a dry rail viciously. “Did you think I was cutting out paper dolls?”


      “My dear child, that isn’t the way to chop wood,” insisted Bob paternally. “Here, let me show you. You’ll ruin the axe, to say nothing of chopping off your own right ear.”


      Betty brought the axe down on the rail with unnecessary violence.


      “Let me alone,” she said ominously. “I’m mad! This is Uncle Dick’s prescription, but I can’t see that it works. The more I chop, the madder I get!”


      Bob grinned, and then as a shout of “You, Bob!” sounded from outside, his expression changed.


      “Wapley is waiting for nails to fix the fence with,” he said hurriedly. “I’ll have to hurry. But come on down to the cornfield, can’t you, Betty? We can talk there.”


      Bob ran off, and Betty regarded the axe resentfully.


      “Seems to me he’s hoed enough corn to reach round the earth,” she said aloud. “I wonder if Bob ever gets mad? Well, I guess I will go down and talk to him, though I did mean to weed the garden for Mrs. Peabody. I can do that this afternoon.”


      In spite of the absence of fresh eggs and milk from her diet, the weeks at Bramble Farm had benefited Betty. She was deeply tanned from days spent in the sun, and while perceptibly thinner, a close observer would have known that she was hardy and strong. She was growing taller, too.


      “Mr. Peabody is so mean!” she scolded, dropping down under a scrubby wild cherry tree in the field where Bob was already hard at work hoeing corn, having delivered the nails to Wapley. “You know this is the first fair day we’ve had since those three rainy ones, and I promised Mr. Lieson I’d take his picture. He wants it for his girl. And Mr. Peabody wouldn’t let him go upstairs and put on his best clothes. Said it was his time and that foolishness could wait till after supper. You know I can’t take a snapshot after supper!”


      Bob hoed a few minutes in silence.


      “Try a little diplomacy, Betty,” he finally advised. “Sunday is the time to take Lieson in his glad rags. He looks fierce all dressed up, I think; it probably will break off the match if his girl is marrying him for his beauty. But Lieson the way he is now—in that soft shirt and without his hat—isn’t half bad. He’s got a kind of wistful, gentle face, for all he can jaw so terribly; have you noticed it? Go down in the potato field and take his picture while he’s working and tell him you’ll take him dressed up Sunday and he can have both pictures. He’ll be so pleased, he’ll offer to let you hold a pig.”


      Betty made a little face. Lieson had already done just that. Thinking that Betty, who made such a fuss over the baby lambs, would be equally delighted with the little pigs, Lieson had told her to shut her eyes one day and hold out her hands; into them he had dropped a squirming, slippery, squealing baby pig and Bob had always declared he could not tell which made the most noise—Betty when she opened her eyes, or the pig when she dropped him. Lieson had been much disappointed.


      “I’ll go and get the camera now,” said Betty, jumping up, all traces of temper vanished. “I’ll put in the film that holds a dozen and just go round taking everything. That will be fun!”


      She went running up the field and Bob’s eyes followed her wistfully.


      “She’s a good kid,” he said to himself. “Trouble is, she’s never been up against it before and she doesn’t always know how to take it. It does make her so mad to see old Peabody walk all over every one; but there’s no sense in letting her buck against him when you can turn her thoughts in another direction. Gee, I’m sick of this blamed corn!”


      Bob went up and down the endless rows, and Betty skipped about, “snapping” views of Bramble Farm to her heart’s content. Lieson was delighted to learn that he might have two pictures of himself, and though it seemed to him a waste of time to be photographed in his work clothes, still he admitted that even an “ordinary” picture was preferable to none.


      “My lady friend,” he announced proudly, as Betty clicked her bulb, “she like me anyway.”


      Wapley, while without the excuse of a “lady friend,” was nevertheless almost childishly pleased to pose for his photograph, and him, too, Betty promised to take again on Sunday. Mrs. Peabody, weeding in the large vegetable garden that was her regular care, alone refused to be taken.


      “Oh, no!” she shrank down among the cabbages and pulled her hideous sunbonnet further over her eyes when Betty pressed her to reconsider her refusal. “Child, don’t ask me. When I look at the picture of me taken in my wedding dress and then see myself in the mirror mornings, I wonder if I’m the same person. I wouldn’t have my picture taken for one hundred dollars!”


      Betty used up one roll of films that morning, but she decided to save the other roll for Sunday, as she was not sure she could get another in Glenside. She determined to take her pictures over that afternoon and have them developed, for she was as eager to see the results as Lieson and Wapley. Bob, too, owned up to a desire to see how he “turned out.”


      “It’s a pretty hot day,” ventured Mrs. Peabody uncertainly, when Betty, at the dinner table, announced her intention of walking to Glenside that afternoon. “Maybe, dearie, if you wait till after supper, some one will be driving over.”


      “Horses ain’t going a step off this farm this week,” said Mr. Peabody impressively. “They’re working without shoes, as anybody with any interest in the place would know. If some folks haven’t any more to do than gad around spending good money, it’s none of my affair; but I don’t aim to run a stage between here and Glenside for their convenience.”


      Dinner was finished in silence after this speech, and immediately after she had helped Mrs. Peabody with the dishes, Betty went up to her room to change her dress. She did not mind the walk; indeed she had taken it several times before, and knew that one side of the road would be comparatively shady all the way.


      Betty took an inexplicable whim to put on her prettiest dress, a delicate pink linen with white collars and cuffs that Mrs. Arnold had taught her to embroider herself in French knots. She untied the black velvet ribbon she usually wore on her broad-brimmed hat and substituted a sash of pink mull.


      “You look too nice!” exclaimed Mrs. Peabody when the girl came downstairs. “Don’t you think you should take an umbrella, though? Those big white clouds mean a thunder storm.”


      Betty laughingly declined the umbrella, and, promising Mrs. Peabody “something pretty,” started off on her walk. Poor Mrs. Peabody, though Betty was too inexperienced to realize it, was beginning, very slowly it is true, but still beginning, to break under the long strain of hard work and unhappiness. Betty only knew that she was pitifully pleased with the smallest gift from the town stores.


      “If I don’t see a girl of my own age to speak to pretty soon,” declared Betty to herself, walking swiftly up the lane, “I don’t know what I shall do! Bob is nice, but, goodness! he isn’t interested in lots of things I like. Crocheting, for instance. I never was crazy about fancy work, but now I’m kind of hungry for a crochet needle.”


      Half way to Glenside a farmer overtook her, and after the pleasant country fashion offered her a “lift.” Betty accepted gladly. He lived, as she discovered after a few minutes’ conversation, on the farm next to the Peabodys, and he had heard about her and knew who she was.


      “When you get time,” he said kindly, when she told him she was going to Glenside, “walk through the town and out toward Linden. There’s quite a nursery out that way, and you’d like to see the flowers. Folks come from the city to buy their plants there.”


      At the nearest crossroads to Glenside he turned, and Betty got out, thanking him heartily for the ride. It was a matter of only a few moments now to reach Glenside, and she found herself in the town much sooner than she had counted on. So when the drug-store clerk said he would have her pictures developed and printed within an hour if she could wait, Betty determined to wait instead of having them mailed to her. She had a sundae and bought some chocolates for Mrs. Peabody, and then remembered the farmer’s remark about the nursery.


      “How far is it to the nursery they talk about?” she said to the woman clerk who had weighed out the candy.


      “Baxter’s? Oh, not more than three-quarters of a mile,” was the answer. “You go right up Main Street an far as the sidewalk goes. When it stops, keep right on, and pretty soon you’ll see a big sign of a watering-pot; that’s it.”


      Betty followed these directions implicitly, and she had reached the end of the town sidewalk when she heard the distant mutter of thunder.


      “I guess I can reach the nursery and be looking at the flowers while it storms,” she said to herself.


      Betty had no more fear of thunderstorms than of a tame cat, but she mightily disliked the idea of getting her hat wet. So she hurried conscientiously.


      The sun went under a heavy cloud, and a violent crash of thunder directly overhead stimulated her into a run. There was not a house in sight, and Betty began to wish she had turned and gone back to the town. At least she could have found shelter in a shop.


      Splash! A huge drop of rain flattened in the dust of the road. The tall trees on either side began to sway in the slowly rising wind.


      “I’ll bet it will be a big storm, and I’ll be soaked!” gasped Betty. “Where is that plaguey nursery!”


      She began to run, and the drops came faster and faster. Then, without warning, the long line of swaying trees stopped, and a tidy white picket fence began on the side of the road nearest Betty. Back of the pickets was a well-kept green lawn; and set in the center of a circle of glorious elm trees was a comfortable white house with green blinds and a wide porch. A woman and two girls were hastily taking in a swing and a quantity of sofa pillows to protect them from the storm.


      “Come in, quick!” called the woman, as Betty came in sight. “Hurry, before you’re soaked. Just lift the latch and the gate swings in.”


      “Just lift the latch.” Betty thought she had never heard a more cordial or welcome invitation.


      CHAPTER XIV


      WINNING NEW FRIENDS


      Betty opened the gate and ran up the path. The younger girl, who seemed about her own age, put out a friendly hand and touched her sleeve.


      “Not wet a bit, Mother!” she announced triumphantly. “And I don’t believe her hat’s spotted, either!”


      A jagged streak of lightning and another thundering crash sent them all scurrying indoors. The lady led the way into a pleasant room where an open piano, books, and much gay cretonne-covered wicker furniture gave an atmosphere at once homelike and modern. Betty had craved the sight of such a room since leaving Pineville and her friends.


      “Pull down the shades, Norma; and, Alice, light the lamp,” directed the mother of the two girls.


      The younger girl drew the shades and Alice, who was evidently some years older than her sister, lighted the pretty wicker lamp on the center table.


      “I’m so glad you reached our house before the storm fairly broke,” said their mother, smiling at Betty. “In another second you would have been drenched, and there isn’t a house between here and Baxter’s nursery.”


      Betty explained that she had been on her way to the nursery, and thinking that her kind hostess should know her guest’s name, gave it, and said that she was staying at Bramble Farm.


      “Oh, yes, we’ve heard of you,” said the lady, in some surprise. “I am Mrs. Guerin, and my husband, Dr. Guerin, learns all the news, you know, on his rounds among his patients. Mrs. Keppler, I believe, was the one who told him there was a girl visiting the Peabodys.”


      Betty wondered rather uncomfortably what had been said about her and whether she was regarded with pity because of the conditions endured by any one who had the misfortune to be a member of the Peabody household. The Kepplers, she knew, were their nearest neighbors.


      Norma and Alice each took a seat on the arms of their mother’s chair, and regarded the guest curiously, but kindly.


      “Do you like the country?” asked the younger girl, feeling that something in the way of conversation was expected of her.


      Betty replied in the affirmative, adding that, aside from lonesomeness now and then, she had enjoyed the outdoor life immensely.


      “But what do you do all day long?” persisted Norma. “The Peabodys are so queer!”


      “Norma!” reproved her mother and Alice in one breath.


      “Well they are!” muttered Norma. “Miss Gordon isn’t a relation of theirs, is she? So why do I have to be polite?”


      “I’m only twelve,” said Betty, embarrassed by the “Miss Gordon,” and puzzled to know how to avoid a discussion of the Peabodys. “No one ever calls me ‘Miss.’ My Uncle Dick went to school with Mrs. Peabody, and he thought it would be pleasant for me to board with them this summer.”


      “When you get lonesome for girls, come over and see us,” suggested Mrs. Guerin cordially. “Come whenever you are in Glenside, anyway. Norma hasn’t many friends of her own age in town, and she’ll probably talk you deaf, dumb and blind.”


      “I don’t get over very often,” said Betty, thinking how fortunate Norma was to have such a lovely, tactful mother, “because I usually have to walk. But if your husband is a doctor, couldn’t he bring you over to call some afternoon? Doctors are always on the road, I know.”


      A curious expression swept over Mrs. Guerin’s face, inexplicable to Betty. She avoided a direct answer to the invitation by sending the girls out to the kitchen for lemonade and cakes and blowing out the lamp and raising the shades herself. The brief thunderstorm was about over, and the sun soon shone brightly.


      Alice wheeled the tea-wagon out on the porch, and the four spent a merry half hour together. Betty felt that she had made three real friends, and the Guerins, for their part, were agreeably delighted with the young girl who was so alone in the world and who, while they knew she must have a great deal that was unpleasant to contend with, resolutely talked only of her happy times.


      Betty had just risen to go when a runabout stopped at the curb and a gray-haired man got out and came up the path.


      “There’s father!” cried Norma, jumping up to meet him. “Father, the Rutans telephoned over an hour ago. I couldn’t get you anywhere. It was before the storm.”


      “Hal, this is Betty Gordon,” said the doctor’s wife, drawing Betty forward. “She is the girl staying with the Peabodys. Do you have to go out directly?”


      “Just want to get a few things, then I’m off,” answered the doctor cheerily. “Miss Betty, if you don’t mind waiting while I stop in at the drug store, I’m going half of your way and will be glad to give you a lift. The roads will be muddy after this rain.”


      Betty accepted the kind offer thankfully, and Mrs. Guerin and the girls went down to the car with her. They each kissed her good-bye, and Mrs. Guerin’s motherly touch as she tucked the linen robe over Betty’s knees brought thoughts of another mother to the little pink-frocked figure who waved a farewell as the car coughed its sturdy way up the street.


      At the drug store the doctor got his medicines and Betty her pictures, which she paid for and slipped into her bag without looking at. She liked Doctor Guerin instinctively, and indeed he was the type of physician whom patients immediately trusted and in whom confidence was never misplaced.


      “You look like an outdoor girl,” he told her as he turned the car toward the open country. “I don’t believe you’ve had to take much in the way of pills and powders, have you?”


      Betty smiled and admitted that her personal acquaintance with medicine was extremely limited.


      “Mrs. Peabody has headaches all the time,” she said anxiously. “I think she ought to see a doctor. And one day last week she fainted, but she insisted on getting supper.”


      Doctor Guerin bit his lip.


      “Guess you’ll have to be my ally,” he said mysteriously. “Mrs. Peabody was a patient of mine, off and on, for several years—ever since I’ve practiced in Glenside, in fact. But—well, Mr. Peabody forbade my visits finally; said he was paying out too much for drugs. I told him that his wife had a serious trouble that might prostrate her at any time, but he refused to listen. Ordered me off the place one day when Mrs. Guerin was in the car with me, and was so violent he frightened her. That was some time ago.” The doctor shook his head reminiscently. “Mrs. Peabody in the house was groaning with pain and Mrs. Guerin was imploring me to back the car before Peabody killed me. He was shouting like a mad man, and it was Bedlam let loose for sure.


      “I went, because there was nothing else to do, but I managed to get word to the poor soul, through that boy, Bob Henderson, that if she ever had a bad attack and would send me word, day or night, I’d come if I had to bring the constable to lock that miser up out of the way first. I suspect he is a coward as well as a bully, but fighting him wouldn’t better his wife’s position any; he would only take it out on her.”


      “Yes, I think he would,” agreed Betty. “I used to wonder how she stood him. But telling her what I think of him doesn’t help her, and now I don’t do that any more if I think in time.”


      “Well, you may be able to help her by sending me word if she is taken ill suddenly,” said the doctor. “I’m sure it is a comfort to her to have you with her this summer. Now here’s the boundary line. Sorry I can not take you all the way in, but it would only mean an unpleasant row.”


      Instead of half way, the doctor had taken her almost to the Peabody lane, and Betty jumped down and thanked him heartily. She was glad to have been saved the long muddy walk. She was turning away when a thought struck her.


      “How could I reach you if Mrs. Peabody were ill?” she asked. “There’s no ‘phone at Bramble Farm, you know.”


      “The Kepplers have one,” was the reply, Doctor Guerin cranking his car. “They’ll be glad to let you use it any time for any message you want to send.”


      Betty found no one in the house when she reached it, the men being still at work in the field and Mrs. Peabody out in the chicken yard. Betty took off her pretty frock and put on a blue and white gingham and her white shoes. She was determined not to allow herself to get what Mrs. Peabody called “slack,” and she scrupulously dressed every afternoon, whether she went off the farm or not.


      The pictures, she discovered when she examined them, were exceptionally good. Lieson, in particular, had proved an excellent subject, and Betty privately decided that he was more attractive in his working clothes than he could ever hope to be in the stiff black and white she knew he would assume for Sunday. She took the prints and went downstairs to await an opportunity to show them.


      Bob Henderson was in the kitchen, doing something to his hand. Betty experienced a sinking sensation when she saw a blood-stained rag floating in the basin of water on the table.


      “Bob!” she gasped. “Did you hurt yourself?”


      Bob glanced up, managing a smile, though he was rather white around the mouth.


      “I cut my finger,” he said jerkily. “The blame thing won’t stop bleeding.”


      “I have peroxide upstairs!” Betty flew to get the bottle.


      It was a nasty cut, but she set her teeth and washed it thoroughly with the antiseptic and warm water before binding it up with the clean, soft handkerchief she had brought back with her. Bob had been clumsily trying to make a bandage with his dark blue bandana handkerchief, all the lad had.


      “How did you do it?” asked Betty, as she tied a neat knot and tucked the ends in out of sight. “I’ll fix you some more cloths tonight; you’ll have to wash that cut again in the morning.”


      Bob was putting away the basin and now he went off to get the pails of slop for the pigs. Betty thought he had not heard her question, but when Lieson came in for a drink of water and saw the pictures he unconsciously set her right. Lieson was greatly pleased with his picture, and looked so long at the other prints that Betty feared lest Mr. Peabody should come in and make an accusation of wasted time.


      “That’s a good picture of Bob, too,” commented Lieson. “He cut his hand this afternoon on the hoe. The old man come down where he was hoeing corn, and just as he got there Bob cut a stalk; you can’t always help it. Peabody flew into a rage and grabbed the hoe. Bob thought he was going to strike him with it and he put up his hand to save his head, and Peabody brought the sharp edge of the hoe down so it nicked his finger. Guess he won’t be able to milk tonight.”


      Betty stood in the doorway of the kitchen and stared away into the serene green fields.


      “It looks so peaceful,” she thought wearily. “And yet to live in such a place doesn’t seem to have the slightest effect on people’s dispositions. I wonder why?”


      CHAPTER XV


      NURSE AND PATIENT


      When the next Sunday came round the shrill song of the locusts began early, foretelling a hot day. The heat and the flies and the general uninviting appearance of the breakfast table irritated Betty more than usual, and only consideration for Mrs. Peabody, who looked wretchedly ill, kept her at the table through the meal. Lieson and Mr. Peabody bickered incessantly, and Wapley, who had taken cold, coughed noisily.


      “Guess I’ll go over and see Doc Guerin an’ get him to give me something for this cold,” Wapley mumbled, after a particularly violent paroxysm. “Never knew folks had colds in summer, but I got one for sure.”


      “You take some of that horse medicine out on the barn shelf,” advised Peabody. “The bottle’s half full, and I’ll sell it to you for a quarter. The doctor’s stuff will cost you all of a dollar, and that horse medicine will warm you up fine. That’s all you want, anyway, something to kind of heat up your pipes.”


      Betty hoped fervently that the man would not follow this remarkable prescription, and it was with actual relief that she saw him come downstairs an hour later arrayed in his best clothes ready to walk to town. She had her camera ready and stood patiently in the sun for fifteen minutes till she had taken the promised pictures. Wapley was snapped alone and with Lieson, and then a photograph of Lieson alone, and then it was Bob’s turn. That usually amiable youth was inclined to be sulky, but finally yielded to persuasion. Betty was anxious to send a full set of pictures to her uncle, and while Bob’s “Sunday best” was exactly the same as his week-day attire, still, as she pointed out, he could wear his pleasantest expression for a “close up.”


      The cause for Bob’s crossness was revealed after Lieson and Wapley had started for Glenside. His sore finger was swollen and gave him considerable pain.


      “Why didn’t you go with them and see the doctor?” scolded Betty. “Go now. I think the cut should be opened, Bob.”


      “I’m not going,” said Bob flatly. “Where’d I get any money to pay him?”


      “I have some—” Betty was beginning, but he cut her short with the curt announcement that he was not going to let her do everything for him.


      “Well, then, go over and let Doctor Guerin examine your finger and offer to work it out for him in some way,” urged Betty. “Don’t be silly about money, Bob; any doctor does his work first and then asks about his pay. Won’t you go?”


      “No, I won’t,” retorted Bob ungraciously. “I’m too dog-gone tired to walk that far, anyway. Let’s take books out to the orchard, and if you have any crackers or anything, we won’t come back for dinner. I hate that hot kitchen!”


      This was very unlike Bob, and Betty noticed that his face was flushed and his eyes heavy. She was sure he had fever, but she knew it was useless to argue with him. So, like the sensible girl she was, she tried to make him comfortable without further consulting him. She had a new parcel of magazines he had not seen, and without asking Mrs. Peabody, she took a square rug from the parlor for him to lie on and the pillow from her bed. Mrs. Peabody she knew would not object to the rug being used, but Mr. Peabody was shaving in the kitchen, and if he heard the request would instantly deny it.


      On her last trip to the town Betty had bought a dozen lemons and a package of soda fountain straws, and when Bob complained of thirst, she surprised him with a lemonade. Fortunately the water from the spring in one of the meadows was icy cold.


      Bob’s “Gee, that’s good!” more than repaid her for her trouble and the heat headache that throbbed in her temples from her hurried journeys down to the spring.


      There was a faint breeze stirring fitfully in the orchard, and it was shady. Betty read aloud to Bob until he fell asleep. After he was unconscious, she looked at him pityingly, noting the sore finger held stiffly away from its fellows and the pathetic droop of the boyish mouth.


      “His mother would be so sorry!” she thought, folding up a paper to serve as a fan and beginning to fan him gently. “I wonder how he happened to be born in the poorhouse. He has nice hands and feet, well-proportioned, that is, and mother always said that was a mark of good breeding. Besides, I know from the way he speaks and acts that he is different from these hired men.”


      Betty continued to fan till she saw Mrs. Peabody come out of the kitchen and go to the woodshed. Then she ran in to tell her that Bob would probably sleep through dinner and that would be one less for the noon meal. Sunday dinner was never an elaborate affair in the Peabody household, and Betty insisted on helping Mrs. Peabody today, since she could not induce her to go away from the kitchen and lie down. The men had said they were going to stay in town till milking time, and only Mr. and Mrs. Peabody and Betty sat down to the sorry repast at one o’clock. There was little conversation, and Mr. Peabody was the only one who made a pretense of eating what was served.


      “Now you go upstairs, and let me do the dishes,” said Betty to Mrs. Peabody, as her husband put on his hat and went out at the conclusion of the meal. “If you’ll undress and go to bed, I’ll get supper and feed the chickens. You look so fagged out.”


      “It’s the heat,” sighed Mrs. Peabody. “Land, child, I’ve crawled through a sight of summers, and won’t give out awhile yet, I guess. You’re the one to watch out. Keep in out of the sun, and don’t run your feet off waiting on Bob. I’ll show you something, though, if you won’t let on.”


      She beckoned Betty to one corner of the kitchen where a fly-specked calendar hung.


      “Look here,” said Mrs. Peabody. “Nobody knows what these pencil marks mean but me—I made ’em. Now’s the second week in July—there’s seventeen days of July left. Thirty-one days in August. And most generally you can count on the first week of September being hot—that makes fifty-five days. Three meals a day to get, or one hundred and sixty-five meals in all.”


      “Then what?” asked the hypnotized Betty.


      “Oh, then it begins to get a little cooler,” said Mrs. Peabody listlessly. “I’ve counted this way for three summers now. Somehow it makes the summer go faster if you can see the days marked off and know so many meals are behind you.”


      Inexperienced as Betty was, it seemed infinitely pathetic to her that any one should long for the summer days to be over, and she realized dimly that the loneliness and dullness of her hostess’ daily life must be beginning to prey on her mind. She helped dry the dishes, went upstairs with Mrs. Peabody and bathed her forehead with cologne and closed the shutters of her room for her. Then, hoping she might sleep for a few hours as she resolutely refused to give up for the rest of the day, Betty hurried to put on her thinnest white frock and went back to the orchard. She found her patient awake and decidedly feeling aggrieved.


      “I’ve been awake for ages,” he greeted her. “Gee, isn’t it hot! You look kind of pippin’ too. Do you know, I’ve been thinking about that riding habit of yours, Betty. What are you going to do with it?”


      “Keep it till I go somewhere else where there’ll be a chance to learn to ride,” answered Betty. “Why?”


      “Oh, I was just thinking,” and Bob turned over on his back to stare up through the branches. “You’ll get away from here sooner than I shall, Betty. But, believe me, the first chance I get I’m going to streak out. Peabody’s got no claim on me, and I’ve worked out all the food and clothes he’s ever given me. The county won’t care—they’ve got more kids to look after now than they can manage, and one missing won’t create any uproar. I’d like to try to walk from here to the West. They say my mother had people out there somewhere.”


      “Tell me about her,” urged Betty impulsively. “Do you remember her, Bob?”


      “She died the night I was born,” said Bob quietly. “My father was killed in a railroad wreck they figured out. You see my mother was a little out of her head with grief and shock when they found her walking along the road, singing to herself. All she had was the clothes on her back and a little black tin box with her marriage certificate in it and some papers that no one rightly could understand. They sent her to the alms-house, and a month later I was born. The old woman who nursed her said her mind was perfectly clear the few hours she lived after that, and she said that ‘David,’ my father, had been bringing her East to a hospital when their train was wrecked. She couldn’t remember the date nor tell how long before it had happened, and after she died no one was interested enough to trace things up. I was brought up in the baby ward and went to school along with the others. Many is the boy I’ve punched for calling me ‘Pauper!’ And then, when I was ten, Peabody came over and said he wanted a boy to help him on his farm; I could go to school in the winters, and he’d see that I had clothes and everything I needed. I’ve never been to school a day since, and about all I needed, according to him, was lickings. But if I ever get away from here I mean to find out a few things for myself.”


      Bob paused for breath. His fever made him talkative, and Betty had never known him so communicative.


      “Where is the tin box?” she asked with interest.


      “Buried, in the garden. I had sense enough to do that the first night I came to Bramble Farm, and I’ve never dared dig it up since. Afraid old Peabody might catch me. It’s safer to leave it alone.”


      Presently Bob went off to sleep again and Betty mused silently till he woke, hungry, and then she gave him bouillon cubes dissolved in hot water, for Mrs. Peabody was getting supper and Bob refused to go to the table. The men came back and did the milking, grumbling a little, but on the whole willing to save Bob’s finger. They had a rough fondness for the lad.


      When the heavy dew began to fall Betty had to appeal to Leison to make Bob go into the house. He declared fretfully that the attic was hot, and Betty knew it was like an oven, but it was out of the question for him to lie in the damp grass. She dressed his finger freshly for him, Mrs. Peabody looking on, but offering not a word, either of pity or curiosity. Betty wondered if she had grown into the habit of keeping still till now it was impossible for her to voice an emotion.


      Bob’s finger dressed, Lieson bore him upstairs despite his protests, and before the others went up to their rooms, Betty had the satisfaction of hearing that Bob had already gone to sleep.


      Betty herself was extremely tired, for she had worked hard all day, waiting on Bob and trying to save Mrs. Peabody in many ways. She brushed out her thick hair and slipped into her nightgown, thankful for the prospect of rest even the hardest of beds offered her. She was asleep almost as soon as her head touched the pillow.


      She had been asleep only a few minutes, or so it seemed, when something woke her.


      She sat up in bed, startled. Had some one groaned?


      CHAPTER XVI


      A MIDNIGHT CALL


      Betty’s first thought was of Bob. Was he really sick? Then she remembered that the boy slept in the attic and that she probably could not have heard him if he had made the noise that woke her.


      Then the sound began again, deep guttural groans that sent a shudder through the girl listening in the dark, and Betty knew that Mrs. Peabody must be ill. She lit her lamp and looked at her watch. Half-past one! She had been asleep several hours. Slipping on her dressing gown and slippers, Betty opened her door, intending to go down the hall to the Peabodys’ room and see what she could do. To her relief, she saw Mr. Peabody, fully dressed except for his shoes, which he carried in his hand, coming shuffling down the hall.


      “You’re going for the doctor?” said Betty eagerly. “Is Mrs. Peabody very ill? Shall I go down and heat some water?”


      “I don’t know how sick she is,” answered the man sourly. “But I do know I ain’t going for that miserable, no-account doctor I ordered off this farm once. If you’re going to die, you’re going to die, is the way I look at it, and all the groaning in the world ain’t going to help you. And a doctor to kill you off quicker ain’t necessary, either. I’m going out to the barn to get a little sleep. Here I’ve got a heavy day’s work on to-morrow, and she’s been carrying on like this for the better part of an hour.”


      Betty stared at Mr. Peabody in horror. Something very like loathing, and an amazement not unmixed with terror, seized her. It was inconceivable that any one should talk as he did.


      “She must have a doctor!” she flung at him. “Send Bob—or one of the men, Bob’s half sick himself. If you won’t call them, I will. I won’t stay here and let any one suffer like that. Listen! Oh, listen!”


      Betty put her hands over her ears, as a shrill scream of pain came from Mrs. Peabody’s room.


      “Send the men on a wild goose chase at this time of night?” snarled Mr. Peabody. “Not if I know it. Morning will do just as well if she’s really sick. You will, will you?” He lunged heavily before Betty, divining her intention to reach the stairway that led to the attic. A heavy door stood open for the freer circulation of air, and this Peabody slammed and locked, dropping the key triumphantly in his pocket.


      “You take my advice and go back to bed,” he said. “One woman raising Cain at a time’s enough. Go to bed and keep still before I make you.”


      Betty scarcely heard the implied threat. She heard little but the heart-breaking groans that seemed to fill the whole house. Her mind was made up.


      “I’m going myself!” she blazed, wrapping her gown about her. “Don’t you dare stop me! You’ve killed your wife, but at least the neighbors are going to know about it. I’m going to telephone to Doctor Guerin!”


      With a quick breath Betty blew out the lamp, which bewildered Peabody for a moment. She dashed past him as he fumbled and mumbled in the dark and slid down the banisters and jerked open the front door, which luckily for her was seldom locked at night. She ran down the steps, across the yard and into the field, her heart pounding like a trip hammer. On and on she ran, not daring to stop to look behind her. When she heard steps gaining on her, her feet dragged with despair, but her spirit flogged her on.


      “I won’t give up, I won’t give up!” she was crying aloud through clenched teeth when the voice of Bob Henderson calling, “Betty! Betty! it’s all right!” sounded close to her shoulder.


      “You dear, darling Bob!” Betty turned radiantly to face the boy. “How did you get out? Hurry! We must hurry! Mrs. Peabody is so sick!”


      “Easy there!” Bob caught her elbow as she stumbled over a bit of rough ground. “The noise woke me up, and when we heard you and Peabody, Lieson lowered me out of the window by the bedsheet. We weren’t sure what he’d do to you. Say, Betty, you’d better let me go in and telephone unless you’re afraid to go back. If the Kepplers see you like that, they’ll know there’s been a row, and they’ll insist on your staying with them.”


      “Oh, I have to go back,” said Betty in a panic. “Mrs. Peabody needs me. And I’m not afraid, if Doctor Guerin comes. I’ll wait under this tree for you, Bob. Only please hurry.” And the boy hurried off.


      “Doctor’ll be right out,” reported Bob, coming back after what seemed a long wait but was in reality a scant ten minutes. “I had a great time waking the Kepplers up and a worse time getting hold of Central. And of course Mrs. Keppler wanted all the details—just like a woman. But doc answered right away after I gave his number and said he’d be here in twenty minutes. He sure can run his car when he has a clear road at night.”


      “Bob,” whispered Betty, beginning to tremble, “I—I guess maybe I am afraid to go back to the house. Let’s sit on the bank at the head of the lane and wait for Doctor Guerin. He’ll take us in the car. Mr. Peabody won’t dare do anything with a third person around.”


      “Sure we will,” agreed Bob. “It’s fine and cool out here, isn’t it? Wonder why it can’t be like this in the daytime.”


      They walked back to the lane, cross-lots, and sat down under a thorn-apple tree. Betty tucked her gown cosily around her feet and sat close to Bob, prepared to watch the stars and await quietly the doctor’s coming. Then, to her astonishment as much as to Bob’s consternation, she began to cry. She could not stop crying. And after she had cried a few minutes she began to laugh. She laughed and sobbed and could not stop herself, and in short, for the first time in her life, Betty had a case of hysterics.


      It was all very foolish, of course, and when Doctor Guerin found them there in the road at half-past two in the morning, he scolded them both soundly.


      “I gave you credit for more sense, Bob,” said the doctor curtly, as he helped Betty into the machine. “You should have left Betty with Mrs. Keppler over night, or at least taken her straight home. If she hasn’t a heavy cold to pay for this it won’t be your fault. I never heard of anything quite so senseless!”


      “I wasn’t going to stay with the Kepplers!” retorted Betty with vigor. “I don’t know them at all, and I hadn’t anything to wear down to breakfast! ‘Sides there is Mrs. Peabody dreadfully sick with no one to help her and Bob has a festered finger. He had a high temperature this afternoon.”


      “I’ll look at the finger,” promised Doctor Guerin grimly. “Don’t let me have to hunt for you, either, young man; no hiding out of sight when you’re wanted. And, Betty, you go to bed. I’ll get Mrs. Peabody comfortable and give her something so that she’ll sleep till I can send some one out from town. You can’t nurse her and run the house, you know. Your Uncle Dick would come up and shoot us all. Go to bed immediately, and you’ll be ready to help us in the morning.”


      They had reached the house and Betty followed the doctor’s orders. Every one obeyed Doctor Guerin. Even Mr. Peabody, summoned from the barn, though he was surly and far from pleasant, brought hot water and a teaspoon and a tumbler at his bidding. Mrs. Peabody had had these attacks before, and when she had taken the medicine was soon relieved. Doctor Guerin stayed with her till she fell asleep and then went down to the kitchen, taking the unwilling Bob with him. The cut finger was lanced and dressed and strict instructions issued that in two days Bob was to present himself at the doctor’s office to have the dressing changed.


      “And you needn’t assume that obstinate look,” said the doctor, who watched him closely. “If you’re so afraid you won’t be able to pay me, we’ll drive a bargain. You recollect that odd little wooden charm you made for Norma last summer? Well, the girls at boarding school have ‘gone crazy,’ to quote my daughter, over the trinket, and one of them offered her a dollar for it. Carve me a couple more, when you have time, and that will make us square. The girls were wondering the other day if you could do more.”


      “I’ll make six—” Bob was beginning radiantly, when the doctor stopped him.


      “You will not,” he said positively. “One dollar is your price, and two of them will fully meet your obligations to me. If you can be dog-gone businesslike, so can I.”


      Doctor Guerin drove over again in the morning, bringing a tall raw-boned red-haired Irish-woman who looked as though she were able to protect herself from any insult or injury, real or fancied. Wapley and Lieson were pitiably in awe of her, and Mr. Peabody simply shriveled before her belligerent eye. She was to stay, said the doctor, for a week at least and as much longer as Mrs. Peabody needed her.


      “Did you see her spreading the butter on her bread?” demanded Bob in a whisper, meeting Betty on the kitchen doorstep after the first dinner Mrs. O’Hara had prepared.


      “Did you see Mr. Peabody?” returned Betty, in a twitter of delight. “I was afraid to look at him, or I should have laughed. She tells me to ‘run off, child, and play; young things should be outdoors all day,’ and she does a barrel of work. Mrs. Peabody declares she is living like a queen, with her meals served up to her. Poor soul, she doesn’t know what it means to have some one wait on her.”


      Bob dared not stay away from Doctor Guerin’s office; and indeed, after receiving the order for the wooden charms, he was willing to go. It was understood that he was to begin his carving as soon as the finger had healed, and Betty was interested in the little trinket he brought back with him to serve as a guide.


      “Did you really make that, Bob?” she cried in surprise. “Why, it’s beautiful—such an odd shape and so beautifully stained. You must be ever so clever with your fingers. I believe, if you had some paints, you could paint designs and perhaps sell a lot of them to a city shop. Girls would just love to have them to wear on chains and cords.”


      Bob was immediately fired with ambition to make some money, and indeed he could evolve marvelous and quaint little charms with no more elaborate tools than an old knife and a bit of sandpaper. He had an instinctive knowledge of the different grains, and the wood he picked up in the woodshed, carefully selecting smooth satiny bits.


      So all unknown to the Peabodys, Bob in his leisure time began to carve curious treasures, and with his carving to dream boyish dreams that lifted him out of the dreary present and carried him far away from Bramble Farm to big cities and open prairies, to freedom and opportunity.


      And Betty, who sometimes read aloud to him as he carved and sometimes sewed, sitting beside him, began to dream dreams too. Always of a home somewhere with Uncle Dick, a real home in which there should be a fireplace and an extra chair for Bob. For your girl dreamer always plans for her friends and for their happiness, and she seldom dreams for herself alone.


      So July with its heat and thunderstorms ran into August.


      CHAPTER XVII


      AN OMINOUS QUARREL


      Mrs. O’Hara went back to Glenside at the end of ten days, leaving Mrs. Peabody well enough to be about, though the doctor had cautioned her repeatedly not to overdo. Doctor Guerin came for Mrs. O’Hara in his car, and it was to be his last visit unless he was sent for again. Bob’s finger had healed, and he was hard at work at his carving in spare moments.


      “Norma hopes you will come over to see her soon,” said Doctor Guerin to Betty, as he was leaving. “She and Alice have their heads full of boarding school. By the way, Betty, what do you intend to do about school?”


      “Well, I keep hoping Uncle Dick will write. It’s been three weeks since I’ve had any kind of letter,” answered Betty. She had long ago told the doctor about her uncle and the reasons that led to her coming to Bramble Farm. “When he wrote he was in a town where there were only six houses and no hotel. He must come East soon, and then he will receive my letters and send for me. I’m sure I could go to school and keep house for him, too.”


      The car with the doctor and his convincing personality and Mrs. O’Hara and her quick tongue and heavy hand were hardly out of sight, before Mr. Peabody assumed command of his household. He had been chafing under the rule of that “red-haired female,” as he designated the capable Irish-woman, and now he was bound to make the most of his restored power.


      “Gee, he sure is a driver,” whispered the perspiring Bob, as Betty came down to the field where the boy was cultivating corn. Betty had brought a pail of water and a dipper, and Bob drank gratefully.


      “No, don’t give the horse any,” he interposed, as Betty seemed about to hold the pail out to the sorrel who looked around with patient, pleading eyes. “He’ll have to wait till noon. ‘Tisn’t good to water a horse when he’s working, anyway. Put the pail under that tree and it’ll keep cool. Lieson and Wapley go over to the spring when they’re thirsty, but Peabody said he’d whale me if he caught me leaving the cultivator.”


      “The mean old thing!” Betty could hardly find a word to express her indignation.


      “Oh, it’s all in the day’s work,” returned Bob philosophically. “What are you doing?”


      “Hanging out clothes for Mrs. Peabody. She’s getting another basketful ready now. She would wash, and that’s as much as she’ll let me do to help her, though of course when she irons I can be useful. I don’t think she ought to get up and go to washing, but you can’t stop her.”


      “Having a woman come to wash about killed the old man,” chuckled Bob, starting the horse as he saw Mr. Peabody climbing stiffly over the fence. “Thanks for the water, Betty.”


      Betty had no wish to meet her host, for whom another check had come that morning from her uncle’s lawyer. Betty herself was out of money, Uncle Dick having sent no letter for three weeks and apparently having made no provision to bridge the gap.


      She hung out clothes till dinner time, and then helped put the boiled dinner on the table in the hot, steamy kitchen. Wapley and Lieson ate in silence, and Bob found a chance to whisper to Betty that he thought there was “something doing” between them and their employer.


      Whatever this something was, there were no further developments till after supper. Peabody got up from the table and lurched out to the kitchen porch to sit on the top step, as was his invariable custom. He was too mean, his men said, to smoke a pipe, though he did chew tobacco. Bob had already taken the milk pails and gone to the barn.


      As Mrs. Peabody and Betty finished the dishes, Wapley and Lieson came downstairs, dressed in their good clothes, and went out on the porch where Mr. Peabody sat silently.


      “Can you let me have a couple of dollars tonight?” asked Lieson civilly. “Jim and me’s going over to town for a few hours.”


      “You’ll get no money from me,” was the surly answer. “Fooling away your time and money Saturday night ought to be enough, without using the middle of the week for such extravagance. Anyway, you know well enough I never pay out in advance.”


      There was an angry murmur from Wapley.


      “Who’s asking you for money in advance?” he snarled. “Lieson and me’s both got money coming to us, and you know it. You pay us right up to the jot tonight or we quit!”


      Peabody was quite unmoved. He stood up, leaning against a porch post, his hands in his pockets.


      “You can quit, and good riddance to you,” he drawled. “But you won’t get a cent out of me. You overdrew, both of you, last Saturday, and there’s nothing coming to you till a week from this Saturday.”


      The men were a little confused, neither accustomed to reckoning without the aid of pencil and paper, but Wapley held doggedly to his argument.


      “We quit anyway,” he announced with more dignity than Betty thought he possessed. She and Mrs. Peabody were listening nervously at the window, both afraid of what the quarrel might lead to. “You go pack our suitcases, Lieson, and I will figure up what he owes us. Never again do we work for a man who cheats.”


      Peabody leaned up against his post and chewed tobacco reflectively, while Wapley, tongue in cheek, struggled with a stub of pencil and a bit of brown wrapping paper.


      “There’s twenty-five dollars coming to us,” he announced. “Twelve and a half apiece. Pay us, and we go.”


      “I don’t know about the going, but I know there won’t be any paying done,” sneered Peabody, just as Lieson with the two heavy suitcases staggered through the door and Bob with his two foaming pails of milk came up the steps.


      Bob put down the milk pails to listen, and Wapley took a step toward Mr. Peabody, his face working convulsively.


      “You cheater!” he gasped. “You miserable sneak! You’ve held back money all season, just to keep us working through harvest. If I had a gun I’d shoot you!”


      The man was in a terrible rage, and Betty wondered how Mr. Peabody could face him so calmly. Suddenly she saw something glitter in his hand.


      “I’ve got my pistol right here,” he said, raising his hand to wave the blunt-nosed revolver toward Wapley. “I’ll give you two just three minutes to get off this place. Go on—I said go!”


      Wapley whirled about and saw the milk pails. He seized one in either hand, raised them high above his head and dashed the contents furiously over Bob, Mr. Peabody, the steps and the porch impartially, sprinkling himself and Lieson liberally, too.


      “I never knew how much milk those cows gave,” Bob said later. “Seems like there must have been a regular ocean let loose.”


      Mr. Peabody was furious and very likely would have fired, but Bob put out his foot and tripped him, though he managed to pass the matter off as an accident. Wapley and Lieson trudged slowly up the lane, carrying the heavy cheap leather suitcases. Betty watched them as far as she could see them, feeling inexpressibly sorry for the two who had worked through the long hot summer and were now leaving an unpleasant place with what she feared was only a too well-founded grievance.


      “Some of you women,” Peabody included Betty in the magnificent gesture, “get to work out there and clean up the milk. There’s several pounds of butter lost, thanks to those no-’count fools. I’m going after my gun.”


      “Gun?” faltered Mrs. Peabody.


      “Yes, gun,” snapped her husband. “I don’t suppose it occurs to you those idiots may take it into their heads to come back and burn the barns? Bob and me will sit up all night and try to save the cattle, at least.”


      Bob was furious at the idea of playing lookout all night, and he was in the frame of mind by early morning where he probably would have cheerfully supplied any arson-plotters with the necessary match. But nothing happened, and very cross and sleepy, he and Mr. Peabody came in to breakfast as usual.


      Betty, too, had not slept well, having wakened and pattered to the window many times to see if the barns were blazing. Indeed, if Lieson and Wapley had deliberately planned to upset the Peabody family, they could not have succeeded better.


      Bob made up his lost sleep the next night, but his appetite came in for Mr. Peabody’s criticism.


      “You seem to be aiming to eat me out of house and home,” he observed at dinner a day or two later. “You don’t have to eat everything in sight, you know. There’ll be another meal later.”


      Bob blushed violently, not because of the reproof, for he was used to that, but because of the public disgrace. Betty, the cause of his distress, was as uncomfortable as he, and she experienced an un-Christianlike impulse to throw the dish of beans at the head of her host.


      The following day Bob did not come in to dinner, and Betty, thinking perhaps that he had not heard Mrs. Peabody call, rose from the table with the intention of calling him a second time.


      “Where are you going?” demanded Mr. Peabody suspiciously.


      “To call Bob to dinner,” said Betty. “I’m afraid he didn’t hear Mrs. Peabody. The meat will be all cold.”


      “You sit down, and don’t take things on yourself that are none of your concern,” commanded Mr. Peabody shortly. “Bob isn’t here for dinner, because I told him not to come. He’s getting too big to thrash, and the only way to bring him to terms is to cut down his food. Living too high makes him difficult to handle. This morning he flatly disobeyed me, but I guess he’ll learn not to do that again. Well, Miss, don’t swallow your impudence. Out with it!”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      IN THE NAME OF DISCIPLINE


      Betty opened her mouth to speak hotly, then closed it again. Argument was useless, and the distressed expression on Mrs. Peabody’s face reminded the girl that it takes two to make a quarrel.


      Dinner was finished in silence, and as soon as he had finished Mr. Peabody strode off to the barn.


      A plan that had been forming in Betty’s mind took concrete form, and as she helped clear the table she did not carry all the food down cellar to the swinging shelf, but made several trips to one of the window sills. Then, after the last dish was wiped and Mrs. Peabody had gone upstairs to lie down, for her strength was markedly slow in returning, Betty slipped out to the cellar window, reached in and got her plate, and, carefully assuring herself that Mr. Peabody was nowhere in sight, flew down the road to where she knew Bob was trimming underbrush.


      “Gee, but you’re a good little pal, Betty,” said the boy gratefully, as she came up to him. “I’m about starved to death, that’s a fact.”


      “There isn’t much there—just bread and potatoes and some corn,” said Betty hurriedly. “Eat it quick, Bob. I didn’t dare touch the meat, because it would be noticed at supper. Seems to me we have less to eat than ever.”


      “Can’t you see it’s because Wapley and Lieson are gone?” demanded Bob, his mouth full. “We’re lucky to get anything at all to eat. Your cupboard all bare?”


      “Haven’t a single can of anything, nor one box of crackers,” Betty announced dolefully. “The worst of it is, I haven’t a cent of money. What can be the reason Uncle Dick doesn’t write?”


      “Oh, you’ll hear before very long. Jumping around the way he does, he can’t write a letter every day,” returned Bob absently.


      He handed back the plate to Betty and picked up his scythe.


      “Don’t let old Peabody catch you with that plate,” he warned her. “He’s got a fierce grouch on today, because the road commissioners notified him to get this trimming done. He’s so mean he hates to take any time off the farm to do road work.”


      Betty went happily back to the house, forgetting to be cautious in her satisfaction of getting food to Bob, and at the kitchen door she walked plump into Mr. Peabody.


      “So that’s what you’ve been up to!” he remarked unpleasantly. “Sneaking food out to that no-’count, lazy boy! I’ll teach you to be so free with what isn’t yours and to upset my discipline. Set that plate on the table!”


      Betty obeyed, rather frightened.


      “Now you come along with me.” And, grasping her arm by the elbow, Mr. Peabody marched her upstairs to her own room very much as though she were a rebellious prisoner he had captured.


      “Sit down in that chair, and don’t let me hear a word out of you,” said the farmer, pushing her none too gently into the single chair the room contained.


      From his pocket he drew a handful of nails, and, using the door weight as a hammer, he proceeded deliberately to nail up the window that opened on to the porch roof.


      “Now there’ll be no running away,” he commented grimly, when he had finished. “Give kids what’s coming to ’em, and they flare up and try to wriggle out of it. You’ll stay right here and do a little thinking till I’m ready to tell you different. It’s time you learned who’s running this house.”


      He went out, and Betty heard him turn a key in the lock as he closed the door.


      “So he’s carried a key all the time!” cried the girl furiously. “I thought there wasn’t any for that door! And the idea of speaking to me as he did—the miserable old curmudgeon!”


      She supposed she would have to stay locked in till it suited Mr. Peabody to release her, and quite likely she would have nothing to eat. If he could punish Bob in that fashion, there was no reason to think he intended to be any more lenient with her.


      “Even bread and water would be better than nothing at all,” said Betty aloud.


      The sound of wheels attracted her attention, and she peered through the window to see Mr. Peabody in conversation with a stranger who had driven in with a horse and buggy.


      Mrs. Peabody was stirring, and presently Betty heard her go downstairs, and a few minutes later she came out into the yard ready to feed her chickens.


      “Don’t let the hens out in the morning,” ordered Mr. Peabody, meeting her directly under Betty’s open window. The girl knelt down to listen, angry and resentful. “Ryerson was just here, and I’ve sold the whole yard to him. I want to try Wyandottes next. He’ll be over about ten in the morning, and it won’t hurt to keep them in the henhouses till then.”


      “Oh, Joseph!” Mrs. Peabody’s voice was reproachful. “I’ve just got those hens ready to be good layers this fall. You don’t know how I’ve worked over ’em, and culled the best and sprayed those dirty old houses and kept ’em clean and disinfected. I don’t want to try a new breed. I want a little of the money these will earn this winter.”


      “Well, this happens to be my farm and my livestock,” replied her husband cruelly. “If I see a chance to improve the strain, I’m going to take it. You just do as I say, and don’t let the hens out to-morrow morning.”


      His wife dragged herself out to the chicken yard, her brief insistence having completely collapsed. The girl listening wondered how any woman could give in so easily to such palpable injustice.


      “I suppose she doesn’t care,” thought Betty, stumbling on the heart of the matter blindly. “If she did have her own way, that wouldn’t change him; he’d still be mean and small and not very honest and she’d have to despise him just as much as ever. Things wouldn’t make up to her for the kind of man her husband is.”


      Supper time came and went, and the odor of frying potatoes came up to Betty in delicious whiffs, though she had been known to turn up her little freckled nose when this dish was passed to her.


      About eight o’clock Mr. Peabody unlocked the door and set inside a plate of very dry bread and a small pitcher of water, locking the door after him. Betty slid the bolt angrily and this gave her some satisfaction. She ate her bread and water and listened for a while at the window, hoping to hear Bob’s whistle. But nothing disturbed the velvety silence of the night, and by half-past nine Betty was undressed and in bed, asleep.


      She woke early, as usual, dressed and unbolted her door, hungry enough to be humble. But no bread and water arrived.


      The rattle of milk pails and the sounds which indicated that breakfast was in progress ceased after a while and the house seemed unusually quiet. Then, just as Betty decided to try tying the bedclothes into a rope and lowering herself from the window, she heard Bob’s familiar whistle.


      “Hello, Princess Golden Hair!” Bob grinned up at her from the old shelter of the lilac bush. “Let down your hair, and I’ll send you up some breakfast.”


      This was an old joke with them, because Betty’s hair was dark, and while thick and smooth was not especially long.


      “I want you to help me get out of here!” hissed Betty furiously. “I won’t stay locked in here like a naughty little child. Can’t you get me a ladder or something, Bob, and not stand there like an idiot?”


      “Gee, you are hungry,” said Bob with commiseration. “Dangle me down a string, Princess, and I’ll send you up some bread with butter on it. I helped myself to both. We can talk while you eat.”


      Betty managed to find a strong, long string, and she threw one end down to Bob, who tied the packet to it; then Betty hauled it up and fell upon the food ravenously.


      “I got you into this pickle,” said Bob regretfully. “Old Peabody licked me for good measure last night, or I would have been round at this window trying to talk to you. Awfully sorry, Betty. It must be hot, too, with that other window nailed up.”


      “Do you mean he whipped you?” gasped Betty, horrified. “Why? And what did you do yesterday?”


      “Oh, yesterday I wouldn’t back him up in a lie he tried to tell the road commissioner,” said Bob cheerfully. “And last night I sassed him when I heard what he’d done to you. So we had an old-fashioned session in the woodshed. But that’s nothing for you to worry over.”


      “Where is he now?” asked Betty fearfully.


      “Gone over to Kepplers to see about buying more chickens,” answered Bob. “Mrs. Peabody has gone to salt the sheep, and I’m supposed to be cleaning harness in the barn.”


      “Get me a ladder—now’s my time!” planned Betty swiftly. “I could bob my hair and you might lend me a pair of overalls, Bob. For I simply won’t come back here. It’s too far to jump to the ground, or I should have tried it. Hurry up, and bring me a ladder.”


      “I’ll get a ladder on one condition,” announced Bob stubbornly. “You must promise to go to Doctor Guerin’s. Not cutting your hair and wandering around the country in boy’s clothes. Promise?”


      Betty shook her head obstinately.


      “All right, you stay where you are,” decreed Bob. “I have to go to Laurel Grove, anyway, and I ought to be hitching up right now.”


      He turned away.


      “All right, I promise,” capitulated Betty, “Hurry with the ladder before Mr. Peabody comes back and catches us.”


      Bob ran to the barn and was back in a few minutes with a long ladder.


      CHAPTER XIX


      THE ESCAPE


      Betty capered exultantly when she was on the ground.


      “I packed my things last night,” she informed Bob. “If Mr. Peabody isn’t too mean, he’ll keep the trunk for me and send it when I write him to. Here, I’ll help you carry back the ladder.”


      “Take your sweater and hat,” advised the practical Bob, pointing to these articles lying on a chair on the porch where Betty had left them the afternoon before. “You don’t want to travel too light. I think we’ll have a storm before noon.”


      Betty helped carry the ladder back to the barn and put it in place. Then she hung around watching Bob harness up the sorrel to the dilapidated old wagon preparatory to driving to Laurel Grove, a town to the east of Glenside.


      “I’d kind of like to say good-bye to Mrs. Peabody,” ventured Betty, trying to fix a buckle.


      “Well, you can’t. That would get us both in trouble,” returned Bob shortly. “There! you’ve dawdled till here comes the old man. Scoot out the side door and keep close to the hedge. If I overtake you before you get to the crossroads I’ll give you a lift. Doc Guerin will know what you ought to do.”


      Her heart quaking, Betty scuttled for the narrow side door and crept down the lane, keeping close to the osage orange hedge that made a thick screen for the fence. Evidently she was not seen, for she reached the main road safely, hearing no hue and cry behind her.


      “So you haven’t started?” Peabody greeted the somewhat flustered Bob, entering the barn and looking, for him, almost amiable. “Well, hitch the horse, and go over to Kepplers. He wants you to help him catch a crate of chickens. The horse can wait and you can come home at twelve and go to Laurel Grove after dinner.”


      Bob would have preferred to start on his errand at once, so that he might be at a safe distance when Betty’s absence should be discovered; but he hoped that Peabody might not go near her room till afternoon, and he knew Mrs. Peabody was too thoroughly cowed to try to communicate with Betty, fond as she was of her.


      “I’ll take a chance,” thought Bob. “Anyway, the worst he can do to me is to kill me.”


      This not especially cheerful observation had seen Bob through many a tight place in the past, and now he tied the patient horse under a shady tree and went whistling over to the Keppler farm to chase chickens for a hot morning’s work.


      “Oh, Bob!” To his amazement, Mrs. Peabody came running to meet him when he came back at noon to get his dinner. “Oh, Bob!”


      Poor Bob felt a wobbling sensation in his knees.


      “Yes?” he asked shakily. “Yes, what is it?”


      “The most awful thing has happened!” Mrs. Peabody wiped the perspiration from her forehead with her apron. “The most awful thing! I never saw Joseph in such a temper, never! He swore till I thought he’d shrivel up the grass! And before Mr. Ryerson, too!”


      Bob’s face cleared.


      “Did he try to cheat Ryerson?” he asked eagerly. “That is, er—I mean did he think Ryerson was trying to cheat him?”


      “Cheat?” repeated Mrs. Peabody, sitting down on an old tree stump to get her breath. “No one said anything about cheating. I don’t know exactly how to tell you, Bob. Betty has gone and she’s taken all the chickens with her!”


      Bob opened his eyes and mouth to their widest extent. Chickens! Betty! The words danced through his brain stupidly.


      “I don’t wonder you look like that,” said Mrs. Peabody. “I was in a daze myself.”


      “But she couldn’t have taken the chickens!” argued Bob, restraining a mad desire to laugh. “How could she? And what would she want with them?”


      “Well, of course, I don’t mean she took them with her,” admitted Mrs. Peabody. “But she was mad at Joseph, you know, for locking her in her room, and he says she’s just driven the hens off to the woods to spite him.”


      Bob walked out to the poultry yard, followed by Mrs. Peabody. The doors of the henhouses were flung wide open, and there was not a fowl in sight.


      “When did you find it out?” he asked.


      “When Mr. Ryerson drove in for the hens,” answered Mrs. Peabody. “Joseph went out with him to help him bag ’em, and the minute he opened the door he gave a yell. I was making beds, but I heard him. The way he carried on, Bob, was a perfect scandal. I never heard such talk, never!”


      “Where is he now?” said Bob briefly.


      “He’s gone over to the woods, hunting for the hens,” replied Mrs. Peabody. “He wouldn’t stop for dinner, or even to take the horse. He says you’re to start for Laurel Grove, soon as you’ve eaten. He’s going to search the woods and then follow the Glenside road, looking for Betty.”


      Bob did not worry over the possibility of Betty being overtaken by the angry farmer. He counted on her getting a lift to Glenside, since the road was well traveled in the morning, and probably she was at this very moment sitting down to lunch with the doctor’s family. He was puzzled about the loss of the chickens, and curious to know how the Peabodys had discovered Betty’s escape.


      He and Mrs. Peabody sat down to dinner, and, partly because of her excitement and partly because in her husband’s absence she dared to be more generous, Bob made an excellent meal. Over his second piece of pie he ventured to ask when they had found out that Betty was not in her room.


      “Oh, Joseph thought of her as soon as he missed the chickens,” answered Mrs. Peabody. “I never thought she would be spiteful, but I declare it’s queer, anyway you look at it. Joseph flew up to her room and unlocked the door, and she wasn’t there! Do you suppose she could have jumped from the window and hurt herself?”


      Bob thought it quite possible.


      “Well, I don’t,” said Mrs. Peabody shrewdly. “However, I’m not asking questions, so there’s no call for you to get all red. Joseph seemed to think she had jumped out, and he’s furious because he didn’t nail up both windows, though how he expected Betty to breathe in that case is more than I can see.”


      Bob was relieved to learn that apparently Mr. Peabody did not connect him with Betty’s disappearance. He finished his dinner and went out to do the few noon chores. Then he started on the drive to Laurel Grove.


      “Looks like a storm,” he muttered to himself, as he noted the heavy white clouds piling up toward the south. “I wish to goodness, old Peabody would spend a few cents and get an awning for the seat of this wagon. Last time I was caught in a storm I got soaked, and my clothes didn’t dry overnight. I’ll be hanged if I’m going to get wet this time—I’ll drive in somewhere first.”


      Bob’s predictions of a storm proved correct, and before he had gone two miles he heard distant thunder.


      With the first splash of rain Bob hurried the sorrel, keeping his eyes open for a mail-box that would mark the home of some farmer where he might drive into the barn and wait till the shower was over.


      He came within sight of some prosperous looking red barns before the rain was heavy, and drove into a narrow lane just as the first vivid streak of lightning ripped a jagged rent in the black clouds.


      “Come right on in,” called out the farmer, who had seen him coming and thrown open the double doors. “Looks like it might be a hummer, doesn’t it? There’s a ring there in the wall where you can tie your horse.”


      “He stands without hitching,” grinned Bob. “Only too glad to get the chance. Gee, that wind feels good!”


      The farmer brought out a couple of boxes and turned them up to serve as seats.


      “I like to watch a storm,” he observed. “The house is all locked up—women-folk gone to an all-day session of the sewing circle—or I’d take you in. We’d get soaked walking that short distance, though. You don’t live around here, do you?”


      “Bramble Farm. I’m a poorhouse rat the Peabodys took to bring up.”


      He had seldom used that phrase since Betty’s coming, but it always irritated him to try to explain who he was and where he came from.


      “I was bound out myself,” retorted the farmer quickly. “Knocked around a good bit, but now I own this ninety acres, free and clear. You’ve got just as good a chance as the boy with too much done for him. Don’t you forget that, young man.”


      They were silent for a few moments, watching the play of lightning through the wide doors.


      “Didn’t two men named Wapley and Lieson used to work for Peabody?” asked the farmer abruptly. “I thought so,” as Bob nodded. “They were around the other day asking for jobs.”


      “Are you sure?” asked Bob. “I thought they had left the state. Lieson, I know, had folks across the line.”


      “Well, they may have gone now,” was the reply. “But I know that two days ago they wanted work. I’ve a couple of men, all I can use just now, but I sent them on to a neighbor. They looked strong, and good farm help is mighty scarce.”


      Bob waited till the rain had stopped and the clouds were lifting, then drove on, thanking the friendly farmer for his cordiality.


      “Don’t be calling yourself names, but plan what you want to make of yourself,” was that individual’s parting advice.


      “If I had a nickel,” said Bob to himself, urging the sorrel to a brisk trot, for the time spent in waiting must be made up, “I’d telephone to Betty from Laurel Grove. But pshaw! I know she must be all right.”


      CHAPTER XX


      STORMBOUND ON THE WAY


      Bob would not have dismissed his misgivings so contentedly had he been able to see Betty just at that moment.


      When she shook the dust of Bramble Farm from her feet, which she did literally at the boundary line on the main road, to the great delight of two curious robins and a puzzled chipmunk, she said firmly that it was forever. As she tramped along the road she kept looking back, hoping to hear the rattle of wheels and to see Bob and the sorrel coming after her. But she reached the crossroads without being overtaken.


      Years ago some thoughtful person had taken the trouble to build a rude little seat around the four sides of the guidepost where the road to Laurel Grove and Glenside crossed, and in a nearby field was a boarded-up spring of ice-cold water, so that travelers, on foot and in motor-cars and wagons, made it a point to rest for a few minutes and refresh themselves there. Betty was a trifle embarrassed to find a group of men loitering about the guide-post when she came up to it. They were all strangers to her, but with the ready friendliness of the country, they nodded respectfully.


      “Want to sit down a minute, Miss?” asked a gray-haired man civilly, standing up to make room for her. “Didn’t expect to see so many idle farmers about on a clear morning, did you?”


      Betty shook her head, smiling.


      “I won’t sit down, thank you,” she said in her clear girlish voice. “I’ll just get a drink of water and go on; I want to reach Glenside before noon.”


      “Glenside road’s closed,” announced one of the younger men, shortly.


      “Closed!” echoed Betty. “Oh, no! I have to get there, I tell you.”


      Her quick, frightened glance fell on the man who had first spoken to her, and she appealed to him.


      “The road isn’t closed, is it?” she asked breathlessly. “That isn’t why you’re all here?”


      “Now, now, there’s nothing to worry your head about,” answered the gray-haired farmer soothingly. “Jerry, here, is always a bit abrupt with his tongue. As a matter of fact, the road is closed; but if you don’t mind a longer walk, you can make a detour and get to Glenside easily enough.”


      Betty gazed at him uncertainly.


      “You see,” he explained, “King Charles, the prize bull at Greenfields, the big dairy farm, got out this morning, and we suppose he is roaming up and down between here and Glenside. He’s worth a mint of money, so they don’t want to shoot him, and the dairy has offered a good reward for his safe return. He’s got a famous temper, and no one would deliberately set out to meet him unarmed; so we’re posted here to warn folks. A few automobiles took a chance and went on, but the horses and wagons and foot passengers take the road to Laurel Grove. You turn off to the left at the first road and follow that and it brings you into Glenside at the north end of town. You’ll be all right.”


      “A girl shouldn’t try to make it alone,” objected another one of the group. “You take my advice, Sis, and wait till your father or brother can take you over in the buggy. Suppose you met a camp of Gypsies?”


      “Oh, I’m not afraid,” Betty assured him. “That is, not of people. But I don’t know what in the world I should do if I met an angry bull. I’ll take the detour, and everything will be all right. I’m used to walking.”


      The men repeated the directions again, to make sure she understood clearly. Then Betty drank a cup of the fresh, cold spring water, and bravely set off on the new road.


      The gray-haired man came running after her.


      “If it should storm,” he cried, coming up with her, “don’t run under a tree. Better stay out in the rain till you reach a house. You’ll be safe in any farmhouse.”


      He meant safe as far as the kind of people she would meet were concerned, but Betty, who had never in her life feared any one, thought he referred to protection from the elements. She thanked him, and trudged on.


      “I certainly am hungry,” she said, after a half hour of tramping. “Now I know how Bob feels without a cent in his pocket. I’ll have to ask Doctor Guerin for some money. I can’t get along without a nickel. Uncle Dick must be awfully busy, or else he’s sick. Otherwise he would surely let me hear from him.”


      When she came to an old apple orchard where the trees drooped over a crumbling stone wall, Betty had no scruples about filling the pockets and sleeves of her sweater with the apples that lay on the ground. Bob had told her that portions of trees that grew over the roadside were public property, and she intended to explain to the farmer, if she met him, how she had come to carry off some of his fruit. But she met no one and saw no house, and presently the rumble of distant thunder put all thoughts of apples out of her mind.


      “My goodness!” She looked at the mountain of white clouds piling up with something like panic. “I haven’t even come to the road that turns, and I just know this will be a hard thunderstorm. Mrs. Peabody said last week that the August storms are terrors. I’ll run, and perhaps I’ll come to a house.”


      Holding her sweater stuffed with apples in her arms, and jamming her hat firmly on her head, Betty flew down the road, bouncing over stones, jumping over, without a shudder, a mashed black-snake flattened out in the road by some passing car, and, in defiance of all speed regulations, refusing to slow up at a sharp turn in the road ahead. She took it at top speed, and as she rounded the curve the first drops of rain splashed her nose. But her flight was rewarded.


      A long, low, comfortable-looking farmhouse sat back in an overgrown garden on one side of the road.


      “D. Smith,” read Betty on the mail box at the gate. “Well, Mrs. D. Smith, I hope you’re at home, and I hope you’ll ask me to come in and rest till the storm’s over. Shall I knock at the back or the front door?”


      A vivid flash of lightning sent her scurrying across the road and up the garden path. As she lifted the black iron knocker on the front door a peal of thunder rattled the loose casements of the windows.


      Betty lifted the knocker and let it fall three times before she decided that either Mrs. D. Smith did not welcome callers at the front of her house, or else she could not hear the knocker from where she was. But a prolonged rat-a-tat-tat on the back door produced no further results.


      “She may be out getting the poultry in,” said Betty to herself, recalling how hard Mrs. Peabody worked every time a storm came up. “Wonder where the poultry yard is?”


      The rain was driving now, and the thunder irritatingly incessant. Betty walked to the end of the back porch and stood on her tiptoes trying to see the outbuildings. Then, for the first time, she noticed what she would surely have seen in one glance at a less exciting time.


      There were no outbuildings, only burned and blackened holes in the ground! A few loose bricks marked the site of masonry-work, and a charred beam or two fallen across the gaps showed only too plainly what had been the fate of barns and crib houses.


      Betty ran impulsively to a window, and, holding up her hands to shut out the light, peered in. Cobwebs, dust and dirt and a few empty tins in the sink were the only furniture of the kitchen.


      “It’s empty!” gasped Betty. “No one lives here! Oh, gracious!”


      A great fork of lightning shot across the sky, followed at once by a deafening crash of thunder. Far across the field, on the other side of the road, Betty saw a tall oak split and fall.


      “I’m going in out of this,” she decided, “if I have to break a window or a lock!”


      She leaned her sturdy weight against the wooden door, automatically turning the knob without thought of result. The door swung easily open—there had been nothing to hinder her walking in—and she tumbled in so suddenly that she had difficulty in keeping her feet.


      Betty closed the door and looked about her.


      The storm shut out, she immediately felt a sense of security, though a hasty survey of the three rooms on one side of the hall failed to reveal any materials for a fire or a meal, two comforts she was beginning to crave. She took an apple from her sweater pocket, and, munching that, set out to explore the rooms on the other side of the hall.


      A curious, yet familiar, noise drew her attention to the front room, probably in happier days the parlor of the farmhouse. Peering in through the partly open folding doors, Betty saw seven crates of chickens!


      “Why—how funny!” She was puzzled. “Where could they have come from? And what are they doing here? Even if they saved them from the fire, they wouldn’t be left after all the furniture was moved out.”


      She went up to the crates and examined them more closely.


      “That black rooster is the living image of Mrs. Peabody’s,” she thought, “And the White Leghorns look like hers, too. But, then, I suppose all chickens look alike. I never could see how their hen mothers told them apart.”


      Still carrying her sweater with the apples, she wandered upstairs, trying to people the vacant, dusty rooms and wondering what had happened to those who had dwelt here and where they had gone.


      “I wonder if the fire was at night and whether they were terribly frightened,” she mused. “I should say they were mighty lucky to save the house, though perhaps the barns are the most necessary buildings on a farm. Why didn’t they build them up again, instead of moving out? I would.”


      She was standing in one of the back rooms, and from the window she could look down and see what had once been the garden. The drenched rosebushes still showed a late blossom or two, and there was a faint outline of orderly paths and a tangle of brilliant color where flowers, self-sown, struggled to force their way through the choking weeds. The drip, drip of the rain sounded dolefully on the tin roof, and a cascade ran off at one corner of the house showing where a leader was broken. Toward the west the clouds were lifting, though the thunder still grumbled angrily.


      Betty went through the rather narrow hall and entered a pleasant, prettily papered room where a low white rocking chair and a pink sock on the floor spoke mutely of the baby whose kingdom had been bounded by the wide bay window.


      “They forgot the rocker,” said Betty, drawing it up to the window and resting her elbows on the narrow window ledge. “I hope he was a fat, pretty baby,” she went on, picking up the sock and holding it in her hand. “Is that some one coming down the road?”


      It was—two people in fact; and as they drew nearer Betty’s eyes almost popped out with astonishment. The pair talking together so earnestly, completely oblivious of the rain, were Lieson and Wapley, the two men who had worked for Mr Peabody! And they were turning in at the path guarded by the mail box inscribed “D. Smith.”


      Betty flew to the door of the room where she sat and drew the bolt.


      CHAPTER XXI


      THE CHICKEN THIEVES


      Over in one corner of the bay-window room, as Betty had already named it, was a black register in the floor, designed to let the warm air from a stove in the parlor below heat the bedroom above. Toward this Betty crept cautiously, testing each floor board for creaks before she trusted her whole weight to it. She reached the register, which was open, and was startled at the view it opened up for her. She drew back hastily, afraid that she would be discovered.


      Lieson and Wapley stood almost squarely under the register, above the crates of chickens and looking down on the fowls.


      “I began to think you wasn’t coming,” Lieson said slowly, putting a hand on his companion’s shoulder to steady himself as he lurched and swayed. “I got soaked to the skin waiting for you in those bushes.”


      “Well, it’s some jaunt to Laurel Grove,” came Wapley’s response. “I got a man, though. Coming at ten tonight. There’s no moon, and he says he can make the run to Petria in six or seven hours, barring tire trouble.”


      “Does he take us, too?” demanded Lieson. “I’m tired of hanging around here. What kind of a truck has he got?”


      Wapley was so long in answering that Betty nervously wondered if he could have discovered the register. She risked a peep and found that both men were absorbed in filling their pipes. These lighted and drawing well, Wapley consented to answer his companion’s question.


      “Got a one-ton truck. Plenty of room under the seat for us. He’s kind of leery of the constables, ‘cause he’s been doing a nice little night trade between Laurel Grove and Petria carrying one thing and another, but he’s willing to do the job on shares.”


      Lieson yawned noisily.


      “Wish we had some grub,” he observed. “Guess the training we got at Peabody’s will come in handy if we don’t eat again till we sell the chickens. Wouldn’t you like to have seen the old miser’s face when he found his chickens were gone?”


      So, thought Betty, she had not been mistaken; the black rooster was the same one who had been the pride of Mrs. Peabody’s heart.


      A burst of harsh laughter from Wapley startled her. Leaning forward, she could see him stretched out on the floor, his head resting on his coat, doubled up to form a pillow.


      “What do you know!” he gurgled, the tears standing in his eyes. “Didn’t I run into Bob Henderson, of all people!”


      Lieson was incredulous.


      “You’re fooling,” he said sullenly. “What would Bob be doing in Laurel Grove? Unless he was playing ferret! I’d wring his neck with pleasure if I thought the old man sent him over to spy.”


      “Don’t worry,” counseled Wapley, waving his pipe airily. “The lad doesn’t hook us up with the missing biddies. They never knew they were stolen till ten o’clock this morning. The old man sold ’em to Ryerson, and the hen houses stayed shut up till he came to get ’em. Can you beat that for luck?”


      Both men went off into roars of laughter.


      “We needn’t have spent the night lifting ’em,” said Lieson when he could speak. “I hate to lose my night’s rest. What did Bob say about it? Was the old man mad?”


      “’Bout crazy,” admitted Wapley gravely. “Bob wasn’t home, but the old lady told him he carried on somethin’ great. Wish we coulda heard him rave. But, Lieson, you haven’t got it all. Betty Gordon’s run off, and Peabody’s doped it out she ran off with the hens!”


      The girl in the room above clapped her hand to her mouth. She had almost cried out. So Mr. Peabody could accuse her of being a thief! But what were the men saying?


      “What would the girl do with hens?” propounded Lieson. “Bob think she stole ’em?”


      “Bob’s so close-mouthed,” growled Wapley. “But I guess he knows where she went all right. He says she had nothing to do with the hens disappearing, and I told him I thought he was right! But Peabody figures out she was mad and chased ’em into the woods to spite him. And he’s hunting for her and his hens with fire in his eye.”


      Lieson knocked the ashes from his pipe and yawned again.


      “Wonder what Peabody’s got against her now?” he speculated. “For a boarder, that kid had a pretty pindling time. Well, if we’re going to be bumped around in a truck all night, I’ll say we ought to take a nap while we can get it.”


      “All right,” agreed Wapley. “But I ain’t aiming to go on any such trip without a bite of supper. The rain’s stopped, and I’m going to snooze a bit and then go down the road to that farmhouse and see how they feel about feeding a poor unfortunate who’s starving. I’ll milk for ’em for a square meal.”


      Betty, shivering with excitement, crouched on the floor afraid to risk moving until they should be asleep. Her one thought was to get away from the house and find Bob. Bob would know what to do. Bob would get the chickens back to the Peabodys and herself over to the haven of Doctor Guerin’s house, somehow. Bob would be sorry for Wapley and Lieson even if they had turned chicken thieves. If she could only get to Bob before he set out for home or if she might meet him on the road, everything would be all right, Bob must wait for her.


      There were no back stairs to the house, and it required grit to go softly down the one flight of stairs and steal past the door of the parlor where the two men lay, but Betty set her teeth and did it. Once on the porch she put on her hat and sweater, for a cool wind had sprung up; and then how she ran!


      The road was muddy, and her skirt was splashed before she slowed down to gain her breath. Anxiously she scanned the road ahead, wondering if there was another way Bob could take to reach Bramble Farm. As usual when one is worried, a brand-new torment assailed her. Suppose he should take the road to Glenside, that he might stop in to see her! He, of course, pictured her safe at the doctor’s.


      “Want a lift?” drawled a lazy, pleasant voice.


      A gawky, blue-eyed boy about Bob Henderson’s age beamed at her from a dilapidated old buggy. The fat, white horse also seemed to regard her benevolently.


      “It’s sort of muddy,” said the boy diffidently. “If you don’t mind the stuffing on the seat—it’s worn through—I can give you a ride to Laurel Grove.”


      Betty accepted thankfully, but she was not very good company, it must be confessed, her thoughts being divided between schemes to hasten the desultory pace of the fat white horse and wonder as to how she was to find Bob in the town.


      The fat white horse stopped of his own accord at a pleasant looking house on the outskirts of the town, and Betty, in a brown study, was suddenly conscious that the boy was waiting for her.


      “Oh!” she said in some confusion. “Is this your house? Well, you were ever so kind to give me a lift, and I truly thank you!”


      She smiled at him and climbed out, and the lad, who had been secretly admiring her and wondering what she could be thinking about so absorbedly, wished for the tenth time that he had a sister.


      Laurel Grove was a bustling country town, a bit livelier than Glenside, and Betty, when she had traversed the main street twice, began to be aware that curious glances were being cast at her.


      “I’d go shopping, I’d do anything, for an excuse to go into every store,” she thought distractedly, “if only I had a dollar bill! Where can Bob be? I can’t have missed him!”


      There was every reason to think she had missed him, except her determined optimism, but after she had been to the drug store and the hardware store and the post-office, all more or less public meeting places, and found no sign of Bob, Betty began to feel a trifle discouraged. Then two men on the curb gave her a clue.


      “I’ve been hanging around all day,” declared one, evidently a thrifty farmer. “Came over to get some grinding done, and the blame mill machinery broke. They just started grinding an hour ago.”


      So there was a mill, and Bob often had to go to mills for Mr. Peabody. Betty did not know why he should have to come so far, but it was quite possible that some whim of the master of Bramble Farm had sent him to the Laurel Grove mill. Betty stepped up to the farmer and addressed him quietly.


      “Please, will you tell me where the mill is?” she asked.


      CHAPTER XXII


      SPREADING THE NET


      He was a nice, fatherly kind of person, and he insisted on walking with Betty to the corner and pointing out the low roof of the mill down a side street.


      “No water power, just electricity,” he explained. “Give me a water mill, every time; this current stuff is mighty unreliable.”


      Betty thanked him, and hurried down the street. She was sure she saw the sorrel tied outside the mill, and when she reached the hitching posts, sure enough, there was the familiar old wagon, with some filled bags in it, and the drooping, tired old sorrel horse that had come to meet her when she stepped from the train at Hagar’s Corners.


      “Betty! For the love of Mike!” Bob’s language was expressive, if not elegant.


      Betty whirled. She had not seen the boy come down the steps of the mill office, and she was totally unprepared to hear his voice.


      “Why, Bob!” The unmistakable relief and gladness that shone in her tired face brought a little catch to Bob’s throat.


      To hide it, he spoke gruffly.


      “What are you doing here? It’s after four o’clock, and I’ll get Hail Columbia when I get back. Mill’s been out of order all day, and I had to wait. Haven’t you been to Doctor Guerin’s?”


      “No, not yet.” Betty pulled at his sleeve nervously. “Oh, Bob, there’s so much I must tell you! And after ten o’clock it will be too late. To think he thought I stole his old chickens! And where is Petria?”


      Bob gazed at her in amazement. This incoherent stream of words meant nothing to him.


      “Petria?” he repeated, catching at a straw. “Why, Petria’s a big city, sort of a center for farm products. All the commission houses have home offices there. Why?”


      “That’s where Mr. Peabody’s chickens are going,” Betty informed him, “unless you can think of a way to stop ’em.”


      “Mr. Peabody’s chickens? Have you got ’em?” asked Bob in wonder.


      Betty stamped her foot.


      “Bob Henderson, how can you be so stupid!” she stormed. “What would I be doing with stolen chickens—unless you think I stole them?”


      “Now don’t go off into a temper,” said Bob placidly. “I see where I have to drive you to Glenside, anyway. Might as well go the whole show and be half a day late while I’m about it. Hop in, Betty, and you can tell me this wonderful tale while we’re traveling.”


      Betty was tired out from excitement, fear, insufficient food and the long distance she had walked. Her nerves protested loudly, and to Bob’s astonishment and dismay she burst into violent weeping.


      “Oh, I say!” he felt vainly in his pocket for a handkerchief. “Betty, don’t cry like that! What did I say wrong? Don’t you want to go to Glenside? What do you want me to do?”


      “I want you to listen,” sobbed Betty. “I’m trying to tell you as fast as I can that Wapley and Lieson stole Mr. Peabody’s chickens. They’ve got ’em all crated, and an automobile truck is coming at ten o’clock tonight to take them to Petria. So there!”


      Bob asked a few direct questions that soon put him in possession of all the facts. When he had heard the full story he took out the hitching rope he had put under the seat and tied the sorrel to the railing again.


      “Come on,” he said briefly.


      “Where—where are we going?” quavered Betty, a little in awe of this stern new Bob with the resolute chin.


      “To the police recorder’s,” was the uncompromising reply.


      The recorder was young and possessed of plenty of what Bob termed “pep,” and when he heard what Bob had to tell him, for Betty was stricken with sudden dumbness, he immediately mapped out a plan that should catch all the wrong-doers in one net.


      “The fellow we want to get hold of is this truck driver,” he explained. “You didn’t hear his name?”


      Betty shook her head.


      “Well, to get him, our men will have to wait till he comes for the crates,” said the recorder. “I’ll send a couple of ’em out to this farm—they know the old D. Smith place well enough—and they can hang around till the truck comes and then take ’em all in. I’m sorry, but I’ll have to hold the girl here as a witness. My wife will look after her, and she’ll be all right.”


      “I’ll stay, too, Betty,” Bob promised her hastily, noting the plea in her eyes.


      “All right, so much the better,” said the recorder heartily. “We’ll put you both up for the night. It won’t be necessary for you to see the prisoners tonight, and to-morrow you’ll both be mighty good witnesses for this Mr. Peabody. I’ll send for him in the morning.”


      Bob’s sense of humor was tickled at the thought of stabling the sorrel in a livery stable and charging the bill to his employer. A vision of what would be said to him caused his eyes to dance as he gave orders to the stableman to see that the horse had an extra good measure of oats.


      But when he came back to the recorder’s for supper he found Betty sitting close beside the recorder’s wife, crying as though her heart would break.


      “Why, Betty!” he protested. “You don’t usually act like this. What does ail you—are you sick?”


      “It isn’t fair!” protested Betty passionately. “Wapley and Lieson worked so hard and Mr. Peabody was mean to ’em! I don’t want to save his old chickens for him! I’d much rather the hired men got the money. And I won’t be a witness for him and get them into prison!”


      Bob looked shocked at this outburst, but Mrs. Bender only continued to soothe the girl, and presently Betty’s sobs grew less violent, and by and by ceased.


      After supper Mrs. Bender played for them and sang a little, and then, declaring that Betty looked tired to death, took her upstairs to the blue and white guest-room, where, after she had helped her to undress and loaned her one of her own pretty nightgowns, she turned off the lights and sat beside her till she fell asleep. For the first time in months, Betty was encouraged to talk about her mother, and she told this new friend of her great loss, her life with the Arnolds, and about her Uncle Dick. It both rested and refreshed her to give this confidence, and her sleep that night was unbroken and dreamless.


      Long after Betty was asleep, Bob and the recorder played checkers, Mrs. Bender sitting near with her sewing. Bob was starved for companionship, and something about the lad, his eager eyes, perhaps, or his evident need of interested guidance, appealed to Recorder Bender.


      “You say you were born in the poorhouse?” he asked, between games. “Was your mother born in this township?”


      Bob explained, and the Benders were both interested in the mention of the box of papers. Encouraged by friendly auditors, Bob told his meager story, unfolding in its recital a very fair picture of conditions as they existed at Bramble Farm.


      Betty lay in dreamless sleep, but Bob, in a room across the hall, tossed and turned restlessly. At half-past ten he heard the recorder go out, and knew he was going to see if the chicken thieves and motor truck driver had been brought in by his men. Bob wondered how it seemed to be arrested, and he fervently resolved never to court the experience. He was asleep before the recorder returned, but woke once during the night. A heavy truck was lumbering through the street, the driver singing in a high sweet tenor voice, probably to keep himself awake, Bob’s swift thoughts flew to Wapley and Lieson, and he wondered if they were asleep. How could they sleep in jail?


      Breakfast in the Bender household was just as pleasant and cheerful and unhurried as supper had been. Mrs. Bender in a white and green morning frock beamed upon Bob and Betty and urged delicious viands upon them till they begged for mercy. It was, she said, so nice to have “four at the table.”


      Mr. Bender pushed back his chair at last, glancing at his watch.


      “The hearing is set for ten o’clock,” he announced quietly. “Mr. Peabody has been notified and should be here any minute. I think we had better walk down to the office. Catherine, if you’re ready—”


      Mrs. Bender smiled at Betty. She had promised to see her through.


      CHAPTER XXIII


      IN AMIABLE CONFERENCE


      Betty’s sole idea of a court had been gained from a scene or two in the once-a-week Pineville motion picture theater, and Bob had even less knowledge. They both thought there might be a crowd, a judge in a black gown, and some noise and excitement.


      Instead Recorder Bender unlocked the door of a little one-story building and ushered them into a small room furnished simply with a long table, a few chairs, and a case of law books.


      Presently two men came in, nodded to Mrs. Bender, and conferred in whispers with Mr. Bender. There was a scuffling step outside the door and Mr. Peabody entered.


      “Huh, there you are!” he greeted Bob. “For all of you, I might have been hunting my horse and wagon all night. Mighty afraid to let any one know where you are.”


      “Mr. Peabody?” asked the recorder crisply, and suddenly all his quiet friendliness was gone and an able official with a clear, direct gaze and a rather stern chin faced the farmer. “Sit down, please, until we’re all ready.”


      Mr. Peabody subsided into a chair, and the two men went away. They were back in a few moments, and with them they brought Wapley and Lieson and a lad, little more than a boy, who was evidently the truck driver.


      “Close the door,” directed the recorder. “Now, Mr. Peabody, if you’ll just sit here—” he indicated a chair at one side of the table. With a clever shifting of the group he soon had them arranged so that Wapley, Lieson, the truck driver, and the two men who had brought them in were sitting on one side of the table, and Betty, Bob, Mrs. Bender and Mr. Peabody on the other. He himself took a seat between Betty and Mr. Peabody.


      “Now you all understand,” he said pleasantly, “that this is merely an informal hearing. We want to learn what both sides have to say.”


      Mr. Peabody gave a short laugh.


      “I don’t see what the other side can have to say!” he exclaimed contemptuously. “They’ve been caught red-handed, stealing my chickens.”


      The recorder ignored this, and turned to Lieson.


      “You’ve worked for farmers about here in other seasons,” he said. “And, from all I can hear, your record was all right. What made you put yourself in line for a workhouse term?”


      Lieson cleared his throat, glancing at Wapley.


      “It can’t be proved we was stealing,” he argued sullenly. “Them chickens was going to be sold on commission.”


      “Taking ’em off at ten o’clock at night to save ’em from sunburn, wasn’t you?” demanded Mr. Peabody sarcastically. “You never was a quick thinker, Lieson.”


      “Now, Lieson,” struck in Mr. Bender patiently, “that’s no sort of use. Miss Gordon here overheard your plans. We know those chickens came from the Peabody farm, and that you and Wapley had a bargain with Tubbs to sell them in Petria. What I want to hear is your excuse. It’s been my experience that every one who takes what doesn’t belong to him has an excuse, good or bad. What’s yours?”


      At the mention of Betty’s name, Lieson and Wapley had shot her a quick look. She made a little gesture of helplessness, infinitely appealing.


      “I’m so sorry,” the expressive brown eyes told them, “I just have to tell what I heard, if I’m asked, but I wouldn’t willingly do you harm.”


      Lieson threw back his head and struck the table a sounding blow.


      “I’ll tell you why we took those blamed chickens!” he cried. “You can believe it or not, but we were going to sell ’em in Petria, and all over and above twenty-five dollars they brought, Peabody would have got back. He owes us that amount. Ask him.”


      “It’s a lie!” shouted Peabody, rising, his face crimson. “A lie, I tell you! A lie cooked up by a sneaking, crooked, chicken-thief to save himself!”


      Lieson and Wapley were on their feet, and Betty saw the glint of something shiny in Peabody’s hand.


      “Sit down, and keep quiet!” said the recorder levelly. “That will be about all the shouting, please, this morning. And, Mr. Peabody, I’ll trouble you for that automatic!”


      The men dropped into their chairs, and Peabody pushed his pistol across the table. The recorder opened a drawer and dropped the evil little thing into it.


      “Can you prove that wages are owed you by Mr. Peabody?” he asked, as if nothing had happened.


      Wapley, who had been silent all along, pulled a dirty scrap of paper from his pocket.


      “There’s when we came to Bramble Farm and when we left, and the money we’ve had,” he said harshly. “And when we left, it was ‘cause he wouldn’t give us what was coming to us—not just a dollar or two of it to spend in Glenside, Miss Betty can tell you that.”


      “Yes,” said Betty eagerly. “That was what they quarreled about.”


      The recorder, who had been studying the bit of paper, asked a question without raising his eyes.


      “What’s this thirty-four cents subtracted from this two dollars for—June twenty-fourth, it seems to be?”


      “Oh, that was when we had the machinist who came to fix the binder stay to supper,” explained Wapley simply. “Lieson and me paid Peabody for butter on the table that night, ‘cause Edgeworth’s mighty particular about what he gets to eat. He’d come ten miles to fix the machine, and we wanted him to have a good meal.”


      Mr. Peabody turned a vivid scarlet. He did not relish these disclosures of his domestic economy.


      “What in tarnation has that got to do with stealing my chickens?” he demanded testily, “Ain’t you going to commit these varmints?”


      The truck driver, who had been studying Mr. Peabody with disconcerting steadiness, suddenly announced the result of his scrutiny, apparently not in the last in awe of the jail sentence shadow under which he stood.


      “Well, you poor, little, mean-livered, low-down, pesky, slithering snake-in-the-grass,” he said slowly and distinctly, addressing himself to Mr. Peabody with unflattering directness, “now I know where I’ve seen your homely mug before. You’re the skunk that scattered ground glass on that stretch of road between the crossroads and Miller’s Pond, and then laughed when I ruined four of my good tires. I knew I’d seen you somewhere, but I couldn’t place you.


      “Why, do you know, Mr. Bender,” he turned excitedly to the recorder, “that low-down coward wouldn’t put ground glass on his own road—might get him into trouble with the authorities. No, he goes and scatters the stuff on some other farmer’s highway, and when I lodge a complaint against the man whose name was on the mail box and face him in Glenside, he isn’t the man I saw laughing at all! I made a complete fool of myself. I suppose this guy had a grudge against some neighbor and took that way of paying it out; and getting some motorist in Dutch, too. These rubes hates automobiles, anyway.”


      “It’s a lie!” retorted Mr. Peabody, but his tone did not carry conviction. “I never scattered any ground glass.”


      The recorder fluttered a batch of papers impressively.


      “Well, I’ve two complaints that may be filed against you,” he announced decisively. “One for uncollected wages due James Wapley and Enos Lieson, and one charging that you willfully made a public highway dangerous for automobile traffic. Also, I believe, this boy, Bob Henderson, has not been sent to school regularly.”


      This was a surprise to Bob, who had long ago accepted the fact that school for him was over. But Mr. Peabody was plainly worried.


      “What you want me to do?” he whined. “I’m willing to be fair. No man can say I’m not just.”


      The recorder leaned back in his chair, and his good wife, watching, knew that he had gained his point.


      “Litigation and law-squabble,” he said tranquilly, “waste money, time, and too often defeat the ends. Why, in this instance, don’t we effect a compromise? You, Mr. Peabody, pay these men the money you owe them and drop the charge of stealing; you will have your chickens back and the knowledge that their enmity toward you is removed. Tubbs, I’m sure, will agree to forget the broken glass, and the schooling charge may lapse, provided something along that line is done for Bob this winter.”


      Mr. Peabody was shrewd enough to see that he could not hope for better terms. As long as he had the chickens to sell to Ryerson, he had no grounds for complaint. He hated “like sin” as Bob said, to pay the money to Wapley and Lieson, but under the recorder’s unwavering eye, he counted out twenty-five dollars—twelve dollars and fifty cents apiece—which the men pocketed smilingly. A word or two of friendly admonition from Mr. Bender, and the men were dismissed.


      “I’m so glad,” sighed Betty as they left the room, “that I didn’t have to say anything against them.”


      “Well, are you coming along with me?” asked Peabody, almost graciously for him. “There’s a letter there for you, Betty. From your uncle, I calculate, since the postmark is Washington. And my word, Bob, you don’t seem in any great hurry to get back to your chores; the sorrel must be eating his head off in Haverford’s stable.”


      The recorder exchanged a look with his wife.


      “Mr. Peabody,” he said, “I shall be detained here an hour or so, and I don’t want these young folks to leave until I have a word with them. Mrs. Bender will be only too glad to have you stay for lunch with us, and I’ll meet you up at the house. My wife, Mr. Peabody.”


      “Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,” stammered Mr. Peabody awkwardly. “I ought to be getting on toward home. But I suppose, if the chickens were fed this morning, they can wait.”


      “I’m sure you’re hungry yourself,” answered Mrs. Bender, slipping an arm about Betty. “Suppose we walk up to the house now, Mr. Peabody, and I’ll have lunch ready by the time Mr. Bender is free.”


      Betty looked back as they were leaving the room and saw the truck driver slouched disconsolately in a chair opposite the recorder.


      “Is—is he arrested?” she whispered half-fearfully to Mrs. Bender. Mr. Peabody and Bob were walking on ahead.


      “No, dear,” was the answer. “But Mr. Bender will doubtless give him a good raking over the coals, which is just what he needs. Fred Tubbs is a Laurel Grove boy, and his mother is one of the sweetest women in town. He’s always been a little wild, and lately he’s been in with all kinds of riff-raff. Harry heard rumors that he was trucking in shady transactions, but he never could get hold of proof. Now he has him just where he wants him. He’ll tell Fred a few truths and maybe knock some sense into him before he does something that will send him to state’s prison.”


      CHAPTER XXIV


      A NEW ACQUAINTANCE


      Mrs. Bender insisted that Mr. Peabody should sit down on her shady front porch while she set the table and got luncheon. Betty followed her like a shadow, and while they were laying the silver together the woman smiled at the downcast face.


      “What is it, dear?” she asked gently. “You don’t want to go back to Bramble Farm; is that it?”


      Betty nodded miserably.


      “Why do I have to?” she argued. “Can’t I go and stay with the Guerins? They’d like to have me, I’m sure they would.”


      “Well, we’ll see what Mr. Bender has to say,” answered Mrs. Bender diplomatically. “Here he comes now. You call Bob and Mr. Peabody, and mind, not a word while we’re at the table. Mr. Bender hates to have an argument while he’s eating.”


      The luncheon was delicious, and Mr. Peabody thoroughly enjoyed it, if the service was rather confusing. He thought the Benders were very foolish to live as they did instead of saving up money for their old age, but since they did, he was glad they did not retrench when they had company. That, by the way, was Mr. Peabody’s original conception of hospitality—to save on his guests by serving smaller portions of food.


      “We’ll go into the living-room and have a little talk now,” proposed the recorder, leading the way into the pleasant front room where a big divan fairly invited three to sit upon it.


      “Betty and Bob on either side of me,” said Mr. Bender cordially, pointing to the sofa, “and, Mr. Peabody, just roll up that big chair.”


      Mrs. Bender sat down in a rocking chair, and the recorder seated himself between the two young folks.


      “Betty doesn’t want to come back with me,” said Mr. Peabody resentfully. “I can tell by the way she acts. But her uncle sent her up to us, and there she should stay, I say, till he sends for her again. It doesn’t look right for a girl to be gallivanting all over the township.”


      “I could stay with the Guerins,” declared Betty stubbornly. “Mrs. Guerin is lovely to me.”


      “I should think you’d have a little pride about asking ’em to take you in, when they’ve got two daughters of their own and he as hard up as most country doctors are,” said the astute Mr. Peabody. “Your uncle pays me for your board and I certainly don’t intend to turn over any checks to Doc Guerin.”


      Betty flushed. She had not thought at all about the monetary side of the question. She knew that Doctor Guerin’s practice was largely among the farmers, who paid him in produce as often as in cash, and, as Mr. Peabody said, he could not be expected to take a guest for an indefinite time.


      “You know you could stay with me, Betty,” Mrs. Bender broke in quickly, “but we’re going away for a month next week, and there isn’t time to change the plans. Mr. Bender has his vacation.”


      “Gee, Betty,” came from Bob, “if you’re not coming back, what’ll I do?”


      “Work,” said Mr. Peabody grimly.


      Betty’s quick temper flared up suddenly.


      “I won’t go back!” she declared passionately. “I’ll do housework, I’ll scrub or wash dishes, anything! I hate Bramble Farm!”


      “Now, now, sister,” said the recorder in his even, pleasant voice. “Keep cool, and we’ll find a way. There’s this letter Mr. Peabody speaks about. Perhaps that will bring you good news.”


      “I suppose it’s from Uncle Dick,” admitted Betty, wiping her eyes. “Maybe he will want me to come where he is.”


      “Well now, Betty,” Mr. Peabody spoke persuasively, “you come along home with me and maybe things will be more to your liking. Perhaps I haven’t always done just as you’d like. But then, you recollect, I ain’t used to girls and their notions. Your uncle won’t think you’re fit to be trusted to travel alone if I write him and tell him you run away from the farm.”


      Betty looked dumbly at Mr. Bender.


      “I think you had better go with Mr. Peabody,” he said kindly, answering her unspoken question. “You see, Betty, it isn’t very easy to explain, but when you want to leave a place, any place, always go openly and as far as possible avoid the significance of running away. You do not have to stay for one moment where any one is actively unkind to you, but since your uncle placed you in the care of Mr. and Mrs. Peabody, if you can, it is wiser to wait till you hear from him before making any change.”


      “Make him be nicer to Bob,” urged Betty obstinately.


      “I aim to send him to school this winter,” said Mr. Peabody, rushing to his own defense. “And I can get a man now to help out with the chores. He’s lame, but a good milker. Can get him right away, too—this afternoon. Came by asking for work and I guess he’ll stay all winter. Bob can take it easy for a day or two.”


      “Then he can drive over with Betty Saturday afternoon and spend Sunday with us.” Mrs. Bender was quick to seize this advantage. “That will be fine. We’ll see you, Betty, before we go away. And, dear, you must write to me often.”


      So it was settled that Betty was to return to Bramble Farm. The Benders were warmly interested in both young folks, and they were not the sort of people to lose sight of any one for whom they cared. Mr. Peabody knew that Bob and Betty had gained friends who would be actively concerned for their welfare, and he was entirely sincere in promising to make it easier for them in the future.


      He and Bob and Betty and the crated chickens drove into the lane leading to Bramble Farm about half-past four.


      Betty’s first thought was for her letter. The moment she saw the hand-writing, she knew it was from her uncle.


      “Bob, Bob! Where are you?” she called, running out to the barn, waving the letter wildly after the first reading. “Oh, Bob, why aren’t you ever where I want you?”


      Mr. Peabody and his wife were still busy over the chickens.


      Bob, it seemed, was engaged in the unlovely task of cleaning the cow stables, after having, on Mr. Peabody’s orders, gone after the lame man to engage him for the fall and winter work. But Betty was so eager to share her news with him that she stood just outside the stable and read him bits of the letter through the open window.


      “Uncle Dick’s in Washington!” she announced blithely. “He’s been there a week, and he hopes he can send for me before the month is up. Won’t that be fine, Bob? I’m not going to unpack my trunk, because I want to be able to go the minute he sends me word. And, oh, yes, he sends me another check. Now we can have some more goodies from the grocery store, next time you go to Glenside.”


      “You cash that check and put the money away where you and no one else can find it,” advised Bob seriously. “Don’t let yourself get out of funds again, Betty. It may be another long wait before you hear from your uncle.”


      “Oh, no, that won’t happen again,” said Betty carelessly. “He’s in Washington, so everything must be all right. But, Bob, isn’t it funny? he hasn’t had one of my letters! He says he supposes there’s a pile of mail for him at the lawyer’s office, but he hasn’t had time to run up there, and, anyway, the lawyer is ill and his office is in great confusion. Uncle Dick writes he is glad to think of me enjoying the delights of Bramble Farm instead of the city’s heat—Washington is hot in summer, I know daddy used to say so. And he sends the kindest messages to Mr. and Mrs. Peabody—I wish he knew that old miser! I’ve written him all about you, but of course he hasn’t read the letters.”


      All through supper and the brief evening that followed Betty was light-hearted and gay. She re-read her Uncle Dick’s letter twenty times, and because of the relief it promised her found it easy to be gracious to Mr. Peabody. That man was put out because his new hired hand refused to sleep in the attic, declaring that the barn was cooler, as in fact it was.


      “If I catch you smoking in there, I’ll wring your neck,” was the farmer’s amiable good-night to the lame man as he limped out toward his selected sleeping place.


      CHAPTER XXV


      THEIR MUTUAL SECRETS


      Betty woke to find her room almost as light as day. She had been dreaming of breakfasting with her uncle in a blue and gold dining-room of her own furnishing, and for the moment she thought it was morning. But the light flickered too much for sunlight, and as she became more fully awake, she realized it was a red glare. Fire!


      “Fire!” Bob’s voice vocalized her cry for her, and he came tumbling down the uncarpeted attic stairs with a wild clatter of shoes.


      She called to him to wait; but he did not hear, and raced on out to the barn. The inarticulate bellow of Mr. Peabody sounded next as, yelling loudly, he rushed down the stairs and out through the kitchen.


      “Betty!” Mrs. Peabody ran in as Betty struggled hastily to dress. “Betty! the barn’s on fire! No one knows how long it’s been burning. If we only had a dog, he might have barked! Or a telephone!”


      Betty stifled a hysterical desire to laugh as she followed the moaning Mrs. Peabody downstairs. It was not the main barn, she saw with a little throb of relief as they ran through the yard. Instead it was the corncrib and wagon house which stood a little apart from the rest of the buildings. The cribs were practically empty of corn, for of course the new crop had not yet matured, and the only loss would be the two shabby old wagons and a quantity of more or less worn machinery stored in the loft overhead. A huge rat, driven from his home under the corncrib, ran past Betty in the dark.


      “It’s all insured,” said Mr. Peabody complacently, watching Bob dash buckets of water on the tool shed, which was beginning to blister from the heat. “Well, Keppler, see the blaze from your place? Nice little bonfire, ain’t it?”


      Mr. Keppler and his two half-grown sons had run all the way and were too out of breath to reply immediately. They were not on especially good terms with Mr. Peabody, but as his nearest neighbor they could not let his buildings burn down without making an effort to help him. They had left the mother of the family at the telephone with instructions to call the surrounding neighbors if Mr. Keppler signaled her to do so with the pistol he carried.


      “Guess you won’t need any more help,” said Mr. Keppler, regaining his breath. “How’d she start?”


      “Why, when I thought it was the barn, I said to myself that lazy good-for-nothing lame Phil’s been smoking,” replied Mr. Peabody. “But I don’t know how he could set the corncribs afire.”


      “Where is he now?” cried Betty, remembering the man’s affliction. “He couldn’t run—perhaps he tried to sleep in the wagon and is burned.”


      “No, he isn’t,” said Phil behind her.


      He had been watching the fire from the safe vantage point of a boulder in the apple orchard, he admitted when cross-questioned. Yes, the flames had awakened him in the barn where he slept. No, he couldn’t guess how they had started unless it could have been spontaneous combustion from the oiled rags he had noticed packed tightly in a corner of the wagon shed that afternoon.


      “Spontaneous combustion!” ejaculated Mr. Peabody angrily. “If you know that much, why couldn’t you drop me a word, or take away the rags?”


      The lame man looked at him with irritating intentness.


      “I thought you might wring my neck if I did,” he said.


      “I don’t know whether Phil’s a fool or not,” confided Bob to Betty the next morning; “but he has old Peabody guessing, that’s sure. He was quoting Shakespeare to him at the pump this morning.”


      Betty lost little time in speculation concerning Phil, for another worry claimed her attention.


      “How can we go to see the Benders Saturday?” she asked Bob. “Both wagons are burned up.”


      “Well, we still have the horse,” Bob reminded her cheerfully. “A wagon without a horse isn’t much good, but a horse without a wagon is far from hopeless. You leave it to me.”


      Betty was willing. She was dreaming day dreams about Washington and Uncle Dick, dreams in which she generously included Bob and the Benders and Norma Guerin. It was fortunate for her that she could not see ahead, or know how slowly the weeks were to drag by without another letter. How Betty waited and waited and finally went to the Capitol City to find her uncle herself will be told in the next volume of this series, to be called, “Betty Gordon in Washington; or, Strange Adventures in a Great City.” High-spirited, headstrong, pretty Betty finds adventures aplenty, not unmixed with a spice of danger, in the beautiful city of Washington, and quite unexpectedly she again meets Bob Henderson, who has left Bramble Farm to seek his fortune.


      That Bob was planning a surprise in connection with their visit to the Benders, she was well aware, but she would not spoil his enjoyment by trying to force him to divulge his secret. Betty had a secret of her own, saved up for the eventful day, which she had no idea of disclosing till the proper time should arrive.


      Saturday morning dawned warm and fair, and Bob tore into his morning’s work, determined to leave Mr. Peabody no loophole for criticism and, possibly, detention, though he had promised Bob the afternoon off. Phil was with them no more, having ambled off one night without warning and taken his peculiarities to a possibly more appreciative circle.


      Bob was hungry at noon, but he hardly touched his dinner, so eager was he to get away from the table and wash and dress ready for the trip to Laurel Grove. Poor Bob had no best clothes, but he resolutely refused to wear overalls to the Benders, and he had coaxed Mrs. Peabody to get his heavy winter trousers out of the mothballs and newspapers in which she had packed them away. She had washed and ironed a faded shirt for him, and at least he would be whole and clean.


      “Bob,” drawled Mr. Peabody, as that youth declined dessert and prepared to rise from the table, “before you go, I want to see the wood box filled, some fresh litter in the pig pens and some fodder in all the cow mangers. If I’m to do the milking, I don’t want to have to pitch all the fodder, too.”


      Bob scowled angrily.


      “I haven’t time,” he muttered. “That’ll take me till two or half-past. You said I could have the afternoon.”


      “And I also told you to fill the wood box yesterday,” retorted Mr. Peabody. “You’ll do as I say, or stay home altogether. Take your choice.”


      “He’s the meanest man who ever lived!” scolded Betty, following Bob out to the woodshed. “I’ll fill up that old box, Bob, and you go do the other chores. I’d like to throw this stick at his head.”


      Bob laughed, for he had a naturally sweet temper and seldom brooded over his wrongs.


      “He did tell me to fill the box yesterday and I forgot,” he confessed. “Take your time, Betty, and don’t get all hot. And don’t scratch your hands—they looked as pretty as Mrs. Bender’s; I noticed ’em at the table.”


      Betty stared after him as he went whistling to the barn, her apron sagging with the wood she had piled into it. She glanced scrutinizingly at her strong, shapely tanned little hands. Did Bob think they were pretty? Betty herself admired very white hands with slim pointed fingers like Norma Guerin’s.


      She worked to such good purpose that she had the wood box filled and was brushing her hair when she heard Bob go thumping past her door on his way to his room. She was dressed and downstairs when he came down, and he caught hold of her impulsively and whirled her around the porch.


      “Betty, you’re a wonder!” he cried in admiration. “How did you ever guess the size? And when did you buy it? You could have knocked me down with a feather when I saw it spread out there on the bed.”


      “I’m glad it fits you so well,” answered Betty demurely, surveying the neat blue and white shirt she had bought for him. “I took one of your old ones over to Glenside. Oh, it didn’t cost much!” she hastened to assure him, interpreting the look he gave her. “I’m saving the money Uncle Dick sent, honestly I am.”


      Bob insisted that she sit down on the porch and let him drive round for her, and now it was Betty’s turn to be surprised. The sorrel was harnessed to a smart rubber-tired runabout.


      “Bob Henderson! where did you get it? Whose is it? Does Mr. Peabody know? Let’s go through Glenside and show ’em we look right sometimes,” suggested the astonished Betty.


      Bob, beaming with pride, helped her in and Mrs. Peabody waved them a friendly good-bye. She betrayed no surprise at the sight of the runabout and was evidently in the secret.


      “She knows about it,” explained Bob, as they drove off. “I borrowed it from the Kepplers. Tried to get a horse, too, but they’re going driving Sunday and need the team. This is their single harness. Nifty buckles, aren’t they?”


      Betty praised the runabout to his heart’s content, and they actually did drive through Glenside, though it was a longer way around, and had the satisfaction of meeting the Guerins.


      Recorder Bender and his wife were delighted to see them again, and they had a happy time all planned for them. Saturday night there was a moving picture show in Laurel Grove, and the Benders took their guests. Betty had not been to motion pictures since leaving Pineville and it was Bob’s second experience with the films.


      Sunday morning they all went to church, and the long, delightful summer Sunday afternoon they spent on the cool, shady porch, exchanging confidences and making plans for the future.


      “I’m saving the money I get for the carvings,” said Bob, “and when I get enough I’ll dig up the little black tin box and off I’ll go. I’ve got to get some education and amount to something, and if I stay with the Peabody’s till I’m eighteen, my chance will be gone.”


      “Promise us one thing, Bob,” urged Mrs. Bender earnestly. “That you won’t go without consulting us, or at least leaving some word for us. And that, wherever you go, you’ll write.”


      “I promise,” said Bob gratefully. “I haven’t so many friends that I can afford to lose one. You and Mr. Bender have been awfully good to me.”


      “We like you!” returned the recorder, with one of his rare whimsical flashes. “I want to exact the same promise from Betty—to write to us wherever she may go.”


      “Of course I will!” promised Betty. “I don’t seem to have much luck running away; but when I do go, I’ll surely write and let you know where I am. And I’ll probably be writing to you very soon from Washington!”

    

  


  
    
      BETTY GORDON IN WASHINGTON, by Alice B. Emerson and Josephine Lawrence


      or, Strange Adventures in a Great City


      CHAPTER I


      THE GORED COW


      For lack of a better listener, Betty Gordon addressed the saucy little chipmunk that sat on the top rail of the old worn fence and stared at her with bright, unwinking eyes.


      “It is the loveliest vase you ever saw,” said Betty, busily sorting the tangled mass of grasses and flowers in her lap. “Heavy old colonial glass, you know, plain, but with beautiful lines.”


      The chipmunk continued to regard her gravely.


      “I found it this morning when I was helping Mrs. Peabody clean the kitchen closet shelves,” the girl went on, her slim fingers selecting and discarding slender stems with fascinating quickness. “It was on the very last shelf, and was covered with dust. I washed it, and we’re going to have it on the supper table tonight with this bouquet in it. There! don’t you think that’s pretty?”


      She held out the flowers deftly arranged and surveyed them proudly. The chipmunk cocked his brown head and seemed to be withholding his opinion.


      Betty put the bouquet carefully down on the grass beside her and stretched the length of her trim, graceful self on the turf, burying her face luxuriously in the warm dry “second crop” of hay that had been raked into a thin pile under the pin oak and left there forgotten. Presently she rolled over and lay flat on her back, studying the lazy clouds that drifted across the very blue sky.


      “I’d like to be up in an airplane,” she murmured drowsily, her eyelids drooping. “I’d sail right into a cloud and see—What was that?”


      She sat up with a jerk that sent the hitherto motionless chipmunk scurrying indignantly up the nearest tree, there to sit and shake his head angrily at her.


      “Sounds like Bob!” said Betty to herself. “My goodness, that was Mr. Peabody—they must be having an awful quarrel!”


      The voices and shouts came from the next field, separated from her by a brook, almost dry now, and a border of crooked young willow trees grown together in an effective windbreak.


      “Anybody who’ll gore a cow like that isn’t fit to own a single dumb creature!” A clear young voice shaking with passion was carried by the wind to the listening girl.


      “When I need a blithering, no-’count upstart to teach me my business, I’ll call on you and not before,” a deeper, harsh voice snarled. “When you’re farming for yourself you can feed the neighbors’ critters on your corn all you’ve a mind to!”


      “Oh, dear!” Betty scrambled to her feet, forgetting the bouquet so carefully culled, and darted in the direction of the willow hedge. “I do hope Mr. Peabody hasn’t been cruel to an animal. Bob is always so furious when he catches him at that!”


      She crossed the puttering little brook by the simple expedient of jumping from one bank to the other and scrambled through the willow trees, emerging, flushed and anxious-eyed, to confront a boy about fourteen years old in a torn straw hat and faded overalls and a tall, lean middle-aged man with a pitchfork in his hands.


      “Well?” the latter grunted, as Betty glanced fearfully at him. “What did you come for? I suppose you think two rows of corn down flat is something to snicker at?”


      They stood on the edge of a flourishing field of corn, and, following the direction of Mr. Peabody’s accusing finger, Betty Gordon saw that two fine rows had been partially eaten and trampled.


      “Oh, that’s too bad!” she said impulsively, “What did it—a stray cow?”


      “Keppler’s black and white heifer,” answered Mr. Peabody grimly. “Bob here is finding fault with me because I didn’t let it eat its head off.”


      “No such thing!” Bob Henderson was stung into speech. “Because the poor creature didn’t get out fast enough to suit you—and you bewildered her with your shouting till she didn’t know which way to turn—you jabbed her with the pitchfork. I saw the blood! And I say nobody but an out and out coward would do a thing like that to a dumb animal.”


      “Oh!” breathed Betty again, softly. “How could you!”


      “Now I’ve heard about enough of that!” retorted Mr. Peabody angrily. “If you’d both attend to your own business and leave me to mind mine, we’d save a lot of time. You, Bob, go let down the bars and turn that critter into the road. Maybe Keppler will wake up and repair his fences after all his stock runs off. You’d better help him, Betty. He might step on a grub-worm if you don’t go along to watch him!”


      Bob strode off, kicking stones as he went, and Betty followed silently. She helped him lower the bars and drive the cow into the road, then put the bars in place again.


      “Where are you going?” she ventured in surprise, as Bob moodily trudged after the animal wending an erratic way down the road.


      “Going to take her home,” snapped Bob, “Peabody would like to see Keppler have to get her out of the pound, but I’ll save him that trouble. You can go on back and read your book.”


      “Just because you’re mad at Mr. Peabody is no reason why you should be cross to me,” said Betty with spirit. “I wasn’t reading a book, and I’m coming with you. So there!”


      Bob laughed and told her to “come on.” He was seldom out of sorts long. Indeed, of the two, Betty had the quicker temper and cherished a grudge more enduringly.


      “Just the same, Betty,” Bob announced, as he skillfully persuaded the cow to forego the delights of a section of particularly sweet grass and proceed on her course, “I’m about through. I can’t stand it much longer; and lately I’ve been afraid that in a rage I might strike Mr. Peabody with something and either kill him or hurt him badly. Of course, I wouldn’t do it if I stopped to think, but when he gets me furious as he did today, I don’t stop to think.”


      “Well, for mercy’s sake, Bob Henderson,” ejaculated Betty in an instant alarm, “don’t kill him, whatever you do. Then you’d be put in prison for life!”


      “All right,” agreed Bob equably, “I won’t kill him—just nick him in a few places—how will that do?”


      “But I’m really serious,” insisted Betty. “Don’t let the cow turn up that lane. Think how awful you would feel if you were sent to prison, Bob.”


      Bob took refuge in a masculine stronghold.


      “If that isn’t just like a girl!” he said scornfully. “Who said I was going to prison? I merely say I don’t want to lose my temper and do something rash, and you have me convicted and sentenced for life. Gee, Betty, have a little mercy!”


      Betty’s lips trembled.


      “I can’t bear to think of you going away and leaving me here,” she faltered. “I’m not going to stay either, Bob, not one minute after I hear from Uncle Dick. I’m sure if the Benders knew how things were going, they would think we had a right to leave. I had the loveliest letter from Mrs. Bender this morning—but it had been opened.”


      Bob switched an unoffending flower head savagely.


      “You come out of that!” he shouted to the perverse cow that seemed determined to turn to the left when she was plainly asked to turn to the right. “Wait a minute, Betty; here’s Fred Keppler.”


      The half-grown boy who accosted them with “What are you doing with our cow?” grinned fatuously at Betty, showing several gaps in a row of fine teeth.


      “Keep your cow at home where she belongs,” directed Bob magnificently. “She’s been making her dinner off our corn.”


      “Oh, gee,” sighed the boy nervously. “I’ll bet old Peabody was in a tearing fury. Look, Bob, something’s tore her hide! She must have been down in the blackberry bushes along the brook.”


      “Well, see that it doesn’t happen again,” commanded Bob, gracefully withdrawing by walking backward. “Corn that’s as high as ours is worth something, you know.”


      “You never told him about the pitchfork,” said Betty accusingly, as soon as Fred Keppler and the cow were out of earshot. “You let him think it was blackberry bushes that scratched her like that.”


      “Well, his father will know the difference,” grinned Bob cheerfully. “Why should I start an argument with Fred? Saving the cow from the pound ought to be enough, anyway. Mr. Keppler has had to buy more than one animal out before this; he will not pay attention to his fences.”


      Betty sat down on a broad boulder and leaned up against an old hickory tree.


      “Stone in my shoe,” she said briefly. “You’ll have to wait just a minute, Bob.”


      Bob sat down on the grass and began to hunt for four leaf clovers, an occupation of which he never tired.


      “Do you think Mr. Peabody opened your letter?” he asked abruptly.


      Betty paused in the operation of untying her shoe.


      “Who else would?” she said thoughtfully. “It wasn’t even pasted together again, but slit across one end, showing that whoever did it didn’t care whether I noticed it or not. I’ll never mail another letter from that box. I’ll walk to Glenside three times a day first!”


      “Well, the only thing to do is to clear out,” said Bob firmly. “You’ll have to wait till you hear from your uncle, or at least till the Benders get back. We promised, you know, that we wouldn’t run away without telling them, or if there wasn’t time, writing to them and saying where we go. That shows, I think, that they suspected things might get too hot to be endured.”


      “I simply must get a letter from Uncle Dick or go crazy,” sighed Betty feverishly. She put on her shoe and stood up. “I wish he would come for me himself and see how horrid everything is.”


      

      



      CHAPTER II


      HOSPITALITY UNDER DIFFICULTIES


      Betty Gordon had come to Bramble Farm, as Mr. Peabody’s home was known, early in the summer to stay until her uncle, Richard Gordon, should be able to establish a home for her, or at least know enough of his future plans to have Betty travel with him. He was interested in mines and oil wells, and his business took him all over the country.


      Betty was an orphan, and this Uncle Dick was her only living relative. He came to her in Pineville after her mother’s death and when the friends with whom she had been staying decided to go to California. He remembered Mrs. Peabody, an old school friend, and suggested that Betty might enjoy a summer spent on a farm. These events are related in the first book of this series, called “Betty Gordon at Bramble Farm.”


      That story tells how Betty came to the farm to find Joseph Peabody a domineering, pitiless miser, his wife Agatha, a drab woman crushed in spirit, and Bob Henderson, the “poorhouse rat,” a bright intelligent lad whom the Peabodys had taken from the local almshouse for his board and clothes. Betty Gordon found life at Bramble Farm very different from the picture she and her uncle had drawn in imagination, and only the fact that her uncle’s absence in the oil fields had prevented easy communication with him had held her through the summer.


      Once, indeed, she had run away, but circumstances had brought her and Bob to the pleasant home of the town police recorder, and Mr. and Mrs. Bender had proved themselves true and steadfast friends to the boy and girl who stood sorely in need of friendship. It was the Benders who had exacted a promise from both Bob and Betty that they would not run away from Bramble Farm without letting them know.


      Betty had been instrumental in causing the arrest of two men who had stolen chickens from the Peabody farm, and at the hearing before the recorder something of Mr. Peabody’s characteristics and of the conditions at Bramble Farm had been revealed.


      Anxious to have Betty and Bob return, Joseph Peabody had practically agreed to treat them more humanely, and for a few weeks, during which the Benders had gone away for their annual vacation, matters at Bramble Farm had in the main improved. But they were gradually slipping back to the old level, and this morning, when Peabody had gored the cow with his pitchfork, Bob had thought disgustedly that it was useless to expect anything good at the hands of the owner of Bramble Farm.


      As he and Betty tramped back after delivering the cow, Bob’s mind was busy with plans that would free him from Mr. Peabody and set him forward on the road that led to fortune. Bob included making a fortune in his life work, having a shrewd idea that money rightly used was a good gift.


      “Where do you suppose your uncle is?” he asked Betty, coming out of a reverie wherein he bade Bramble Farm and all the dwellers there with a single exception a cold and haughty farewell.


      “Why, I imagine he is in Washington,” returned Betty confidently. “His last letter was from there, though two days ago a postal came from Philadelphia. I think likely he went up to see his lawyer and get his mail. You know it was held there while he was out West. I hope he has all my letters now, and last night I wrote him another, asking him if I couldn’t leave here. I said I’d rather go to the strictest kind of a boarding school; and so I would. I’ll mail the letter this afternoon in Glenside.”


      “It’s too long a walk for you to take on a hot afternoon,” grumbled Bob. “I’m going over to Trowbridge, and I’ll mail it there for you.”


      Betty pulled the letter from her blouse pocket and handed it to him.


      “Where’s Trowbridge?” she asked, as they came in sight of the boundary line of Bramble Farm and sighted Mr. Peabody in conversation with the mail carrier at the head of the lane. “Can I go with you?”


      “We’d better hurry,” suggested Bob, quickening his steps. “Trowbridge is four miles beyond Laurel Grove. You’ve never been there. No, you can’t go, Betty, because I have to ride the sorrel. I suppose in time old Peabody will buy another wagon, but no one can tell when that will come to pass.”


      The wagon house had burned one night, and the master of Bramble Farm could not bring himself to pay out the cash for even a secondhand wagon. As a result, the always limited social activities of the farm were curtailed to the vanishing point.


      “What are you going for?” persisted Betty, who had her fair share of feminine curiosity with the additional excuse that interesting events were few and far between in her present everyday life.


      Bob grinned.


      “Going to a vendue,” he announced. “Now how much do you know?”


      Betty tossed her head, and elevated her small, freckled nose.


      “A vendue?” she repeated. “Why, a vendue is a—a—what is it, Bob?”


      “A sale,” said Bob. “Some farmer is going to sell out and Peabody wants a wagon. So I have to ride that horse fourteen miles and back—and he has a backbone like a razor blade!—to buy a wagon; that is, if no one bids over me.”


      “And Mr. Peabody won’t pay more than six dollars; he said so at the supper table last night,” mourned Betty. “You’ll never be able to buy a wagon for that. I wish I could go, too. Bob, I never saw a country vendue. Please, can’t I?”


      “You cannot,” replied Bob with unaccustomed decision. Betty usually wheedled him into granting her requests. “Haven’t I just told you there is nothing to go in? If you see yourself perched on that raw-boned nag with me, I don’t, that’s all. But I tell you what; there’s a sale to-morrow at a farm this side of Glenside—I’ll take you to that, if you like. I guess Peabody will let me off, seeing as how there are wagons advertised. We can easily walk to Faulkner’s place.”


      This promise contented Betty, and she ate her dinner quietly. Bob rode off on the old horse directly after dinner, and then for the first time Betty noticed that Mrs. Peabody seemed worried about something.


      “Don’t you feel well? Won’t you go upstairs and lie down and let me do the dishes?” urged the girl. “Do, Mrs. Peabody. You can have a nice, long rest before it’s time to feed the chickens.”


      “I feel all right,” said Mrs. Peabody dully. “Only—well, I found this card from the new minister back of the pump this morning. It’s a week old, and he says he’s coming out to call this afternoon. There’s no place in the house I can show him, and I haven’t got a decent dress, either.”


      Betty swallowed her first impulse to say what she thought of a husband who would make no effort to see that his wife received her mail, and instead turned her practical mind to consideration of the immediate moment. The so-called parlor was hopeless she knew, and she dismissed it from the list of possibilities at once. It was a sparsely furnished, gloomy room, damp and musty from being tightly closed all summer, and the unpainted, rough boards had never been carpeted.


      “There’s the porch,” said Betty suddenly. “Luckily that’s shady in the afternoon, and we can bring out the best things to make it look used. You let me fix it, Mrs. Peabody. And you can wear—let me see, what can you wear?”


      Mrs. Peabody waited patiently, her eyes mirroring her explicit faith in Betty’s planning powers.


      “Your white shirtwaist and skirt,” announced the girl at length. “They’re both clean, aren’t they? I thought so. Well, I’ll lend you a ribbon girdle, and you can turn in the high neck so it will be more in style. You’ll see, it will look all right.”


      While Mrs. Peabody washed her dishes with more energy than usual because she had a definite interest in the coming hours, Betty flew to the shabby room that was titled by courtesy the parlor. She flung up the windows and opened the blinds recklessly. She would take only the plain wooden chair and the two rockers, she decided, for the stuffed plush furniture would look ridiculous masquerading as summer furnishings. The sturdy, square table would fit into her scheme, and also the small rug before the blackened fireplace.


      She dashed back to the kitchen and grabbed the broom. She did not dare scrub the porch floor for fear that it would not dry in time, but she swept it carefully and spread down the rug. Then one by one, and making a separate trip each time, she carried out the table and the chairs. With a passing sigh for the bouquet abandoned in the field and probably withered by this time, she managed to get enough flowers from the overgrown neglected garden near the house to fill the really lovely colonial glass vase she had discovered that morning.


      “It looks real pretty,” pronounced Mrs. Peabody, when she was brought out to see the transformed corner of the porch. “Looks as if we used it regular every afternoon, doesn’t it? Do you think it will be all right not to ask him in, Betty?”


      “Of course,” said Betty stoutly. “Don’t dare ask him in! If he wants a drink of water, call me, and I’ll get it for him. You must be sitting in your chair reading a magazine when he comes and he’ll think you always spend your afternoons like that.”


      “I’ll hurry and get dressed,” agreed Mrs. Peabody, giving a last satisfied glance at the porch. “I declare, I never saw your beat, Betty, for making things look pretty.”


      Betty needed that encouragement, for when it came to making Mrs. Peabody look pretty in the voluminous white skirt and stiff shirtwaist of ten years past, the task seemed positively hopeless. Betty, however, was not one to give in easily, and when she had brushed and pinned her hostess’s thin hair as softly as she could arrange it, and had turned in the high collar of her blouse and pinned it with a cameo pin, the one fine thing remaining to Mrs. Peabody from her wedding outfit, adding a soft silk girdle of gray-blue, she knew the improvement was marked. Mrs. Peabody stared at herself in the glass contentedly.


      “I didn’t know I could look that nice,” she said with a candor at once pathetic and naive. “I’ve been wishing he wouldn’t come, but now I kinda hope he will.”


      Betty gently propelled her to the porch and established her in one of the rocking chairs with a magazine to give her an air of leisure.


      “You’ll come and talk to him, won’t you?” urged Mrs. Peabody anxiously. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen a stranger I won’t know what to say.”


      “Yes, you will,” Betty assured her “I’ll come out after you’ve talked a little while. He won’t stay long, I imagine, because he will probably have a number of calls to pay.”


      “Well, I hope Joseph stays out of sight,” remarked Joseph Peabody’s wife frankly. “Of course, in time the new minister will know him as well as the old one did; but I would like to have him call on me like other parishioners first.”


      

      



      CHAPTER III


      BOB HAS GREAT NEWS


      The new minister proved to be a gentle old man, evidently retired to a country charge and, in his way, quite as diffident as Mrs. Peabody. He was apparently charmed to be entertained on the porch, and saw nothing wrong with the neglected house and grounds. His near-sighted eyes, beaming with kindness and good-will, apparently took comfort and serenity for granted, and when Betty came out half an hour after his arrival, carrying a little tray of lemonade and cakes, he was deep in a recital of the first charge he had held upon his graduation from the theological seminary forty years before.


      “There, that’s over!” sighed Mrs. Peabody, quite like the experienced hostess, when the minister’s shabby black buggy was well on its way out of the lane. “You’re dreadful good, Betty, to help me through with it. He won’t come again for another six months—it takes him that long to cover his parish, the farms are so far apart. Let me help you carry back the chairs.”


      Betty longed to suggest that they leave them out and use the porch as an outdoor sitting room, but she knew that such an idea would be sure to meet with active opposition from the master of Bramble Farm. Long before he came in to supper that night the chairs had been restored to their proper places and Mrs. Peabody had resumed the gray wrapper she habitually wore. Only the vase of flowers on the table was left to show that the afternoon had been slightly out of the ordinary. That and the tray of glasses Betty had unfortunately left on the draining board of the sink, intending to wash them with the supper dishes.


      “Whose glasses, and what’s been in ’em?” demanded Mr. Peabody suspiciously. “There’s sugar in the bottom of one of ’em. You haven’t been making lemonade?” He turned to his wife accusingly.


      Bob had not come home yet, and there was only Ethan, the hired man, Betty, and the Peabodys at the supper table.


      “I made lemonade,” said Betty quietly. “Those are my own glasses I bought in Glenside, and the sugar and lemons were mine, too. So were the cakes.”


      This silenced Peabody, for he knew that Betty’s uncle sent her money from time to time, and though he fairly writhed to think that she Could spend it so foolishly, he could not interfere.


      As soon as it was dark the Peabody household retired, to save lighting lamps, and this evening was no exception. Betty learned from a stray question Mrs. Peabody put to Ethan, the hired man, that Bob was not expected home until ten or eleven o’clock. There was no thought of sitting up for him, though Betty knew that in all likelihood he would have had no supper, having no money and knowing no one in Trowbridge.


      She was not sleepy, and having brushed and braided her hair for the night, she threw her sweater over her dressing gown and sat down at the window of her room, a tin of sardines and a box of crackers in her lap, determined to see to it that Bob had something to eat.


      There was a full moon, and the road lay like a white ribbon between the silver fields. Betty could follow the lane road out to where it met the main highway, and now and then the sound of an automobile horn came to her and she saw a car speed by on the main road. Sitting there in the sweet stillness of the summer night, she thought of her mother, of the old friends in Pineville, and, of course, of her uncle. She wondered where he was that night, if he thought of her, and what would be his answer to her letter.


      “Is that a horse?” said Betty to herself, breaking off her reverie abruptly. “Hark! that sounds like a trotting horse.”


      She was sure that she could make out the outlines of a horse and rider on the main road, but it was several minutes before she was positive that it had turned into the lane. Yes, it must be Bob. No one else would be out riding at that hour of the night. Betty glanced at her wrist-watch—half-past ten.


      The rhythmic beat of the horse’s hoofs sounded more plainly, and soon Betty heard the sound of singing. Bob was moved to song in that lovely moonlight, as his sorry mount was urged to unaccustomed spirit and a feeling of freedom.


      “When in thy dreaming,

      moons like these shall shine again,

      And, daylight beaming,

      prove thy dreams are vain.”


      Bob’s fresh, untrained voice sounded sweet and clear on the night air, and to Betty’s surprise, tears came unbidden into her eyes. She was not given to analysis.


      “Moonlight always makes me want to cry,” she murmured, dashing the drops from her eyes. “I hope Bob will look up and know that I’m at the window. I don’t dare call to him.”


      But Bob, who had stopped singing while still some distance from the house, clattered straight to the barn.


      Betty hurried over to her lamp, lit it, and set it on the window sill.


      “He’ll see it from the barn,” she argued wisely, “and know that I am not asleep.”


      Her reasoning proved correct, for in a few minutes a well-known whistle sounded below her window. She blew out the light and leaned out.


      “Oh, Betty!” Bob’s tone was one of repressed excitement. “I’ve got something great to tell you.”


      “Have you had any supper?” demanded Betty, more concerned with that question than with any news. “I’ve something for you, if you’re hungry.”


      “Hungry? Gee, I’m starved!” was the response. “I didn’t dare stop to ask for a meal anywhere, because I knew I’d be late getting home as it was. The horse was never cut out for a saddle horse; I’m so stiff I don’t believe I can move to-morrow. Where’s the eats?”


      “Here. I’ll let it down in a moment,” answered Betty, tying a string to the parcel. “Sorry it isn’t more, Bob, but the larder’s getting low again.”


      Bob untied the can and cracker box she lowered to him, and Betty pulled in the string to be preserved for future use.


      “Thanks, awfully,” said Bob. “You’re a brick, Betty. And, say, what do you think I heard over in Trowbridge?”


      “Don’t talk so loud!” cautioned Betty. “What, Bob?”


      “Why, the poorhouse farm is this side of the town,” said Bob, munching a cracker with liveliest manifestations of appreciation. “Coming back tonight—that’s what made me late—Jim Turner, who’s poormaster now, called me in. Said he had something to tell me. It seems there was a queer old duffer spent one night there a while back —Jim thought it must have been a month ago. He has a secondhand bookshop in Washington, and he came to the poorhouse to look at some old books they have there—thought they might be valuable. They opened all the records to him, and Jim says he was quite interested when he came to my mother’s name. Asked a lot of questions about her and wanted to see me. Jim said he was as queer as could be, and all they could get out of him was that maybe he could tell me something to interest me. He wouldn’t give any of the poorhouse authorities an inkling of what he knew, and insisted that he’d have to see me first.”


      “Where is he?” demanded Betty energetically. “I hope you didn’t come away without seeing him, Bob. What’s his name? How does he look?”


      “His name,” said Bob slowly, “is Lockwood Hale. And he went back to Washington the next day.”


      Betty’s air castles tumbled with a sickening slump.


      “Bob Henderson!” she cried, remembering, however, to keep her voice low. “The idea! Do you mean to tell me they let that man go without notifying you? Why I never heard of anything so mean!”


      “Oh, I’m not important,” explained Bob, quite without bitterness. “Poorhouse heads don’t put themselves out much for those under ’em—though Jim Turner’s always treated me fair enough. But Lockwood Hale had to go back to Washington the next day, Betty. There honestly wasn’t time to send for me.”


      “Perhaps they gave him your address,” said Betty hopefully. “But, oh, Bob, you say he was there a month ago?”


      Bob nodded unhappily.


      “He hasn’t my address,” he admitted. “Jim says he meant to give it to him, but the old fellow left suddenly without saying a word to any one. Jim thought maybe he had the name in mind and would write anyway. I’d get it, you know, if it went to the poorhouse. But I guess Hale’s memory is like a ragbag—stuffed with odds and ends that he can’t get hold of when he wants ’em. No, Betty, I guess the only thing for me to do is to go to Washington.”


      “Well, if you don’t go to bed, young man, I’ll come down there and help you along,” an angry whisper came from the little window up under the roof. “You’ve been babbling and babbling steady for half an hour,” grumbled the annoyed Ethan. “How do you expect me to get any sleep with that racket going on? Come on up to bed before the old man wakes up.”


      Thankful that it was Ethan instead of Mr. Peabody, Bob gathered up his sardines and the remnants of the crackers and tiptoed up the attic stairs to the room he shared with the hired man.


      Betty hastily slipped into bed, and though Bob’s news had excited her, she was tired enough to fall asleep readily.


      In the morning she watched her chance to speak to Bob alone, and when she heard him grinding a sickle in the toolhouse ran out to tell him something.


      “You must let me lend you some money, Bob,” she said earnestly. “I know you haven’t enough to go to Washington on. I’ve been saving, thanks to your advice, and I have more than I need. Besides, I could borrow from the Guerins or the Benders. You will take some, won’t you?”


      “I have enough, really I have,” insisted Bob. “You know Dr. Guerin sold every one of those charms I carved, and I haven’t spent a cent. It’s all buried in a little canvas bag under the rose bush, just like a movie. I hate to take money from a girl, Betty.”


      “Don’t be silly!” Betty stamped her foot angrily. “It’s only a loan, Bob. And you’d feel cheap, wouldn’t you, if you had to come back after you ran away because you didn’t have enough money? You take this, and you can pay it back as soon as you please after you have seen the old bookstore man.”


      She pushed a tight little wad of money into the boy’s perspiring hand.


      “All right,” he capitulated. “I’ll borrow it. I would like to know I had enough. Sure I’m not crippling you, Betsey?”


      Betty shook her head, smiling.


      “I’ve enough to buy a ticket to Washington,” she assured him. “That’s all we need, isn’t it, Bob? Oh, how I wish Uncle Dick would send for me!”


      

      



      CHAPTER IV


      AT THE VENDUE


      “You, Bob!”


      The shout awakened Betty at dawn the next morning, and running to the window she saw Bob disappear into the barn, Mr. Peabody close on his heels.


      “Oh, goodness, I suppose he’s scolding about something,” sighed the girl. “There always is something to find fault about. I hope Bob will keep his temper, because I want him to be able to take me to the vendue this afternoon.”


      Joseph Peabody came into breakfast in a surly frame of mind, a mental condition faithfully reflected in the attitude of his hired man who jerked back his chair and subsided into it with a grunt. Betty’s irrepressible sense of humor pictured the dog (the Peabodys kept no dog because the head of the house considered that dogs ate more than they were worth) tucking his tail between his legs and slinking under the table as a port in the storm. The dog, she decided, glancing at Mrs. Peabody’s timid face, was all that was needed to set the seal on a scene of ill-nature and discomfort.


      Bob, when he came in late with the milk pails, wore a black scowl and set his burden down with a crash that spilled some of the precious fluid on to the oilcloth top of the side table.


      “Be a little more careful with that,” growled Mr. Peabody, taking the last piece of ham, which left nothing but the fried potatoes and bread for Bob’s breakfast. “The cows are going dry fast enough without you trying to waste the little they give.”


      Bob, looking as though he could cheerfully fling the contents of both pails over his employer, sullenly began to pump water into the hand basin. This habit of “washing up” at the kitchen sink while a meal was in progress always thoroughly disgusted Betty, and Bob usually performed his ablutions on the back porch. This morning he was evidently too cross to consider a second person’s feelings.


      “Always ready enough to throw out what doesn’t belong to you,” went on Mr. Peabody grumbling. “Born in the poorhouse, you’re in a fair way to die there. If I didn’t watch you every minute, you’d waste more than I can save in a year.”


      Bob, his face buried in the roller towel, lost his temper at this point.


      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, shut up!” he muttered.


      But Mr. Peabody had heard. With a quickness that surprised even his wife, for ordinarily he slouched his way around, he sprang from his chair, reached the side of the unconscious Bob, and soundly boxed his ears twice.


      “I’ll take no impudence from you!” he cried, enraged. “Here, come back!” he yelled, as Bob started for the door. “You come back here and sit down. When you don’t come to the table, it will be because I say so. Sit down, I say!”


      Bob, his face livid, his ears ringing, dropped into a chair at the table. Ethan continued to eat stolidly, and Betty kept her eyes resolutely fastened on her plate.


      “Just for that, you stay home from the Faulkner sale!” announced Mr. Peabody who was more than ordinarily loquacious that morning. “I’ll find something for you to do this afternoon that’ll keep your hands busy, if not your tongue. Eat your breakfast. I’ll have no mincing over food at my table.”


      Poor Bob, who had often been forbidden a meal as punishment, now mechanically tried to eat the unappetizing food placed before him. Betty was terribly disappointed about the sale, for she had set her heart on going. There were few pleasures open to her as a member of the household at Bramble Farm, and, with the exception of the Guerin girls in town, she had no girl friends her own age. Bob had proved himself a sympathetic, loyal chum, and he alone had made the summer endurable.


      “Don’t care!” she cried, to console the boy, as Peabody and his helper went out of the house to begin the field work for the day. “Don’t care, Bob. I really don’t mind not going to the sale.”


      Mrs. Peabody was in the pantry, straining the milk.


      “We’re going,” whispered Bob. “You meet me right after dinner at the end of the lane. I’m sick of being knocked around, and I think Jim Turner will be at the sale. I want to see him. Anyway, we’re going.”


      “But—but Mr. Peabody will be furious!” ventured Betty. “You know what a scene he will make, Bob. Do you think we had better go?”


      “You needn’t,” said Bob ungraciously. “I am.”


      “Of course, if you go, so will I,” replied Betty, swallowing a sharp retort. Bob was badgered enough without a contribution from her. “Perhaps he will not miss us—we can get back in time for supper.”


      Immediately after dinner at noon Mr. Peabody sent Bob out to the hay loft to pitch down hay for the balers who were expected to come and set up their machine that night, ready for work the next day. He could not have selected a meaner job, for the hay loft was stifling in the heat of the midday sun which beat down on the roof of the barn, and there were only two tiny windows to supply air. Mr. Peabody himself was going up in the woods to mark trees for some needed fence rails.


      Bob departed with a significant backward glance at Betty, which sent her flying upstairs to get into a clean frock. Mrs. Peabody manifested so little interest in her activities that the girl anticipated no difficulty in getting safely out of the house. As it happened, her hostess made the way even easier.


      “If you’re going to Glenside, Betty,” she remarked dully, stopping in the doorway of Betty’s room as the girl pulled on her hat, “I wish you’d see if Grimshaw has any meat scraps. Joseph might get me a bit the next time he goes over. Just ask how much it is, an’ all—the hens need something more than they’re getting.”


      Betty knew that Joseph Peabody would never buy meat scraps for his wife’s hens. Indeed, she had priced stuff several times at Mrs. Peabody’s request and nothing had ever come of it. But she agreed to go to Grimshaw’s if she got that far in her walk, and Mrs. Peabody turned aside into her own room without asking any questions.


      “Gee! thought you never were coming,” complained Bob, when the slim figure in the navy serge skirt and white middy met him at the end of the lane road. “The sale starts at one sharp, you know, and we’ll miss the first of it. Lots of ’em will come in overalls, so I’ll be in style.”


      Before they had walked very far they were overtaken by a rattling blackboard, drawn by a lean, raw-boned white horse and driven by a cheerful farmer’s wife who invited them to “hop in,” an invitation which they accepted gratefully. She was going to the Faulkner vendue, she informed them, and her heart was set on three wooden wash tubs and seven yards of ingrain carpet advertised in the list of household goods offered for sale.


      “My daughter’s going to set up for herself next fall,” she said happily, “and that ingrain will be just the thing for her spare room.”


      When they reached the Faulkner farm, a rather commonplace group of buildings set slightly in a hollow, they found teams and automobiles of every description blocking the lane that led to the house.


      Bob tied the white horse to an unoccupied post for the woman, and she hastened away, worried lest the ingrain carpet be sold before she could reach the crowd surrounding the auctioneer.


      Betty, for whom all this was a brand-new experience, enjoyed the excitement keenly. She followed Bob up to the front porch of the house where the household effects were being put up for sale, Bob explaining that the live stock would be sold later.


      “Well, look who’s here!” cried a hearty voice, as a man, moving aside to give Betty room, allowed the person standing next to him to see the girl’s face. “Betty Gordon! And Bob, too! Not thinking of going to farming, are you?”


      Gray-haired, kindly-faced Doctor Guerin shook hands cordially, and kept a friendly arm across Bob’s thin shoulders.


      “Friends of yours coming home next Tuesday,” he said, smiling as one who knows he brings pleasant news. “The Benders are due in Laurel Grove. Mrs. Guerin had a postal card last night.”


      Betty was glad to hear this, for she did not want Bob to leave Bramble Farm without seeking the advice of the fine young police recorder who had been so good to them and whose friendship both she and Bob valued as only those can who need real friends.


      “I came to bid on a secretary,” Doctor Guerin confided presently. “It’s the only good thing in the whole house. Rest of the stuff is nothing but trash. That antique dealer from Petria is here, too, and I suspect he has his eye on the same piece. Don’t you want to bid for me Bob, to keep him in the dark?”


      Bob was delighted to do the doctor a service, and when the mahogany secretary was put up for sale the few other bidders soon dropped out, leaving the field to the Petria dealer and the lad in the faded overalls. The dealer, of course, knew that Bob must represent some buyer, but he could not decide for whom he was bidding, and so was in the dark as to how high his opponent would go. Had he known that Doctor Hal Guerin was bidding against him, he would have been enlightened, for the doctor’s collection of antiques was really famous and the envy of many a professional collector.


      “I suppose some rube wants the desk for his sitting room,” thought the Petria man lazily, his eye, keen as it was, failing to see the doctor in the crowd. “Let him have it, and I’ll buy it from him for ten dollars more before he leaves the sale. He can’t resist turning over his money quick like that.”


      So when the auctioneer boomed “Sold for forty dollars,” and in answer to his request for the buyer’s name Bob said clearly, “Doctor Guerin,” in his own language, the man from Petria was “just plain sick.”


      After the household things were sold—and Betty noted with satisfaction that the three tubs and the ingrain carpet went to the woman who had so coveted them—she and Bob went out to the barn and watched the horses and cows, wagons, harnesses and farm machinery sold. It was an absorbing and colorful scene, and the boy and girl, fascinated, lingered till the last item was checked off. Then, with a start, Bob heard a farmer announce that it was half past five.


      “Oh dear!” sighed Betty nervously, “you ought to be milking this minute. Oh, Bob, let’s not go home! Couldn’t we stay overnight with Doctor Guerin?”


      “Now don’t you be afraid, there won’t anything happen to scare you,” responded Bob soothingly. It must be confessed that the knowledge of the little sum of money tucked away under the rosebush gave him a bolder outlook on the future.


      Hiram Keppler, who owned the farm just beyond the Peabody place, gave them a lift as far as their lane, and as they hurried down the road Betty tried her best to master her dread of the coming interview. She had not a doubt but that Bob’s absence would have been noticed. Looking ahead fearfully, she saw a sight that confirmed her worst forebodings.


      Joseph Peabody stood at the barnyard gate, a horsewhip in his hand


      

      



      CHAPTER V


      CONSEQUENCES


      “Oh, Bob!” Betty clutched the boy’s sleeve in a panic. “And the balers have come!”


      “So!” began Mr. Peabody, in tones of cold fury. “That’s the way you carry out my orders! Not one forkful of hay pitched down, and the men ready to go to work to-morrow. You miserable, sneaking loafer, where have you been?”


      “To the vendue,” said Bob defiantly.


      “Flatly refuse to mind, do you? Well, I’ll give you one lesson you won’t forget!” the man reached over and gripped Bob by his shirt collar. Struggling violently, he was pulled over the five-barred gate.


      “I’ll learn you!” snarled Peabody, raising the whip.


      Betty sprang up on the gate, her eyes blazing.


      “How dare you!” she cried, her voice shaking with anger. “How dare you strike him! I’ll scream till some one comes if you touch him. Those men at the barn won’t stand by and see you beat a boy.”


      “Hoity toity!” sputtered the amazed farmer, confronting the angry girl in the middy blouse with the blazing cheeks and tangled dark braids.


      Bob tried to pull himself free, but was brought up short by a quick twist.


      “I’m not through with you,” Peabody informed him grimly. He glanced quickly toward the barn and observed the men watching him covertly. It was the better part of discretion, something told him, not to flog the boy before so many witnesses.


      “I’m through with you!” declared Bob through clenched teeth. “I’m going! You’ve had all out of me you’re going to get. Let go of me!”


      For answer, Peabody tightened his hold on the worn shirt collar.


      “Is that so?” he drawled. “Let me tell you, Mr. Smarty, you’ll go out to that barn and pitch down the hay you were supposed to do this afternoon or you’ll go back to the poorhouse. You can take your choice. The county has a place for incorrigible boys, and if you go far enough you’ll land in the reform school. Are you going out to the barn or not?”


      “I’ll go,” agreed Bob sullenly.


      “Then see that you do. And you needn’t bother to stop for supper—you’ve several hours’ lost time to make up,” said Peabody nastily. “Now go!”


      He shook the boy till his teeth rattled and then released him with a powerful sling that sent him spinning into the dust. Bruised and shaken, Bob picked himself up and started for the barn.


      “You hold your tongue a bit better, or something’ll come your way,” said Peabody shortly, eyeing Betty with disfavor and turning on his heel at a shout of “Ho, Boss!” from the foreman of the balers.


      “Hateful!” cried Betty stormily, climbing down from the gate. “He’s the most absolutely hateful man that ever lived! I wonder if he could send Bob back to the poorhouse?”


      The same thought was troubling Bob, she found, when after supper she went out to the barn and climbed the loft ladder to see him. She had brought him some bread and water, the latter contributed by the Peabody pump and the bread saved from Betty’s own meal.


      “Do you know, Betty,” confided the boy, wiping the heavy perspiration from his face with a distressingly hot looking red cotton handkerchief, “I’ve been thinking over what old Peabody said. He might take it into his head to send me back to the poorhouse. He really needs a younger boy, one he can slam about more. I’m getting so I can fight back. I don’t fancy hanging on here till he makes up his mind to get another boy, and running away from the poorhouse isn’t a simple matter. I’d better make the plunge while there’s good swimming.”


      It was stifling in the loft, and Betty felt almost giddy. She sat at the top of the ladder, her feet hanging over the edge of the floor and regarded Bob anxiously.


      “Well, perhaps you had better go early next week,” she said judiciously. “It would be dreadful if he did return you to the poorhouse.”


      “Therefore, I’m going tonight,” announced Bob coolly. “There’s an eleven-thirty train from Glenside that will make some sort of connection with the southern local at the Junction. Wish me luck, Betty!”


      “Tonight!” gasped Betty in dismay. “Oh, Bob! don’t go tonight. Wait just one night more, ah, please do!”


      Betty had the truly feminine horror of quick decisions, and she was frankly upset by this determination of Bob’s. Even as she pleaded she knew he had made up his mind and that it was useless to ask him to change it.


      “I don’t see how you can go—you’re not ready,” she argued feverishly. “Your shirts are on the line; I saw them. You’re dead tired after all this work, and it’s a long walk to Glenside. Wait just till to-morrow, Bob, and I won’t say a word.”


      “No, I’m going tonight,” said Bob firmly. “I haven’t so much packing to do that it will take me over fifteen minutes. I’ll help myself to the shirts on the line as I go in. By to-morrow morning I’ll be as far away from Bramble Farm as the local can take me.”


      “But—but—I’ll miss you so!” protested Betty, the catch in her voice sounding perilously close to tears. “What shall I ever do all alone in this hateful place!”


      “Oh, now, Betty!” Bob put a clumsy hand on her shoulder in an effort to comfort her. “Don’t you care—you’ll be going to Washington as soon as you get word from your uncle. Maybe I’ll be there when you come, and we’ll go sightseeing together.”


      “Are you going right to Washington?” asked Betty, drying her eyes. “And are you sure you have enough money?”


      “Oceans of cash,” Bob assured her cheerfully. “That’s right, brace up and smile. Think what it will mean to have one peaceful breakfast, for the last week Peabody has ragged me every meal. Sure I’m going to Washington to dig out a few facts from this Lockwood Hale. Now I’ll throw down a little more hay for good measure and we’ll go on in. Mustn’t rouse suspicions by staying out too long. Peabody will probably sit up for me to come in tonight.”


      Betty waited till the hay was pitched down, then followed Bob to the main floor of the barn.


      “Couldn’t I walk just a little way with you?” she asked wistfully. “How soon are you going to start? I could go as far as the end of the lane.”


      “I’d rather you went to bed and to sleep,” said Bob kindly. “You couldn’t very well traipse around at night, Betty, and I’m not going till it is good and dark. There’s no moon tonight, and you might have trouble getting back to the house.”


      “Well—all right,” conceded Betty forlornly. “There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do. Whistle under my window, please do, Bob. I’ll be awake. And I could say good-by. I won’t make a fuss, I promise.”


      The boy’s packing was of the simplest, for he owned neither suitcase nor trunk, and his few belongings easily went into a square of old wrapping paper. He had earned them, few as they were, and felt no compunctions about taking them with him.


      After the bundle was tied up he waited a half hour or so, purely as a precaution, for the Peabody household went to bed with the chickens and, with the possible exception of Mrs. Peabody, slumbered heavily. Bob slipped down the stairs, waking no one, unfastened the heavy front door, never locked and only occasionally, as tonight, bolted with a chain, and stepped softly around to the bush where his precious tin box was buried.


      This box was Bob’s sole inheritance from his mother, and he had only a vague knowledge of the papers entrusted to it. Among the yellowed slips was the marriage certificate of his parents, and he knew that there were one or two letters. When Joseph Peabody had taken him from the poorhouse, the lad had buried the box for safekeeping, and during the three or four years he had been with Mr. Peabody had never taken it up.


      It was not buried very deeply, and he easily uncovered it, smoothing down the earth to hide the traces of his hasty excavating. He went around to Betty’s window and whistled softly, half hoping that she might be asleep.


      “Hello, Bob dear!” she called instantly, leaning from the window, her vivid face so alight with affection and hope for him that it was a pity he could not see her clearly. “I’m wishing you the best of luck, and I hope the old bookstore man has splendid news for you. You wait for me in Washington.”


      “I will!” whispered Bob heartily. “And you tell Mr. Bender, won’t you? He’ll understand. I’ll write him the first chance I get, and Doc Guerin, too. Good-by, Betty—I—I—”


      To his surprise and confusion, Bob suddenly choked.


      “Here’s something to take with you,” said Betty softly, dropping a little packet that landed at his feet. “Good-by, Bob. I just know things will turn out all right for you.”


      The dark head was withdrawn, and Bob, picking up the little package, turned and began his long walk to the Glenside station. A hoot-owl screeched at mournful intervals, and the night sounds would have tried a city lad’s nerves in that long dark stretch that led him finally to the station. But Bob could identify every sound, and nature had always proved kind to him, far kinder than many of the people he had known. He trudged along sturdily, and, twenty minutes before the train was due, found himself the solitary passenger on the Glenside platform.


      He stood under the uncertain rays of the lamp to examine the parting gift Betty had given him. Tucked under half a dozen chocolate wafers was a five dollar bill folded into the tiniest possible wad. The choky feeling assailed Bob again.


      “She certainly is some girl!” he thought with mixed gratitude and admiration.


      

      



      CHAPTER VI


      THE RUNAWAY MISSED


      Bob’s absence was not discovered till breakfast time, for Ethan, who was a sound sleeper, when he woke and saw Bob’s empty cot, supposed the boy had risen earlier than usual and gone to the barn. Mr. Peabody, too, took it for granted that the boy was milking, and it was not until they were seated at the table and half way through the meal that anything out of the ordinary was suspected.


      “Why in tarnation doesn’t that good for nothing bring in the milk?” grumbled Mr. Peabody. “I declare he gets later and later every morning. The balers will be over to start work at seven, and if he thinks he’s going to spend half an hour dawdling over his breakfast after they get here, he’s much mistaken.”


      The men who were to bale the hay had slept at the adjoining farm, according to the agreement made, and would be at Bramble Farm for dinner and supper and to spend that night.


      “You’re finished, Ethan. Go hurry him up,” ordered Joe Peabody. “Send him in here flying and turn the cows out to pasture.”


      “He hasn’t milked!” Ethan cleared the porch steps at a single bound and burst into the kitchen, shouting this intelligence. Excitement was scarce in Ethan’s life, and he enjoyed the pleasurable sensation of carrying unusual tidings, even if unpleasant. “The barn door was shut and the cows were bellowing their heads off. Not a one of ’em’s been milked!”


      “I want to know!” said Joseph Peabody stupidly. “Was he in bed when you came down, Ethan?”


      “No, he wasn’t,” answered the hired man. “I thought he’d gone on out. Do you suppose something’s happened to him?”


      Mr. Peabody stepped to the porch and gave a quick glance at the bench where the milk pails were usually left to air and dry. They were there, just as they had been left the night before.


      “I think he’s cleared out!” he announced: grimly. “Betty, do you know what this young scoundrel is up to?”


      Betty’s eyes brimmed over, and she flung herself blindly into Mrs. Peabody’s arms which closed around her, though that good woman was unaccustomed to demonstrations of affection.


      “There, there.” She tried to soothe the girl, for Betty’s convulsive sobbing really alarmed her.


      “Don’t you go to feel bad, dearie. If Bob’s gone, he’s gone, and that’s all there is to it.”


      Peabody, milk pail in hand, motioned to Ethan to go out and begin milking.


      “That isn’t all there is to it, not by a long shot!” he growled at his wife. “If I get my hands on that boy he’ll rue the day he ever set foot off this farm. He’ll go back to the poorhouse and there he’ll stay till he’s of age.”


      Betty sat up, pushing the tumbled hair from her hot forehead.


      “I’m glad Bob ran away!” she cried recklessly. “He’s gone where you won’t catch him, either. You never treated him fairly, and you know it.”


      Peabody banged the kitchen door by way of relieving his feelings, but the latch did not fasten so that he heard Betty’s next sentence addressed to his wife.


      “I’m only waiting for a letter from Uncle Dick,” confided Betty. “Then I’m going to Washington. Things will never be any different here, Mrs. Peabody; you’ve said so yourself. I wish Uncle Dick would hurry and write. It’s been a good while since I heard.” And there was a catch in the girl’s voice.


      The man slouched off the porch, a peculiar smile on his lean, shrewd face. One hand, thrust into his ragged coat pocket, rested on a letter there. As he felt it beneath his fingers, his crafty eyes brightened with a gleam of mockery.


      Mrs. Peabody may have been curious about Bob’s departure, but she asked no questions, somewhat to Betty’s surprise.


      “I’m glad she doesn’t ask me,” thought Betty, helping mechanically in the preparations for dinner which were more elaborate than usual because of the presence of the three balers. “Bob must be half way to Washington by now, and I don’t believe they have the slightest idea he is headed for there.” The Peabodys, she reasoned, knew nothing of Lockwood Hale, and of the attraction the capital of the country held for the orphan lad.


      Betty insisted on doing a fair share of the extra work after the noon meal, and then ran upstairs to get ready to go over to Glenside. She wanted to tell the Guerins that Bob had gone, and from their house she knew she could telephone to those other good friends, the Benders. Laurel Grove was too far to walk, even for a practised hiker like Betty.


      To her dismay, as she left the house, Mr. Peabody joined her and fell into step.


      “I’ll go as far as Durlings with you,” he announced affably, Durling being their neighbor on the south, his farm lying along the road in the direction of Glenside. “Sorry the horses haven’t shoes, Betty, or you might drive.”


      Betty shot him a suspicious glance. The three horses never were shod, except when a certain amount of traveling had to be done on the stone road. In all the weeks she had spent at Bramble Farm a horse had never been offered for her convenience, and all of her trips to town had been either afoot, or taken with Bob in the rattling, shabby, one-horse work wagon.


      “Where did you say Bob was going?” came next.


      Betty bit her lip.


      “I didn’t say,” she said evenly. “I—I don’t think it’s fair to ask me.”


      “But you know,” snapped Mr. Peabody. “I guess I have a right to know where he’s gone. I’m responsible for him. I’ve got papers that show it. The poorhouse folks are going to ask me what becomes of him. You just tell me where he went, and I’ll satisfy ’em. I won’t follow him and try to bring him back, Betty. He’s too old for that. Making his bed, he’ll have to lie on it. I won’t follow him.”


      The girl twisted her handkerchief nervously. She was not afraid of the man. That is, she feared no physical violence at his hands, but he was capable, she knew, of forcing her back to the farm and locking her up in her room till she furnished him with the required information. And what harm could it do Bob? It was not likely that Peabody could find the boy in a large city.


      “He won’t be made to come back,” repeated her tormentor.


      “I wish I could believe you,” said Betty pitifully.


      She looked so young and helpless, trying to pit her girlish intelligence and strength against the wily miser, that another man would have been ashamed to press her. Not so Peabody—he had always considered that he was entitled to whatever he could get from others, information, cash, or work, it mattered not.


      They were approaching the Durling farm now, and suddenly Betty’s pointed chin lifted.


      “I won’t tell you!” she said firmly. “I do know where Bob went, but he was perfectly justified in leaving a place where he was treated worse than a dog. You would do him no good—I’m sure of that. And if the poorhouse authorities make a fuss about his running off, I’ll tell them what he had to endure.”


      Joseph Peabody’s mouth dropped in astonishment. He had seen Betty lose her temper before, but she had never so openly defied him.


      “You think you’re high and mighty,” he sneered. “Let me tell you, Miss, there’s more ways than one of getting what you want in this world. Joe Peabody isn’t checkmated very often, and it takes more than an impudent girl to do it. I’m going into Lem Durling’s and telephone Jim Turner, the poormaster. I kind of surmise he can give me a line on the direction Bob’s taken.”


      Betty walked on, disdaining to answer, her head very high in the air but her heart in her shoes. Jim Turner would be sure to tell of Lockwood Hale, and Mr. Peabody would be astute enough to guess that Bob’s destination was Washington.


      When she reached Doctor Guerin’s house, between the heat and the dust and the long walk and her anxiety, she was in a highly excited state, and the doctor’s wife made her lie down on the couch and rest before she would allow her to telephone to the Benders. Mrs. Bender’s sister answered the telephone. The recorder and his wife had made a detour on their homeward trip that would extend their absence for another week.


      “Betty, you’ll be ill if you’re going to get all worked up like this,” scolded Mrs. Guerin, for Betty was crying as she hung up the receiver. “I never saw you so unstrung, my dear. You won’t be fit to go to your uncle when he does send for you. I wonder if the doctor hadn’t better see you?”


      Norma and Alice Guerin, two pretty girls, the former about Betty’s age, the latter a year or two older, looked at her anxiously. Betty in tears was an unusual sight to them.


      “I’m all right,” gulped that young person, inwardly alarmed at the thought of being too ill to travel when the word came. “I didn’t sleep very well last night, thinking of Bob. Is that the secretary he bid on at the Faulkner sale?”


      Knowing that the quickest way for Betty to get control of her nerves was to forget her troubles, Mrs. Guerin entered into an enthusiastic description of the beauties of the old desk, showing the secret drawer and the half score of carved pigeonholes and dwelling on the doctor’s delight in securing such a treasure at a bargain. Mrs. Guerin succeeded in having Betty more like her old self before Doctor Hal Guerin came in from a round of calls.


      He was delighted to see Betty, who was an especial favorite of his, and much interested in her account of Bob’s flight.


      “Did the lad have money enough?” he growled. “I suppose he’d walk before he’d borrow from me.”


      “He had enough,” Betty assured him. “All the charms you sold for him amounted to quite a lot, and he had saved every cent of that.”


      “And you probably helped him out,” commented the doctor shrewdly. “Well, well, the lad may yet whittle his way to fame and fortune.”


      He referred to Bob’s knack for fashioning pretty and quaint little wooden charms and pendants, which he polished to satin smoothness and painted and stained in bright colors. Norma Guerin had worn one at boarding school, and it was through her and her father that Bob had secured a large number of orders which had netted him a tidy little sum.


      When the time came for Betty to go, the doctor insisted that he would take her as far as the lane, and on the trip she told him that as soon as she heard from her uncle she meant to pack her trunk and leave for Washington.


      “I don’t like the idea of your making the journey alone,” grumbled Doctor Guerin; “but I don’t see who there is to go with you. One thing, Betty girl, brushing up against the Peabodys has given you a practical fund of self-reliance. You’re better fitted than Alice to find your way about alone. Not that I would have chosen to have you get your knocks just in the manner they’ve been handed to you, but the results leave nothing to be desired. You’re standing squarely on your own feet, Betsey, and it’s this summer’s grilling training that has done it.”


      

      



      CHAPTER VII


      A BELATED LETTER


      The hay was all baled by the next morning, and the balers, atop the lumbering machine, caroled loudly if not musically as the fat horses dragged them slowly up the lane. Neat bales of hay were piled high on the barn floor, to be carted over to Hagar’s Corners and loaded on a freight car. That would be Ethan’s job, and he grumbled at the prospect of doing it without Bob’s help.


      Betty, coming in from the garden, stumbled over something in the narrow entry. It was a man’s coat—Mr. Peabody’s, she recognized when she picked it up and shook it slightly to free it from dust. A letter fell from the pocket as she replaced it on the hook where it usually hung, and, stopping to pick it up, she saw to her surprise that it was addressed to her.


      “From Washington!” she said aloud, deciphering the postmark. “And mailed five days ago! He’s carried it in his pocket ever since it came!”


      At first she feared it had been read, but evidently Mr. Peabody had not troubled to open it; so hastily tearing the envelope, she read the brief note. A check was enclosed for her, and Mr. Gordon suggested that she go to Pineville and visit old friends there for a week or two until his plans were definitely shaped.


      “I know the Arnolds are in California,” he wrote; “but the Bensingers will be glad to have you, or any of your mother’s old friends. You do not have to stay one minute where you are unhappy.”


      Betty looked up as a shadow fell across the sunny floor. It was Mr. Peabody, and he had the grace to show confusion when he saw the letter in her hand.


      Betty sprang to her feet.


      “Why did you keep my letter?” she demanded hotly. “How did you dare to hold back mail? This must have been in your coat pocket three or four days. It was mailed five days ago!”


      “Been rummaging in my coat pocket, have you?” sneered the farmer.


      “I have not! The coat was on the floor, and I fell over it. The letter fell out while I was trying to hang it up. No one has a right to hold back another person’s mail!”


      “Now hold your horses,” advised Peabody pacifically. “Who’s been holding back mail? If a body takes the mail out of the box and carries it around in his coat a day or two, because he doesn’t remember it, that ain’t such a crime that I ever knew. I just forgot there was a letter for you.”


      Betty turned away in disgust and went out to her favorite apple tree to think things over. She did not believe for one moment that Mr. Peabody had forgotten her letter. Indeed, absent-mindedness was far from being one of his traits. However, there was absolutely nothing to be gained by arguing, and the way was now clear for her to leave Bramble Farm. Surely the worst of her troubles were over.


      “I might go to Pineville,” she thought meditatively. “I’d love to see the Bensingers again and the dear little house where we lived. I’ll pack this afternoon.”


      Betty was an orderly little person, and at her work that afternoon she stopped frequently to sew on a button here, to mend a rip in this garment or to whip a frayed edge that might mar an otherwise dainty belonging. Singing softly over her task, a timid knock at her door wakened the girl from a happy reverie.


      “Come in, Mrs. Peabody,” she called cheerfully. “Do sit down and give me advice about where things should go. I thought I hadn’t bought anything this summer, but I seem to have a great deal more stuff than I brought with me.”


      “You’re packing then?” asked Mrs. Peabody, taking a chair near the bed and regarding Betty oddly. “Are you really going, Betty?”


      “Oh, yes,” Betty answered matter-of-factly, “Uncle Dick wants me to stop in Pineville and visit old friends for a bit. And there’s no use in pretending, Mrs. Peabody, that—that—”


      “No, I suppose not,” sighed the woman, understanding only too well. “Land knows, if I could get away I’d have no misgivings about the right of it. I’ll miss you, though. You’ve been a sight of company this summer, and no one could have been sweeter to me, Betty.”


      “Agatha!” came a stentorian shout from the front hall. “Are you going to stay up there all day?”


      “My stars, I forgot what I came up for!” Mrs. Peabody rose hurriedly. “Joseph sent me up to tell you he wanted to ask you something, Betty. And here I sit right down and him waiting there all this time!”


      Betty was far from concerned over Mr. Peabody’s wasted time, but she wondered uneasily what he could wish to ask her. Something connected with Bob, doubtless. She followed Mrs. Peabody downstairs and found the master of Bramble Farm striding up and down impatiently.


      “Never saw the beat of women,” he muttered. “Gabble, gabble, and an hour right out of a day’s work means nothing to ’em. Oh, here you are, Miss. You know that gray alpaca coat of mine you took the letter from this morning?”


      “The coat the letter fell out of?” corrected Betty, knowing that such quibbling was foolish On her part and might provoke serious irritation in her questioner, yet unable to refrain. “Of course I remember it; what about it?”


      Peabody accepted her description of the coat. He was plainly excited and nervous, and betrayed a curious disposition to conciliate Betty, instantly detected in his change of tone.


      “Did you pick up any other papers?” he asked quite politely. “Any folded sheets, I mean, or a long envelope? I thought you might have put them back of the clock or somewhere for safe keeping and forgotten to mention them to me.”


      Betty looked her astonishment. Automatically her eyes traveled to the clock which was pulled out of its place against the wall. So the man had actually looked there, believing that out of chagrin she might have concealed his papers from him!


      “Nothing fell out of your pocket except my letter,” she said earnestly and with a quietness that carried conviction. “I saw absolutely nothing else on the floor. If I had picked up other papers, I should have returned them to you, of course.”


      Mrs. Peabody cleared her throat, usually a sign of coming speech on the rare occasions when she did open her mouth in her husband’s presence.


      “What you lost, Joseph?” she asked eagerly. “Something missing out o’ your pocket?”


      “Yes, something out of my pocket!” said her husband savagely. “You wouldn’t know if I told you, but it’s an unrecorded deed and worth a good deal of money. And I’ll bet I know who took it—that measly runaway, Bob Henderson! By gum, he carried the coat up to the house for me from the barn the day before he lit out. That’s where it’s gone. I see his game! He’ll try to get money out of me. But I won’t pay him a cent. No sir, I’ll go to Washington first and choke the deed out of his dirty pocket.”


      “Did Bob go to Washington?” quavered Mrs. Peabody, her mind seizing on this concrete fact, the one statement she could understand in her husband’s monologue. “How’d you find out, Joseph?”


      “Not through Betty,” returned Peabody grimly. “She’s willing to take the scoundrel’s part against honest folks any time. Jim Turner told me. Leastways he told me of some old duffer who runs a crazy shop down there, and he thinks Bob’s gone looking him up to find out about his parents. Just let him try blackmailing me, and he’ll learn a thing or two.”


      Betty had kept still as long as she could.


      “Bob is no thief!” she said bravely. “You ought to be ashamed to say such a thing about him. I know he didn’t take your old deed. What earthly use would it be to him? Besides, Bob would never touch a thing that wasn’t his!”


      “I don’t believe he would take anything, Joseph,” urged Mrs. Peabody with perfectly amazing temerity. As a rule she took neither side in a controversy. “Besides, as the child says, what good would an unrecorded deed do him? Unless—Joseph, have you bought the Warren lots?”


      “You tend to your housework, and I’ll manage my own affairs,” snapped Peabody, turning a dull brick red, however. “I meant to put the thing in the safety deposit box over to the bank, and then that sick cow took my mind completely off it. If Betty didn’t take it, Bob did. It’s gone, and they’re the only two that could have put hands on it.”


      “I tell you that I haven’t seen the deed,” said Betty firmly. “And I am equally certain that Bob never took it. He’s the soul of honor, whatever you may think, and he would no more take what wasn’t his than he would lie to you about it.”


      Peabody caught hold of her right hand suddenly.


      “What you carrying?” he demanded suspiciously. “A trunk key? Looks mighty funny, doesn’t it, to be packing up with something pretty valuable missing? The law would likely give me the right to search your trunk.”


      “What a dreadful old man you are!” cried Betty, involuntarily, shrinking from the sinister face that grinned malevolently into hers. “You have no right to touch my trunk.”


      “Well, no call to look like that,” muttered Peabody, turning toward the door. “I knew that other young one took it, and I aim to make it hot for him.”


      “Bob didn’t take any deed!” stormed Betty to Mrs. Peabody, her packing forgotten for the moment. “Why does he keep insisting Bob stole it? And why, oh, why did that poorhouse man have to tell where Bob had gone?”


      Mrs. Peabody’s natural curiosity had to be satisfied, and as it was no longer a secret Betty told her of Lockwood Hale and Bob’s determination to find out more about himself.


      “He doesn’t want any deed,” she finished scornfully. “Can’t you make Mr. Peabody see how foolish such an accusation is?”


      Mrs. Peabody leaned against the kitchen table wearily.


      “I know what he’s thinking,” she said dully. “I know more than I want to know, Betty. Joseph has bought the Warren lots, and that means he’s got ’em for his own price. Old man Warren is in his dotage and these lots have been surveyed and cut up into building plots on the stone road over t’other side of Laurel Grove where the trolley’s coming through this spring. Joseph will probably sell ’em for three times what he’s paid for ’em. That’s why he doesn’t have the deed recorded; Warren’s children will get hold of it, and I doubt if the sale would hold in court. Everybody knows the old father isn’t competent to handle his property. There was talk of having one of the sons made his guardian some months ago. Joseph has just talked him into selling. If he wasn’t my husband, I should say the sale was a plain swindle.”


      

      



      CHAPTER VIII


      GOOD-BY TO BRAMBLE FARM


      Betty was still mystified.


      “What has Bob to do with it?” she urged. “I don’t see how the deed would be of any use to him; he couldn’t claim the lots.”


      “No, he couldn’t claim the lots,” admitted Joseph Peabody’s wife. “But he could hold the deed and threaten to notify George Warren, if Joseph didn’t pay him a good round sum of money. Mind you, I’m not saying he would do that, Betty, but he could. That’s what Joseph thinks he means to do.”


      “Well, I call that very silly,” said Betty briskly. “Bob Henderson isn’t a thief or a blackmailer, whatever Mr. Peabody chooses to think. That deed is probably in another coat pocket this minute, or else he’s lost it over in Glenside.”


      “I expect that worries him some, too,” confided Mrs. Peabody. “He would hate to have it known that he’s bought the Warren lots. But I guess it would have been better to have had the deed recorded than to run the risk of losing it and the whole town likely to pick it up on the street.”


      Before supper that night Betty had her trunk packed and her simple belongings gathered up. She knew that Peabody was fully aware of her intention to leave, but, as her board was paid for nearly a week in advance, he could make no possible objection. It was sheer perversity, she decided, that kept him from mentioning the subject to her.


      “I’m going to-morrow, Mr. Peabody,” she said pleasantly at the supper table, having waited till Ethan had gone to the barn to milk. “What time would be most convenient to take my trunk over to Glenside or to Hagar’s Corners?”


      “I’m not going to either place to-morrow,” was the composed answer. “Don’t know exactly when I shall be going over again, either. Ethan and me’s got our hands full right here with the late-season cultivating.”


      “But I have to get to the station,” protested Betty. “I can walk, of course, but some one will have to take my trunk. You met me at the station when I came, or rather Bob did, you know. Why aren’t you willing to help me go now that the summer is nearly over?”


      “You haven’t done me so many favors that I should put myself out for you,” retorted Peabody sourly. “I don’t care how you get to the station, but none of my rigs go off this place to-morrow, that’s flat. And you haven’t got that thieving nimble-fingers to plot and plan with you now. You’ll have to manage by yourself.”


      “What are you going to do, Betty?” asked Mrs. Peabody anxiously, following the girl to the door after the meal was over. “You’re not going to walk to Glenside tonight to try to get a team to come after you?”


      “No, I’m only going over to Kepplers,” replied Betty capably. “I’m sure one of the boys will drive me over, if not to Glenside, to Hagar’s Corners, where I can get some kind of train for the Junction. All the through trains stop at Hagar’s Corners, don’t they? I came that way. Perhaps that station is better than Glenside, after all.”


      The walk across the fields tranquillized her, and she was able to enlist the aid of the Keppler’s oldest boy without entering into too detailed an account of Mr. Peabody’s shortcomings. Indeed, the Kepplers, father and sons, having been the nearest neighbors to Bramble Farm for eleven years, had a very fair idea of what went on there.


      “Sure, I’ll take you, and the trunk, too,” promised Fred Keppler heartily. “Any time you say, Betty. There’s a good train for Pineville, not too many stops, at twelve-three. How about that?”


      It was settled that he should come for her about half past ten, and Betty walked home filled with thoughts of the little home town to which she would be speeding on the morrow.


      “If Uncle Dick knew the things I’ve had to endure, I’m sure he’d say that I haven’t lost my temper often, considering,” she mused. “Is that something sticking out of the mail box? Why. it is, and a newspaper. I guess Mr. Peabody forgot to come down to the box today.”


      She opened the box and found the paper was addressed to her. The familiar wrapper and type told her it was the _Pineville Post_, to which she had subscribed when she left the town, and, tucking it under her arm, she went on to the house, intending to read an hour or so before going to bed.


      Lighting the lamp in her room, Betty glanced toward her trunk mechanically. She had left it locked, but the lid was now ajar. Had some one been tampering with the lock?


      “He’s opened it!” she cried to herself, making a hasty examination. “How did he dare! And look at the mess everything’s in!”


      Alas for Betty’s hour of neat and careful packing! Dainty garments were tossed about recklessly, her shoes rested on her clean handkerchiefs, and it was plain that no attempt had been made to conceal the fact that a heavy hand had thoroughly explored the contents of the trunk.


      “I’m only thankful he didn’t break the lock,” said Betty, trying to find a ray of brightness. “Whatever he opened it with, nothing is broken. I suppose the only thing to do is to take everything out and do it all over. And to-morrow morning I’ll sit on the top till Fred Keppler comes.”


      Taking out her clothes and repacking was a tiresome job, and all thoughts of reading well gone from Betty’s mind when the task was completed and the trunk locked for a second time. With the feeling that, in view of what the next day might bring, she ought to go to bed early, she began at once to prepare for bed. Brushing her thick, dark hair, her eyes fell on the unopened paper.


      “I suppose I’ll be there to-morrow night,” she thought, picking it up and slitting the wrapper with a convenient nail file.


      She opened and smoothed out the first page. The first words that caught her attention, in large black headlines across four columns, were:


      GYPSY BAND STRICKEN WITH SMALL-POX:

      

      WHOLE TOWN QUARANTINED!


      Then followed the account of the discovery of illness among a band of gypsies camped on the outskirts of Pineville, of the diagnosis of smallpox, and of the strict quarantine immediately put in force. The issue of the _Post_ was only two days old.


      “Well, I never!” gasped Betty, doing some rapid thinking. “I’m glad it didn’t happen after I got there. I might be held up for weeks. I can’t stay here, that’s certain. There’s nothing to do but drive to Glenside and take the train for Washington. I guess Fred will be willing to change his plans.”


      She decided that she would say nothing to the Peabodys about the alteration of her traveling schedule, fearing that if Mr. Peabody heard she was going to Washington he might accuse her of a conspiracy with Bob in connection with the lost deed.


      Bright and early the next morning she was up, her pretty traveling bag, the gift of her uncle, packed, her room in perfect order. There was really no one or nothing to say good-by to, for she felt more pity than affection for Mrs. Peabody, and the Bramble Farm animals had been too unused to petting to respond readily to her overtures. Betty, at the breakfast table, had a swift conviction that she would be leaving with far different feelings if Bob had been there to stay behind.


      Mr. Peabody asked her no questions about her plans and stalked off as usual to the barn with Ethan when he had finished the meal.


      “I declare I’m going to miss you, Betty,” said Mrs. Peabody once, in the middle of the dishwashing, with which Betty insisted on helping.


      That was a good deal for her to say, and the girl, who had a natural longing to be missed, was grateful. And when Fred Keppler drove into the yard, promptly at half-past ten, and went upstairs for her trunk—for neither Peabody nor his hired man was in sight—Mrs. Peabody kissed her warmly and with tears in her eyes.


      “Hop right in, Betty,” said Fred cordially. “Got a nice day for your trip, haven’t you? All fixed? All right, then.”


      He gathered up the reins and had turned the horse’s head when, apparently from the clouds, Mr. Peabody appeared on the scene.


      “Long as you’re going over to Hagar’s Corners you won’t mind giving me a lift, will you?” he drawled. “I have an errand over at the station, and it won’t take me a minute. I can come right back with you. Go on, Fred; I’ll sit in here with the trunk and you and Betty needn’t mind me.”


      Without waiting for an invitation, he swung himself up on top of the trunk, and smiled pleasantly. He was saving his own horse a long drive and getting a necessary errand done at the expense of a neighbor, always a desirable consummation in the Peabody mind.


      Fred opened his mouth and closed it wordlessly. His father would have known what to do, but fifteen-year-old Fred did not know how to deal with such a display of assurance. There seemed nothing to do but to take this unwelcome passenger to Hagar’s Corners and back.


      Betty, for her part, could have cried with vexation. Gone was her chance of asking Fred to take her to Glenside, and with it the hope of getting to Washington. She knew that after the noon train at Hagar’s Corners there were no more till four o’clock. She wanted to say good-by to the Guerins and to cash her uncle’s check. No wonder she was assailed by a strong desire to tumble the satisfied Mr. Peabody out head over heels.


      The drive was taken almost in silence, each of the three busy with his own thoughts. At the station Betty and her trunk were put down, and then she had a few minutes to speak to Fred while Mr. Peabody was talking to the freight agent, who was also the passenger agent, the telegraph clerk and the janitor.


      “Don’t you want some money?” whispered Fred hurriedly. “Mother told me to ask you. And she sent you this.”


      He thrust into her hands a box of lunch.


      “I have a check I want to cash,” said Betty nervously. “Will the station agent do it, do you suppose? It’s for fifty dollars. And, Fred, Pineville is quarantined for smallpox and I want to go to Washington, but I didn’t want Mr. Peabody to know. Hush! Here he comes now!”


      Fred Keppler had what his fond mother called a “good head,” and as Peabody and the agent stopped in the station doorway to continue their discussion he proceeded to bear out her theory by thrusting a wad of bills into Betty’s hand.


      “Money for the calves,” he explained. “Just fifty there. Haven’t seen Dad to turn it over to him. Give me the check and it will be all right. And you ask Dan Gowdy, the agent, about trains. I guess he can dope out a way to get you to Washington. You still have ten minutes.”


      “Good-by, and thank you heaps!” cried Betty warmly, shaking his hand. “I don’t know what I should have done without you, Fred!”


      

      



      CHAPTER IX


      NEW FRIENDS


      Her hands filled with the bank bills Fred had thrust into them, her bag under one arm and the lunch box under the other, Betty stood forlornly on the platform and watched the horse and wagon out of sight. Mr. Peabody had merely nodded to her by way of farewell, and Betty felt that if she never saw him again there would be little to regret. As a matter of fact, she was to meet him again and not under much more favorable aspects. But of that she was happily ignorant.


      The whistling of the lanky young station agent, who was covertly staring at her under pretense of sweeping up the already neat boards before the door, roused her. She remembered that she did not want to go to Pineville.


      “Why, I guess I can fix it up for you,” said Dan Gowdy cheerfully, when she had stated her predicament, withholding only the reason for not telling Mr. Peabody. “Let me see—twelve-three stops at Centertown. But you don’t want to spend the night on the train. Going from Centertown, you’d get to Washington about ten in the morning.”


      “I’d rather not sleep on the train,” answered Betty timidly, hoping that she was not unreasonable. Aside from the expense, she was not used to traveling, and the idea of a night alone on the train for the first time rather daunted her.


      “Well, then—Wait a minute, I’ve got it!” shouted the agent enthusiastically. “You buy a ticket up the line to Halperin. That’s quite a town, and the through trains all stop. My brother-in-law’s telegraph operator there, and I’ll send him a message to look out for you, and he and my sister will keep you over night. They’ve got a pretty place right in the country—trolley takes you to the door—and a baby that’s named for me and some kid if I do say it. Then in the morning you can take the seven-forty-five for Washington and get there at five-fifty-two if it isn’t late. How’s that?”


      “But your sister!” stammered Betty. “She doesn’t know me. What will she say?”


      “She’ll say you have eyes just like Juliet, the little sister who died when she was about your age,” declared Dan Gowdy gently. “Don’t you fret, Sister, she’ll be glad to have you. Now here’s your ticket, and I’ll talk to Steve as soon as you’re on board the train. That’s her smoke now.”


      Betty was conscious that there was something else on her mind, but it was not until she was seated in the train and had had her ticket punched that she remembered. She had thanked kind Dan Gowdy rather incoherently, though as warmly as she could, and had only half heard his explanation that she was taking the 12:01 train up the line instead of the 12:03 down, and it was no wonder that in the bustle of boarding the train she had forgotten her intention of telegraphing to her Uncle Dick. He had given her his address as the Willard Hotel, and the letter was already six days old.


      “But I really think in the morning will be better,” decided Betty, watching the flying landscape. “He wouldn’t have given me the address if he didn’t expect to be there for some time. Before I take the Washington train I’ll telegraph him and let him know when to meet me.”


      The train made three stops before Halperin was reached, and Betty stepped down to find herself before a pretty, up-to-date station built of cream-colored brick, with a crowd of stylish summer folk mingling on the platform with farmers and townspeople. Several automobiles were backed up waiting for passengers, and there were one or two old-fashioned hacks. A trolley car was rounding the street corner, the motorman sounding his bell noisily.


      “Betty Gordon, isn’t it?” asked a pleasant voice.


      A round-faced man was smiling down at her, a young man, Betty decided, in spite of the white hair. His keen dark eyes were pleasant, and he held out his hand cordially.


      “Dan told me you had cornflowers on your hat,” he said quizzically, “and I, knowing that Dan calls all blue flowers cornflowers, picked you out right away. Only they are forget-me-nots, aren’t they?”


      “They’re supposed to be larkspur,” answered Betty, laughing and feeling at ease at once. “Perhaps the milliner didn’t have a garden.”


      “Well, anyway, they’re blue,” said the brother-in-law comfortably. “Don’t suppose Dan told you my name?”


      He was guiding her around the station toward the trolley tracks as he spoke.


      “He said the baby was named for him, but he didn’t say what your name was,” admitted Betty dimpling.


      “Just like him!” grinned her companion. “Dan’s so all-fired proud of that youngster he never lets a chance slip to tell we named him Daniel Gowdy Brill. Though Dan senior usually forgets to add the Brill.”


      “Does—does Mrs. Brill know I’m coming?” ventured Betty.


      “She sure does! I telephoned her the minute I heard from Dan, and I suspect she and the baby are sitting out on the fence now watching for you to come along. Sorry I can’t go with you, but I’ve just come on duty. You tell the conductor to let you off at Brill’s, and I’ll see you at supper tonight.”


      He helped her on the car, tipped his hat, and ran back to the station, leaving Betty with the comfortable feeling that the Brills were used to company and rather liked it.


      She repeated her instructions to the conductor, who nodded silently, and, after a quarter of an hour’s ride, signaled to her that her destination was reached. They had passed the town limits, and were in the open country. Betty had noticed several farmhouses, of the artistic remodeled type, evidently summer homes of the well-to-do, as the car rattled along.


      She saw one of these as she stepped from the trolley car, and also, under a tree, a young woman holding a beautiful, rosy baby. These two immediately swooped down upon her.


      “I’m so glad you’ve come!” Mrs. Brill kissed her unaffectedly. “Kiss Danny, too! Isn’t he a nice baby? We waited lunch for you, and if you’re half as starved as we are—”


      Still chattering, she led the way into the house. Mrs. Brill was an elder sister of the Hagar’s Corner’s agent and very like him in face, manner, and bright, cheery way of speaking. The house was tastefully furnished, and a white-capped maid could be seen hovering over the table as they went upstairs. Betty learned long afterward that Mr. Brill’s father was wealthy and idolized his son’s wife, who had given the younger man the ambition and spur his career had lacked until he met and married her. It was lovely Rose Gowdy who persuaded Steve Brill to take the job of telegraph operator, forgetting his prematurely white hair, and she who encouraged him to work his way to the top of the railroad business. Rose, and Rose’s son, were given all the credit of that ultimate success by the older Brill.


      “I had a little sister once who looked just like you,” said Mrs. Brill, as she watched Betty smooth her hair at the mirror in the chintz-hung guest room. “Her name was Juliet. Poor old Dan nearly broke his heart when she died.”


      “He said something about her,” replied Betty shyly. “Oh, look at that cunning baby! He thinks he can eat his own foot!”


      “He will, too, if he doesn’t get his bottle soon,” said the baby’s mother, rising. “Come, dear, we’ll go down. Danny has his bottle in his wheeler right in the dining-room.”


      The little maid served them a dainty meal, and the round-eyed baby fell asleep as they ate and talked, lying in blissful content in a white-enameled contrivance that was like a crib on four wheels, and sucking quietly on his bottle.


      “Now if you want to lie down, you may,” said Mrs. Brill when they had finished. “I’ll be busy for the next couple of hours with two of my neighbors who are planning a minstrel show for the country club. They had already planned to come when Steve telephoned. If you’re not tired, perhaps you’ll enjoy looking over our farm. Even if you’ve spent your summer on one, you may find things to interest you.”


      Betty was not tired, and she had been longing to explore the belt of green fields that encircled the old farmhouse. Hatless, but carrying her sweater over her arm, she went happily out.


      There was a small but well-kept poultry yard with some handsome white leghorns lazily sunning themselves; a gentle-eyed Jersey cow stood close to the first pair of bars; and a fat, lazy collie snoozed under a cherry tree but declined to accompany Betty on her explorations, though she petted and flattered and coaxed him with all her powers of persuasion. He wagged his tail cordially and beamed upon her good-naturedly, but as to getting up and walking about so soon after dinner—well, he begged to be excused.


      “You’re a lazy thing!” said the girl indignantly, finally giving up the task as hopeless and climbing the fence into a larger pasture.


      Over in one corner of the field she spied something that quickened her steps with pleasure. A baby colt, long-legged, sleek of head and altogether “adorable” as Betty would have said, ambled more or less ungracefully about enjoying the shade of a clump of trees and sampling the grass at intervals.


      “Oh, I do hope you’re tame!” whispered Betty softly.


      She was fond of animals, and Bramble Farm, with the exception of a few lambs, had had no young life in its pastures and stables. The little calves were always sold as early as possible that there might be more milk for butter, and Betty was fairly aching to pet something.


      She walked cautiously up to the colt, who sniffed at her suspiciously, but stood his ground. He pricked his ears forward and looked at her inquiringly.


      “You dear!” said the girl quietly. “You little beauty! You wouldn’t mind if I patted you, would you?”


      She put out one hand and touched the rough side of the little animal. He stood perfectly still, and she stroked him for a minute or two, speaking gently to him. Presently he nuzzled her playfully.


      “Oh, you darling!” she cried delighted. “Wouldn’t I love to take you with me and have you for a pet! If you wouldn’t grow any larger than you are now, I’d take you everywhere just like a dog.”


      She had both arms around the colt’s neck now, and he seemed to enjoy being petted. All at once Betty thought she heard hoof-beats on the ground, and at the same time the colt raised his head and whinnied.


      Betty looked up and across the field toward the house. She stood back from the colt and stared in dismay and astonishment at what she saw.


      Tearing across the ground, headed directly for her, was a fierce animal with flashing red nostrils, huge mouth open wide and showing two great rows of strong yellow teeth bared to the gums. Sparks seemed to fly from the hoofs and a coarse black tail streamed in the wind.


      “Good gracious!” gasped Betty weakly. “That must be the colt’s mother!”


      The colt whinnied again in welcome and delight, but Betty felt rooted to the earth.


      

      



      CHAPTER X


      FELLOW TRAVELERS


      It is sometimes said that in moments of danger one’s whole life passes swiftly in review through the mind, but Betty always declared that she had just a single thought when it seemed that in another moment she would be trampled under the mare’s hoofs; she had not telegraphed to her uncle and he would not know where she had gone.


      The horse continued to cover the ground rapidly, and then, when it had almost reached the terrified girl, fear lent sudden wings to Betty’s leaden feet. She turned and ran.


      Speeding over the field toward the fence at the other end, she could hear the steady pounding of the mare’s hoofs, though she did not dare to glance over her shoulder. Her thoughts worked busily, trying to figure out a way to climb over or under the fence, and she had a lively fear of those terrible teeth nipping her as she tried to climb. As the fence seemed to her strained vision to rise suddenly from the ground and come to meet her, a way to safety opened.


      Before she began to run she had unconsciously stooped to gather her sweater from the ground where she had dropped it, and now she turned and waved the garment frantically in the furious animal’s face. Bewildered and confused, the mare stopped, and, as Betty continued to flap the sweater, she turned and dashed back to her colt. Weakly the girl tumbled over the fence and the adventure was over.


      “She thought you were going to hurt Pinto,” said Mrs. Brill, when she heard the story. “Goodness, I certainly am glad you had the presence of mind to shake your sweater at old Phyllis. Wouldn’t it have been dreadful if she had bitten you!”


      The next morning, Betty said good-by to the hospitable family who had been so wonderfully kind to her, and, much refreshed after a luxurious hot bath and a night’s sleep in the pretty guest room, took the trolley car into town with Mr. Brill, who at the station door bade her farewell in his capacity of host and two minutes later as telegraph operator sent her message to Uncle Dick in Washington.


      The 7:45 was on time to the minute, and as the long train pulled in and the porter helped her on, Betty drew a long breath of relief. Surely there could be no more delays and in a comparatively few hours she might hope to be with her uncle and know the comfort of telling him her experiences instead of trusting their recital to letters.


      The train had been made up late the night before and many of the passengers were still sleepy-eyed after restless hours in their berths. A good many of them were at breakfast in the dining car, and as there was no parlor car Betty had to take half a section already occupied by a rather frowsy young woman with two small children.


      “We take on a parlor car at Willowvale,” the porter assured Betty, only too sympathetically, for he had been waiting on the woman and her children since the afternoon before. “I’ll see that you get a chair then, Miss.”


      Betty settled herself as comfortably as she could and opened her magazine.


      “Read to me?” suggested a little voice, and a sticky hand caressed her skirt timidly.


      “Now don’t bother the lady,” said the mother, trying to pull the child away. “My land, if I ever live to get you children to your grandmother’s I’ll be thankful! Lottie, stop making scratches on that window sill!”


      Lottie pursed her pretty mouth in a pout and drummed her small heels discontentedly against the green plush of the seat.


      Betty smiled into the rebellious blue eyes and was rewarded by a sudden, radiant smile. She closed her magazine and found the mother gazing at her with a look almost as childlike in its friendly curiosity as her little daughter’s.


      “You’ve got a way with children, haven’t you?” said the woman wistfully. “I guess everybody on this train will be glad when we get off. The children have been perfect torments, and Lottie cried half the night. We’re none of us used to traveling, and they’re so mussed up and dirty I could cry. At home I keep ’em looking as neat as wax. We’re going to see my husband’s mother, and I know she’ll think I started with ’em looking like this.”


      Betty was far older than many girls her age in some things. She was self-reliant and used to observing for herself, and she had a rich fund of warm and ready sympathy that was essentially practical. She saw that the mother of these lively, untidy children was very young, hardly more than a girl, and worn-out and nervous as a result of taking a long journey with no help and little traveling experience. She was probably, and naturally, anxious that her children should impress their father’s mother favorably, and it took little imagination to understand that in her home the young mother had been used to praise for her excellent management. Betty, added to her qualities of leadership and sound judgment, had a decided “knack” with children. In Pineville she had been a general favorite with the little ones, and many a mother had secretly marveled at the girl’s ability to control the most headstrong youngster. Now she seized the opportunity presented to help a fellow-passenger.


      “Have you had your breakfast?” she asked. “No? I thought not. Well, I had mine before I got on the train. If you are willing to trust the children with me, I’ll amuse them while you go into the diner and have a quiet meal. You’ll feel much better then.”


      “Oh, it’s been a nightmare!” confided the young mother with a sudden rush of feeling. “Nobody ever told me what it would be like to travel with two children. Lottie upset her milk and Baby spilled her supper on the floor. And people just glare at me and never offer to help. It will be heavenly to eat my breakfast without them, but I feel that I’m imposing on you.”


      Betty managed to send her off convinced that everything was as it should be, and to the mother’s surprise the children snuggled down like little mice to listen to the honorable and ancient story of the Three Bears. By the time a rested and radiant mother came back to them, for she had stolen a little time in the dressing room and rearranged her fair hair and adjusted her trim frock, something she had found it impossible to accomplish with two restless children clinging to her skirts, Lottie and Baby were firm friends with Miss Betty.


      “I never knew any one as lovely as you are!” The gratitude of the woman was touching. “I was just about crazy. My husband tipped the porter, and he did try to look after me, but he didn’t know what to do. Usually there is a maid on this train, they told us, but she was taken sick, and there wasn’t time to get any one to fill her place. Now don’t let the children bother you. They had their breakfast early, and I can read to them till we get to Willowvale where their grandmother will meet us.”


      But Betty had not finished. She loved the feel of soft little arms about her neck and there was not much connected with a baby’s welfare she did not know about. Many a Pineville baby she had washed and dressed and fed as correctly as a model baby should be.


      “Let me take them one at a time and tidy them up?” she suggested. “They’ll take to it kindly, because I am new and that will lend to the washing a novelty. If we go in relays, we can’t upset the whole car.”


      So first with Lottie, and then with Baby, who seemed to be without other name, Betty went into the dressing-room and there washed pink and white faces and hands till they shone, and brushed silk locks till they lay straight and shining. Clean frocks were forthcoming, and two spick and span babies emerged to beam upon a transformed world no longer seen through a veil of tears. This new friend could tell the most wonderful stories, invent delightful games, and sing dozens of foolish little rhymes in a low sweet voice that disturbed no one and yet allowed every word to be distinctly understood.


      Both children went to sleep during the morning, and then Betty heard that Mrs. Clenning, as the mother introduced herself, lived in the West and that this journey to Willowvale was the first she had taken since the birth of the babies.


      “My husband’s mother is crazy to see them because they are her only grandchildren,” she explained. “I didn’t want to come without Mr. Clenning, but he couldn’t get away for a couple of months. He is to come after us and take us home. If he didn’t, I’m sure I’d live East the rest of my days, or at least till the children are grown up. I’ll never have the courage to try a long train trip with them again.”


      Before Willowvale was reached Betty helped Mrs. Clenning get her wraps and bags together and tied the babies into bewitching white bonnets with long fluted strings. The porter came for the bags, but Betty carried the younger child to the car door and handed her down to the mother, who had gone first with Lottie. She saw a tall, stately, white-haired woman, dressed all in white from her shoes to her hat, gather all three into her arms, and then went back to her seat satisfied that the mother’s troubles were over.


      “Parlor car’s ready, Miss,” announced the porter, coming up to her. “Shall I take you on in?”


      Betty followed him, to be established comfortably on the shady side of the car, with the window adjusted at the most comfortable height. She did not hear the porter’s comment to the conductor when he passed him in the vestibule of the parlor car.


      “That girl in seat fourteen, she’s one perfect little lady,” said the dusky porter earnestly. “You jest observe her when you takes her ticket. ‘Member that lady with the two children what racketed all day and all night? Well, she done fix those two kids up till you wouldn’t know ’em, and cheered their mother up, too. And all jest as pretty and like a lady. That mighty fine lady in the red hat (I give her a seat on the sunny side of the car a-purpose) wouldn’t do nothing yesterday when I axted her to hold a glass of milk while I went to get a extra pillow. Said she wasn’t going to be nursemaid to no stranger’s brats!”


      So Betty was zealously looked after by the whole train crew, for the story had spread, and the siege of Clenning had been a protracted one with a corresponding fervency of gratitude for release; and at six o’clock that night the attentive porter handed her down the steps to the platform of the beautiful Union Station in Washington.


      She had only her light traveling bag to carry, so she followed the crowd through the gates, walking slowly and scanning the faces anxiously in order that she might not pass her uncle. She did not wish to go through the station out on the plaza, lest she make it more difficult for him to find her, and she was keenly disappointed that he had not been at the gate, for the train was half an hour late and she had confidently expected him to be waiting. She took up her stand near the door of the waiting room and scanned the eddying circles of travelers that passed and repassed her.


      “Something must have delayed him,” she thought uneasily. “He couldn’t miss me even in a crowd, because he is so careful. I hope he got the telegram.”


      She had turned to compare her wrist-watch with the station clock when a voice at her back said half-doubtfully, “Betty?”


      

      



      CHAPTER XI


      A SERIOUS MIX-UP


      “You are Betty, aren’t you?” the girlish voice insisted, and this time Betty identified it as belonging to a girl a year or two older than herself who stood smiling uncertainly at her.


      “Yes, of course I’m Betty,” said Betty Gordon smiling.


      The face of her questioner cleared.


      “All right, girls,” she called, beckoning to two others who stood a little way off. “She’s Betty. I was sure I hadn’t make a mistake.”


      Betty found herself surrounded by three laughing faces, beaming with good-will and cordiality.


      “We must introduce ourselves,” said the girl who had first spoken to her. “This is Louise,” pointing to a gray-eyed miss apparently about Betty’s age. “This is Esther.” A girl with long yellow braids and pretty even white teeth bobbed a shy acknowledgment. “And of course I’m Roberta, Bobby for short.”


      “And if we don’t hurry, we’ll be late for dinner,” suggested the girl who had been called Louise. “You know Carter isn’t as patient as he once was; he hates to have to wait.”


      Bobby thrust her arm through Betty’s protectingly.


      “Come on, Betty,” she said comfortably. “Never mind about your trunk check. Carter will drive down after it early in the morning.”


      Betty’s bewildered mind was vaguely appreciative of the wide sweep of open plaza which lay before them as they came out on the other side of the station, but before she could say a word she was gently bundled into a handsome automobile, a girl on either side of her and one opposite, and the grim-faced, silver-haired old chauffeur, evidently slightly intolerant of the laughter and high spirits of his young passengers, had started to thread his way through the lane of taxicabs and private cars.


      Betty was intensely puzzled, to put it mildly. Her uncle had mentioned no girls in his letters to her, and even supposing that she had missed some letters, it was hardly possible that he should not have let fall an explanatory word or two from time to time.


      “I thought Uncle Dick would come down to meet me,” she said, voicing her surprise at last.


      “Oh, poor dear, his heart is almost broken to think he has to stay cooped up in the house,” answered Bobby, who seemed to be the general spokesman. “But how stupid of us—of course you don’t know that he hurt his foot!”


      “Is he hurt?” Betty half rose from her seat in alarm. “Is he badly injured? When did it happen?”


      Bobby pulled the excited girl down beside her.


      “You see it happened only yesterday,” explained Louise, finding her voice with a rush. “You’d better believe we were frightened when they brought him to the house in the ambulance. His foot has some little bones broken in it, the doctor says, but he’ll be all right in a month or so. He has to hobble around on crutches till the bones knit.”


      “But it isn’t serious, so don’t look like that,” urged Bobby. “Why, Betty, your lips are positively white. We’re so thankful it was his foot and not his head—that would have been something to worry about.”


      “How—how did it happen?” gasped Betty, anxious and worried in spite of these assurances. “Was he in an accident?”


      “He was the whole accident,” announced Bobby cheerfully. “You see he’s completely wrapped up in these new buildings they’re putting up on the outskirts. We’ll take you out to see ’em while you’re here and perhaps you’ll understand the construction, which is more than I do. Anyway, the whole firm and every workman is absorbed in the experiment, and they’re burnt as red as the bricks from working outdoors all day.”


      “Uncle Dick does love to be outdoors,” murmured Betty.


      “He sure does,” agreed Bobby. “Well, nothing would do yesterday but that he must climb up on the roof of one they’ve just started and take a peek at the chimney. I guess it needed looking after, for the whole thing tumbled over on him, coming down full-weight on his right foot. Forcet, the foreman, had an awful time getting him down from the roof, and instead of telephoning for the car, some nervous person sent for the ambulance and scared us all into fits.”


      Betty blinked again. No mention of building houses had been made in Uncle Dick’s letters to her.


      “Did he get my telegram?” she asked, leaning forward to look at a monument they were passing.


      “A little before noon,” replied Bobby. “Louise and Esther and I had such a violent argument as to which of us should come to meet you that we didn’t even dare draw lots; it seemed safer for us all to come along.”


      Esther, who sat opposite Betty, had noticed her interest in the Washington Monument.


      “We’re going to take you sightseeing to-morrow,” she promised. “Aren’t we, Bobby? And I don’t see why we don’t go home by way of Fort Myer. It doesn’t take any longer, and dinner isn’t till seven, you know.”


      “All right.” Bobby leaned forward and spoke to the chauffeur. “Take us round by Fort Myer, please, Carter,” she directed.


      The car turned sharply, and in a few minutes they were rattling over an old bridge.


      “We live out in the country, Betty, I warn you,” said the voluble Bobby. “But it has its compensations. You’ll like it.”


      Betty, a stranger to Washington, decided that the Willard must be a country hotel. It would be like Uncle Dick, she knew, to shun the heart of the city and establish himself somewhere where he could see green fields the first thing every morning.


      “What is Fort Myer?” she asked with lively curiosity, as the car began to climb a steep grade. “Is that where they had training camps during the war?”


      “Right,” said Bobby. “It’s an army post, you know. See, here are some of the officers’ houses. I only hope we live here when Louise and I are eighteen—they give the most heavenly dances and parties.”


      Betty looked with interest at the neat houses they were passing. The names of the officers were conspicuously tacked on the doorsteps, and there was a general air of orderliness and military spic and spanness about the very gravel roads. Occasionally a dust-colored car shot past them filled with men in uniform.


      “Do you ride?” asked Betty suddenly. “Uncle Dick has always wanted me to learn, but I’ve never had a good chance.”


      “Well, you can begin to-morrow morning,” Bobby informed her. “We’ve three ponies that are fine under the saddle. Betty, I do wish you’d make up your mind to live in Washington this winter. There’s no reason in the world why you shouldn’t, and we were talking it over last night, making plans for you.”


      “Why! that’s entirely as Uncle Dick says,” returned Betty, surprised. “I haven’t any say in the matter.”


      Bobby shot a triumphant glance toward the other girls.


      “He said he hadn’t much right to dictate, but I told him I knew better,” she said with satisfaction. “He wants you as much as we do, and that’s considerable, you know.”


      Again a wave of doubt swept over Betty. Uncle Dick had said he had not much right to dictate! When he was her only living relative!


      “Uncle hasn’t a fever or anything, has he?” she asked apprehensively. “I mean the injury to his foot hasn’t, it didn’t—” she floundered.


      “Oh, that old hurt to his head never amounted to anything,” declared Bobby with convincing carelessness. “No, indeed, he’s perfectly well except for the crutches, and the doctor says keeping him indoors for a few days will give him a much-needed rest.”


      Betty recalled the accident in which her uncle had been stunned when he had slipped down a bank into an excavation made along a road on which they had been driving. Bobby evidently referred to that old injury.


      “Now you can begin to watch for the house,” said the silent Esther, as Carter swung the car around another curve in the beautiful road. “I don’t see why I couldn’t have been named Virginia!”


      “Esther has a personal grievance because she’s the only one of us born in the South, and she had to be named for an aunt like the rest of us,” laughed Bobby. “Every tenth girl you meet down here seems to be named Virginia.”


      “But was she born in Virginia?” asked Betty. “Where did you live then?”


      Bobby stared. Then she laughed.


      “Oh, I see,” she said. “We lived at Fairfields. Of course you know that. But, like so many friends, you have always thought of us as living in Washington. We’re in Virginia, Betty, didn’t you know that?”


      “No.” Betty’s puzzlement was plainly written on her face.


      “When we crossed the bridge, we left the District of Columbia,” explained Bobby. “Of course we’re very close to the line, but still we are not in Washington.”


      “There’s the house!” exclaimed Louise. “I wonder if mother got back from shopping. I don’t see her on the porch.”


      Betty saw a beautiful white house, dazzlingly white against a background of dark trees, with a broad lawn in front circled by a wide white driveway. A terraced garden at the side with a red brick walk was arranged with wicker chairs and tables and a couple of swings protected with gay striped awnings. It was a typical Southern mansion in perfect order, and Betty reveled in its architectural perfections even while she told herself that it did not look in the slightest like a hotel. What was it Bobby had called her home? “Fairfields”—that was it; and she, Betty, wanted to go to the Willard. Had they made a mistake and brought her to the wrong place?


      There was no time to ask for explanations, however. The girls swept her out of the car and up the low steps through the beautiful doorway. A well-trained man servant closed the door noiselessly, and the three bore Betty across the wide hall into a room lined with books and boasting three or four built-in window seats, in one of which a gentleman was reading.


      “We found her! Here she is!” shouted the irrepressible Bobby. “Don’t tell us we can’t pick a girl named Betty out of a crowd!”


      The gentleman closed his book, and, steadying himself with a cane lying near by, rose slowly. There was no recognition in the gaze he fastened on Betty, and she for her part hung back, staring wildly.


      “You’re not Uncle Dick!” she gasped accusingly.


      

      



      CHAPTER XII


      STRAIGHTENING THINGS OUT


      Betty’s speech was shock number one. Another quickly followed.


      The gentleman tugged quizzically at his short gray mustache.


      “And you,” he announced quietly, “are not my niece, Betty Littell!”


      Esther and Louise stared, round-eyed, while Bobby collapsed dramatically on a convenient couch.


      “Have we kidnapped anybody?” she asked, a bit hysterically. “Good gracious, Dad, don’t tell me I’ve forcibly run off with a girl? Haven’t you made a mistake? She must be Betty—she said so.”


      “My darlings, I’m sorry to be late,” said a new voice, a rich, sweet contralto, and a stout woman with a kindly, florid face swept through the doorway. “Why, what is the matter?” she demanded hurriedly, confronting the tense group.


      “Momsie!” exclaimed Bobby, hurling herself upon the newcomer. “Oh, Momsie, isn’t this Betty Littell? We went to meet her and she said her name was Betty, and all the way home she talked about Uncle Dick, and now she says dad isn’t her uncle! I’m afraid I’ve made a mess of things.”


      “Yes, I think you have,” said Betty, with blazing cheeks. “I came to Washington to meet my uncle, Mr. Richard Gordon, who is stopping at the Willard. Of course my name is Betty. I’m Betty Gordon, and he’s my Uncle Dick. And goodness only knows what he is doing now—he’ll be about crazy if he came to meet me.”


      Bobby began to laugh uncontrollably.


      “I never heard of such a thing in my life!” she giggled, wiping her eyes. “Dad’s name is Richard Littell, and we’ve been expecting our cousin Betty Littell to arrive today from Vermont for a long visit. We haven’t seen her since she was six years old, but I took a chance on recognizing her. And then there was the name! How could I guess there would be two Bettys looking for two Uncle Dicks! Don’t be mad, Betty; you can see a mix-up like that wouldn’t happen twice in a life time.”


      “She isn’t mad,” interposed Mr. Littell, lowering himself carefully to the window seat, for he had been standing all this time and his foot began to pain again. “After she knows you a little better, Bobby, she will expect this sort of denouement to follow whatever you undertake. I say we ought to have some dinner, Mother, and then talk at the table.”


      “Of course, of course,” agreed motherly Mrs. Littell. “The poor child must be famished. Take Betty—you don’t mind if I call you Betty, do you, dear?—up to your room, Bobby, and when you come down dinner will be served.”


      “But my uncle!” urged Betty. “He will be so worried. And the other girl—where do you suppose she is?”


      “By George, the child has more sense than I have,” said Mr. Littell energetically. “I’d give a fortune if Bobby had half as level a head. Our Betty is probably having hysterics in the station if she hasn’t taken the next train back to Vermont.”


      His keen eyes twinkled appreciatively at Betty, and she knew that she liked him and also sensed instinctively that his eldest daughter was very like him.


      “Why, Father, how you do talk!” reproved Mrs. Littell comfortably. “I’ll call up the station while the girls are upstairs and then Betty shall call the Willard, or you do it for her, and then perhaps we can eat dinner before the souffle is quite ruined.”


      The girls took Betty upstairs to a luxurious suite of rooms they shared, and when she had bathed her face and hands and brushed her hair, they came down to find that Mr. Littell had called up the Union Station and discovered that because of a freight wreck the Vermont express had been delayed and would not be in before nine o’clock that night.


      “So our Betty is probably having a comfortable dinner on the train,” he announced. “Now just a minute, and I’ll have the Willard for the other Betty. We’ll tell your uncle you are safe and that we’ll bring you into Washington tonight.”


      In a few minutes he had the connection, and they heard him ask for Mr. Richard Gordon. His mobile face changed as the clerk answered, and Betty, watching, knew that he had disconcerting news. He turned to them, covering the mouthpiece with his hand.


      “Mr. Gordon left early this morning for Oklahoma,” he said. “He left an address for mail, and there’s a telegram which came after he left. It was sent from Halperin and was received at eleven-thirty this morning.”


      “That’s the one I sent!” answered Betty. “And Uncle Dick’s gone to Oklahoma! What on earth shall I do?”


      “Do!” repeated Mr. and Mrs. Littell in concert. “Why, stay right here with us, of course! Do you suppose we’d let a young girl like you knock around alone in a city? We’ll be glad to have you stay as long as you will, and you mustn’t be uncomfortable another second. When you hear from your uncle there’ll be plenty of time to make other plans.”


      Betty did not try to express her gratitude to these new kind friends, for she knew that she could never say one-half the thanks she felt toward them. They were cordiality itself, and did everything in their power to make her feel at home. An excellent dinner was served in the charming dining-room with a mixture of formality and simple home courtesy that was as unusual as it was delightful, and in this atmosphere of good breeding and tact, Betty bloomed like a little rose.


      “A charming girl, whoever she is,” said Mr. Littell to his wife, as he smoked his cigar after dinner and the girls drew Betty to the piano. “She has plenty of spirit, but lacks Bobby’s boisterousness. It will be a good thing for the girls to have some one like her, self-reliant and quiet and yet with decided snap, to chum with.”


      “I like the idea of five girls in the house,” beamed Mrs. Littell, who was the soul of hospitality and fairly idolized her three daughters. Whatever discipline they had came from their father. “And now I think I had better go to the station, after our Betty, don’t you?”


      “Oh, Mother!” came in concert from the piano, where Bobby was rattling off a lively waltz. “We all want to go. Please? There’s plenty of room in the car.”


      Mrs. Littell looked undecided.


      “One of you may go with your mother,” said Mr. Littell decisively. “I think it had better be Louise. Now, there is no use in arguing. One girl is enough. Betty will be tired after traveling all night and all day, and she will be in no mood for talking and carrying on. I’ll tell Carter to bring the car around, Mother.”


      Bobby pouted for a few moments after her mother and sister had gone, but her good-nature was easily restored and she and Betty and Esther were deep in an exchange of confidences when Mrs. Littell returned bringing the missing Betty with her.


      “Now stand up for a minute, you two Bettys,” commanded Bobby, when greetings had been exchanged and explanations made. “I want to see if I made such a dreadful mistake in taking Betty Gordon for Betty Littell.”


      The two girls stood side by side, and though they both had dark eyes and hair, there the resemblance ceased. Betty Littell was a dumpling of a girl with curly hair, a snub nose and round face. She looked the picture of good-nature, and her plumpness suggested a fondness for sweets that subsequent acquaintance with her fully sustained.


      Betty Gordon had grown tall through the summer, and she was of a slender, wiry build that hinted of a fondness for outdoor life. Her heavy straight hair was wrapped around her well-shaped little head in braids, and her exquisite little hands and feet, so far her one claim to beauty, though later promises lay in her glowing face, gave her, as Louise afterward confided to her mother, “an air like an Indian princess.”


      “No, you don’t look much alike,” conceded Bobby, after a prolonged scrutiny. “But Betty Gordon looks the way I thought Betty Littell would look, so I don’t see that I am to blame.”


      “Trust Bobby to excuse herself from a scrape,” chuckled her father. “By the way, how are you going to arrange about names? Two Bettys in the family will involve complications.”


      “I think we’ll have to call Betty Littell, ‘Libbie’” suggested Mrs. Littell, smiling. “That was your mother’s name at home, always, Betty.”


      “Yes, I know it; and that’s why they called me Betty,” replied the Littell girl. “Two names, the same names, I mean, do make confusion. I’m willing to be called Libbie, Aunt Rachel, if you let me have a little time to get used to it. If I don’t answer right away, you’ll understand that I’m listening for ‘Betty.’”


      “Well, Mother, I think at least two of these girls need sleep,” announced Mr. Littell. “Betty Gordon looks as if she couldn’t keep her eyes open another moment, and Betty Littell has yawned twice. I should say we all might retire—it’s after eleven.”


      “Goodness, so it is,” said his wife hastily. “Time does fly so when you’re talking. Come, girls, if you are going sightseeing to-morrow, you’ll need a good night’s rest.”


      There were three bedrooms and a private bath at the disposal of the girls, and separate beds in all the rooms. Betty Gordon shared a room with Bobby, Louise and Betty Littell had the one adjoining, and Esther slept alone in the third room, which was also connected with the others.


      Long after the other girls were asleep Betty lay awake, thinking over the happenings of the day. Finally she worked around to the suggested change in names.


      “They must expect me to stay if they plan to avoid confusion of names,” she thought. “I must talk to Mr. Littell in the morning and ask him if it’s really all right. I feel as if it were an imposition for me, a perfect stranger, to accept their hospitality like this.”


      In the morning she was up and dressed before the rest, fortunately having a fresh blouse in her bag so that, although she had nothing but her suit skirt, she looked well-groomed and dainty. Betty Littell was also without her trunk, though Bobby promised that both trunks should be brought from the station that morning.


      “I’d like to speak to your father a minute,” said Betty, when she was dressed.


      Bobby, on the floor tying her shoes, blew her a kiss.


      “You’ll find him on the terrace probably,” she said confidently. “Go ahead, dear, but it won’t do you any good. We’re determined to keep you to play with us.”


      So the astute Bobby had guessed what she wanted to say! Nevertheless, Betty was determined to carry out her resolution. She went slowly down the wide staircase and stepped out through double screen doors on to the bricked terrace. Sure enough, there sat Mr. Littell, smoking comfortably and reading his morning paper.


      

      



      CHAPTER XIII


      WASHINGTON MONUMENT


      “You’re up early!” the gentleman greeted Betty cordially. “Guess you’re ahead of even Esther, who usually leads the van. Sleep well? That’s good,” as she nodded. “No troubles this bright morning?”


      Betty gave him a grateful glance.


      “I can’t help it,” she said bravely. “You know how I feel, coming here like this—you don’t know me—”


      “No-o,” drawled Mr. Littell, pulling forward a gay-cushioned chair and motioning for her to sit down. (“Can’t have any manners when your foot is smashed,” he explained in an aside.) “No, Betty, it’s true we don’t know you. But mother and I think we know a nice girl when we see her, and we’re glad to have you stay with us just as long as you can feel comfortable and at home. If I were you, I’d just bury these uneasy feelings you speak of. Fact is, I’ll give you two good reasons why you should make us a little visit. One is that if we had had the pleasure of your acquaintance you would have had a regular letter from mother weeks ago, asking you to come and spend the summer with us. The second is that I know how your uncle would feel to think of you alone in the city or the country. Guess how I’d take it if one of my own daughters was waiting for word from me and no one made things pleasant for her. Won’t you shake hands and make a bargain with me that you’ll try to see our side of it, your uncle’s and mine, and then just plan to have a happy time with the girls until we can reach him in the West?”


      Betty placed her small hand in the larger one held out to receive it, and smiled back at Mr. Littell. He had a smile very few people could resist.


      “That’s better,” he said with satisfaction. “Now we’re friends. And, remember, I’m always ready to give advice or listen. That’s what fathers and uncles are for, you know. And I’d like to have you look on me as a second Uncle Dick.”


      Thus encouraged, Betty briefly outlined for him her story, touching lightly on her experiences at Bramble Farm, but going into detail about Bob Henderson, her uncle, and her pleasant recollections of Pineville.


      By the time she had finished, the four girls had joined them on the terrace and presently a table was brought out and spread with a cloth, and, Mrs. Littell following the maid with a silver coffee urn, breakfast was served.


      “The girls will want to go into town today, I suppose,” said the motherly lady, selecting the brownest muffin for Betty and signaling her husband to see that the maid served her an extra portion of omelet. “I have some shopping to do, so I’ll go in with them in the car. But I absolutely refuse to ‘do’ the Monument again.”


      “Poor mother!” laughed Bobby. “She hates to ride in an elevator, and yet I know by actual count she’s gone up in the Monument a dozen times.”


      “I suppose every one who comes to Washington wants to go sightseeing,” said Betty Littell, or, as she must begin to be called now, Libbie, “I know how it is in our little town at home. There’s just one monument—erected to some Revolutionary hero—and I get fairly sick of reading the inscription to all the visiting aunts and uncles.”


      “Well, I like to go around,” declared the energetic Bobby. “But just once I had an overdose. We had a solemn and serious young theological student who made notes of everything he saw. He was devoted to walking, and one of his favorite maxims was never to ride when he could walk. He dragged me up every one of those nine hundred steps in the Washington Monument and down again, and I was in bed for two days.”


      “Wait till you see the steps, and you’ll understand,” said Louise to Libbie and Betty. “If you try to walk down you’re apt to get awfully dizzy.”


      After breakfast Carter brought the car around, and Mr. Littell hobbled to the door to see them off.


      “Betty wants to send a telegram to her uncle,” he said in an aside to his wife, while she stood at the long glass in the hall adjusting her veil. “Better help her, for she’ll feel that she is doing something. If Gordon is in the oil regions, as I think from what she tells me he is, there isn’t much chance of a telegram reaching him any quicker than a letter. However, there’s no use in dampening her hopes.”


      “Now we’ll drop you at the Monument,” planned Mrs. Littell, as the car bore them down the driveway. “You can walk from there to that pretty tea-room—what is its name, Bobby?—can’t you?”


      “The Dora-Rose, you mean, Mother,” supplied Bobby. “Of course we can walk. But Carter is taking the longest way to the Monument.”


      “We’re going to the station first,” answered her mother. “Betty wants to send her uncle a telegram, and Carter is going to leave directions to have the trunks sent up to the house. You have your baggage checks, haven’t you, girls?”


      They produced them, and Carter slipped them into his pocket. Betty had leisure and opportunity to enjoy the beauty of the handsome building as they approached it this perfect morning, and she could not help exclaiming.


      “Yes, it is fine, every one says so,” admitted Bobby, with the carelessness of one to whom it was an old story. “Finer, daddy says, than the big terminals in New York.”


      Libbie had the advantage of being the only one of the girls who had been to New York.


      “This has lots more ground around it,” she pronounced critically. “Course in a city like New York, they need the land for other buildings. But you just ought to see the Pennsylvania Station there!”


      “All right, take your word for it,” said Bobby. “Where do we go to send a telegram, Momsie?”


      Mrs. Littell smiled.


      “Betty and I are all who are necessary for that little errand,” she said firmly. “The rest of you stay right in the car.”


      Carter opened the door for them and then went in search of the baggage man. Betty and Mrs. Littell found the telegraph window and in a few minutes a message was speeding out to Richard Gordon, Flame City, Oklahoma, telling him that his niece was in Washington, giving her address and asking what he wished her to do.


      “I’ll write him a letter tonight,” promised Mrs. Littell when this was accomplished. “Then he’ll know that you are in safe hands. You must write to him, too, dear. Flame City may consist of one shack and a hundred oil wells and be twenty miles from a post-office, you know.”


      Carter reported that the trunks were already on their way to Fairfields, and now the car was turned toward the gleaming Monument that seemed to be visible from every part of the city, Betty, her mind relieved by the sending of the telegram, abandoned herself to the joys of sightseeing. Here she was, young, well and strong, in a luxurious car, surrounded by friends, and driving through one of the most beautiful cities in the United States. Any girl who, under those circumstances, could remain a prey to doubts and gloom, would indeed be a confirmed misanthrope.


      The car was stopped at one of the concrete walks leading to the base of the Monument, and with final instructions as to the time and place they were to meet her, Mrs. Littell drove away.


      “Why, there’s a crowd there!” cried Libbie in wonder.


      “Waiting to be taken up,” explained Louise. “Come on, we’ll have to stand in line.”


      The line of waiting people extended half way around the Monument. The girls took their places, and when the crowd streamed out and they were permitted to go inside, Betty and Libbie, the two strangers, understood the reason for the delay. The elevator seemed huge, but it was quickly filled, and when the gates were closed the car began to mount very slowly.


      “We’d be sick and dizzy if they went up as fast as they do in department stores and office buildings,” said Bobby. “It takes about fifteen minutes to reach the top. Watch, and you’ll see lots of interesting things on the floors we pass.”


      Betty was wondering how Bobby had ever survived the climb up the stairs and the trip down again with the enthusiastic theological student, when a cry somewhere in the back of the car startled her.


      “What’s the matter?” demanded the elevator operator, without turning his head.


      “John isn’t here!” declared a hysterical feminine voice. “Oh, can’t you stop the car and go down and get him? He pushed me in, and I thought he was right behind me. Aren’t you going back?”


      “Can’t, Madam,” was the calm answer. “Have to finish the trip. You can go right back with the next load.”


      “Oh, goodness gracious,” moaned the voice. “What’ll I do? If I go back I may miss him. If I wait at the top it will be half an hour. Suppose he walks up? Maybe I’d better start to walk down to meet him.”


      Bobby stifled a giggle with difficulty.


      “Bride and groom,” she whispered to Betty. “Washington’s full of ’em. Guess the poor groom was lost in the shuffle. Is she pretty—can you see?”


      Betty tried to look back in the car, though the press of passengers standing all about her made it difficult. The bride was easily identified because she was openly crying. She was an exceedingly pretty girl, modishly gowned and apparently not more than twenty years old.


      “We’ll get hold of her and persuade her to wait,” planned Bobby. “I’ll show her the sights to amuse her while we’re waiting for the next elevator load to come up. Here we are at the top.”


      A crowd was waiting to descend, and as they walked from the elevator, the bride meekly following, Bobby plucked her sleeve.


      “Excuse me,” she said bluntly, but with a certain charm that was her own, “I couldn’t help hearing what you were saying. Your husband missed the elevator, didn’t he?”


      The bride blushed and nodded.


      “Well, don’t try to walk down,” advised Bobby. “I did it once, and was in bed for two days. He’ll come up with the next load. No one ever walks up unless they are crazy—or going to theological seminary. Your husband isn’t a minister, is he?”


      “Oh, no, he’s a lawyer,” the bride managed to say.


      “All right,” approved Bobby, noting with satisfaction that the elevator gate had closed. “Come round with us and see the sights, and then when your husband comes up you can tell him all the news. This is Betty Gordon, Libbie Littell and Louise, Esther and Bobby Littell, all at your service.”


      “I’m Mrs. Hale,” said the bride, stumbling a little over the name and yet pronouncing it with obvious pride.


      

      



      CHAPTER XIV


      LIBBIE IS ROMANTIC


      The girls, marshaled by Bobby, made a tour of the windows, and though Betty was fascinated by the views of the city spread out before her and bought post cards to send to the Pineville friends and those she knew in Glenside and Laurel Grove, her mind was running continuously on young Mrs. Hale’s announcement.


      “She couldn’t be the old bookstore man’s wife,” she speculated, her eyes fixed on the Potomac while Bobby cheerfully tangled up history and geography in a valiant effort to instruct her guests. “Lockwood Hale was an old man, Bob said. He didn’t say he had a son, but I wonder—Oh, Bobby, the Jesuit fathers didn’t sail down the Potomac, did they?”


      “Well, it was some river,” retorted Bobby. “Anyway, Miss, you didn’t seem to be listening to a word I said. What were you thinking about in such a brown study?”


      Betty made a little face, but she had no intention of revealing her thoughts. She wanted to find out about the bookshop quietly, and if possible get the address. Always providing that Mrs. Hale was related to the man who had shown such an interest in Bob Henderson’s almshouse record.


      “Of course Hale is an ordinary enough name,” she mused. “And yet there is just a chance that it may be the same.”


      The girls were planning to take the next car down, and yet when it came up they lingered diplomatically to catch a glimpse of the bridegroom. “John” proved to be a good-looking young man, not extraordinary in any way, but with a likeable open face and square young shoulders that Libbie, who startled them all by turning poetical late that night, declared were “built for manly burdens.”


      Louise, Esther and Bobby were the last to squeeze into the car, Libbie, the prudent, having ducked earlier. As Betty turned to follow them, the gate closed.


      “Car full!” said the operator.


      “Oh, Betty!” Bobby’s wail came to her as the car began to disappear. “We’ll wait for you,” came the parting message before it dropped from sight.


      Mrs. Hale laughed musically.


      “Now you know something of how I felt,” she said merrily. “May I present my husband? John, those five girls have been so nice to me. And now you’ll go round with us, won’t you?”


      But Betty knew better than that.


      “I’m going to write some of my post cards,” she said. “But I would love to ask you a question before you go. Do you know a man in Washington who keeps a bookshop? His name is Lockwood Hale.”


      Mr. and Mrs. Hale exchanged glances.


      “Know him?” repeated the young man. “Why, I should think we did! He’s my great-uncle.”


      “I’m very anxious to see him to ask about a friend of mine,” explained Betty. “Mr. Hale thought he might be able to tell him something of his parents who died when he was a baby. As soon as I heard your name I hoped you could tell me where to find the bookstore.”


      “Yes, uncle is a wizard on old family records,” admitted the nephew. “Sometimes I think that is why he hates to part with a book. He keeps a secondhand bookshop, you know, and he’s positively insulting to customers who try to buy any of the books. The old boy is really queer in his head, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. He wouldn’t hurt a flea, would he, Elinor?”


      Mrs. Hale said doubtfully, no, she supposed not.


      “Elinor didn’t have a very good impression of him,” laughed her husband. “We’re on our wedding trip, you know,”—he blushed slightly—“and mother made us promise we’d stop in to see the old man. He hasn’t seen me since I wore knickerbockers, and we had a great time making him understand who we were. Then he said that he hoped we liked Washington, and went back to his reading.”


      “And the shop is so dirty!” shuddered the bride. “I don’t think she ought to go to such a place alone, John.”


      “I won’t,” promised Betty hastily. “If you’ll let me have the address, I’ll be ever so grateful and it may be a great help to my friend.”


      Young Mr. Hale wrote down the street and number on the back of the brand-new visiting card his wife pulled from her brand-new purse, and Betty thanked them warmly and turned to her card writing, leaving them free to enjoy each other and the view to their hearts’ content. She had directed post cards to a dozen friends before the elevator returned, and this time both she and the bridal couple made sure that they were among the first to step in.


      Betty felt of the little slip in her purse several times during the afternoon, inwardly glowing with satisfaction. If she could find Bob Henderson in Washington through the old bookseller, or learn something definite of the lad, she would find it easier to wait for word from her uncle.


      After luncheon, which was calculated to please healthy appetites of five girls to a nicety, they went into several of the large shops with Mrs. Littell, and then, because it had begun to rain and did not promise pleasant weather for driving, they went to a moving picture show.


      “Had a full day?” asked Mr. Littell at dinner that night. “Libbie, what did you see?”


      Libbie’s answer provoked a gust of laughter. She was so essentially a matter-of-fact little personage in appearance and manner that when she opened her red mouth and announced, “A bride and groom!” the effect was startling.


      That started Bobby, and she told the story of the lost John, told it as her father would have, for neither Bobby nor Mr. Littell were at all inclined toward sentimentality.


      “Well, Betty,” Mr. Littell beckoned to her afterward when they were all in the pleasant living-room across the hall, “think you’re going to like Washington, even if it is overrun with brides and grooms?”


      “It’s lovely,” Betty assured him fervently. “We’ve had the most perfect day. And, Mr. Littell, what do you think—I’ve found out something important already.”


      She had told him about Bob that morning, and he was interested at once when she narrated what the bride and groom had told her of old Lockwood Hale.


      “Why, I know where his shop is. Everybody in Washington does,” said Mr. Littell when she had finished. “He has lots of rare books mixed in with worthless trash. Funny I didn’t take in you meant that Hale when you spoke of him. I suppose you’ll want to go there to-morrow Carter will take you in the car, and you’d better have one of the girls go with you. Bobby is all right—she may be scatter-brained but she doesn’t talk.”


      For some reason none of the girls was sleepy that night, and after going upstairs they all assembled in Bobby and Betty’s room to talk. Libbie could not keep her mind off the bride.


      “I wonder how I’d look in a lace veil,” she said, seizing the fluted muslin bedspread and draping it over her head. “It must be lovely to be a bride!”


      “You’ve been reading too many silly books,” scolded Bobby. “Anyway, Libbie, you’re too fat to look nice in a veil. Better get thin before you’re old enough to be married, or else you’ll have to wear a traveling suit.”


      Libbie eyed her scornfully and continued to parade up and down in her draperies.


      “Betty would look pretty in a veil,” said Louise suddenly. “Come on, girls, let’s stage a wedding. Libbie won’t sleep all night if she doesn’t have some romantic outlet. I’ll be the father.”


      She seized a pillow and stuffed it in the front of her dressing gown so that it made a very respectable corpulency.


      “I’ll be the mother!” Esther began to pin up her hair, a dignity to which she secretly aspired.


      “I’m your bridesmaid, Libbie,” announced Betty, catching up the bride’s train and beginning to hum the wedding march under her breath.


      “If you _will_ be silly idiots, I’m the minister,” said Bobby, mounting the bed and leaning over the foot rail as if it were a pulpit.


      The bride stopped short, nearly tripping up the devoted bridesmaid.


      “I don’t think you should make fun of ministers,” she said, looking disapprovingly at her cousin. “It’s almost wicked.”


      “I’d like to know how it’s any more wicked than to pretend a wedding,” retorted Bobby wrathfully. “Weddings are very solemn, sacred, serious affairs. Mother always cries when she goes to one.”


      Betty began to laugh. She laughed so hard that she had to sit down on the floor, and the more the two girls glared at each other, the harder she laughed.


      “I don’t see what’s so funny,” resented Bobby, beginning to snicker, too. “For goodness sake, don’t have hysterics, Betty. Mother will hear you and come rapping on the door in a minute.”


      “I just thought of something.” The convulsed Betty made a heroic effort to control her laughter and failed completely. “Oh, girls,” she cried, wiping her eyes, “here you are bickering about the bride and the minister, and not one of us thought of the bridegroom. We left him out!”


      Louise and Bobby rolled over on the bed and had their laugh out. Libbie collapsed on the floor, and Esther leaned against the bureau, laughing till she cried.


      “They say the bridegroom isn’t important at a wedding, but I never heard of ignoring him altogether,” gasped Bobby, and then they were off again.


      They made so much noise that Mrs. Littell tapped on the door to ask why they were not in bed, and when Bobby told her the joke, she had to sit down and laugh, too.


      “I’ll send you up some sponge cake and milk if you’ll promise to go right to sleep after that,” she told them, kissing each one good night all over again. “Libbie shall at least have the wedding cake, if she can’t have a wedding.”


      

      



      CHAPTER XV


      OFF TO INVESTIGATE


      Drip! drip! drip!


      Betty listened sleepily, and then, as she raised herself on one elbow to hear better, she knew the noise was made by the rain.


      “If that isn’t too provoking!” Bobby sat up with an indignant jerk and surveyed Betty across the little table at the head of the beds. “I thought we’d all go down to Mount Vernon today, and now it’s gone and rained and spoiled it all. Oh, dear! I don’t think I’ll get up”; and she curled down in a dejected heap under the white spread.


      “Well, I’m going to get up,” announced Betty decidedly, springing out of bed with her accustomed energy. “Rainy days are just as much fun as sunny ones, and there’s something I have to do today, weather or no weather.”


      “She’s a dear,” said Louise warmly, smiling as the sound of Betty’s carolling came to them above the sound of running water in the bathroom. “Mother says she likes her more and more every day. I wish her uncle would never write to her and she’d just go on living with us all the time.”


      “And go to school with us in the fall. That would be nice,” agreed Bobby reflectively. “But, of course, Betty’s heart would be broken if she never heard from her uncle. However, we’ll be as nice to her as we can, and then maybe she will want to stay with us anyway, even if he does send for her.”


      “What are you two plotting?” asked Betty gaily, emerging warm and rosy from her vigorous tubbing. “Do you know, I’ve just remembered that I promised to show Libbie how to make mile-a-minute lace before breakfast? I hope there is time.”


      “What on earth do you want to make lace for?” demanded the practical Bobby, as her cousin appeared in the doorway, rubbing sleepy eyes. “It’s too early to begin on Christmas presents.”


      Libbie was not at all confused in her ideas, and she had a very clear reason for wishing to add this accomplishment to her rather limited list.


      “It’s for my hope-chest,” she informed Bobby with dignity, and not even the shout of laughter which greeted this statement could ruffle her. “You may think it’s funny,” she observed serenely, “but I have six towels and three aprons made and put away all ready.”


      “My aunt!” sighed Bobby inelegantly, shaking her head. “You believe in starting young, don’t you? Why, I’m fourteen, and I’ve never given a thought to a hope-chest.”


      Here Esther, the early riser of the family, created a diversion by coming in fully dressed and announcing that Mammy Lou was willing to teach as many girls as cared to come after breakfast how to make beaten biscuit.


      “Take Libbie,” giggled Bobby, whose sense of humor was easily tickled. “She’s collecting stuff for her hope chest and I should think biscuit recipes would be just the thing. Do you want to learn to cook, Betty? Esther has a kitchen hobby and rides it almost to death.”


      “I do not!” retorted Esther indignantly. “Do I, Louise? Mother loved to cook when she was a girl, and she says she likes to see me fussing in the kitchen.”


      Betty was showing Libbie how to hold her crochet hook, and now she looked up from her pupil.


      “Why, I’d love to learn to make those wonderful biscuits Mammy Lou makes,” she said slowly, “but I really have to go into Washington today. That is, if it will not upset any one’s plans? I can easily walk to the trolley line, and I won’t be gone longer than a couple of hours.”


      A trolley line ran about half a mile from the house, and to Betty who had frequently walked ten miles a day while at Bramble Farm, this distance seemed negligible.


      “Let me go with you, Betty?” coaxed Bobby. “Carter will take us in the machine. I won’t bother you, and if you have personal business to attend to, I’ll wait for you in the library or some place. Cooking and making lace drives me wild, and if you leave me at home as likely as not I’ll pick a quarrel with some one before the morning is over.”


      “Worse than that, she’ll insist on singing while I’m trying to practice,” said Louise. “I’m three or four days behind with my violin, and a rainy morning is a grand time to catch up. Do take her with you, Betty.”


      “Why, goodness, she will be taking me,” insisted Betty. “Of course you know I’ll love to have you, Bobby. As a matter of fact, I wanted to ask you to go with me because it is a strange place and your father said not to go alone. Only I didn’t want to disturb any plans you might have made for today. I’ll tell you about it on the way,” she added noting the look of growing curiosity on Bobby’s face.


      After breakfast the girls scattered to their chosen occupations, and Mrs. Littell settled herself to read to her husband on the glass enclosed piazza that extended half way across the back of the house. The car was brought round for Betty and Bobby and, commissioned to do several small errands in town, they set off.


      “Now where are we going?” demanded Bobby bouncing around on the seat cushions more like a girl of seven than fourteen. “Do tell me, for I’m simply devoured with curiosity.”


      So Betty briefly outlined for her a little of Bob’s history and of what she knew Lockwood Hale had told the poorhouse master. She also explained how she had obtained the old bookshop man’s address from the bride they had met in the Monument the day before.


      The rain came down steadily, and the country road was already muddy, showing that it had stormed the greater part of the night. Carter was a careful driver, and the luxurious limousine had been substituted for the touring car so that the girls were protected and very comfortable. Quite suddenly Carter brought the car to a stop on a lonely stretch of road just above a sharp turn.


      “Goodness, I hope he hasn’t a puncture,” said Bobby. “I was so interested in listening to you I never heard anything. What’s wrong, Carter?” she called.


      “There’s a little dog in the road, Miss Bobby,” said Carter slowly and distinctly, as he always spoke. Bobby had once declared that she did not believe a fire would shake Carter from his drawling speech. “A puppy, I guess you’d call it. I’ll have to move it to one side before we can drive past, because it is in the middle of the road.”


      Bobby leaned out to look.


      “It must be hurt!” she cried. “Bring it in here, quick, Carter. Why, it’s just a tiny puppy, Betty,” she added; “a black and white one.”


      Carter, mingled pain and reproach in his face, brought the dog to them, holding it gingerly away from him so as not to soil his coat.


      “It’s very muddy, Miss Bobby,” he said disapprovingly. “Your mother won’t like them nice gray cushions all stained up.”


      “Well, couldn’t you lend me your handkerchief, Carter?” suggested Bobby gently. “I’ll wipe him off. There now, he’s all right. My handkerchief’s so small it wouldn’t have done one of his paws.”


      Carter, minus his handkerchief, started the car and they rounded the curve. The puppy seemed to be all right except that he was wet and shivering, and Bobby and Betty had decided that he was very young but otherwise in perfect health when the car stopped again.


      “There’s another one of ’em, Miss Bobby,” groaned Carter. “You don’t want this one, do you?”


      The girls thrust out their heads. Sure enough, another black and white puppy lay abandoned in the roadway.


      “Certainly, we’ll pick it up,” said Bobby indignantly. “Do you suppose we’re going to go past a dog and let it die in the rain? Bring it here, please, Carter.”


      The old man got down stiffly and picked up the dog. This time he handed over a second handkerchief with a ludicrous air of “take-it-and-ruin-it.”


      “That’s the last handkerchief I have with me, Miss Bobby,” he announced feelingly, watching his young mistress mopping water and mud from the rescued puppy.


      “Well, there won’t be any more puppies, Carter,” Bobby assured him cheerfully.


      But they had not gone twenty rods when they found another, and, after that, a few rods further on, a fourth.


      “Here’s where we use our own handkerchiefs,” giggled Bobby. “And what are we going to do with a car full of dogs?”


      The problem was solved, however, before they crossed the bridge into Washington. On the hill leading to the bridge they overtook a small colored boy weeping bitterly. Bobby signaled Carter to stop, and leaning out asked the child what the matter was.


      “I done lost my dawgs!” he sobbed. “We-all is moving, and I had ’em in a basket with a burlap bottom. I done tol mammy that burlap was rotten.” He held up the basket for them to see the hole in the cloth tacked across the bottom. “I was going to sell them dawgs for fifty cents apiece when they was bigger,” he finished with a fresh burst of grief.


      His joy when the girls showed him the puppies and explained how they had found them was correspondingly noisy. He had an old gingham apron with him, and into this the dogs were unceremoniously bundled and securely knotted. Betty and Bobby each gave him a shining ten-cent piece, and a blissful boy went whistling over the bridge, his world changed to sunshine in a few brief minutes.


      The car threaded a side street, turned twice, and brought up before a quaint old house with a basement shop tucked away under a bulging bay-window.


      “This is Hale’s bookshop, Miss,” said Carter respectfully to Betty,


      

      



      CHAPTER XVI


      WHAT HALE HAD TO TELL


      The door of the bookstore opened with a loose old-fashioned latch, and one fell down two steps without warning into a long, narrow room lined with books. Betty went first, and Bobby, stumbling, would have fallen if she had not caught her.


      “Gracious! I’m a little bit scared, aren’t you?” Bobby whispered. “It seems like such a spooky place.”


      It was certainly very quiet in the shop, and for a few moments Betty thought they must be alone. Then some one stirred, and, looking down the room, they saw an old man bent over a book open on a table near a dusty window. He wore big horn spectacles and was evidently extremely nearsighted, for he kept his face so near the book that his nose almost touched the pages.


      “That must be Mr. Hale,” said Betty. “I wonder if it’s all right to interrupt him?”


      “I should say the only way to make him understand you’re here, would be to go up and take that book away,” rejoined Bobby.


      “He can’t be very anxious to sell anything, or he’d pay more attention to his store,” giggled Betty.


      “I’ll wait here,” said Bobby hastily, as Betty moved toward the rear of the store. “I’d probably say the wrong thing anyway. Let me see, I’ll be reading this fat brown book. They all look alike to me, but this may be thrilling in spots.”


      Betty approached the motionless old man, whose lean brown forefinger traced the curious black characters in the book before him so slowly that it did not seem to budge at all.


      “I beg your pardon?” she said tentatively.


      No response.


      “I want to ask you—” Betty began again, a little breathlessly. “I want to ask you about a boy named Bob Henderson.”


      “Name’s Hale,” said the old man, without looking up and speaking in a cracked, hoarse voice. “Lockwood Hale, dealer in new and secondhand books. Just look around on the tables and you’ll likely come across what you want. I’ll wrap it for you when you find it. Just now I’m busy.”


      Betty looked desperately at Bobby, who was listening over the top of her book, and stifled a desire to laugh.


      “I don’t want a book,” she insisted gently. “I want to ask you a question. About Bob Henderson. You know you were interested in the records of the Oliver County almshouse, and you thought you might know something of his people.”


      The old man pushed his spectacles up on his forehead fretfully and regarded the girl impatiently from a pair of near-sighted blue eyes.


      “The books weren’t worth anything,” he told her seriously. “I spent near a day going over ’em, and there wasn’t a volume worth bringing back with me. Folks get the idea in their heads that a book’s worth money just because it is old. ‘Tain’t so—I could fill my tables and shelves with old trash and still not have any stock. Jim Turner don’t know a valuable book from a turnip.”


      Mr. Hale gave every indication of returning to the absorbing volume before him, and Betty plunged in hastily with another question.


      “You know a boy named Bob Henderson, don’t you?” she urged.


      “Yes, he was in here some time last week,” answered Hale calmly. “Was it Wednesday, or Tuesday—that load of old almanacs was delivered that same afternoon.”


      “Well, I’m a friend of his.” Betty almost stuttered in her eagerness to explain before the old man should be lost again in his book. “He worked on the farm where I spent the summer, and he told me about you and how anxious he was to see you and find out about his people. I’ve been anxious, too, to learn if he reached Washington and whether he is here now. Do you know?”


      Now that the shopkeeper’s mind was fairly detached from his printed page he seemed to be more interested in his caller, and though he did not offer to get Betty a chair, he looked about him vaguely as though he might be seeking a place for her to sit.


      “I don’t mind standing. I mustn’t stay long,” she said hurriedly, afraid to let him fix his attention on outside objects. “Didn’t Bob Henderson say where he was going? Did he mention anything about leaving Washington?”


      “Well, now let me see,” considered the old man. “Bob Henderson? Oh, yes, I recollect now how he looked—a manly lad with a frank face. Yes, yes, his mother was Faith Henderson, born a Saunders. That’s what caught my eye on the almshouse record book. Years ago I traced the Saunders line for a fine young lady who was marrying here in Washington. She wanted a coat of arms, and she was entitled to one, too. But there was a break in the line, one branch ending suddenly with the birth of Faith Saunders, daughter of Robert and Grace. I never forget a name, so when I read the almshouse record and saw the name of this lad’s mother there I knew I had my chart complete. Yes, the boy was interested in what I could tell him.”


      Betty, too, was interested and glad to know that Bob had succeeded in finding the old bookseller and learning from him what he had to tell. But if Bob was still in Washington, she wanted to see him. He could doubtless tell her what to do in case she did not hear from her uncle within a few days—and Betty was growing exceedingly anxious as no answer came in reply to her telegram. And above all, she wanted to see an old friend. The Littells were kindness itself to her, but she craved a familiar face, some one to whom she could say, “Do you remember?”


      “Didn’t Bob say where he was going?” she urged again.


      “Going?” Mr. Hale repeated the question placidly. “Oh, I believe he went to Oklahoma.”


      Oklahoma! Betty had a sudden wild conviction that her thoughts had been so centered on that one locality that she was beginning to lose her mind and imagine that every one repeated the word to her.


      “Did you—did you say Oklahoma?” she ventured. “Why, how funny! I have an uncle out there in the oil fields. At least we think he is in the oil fields,” she added, a sudden look of worry flashing into her eyes. “It seems so funny that Bob should go away off there.”


      The old man peered up at her shrewdly.


      “Aye, aye, funny it may be,” he croaked. “But suppose I should tell you I advised the lad to go there? Would that seem funny, eh?”


      Betty stared in complete bewilderment.


      “Oh, it isn’t always in the story books, sometimes it happens to real boys,” he nodded exultantly. “Suppose I told you, in strictest confidence, young lady, for I think you’re a true friend to him, that he has relatives out there? His mother’s two sisters, both of ’em living on the old homestead? Neither of ’em married and without near kith or kin so far as they know? Suppose I tell you that the old farm, as I locate it, is in the oil section? Suppose the lad is entitled to his mother’s interest in the place? Eh? Suppose I tell you that?”


      He made a question of each point, and emitted a dry cackle after every assertion.


      “I told the lad to go out there, and if he had any trouble proving who he was to come back here to me,” said Hale importantly. “I can help him straighten out the tangles. I’ve untied many a knot for families more tangled up than this. So he may be back, he may be back. Drop in any day, and I’ll tell you whatever I know.”


      Betty thanked him warmly and he followed the girls to the door, repeating that he would be glad to tell them everything he knew.


      They were going to one of the large shops to do a few errands for Mrs. Littell, and since their visit to the bookstore had taken so long they agreed to separate and each do one or two commissions and then meet at the door within half an hour.


      Betty’s mind was busy with the astonishing revelations Lockwood Hale had made, and as she deftly matched wool for a sweater, she turned the information over in her mind.


      “I don’t believe Bob has gone so far West at all,” she said to herself firmly. “He wouldn’t have money enough, I’m sure. I suppose he has written to me, but my mail will go to the farm, of course, and Mr. Peabody would be the last person to forward it. I must write the postmaster to hold and redirect my mail—when I know where I am to be.”


      Although she had promised herself not to worry, Betty was becoming very anxious to hear from her uncle. She had written to the Benders in Laurel Grove and to Norma Guerin at Glenside, explaining her situation and asking them to let her know as soon as the quarantine in Pineville should be lifted. She knew that she could visit friends there indefinitely. But that did not much lighten the burden. Anxiety for her uncle and growing fear that she might never again hear from him, it had already been so long a time since his last letter, at times oppressed her.


      Their chopping finished, she and Bobby were reunited and were glad to enter the car and drive quietly home to luncheon. It was still raining, and they found the other girls impatient for their return.


      “We know all about beaten biscuit,” boasted Esther. “And I stirred up a gold cake every bit myself.”


      “Practising all done,” reported Louise. “And I’m just aching for a good lively game. No wedding stuff, Libbie, I warn you. I can see a romantic gleam in your eye.”


      Libbie said nothing then, but after lunch when they were debating what to do, she had a suggestion.


      “Let’s play hide-and-go-seek,” she said enthusiastically.


      “Well, I didn’t know you had that much sense,” approved Bobby, who was blunt almost to a fault but undoubtedly fond of her younger cousin. “Come on, girls, we’ll have one more good game before the family begin to hint I’m too old for such hoydenish tricks. We’ll go up to the attic and make as much noise as we can.”


      

      



      CHAPTER XVII


      MORE SIGHTSEEING


      Libbie waited till they were safely in the attic before she followed up her suggestion.


      “I read the loveliest story last summer,” she said dreamily. “It was about a bride—”


      A shout of laughter from the listening girls interrupted her.


      “I knew there would be a bride in it somewhere,” rippled Bobby. “Now, Libbie, once and for all, this is hide-and-go-seek, not a mock wedding.”


      “You might let me finish,” protested Libbie. “I only meant to say this story was about a bride who ran away from her wedding guests for fun and hid in a great carved chest; the chest had a spring lock and it closed tight when she pulled it down. Her husband and all the guests hunted and hunted, and they never found her. Years and years after, when they opened the chest, there were only some bones and the wedding dress and veil.”


      “And you call that a lovely story!” Bobby’s scorn was immeasurable. “Well, I think it’s gruesome. And what kind of housecleaning did they have in those days? My mother opens every chest and trunk and box in the house at least twice a year.”


      The game started merrily, and, forewarned by Libbie’s story, the girls knew exactly where to find her when she hid from them and unerringly pulled her out of every chest into which she hopefully squeezed her plump self.


      “You never should have mentioned ‘chest’ to us,” laughed Betty, when Libbie was “it” for the third time. “We know your line of reasoning now, you see.”


      Libbie good-naturedly began her counting, and Betty looked about for a good place to hide. The attic was long and wide and a splendid place to play. It was rather too well lighted for hide-and-seek, but the trunks and boxes arranged neatly around the walls offered a fair chance to escape detection. A peculiar fan-shaped box near a window attracted Betty’s attention, apparently being a built-in box.


      “I’ll hide there,” she resolved, running lightly over to it.


      Louise and Esther and Bobby were already stowed away in various corners, and Betty slipped into the box noiselessly. Libbie ceased counting.


      The three Littell girls reached “home” without being detected, and then perched merrily on an old trunk to watch Libbie prowl about after Betty. A five-minute search failed to reveal her, and Libby gave up.


      “All safe, you may come in!” they called in unison.


      No Betty appeared, and they shouted again.


      “Well, if that isn’t queer!” Louise looked at Bobby in doubt. “Where do you suppose she is hiding?”


      Bobby, a furrow of anxiety between her eyes, searched the attic with level glances, her sisters and cousin watching her apprehensively.


      “Something must have happened to her,” Louise was beginning, when Bobby gave a cry and raced for the door.


      “I’ll bet I know where she went,” she flung over her shoulder. “Haven’t time—to stop—don’t bother me—” She flew down the stairs, the others after her at top speed.


      Down, down, down, through the third, second and first floors, the four girls fled like a whirlwind, down, always following flying Bobby, to the laundry in the basement where modern electric equipment made washing clothes a scientific process.


      Bobby brought up her mad flight before a tall cupboard in one corner, turning the catch on the door, opened it and out tumbled—Betty!


      “Are you hurt?” demanded Bobby, helping her to her feet. “Oh, Betty, darling, do say you’re all right! It’s a wonder you weren’t suffocated or didn’t break any bones.”


      “I’m all right,” said Betty, smoothing out her skirts. “But I’m still a bit dazed. It was such a sudden drop. What have I done that I shouldn’t, Bobby?”


      Libbie, too, was bewildered, and stared at the disheveled Betty with puzzled wonder.


      “Why, my dear child,” explained Bobby, with a funny maternal manner, “you fell down the laundry shoot. It opens into the attic for good ventilation. I’m glad there were some soiled clothes at the bottom for you to land on, otherwise you might have had a bad bump. Sure you’re all right?”


      “Yes, indeed,” insisted Betty. “I thought I was climbing into a box and went in feet first without looking. Instead of hitting the floor, I slid gently on and on. I hadn’t any breath to scream with I went so fast. Anyway, there wasn’t time to scream. I just sat here for a time after I landed. And I was wondering where I was and how I could get out when you opened the door for me.”


      That ended the game for the day, and the rest of the afternoon the girls were content to spend quietly, Betty in writing a long letter to Mrs. Arnold, one of her mother’s old friends who had moved to California, and the others with books and sewing.


      The next morning was fair and sunny, and before breakfast Bobby had it planned that they should spend the day at Mount Vernon. Of course Betty and Libbie were very anxious to see the famous place, and the three sisters were glad to have the opportunity to take them for the first time.


      “It’s never the same again,” explained Louise, obligingly tying Esther’s hair-bow for her. “There’s a wonderful thrill you get when you see the things that really were Washington’s and were handled by him that never comes again. Though we love to go there and never tire of looking at the rooms.”


      “What a chatter-box you are, child!” expostulated her mother, who had come up to tell them breakfast was ready. Indeed the gong had sounded fully fifteen minutes before. “How nice you look, all of you! I’ll be proud to take five girls to Mount Vernon. We’re going today, aren’t we?”


      Dear Mrs. Littell! Betty already loved her dearly, as indeed did every member of the household. She was so unaffected, so affectionate and generous, and she allowed money to change her simple, happy nature not at all. The Littells had not always been wealthy, and the mistress of the beautiful mansion did not hesitate to tell of the days when she had done all of her own housework and taken care of two babies.


      Soon after breakfast the party started, the plan to go by motor being abandoned in favor of the trip down the river. It was decided that Carter should come down later with the car and bring a basket luncheon, taking them home in the afternoon.


      Mount Vernon is sixteen miles below Washington, and the sail down the Potomac was delightful in the cool of the morning, and Betty thought she had never seen anything more beautiful than the deep greens of the trees and grass on either bank. By common consent the boatload of chattering people became silent as they came in sight of Mount Vernon, and as the glimmer of the house showed white between the trees. Betty’s heart contracted suddenly. Louise, who was watching her, squeezed her arm sympathetically.


      “I know how you feel,” she whispered. “Mother told me that the first time she went abroad and dad took her to see the Colosseum she cried. You’re not crying, are you, Betty?”


      Betty shook her head, but her eyelashes were suspiciously damp.


      Libbie was staring in unaffected enjoyment at the scene before her and fairly dancing with impatience to be off the boat.


      “I do want to see Martha Washington’s things,” she confided, as they went ashore. “Her ivory fan and her dishes and the lovely colonial mahogany furniture.”


      “George Washington’s swords for mine,” announced Bobby inelegantly. “I’ve seen ’em every time I’ve been here, and I’d give anything to have one to hang in my room.”


      “Bobby should have been a boy,” remarked Mrs. Littell indulgently. “You’re mother’s only son, aren’t you, dear?”


      “Well, my name is as near as I’ll ever come to it,” mourned Bobby. “However, I manage to have a pretty good time if I am only a girl.”


      Mrs. Littell led them first to the tomb of Washington. The plain brick building was directly at the head of the path leading from the landing, and a reverent group stood, the men with bared heads, for a few moments before the resting place of the Father of his Country.


      High above the river, overlooking the land he loved, stands the Mount Vernon mansion. From the tomb the Littell party went directly to the house.


      Each of the girls, although interested in the whole, showed her personality distinctly in her choice of special relics.


      It was Betty who lingered longest in the library, fascinated by the autographed letters of Washington, his tripod used in surveying, and his family Bible. Bobby had to be torn bodily from the room which contained the four swords. Esther spent her happiest hour in the old kitchen, admiring the huge fireplace and the andirons and turnspit.


      Louise and Mrs. Littell were able to go into raptures over the old furniture in Martha Washington’s bedroom and sitting room, though they, of course, had seen it all many times before.


      Mrs. Littell herself had a collection of antique furniture of which she was justly proud, and mahogany furniture was sure of her intelligent appreciation. Strange to say, Libbie remained cool toward the very things she had voiced a desire to see, and in the middle of the morning they missed her.


      They were on their way to the barn Washington’s father had built, and Betty volunteered to run back and see if the missing girl had stayed behind in the house.


      

      



      CHAPTER XVIII


      BETTY UNDERSTANDS


      Betty hurried back and began a hasty inspection of the rooms. She recollected seeing Libbie upstairs at the door of Washington’s room the last time she had definitely noticed her, and she ran upstairs to see if she might not be there.


      No Libbie was in any of the rooms.


      Downstairs she searched hurriedly, peeping under people’s elbows, trying not to annoy others and yet to make a thorough hunt in a short time so as not to keep the others waiting. Then in the music room, or East Parlor, as it is often called, she found the truant, gazing with rapt eyes at the quaint old harpsichord which had belonged to Nellie Custis.


      “Every one is waiting for you,” announced Betty, pulling her gently by the sleeve. “Come on, Libbie, we’re all going. We’ve seen the whole house.”


      Libbie followed in a sort of daze, and when they rejoined the others she seemed to be still in a brown study.


      “For goodness sake,” prodded Bobby impatiently, “what were you doing back there? We nearly went off and left you. Where did you find her, Betty?”


      “I was in the music room,” announced Libbie with dignity. “I wanted to see the harpsichord. Say, girls, did you know Washington gave that to Nellie Custis when she was married? He wore his uniform when he gave her away, and—”


      “Well, for pity’s sake!” Bobby’s disgust was ludicrous. “Trust Libbie to dig up a romance wherever she goes. What else did you find connected with weddings, Lib?”


      Libbie was inclined to be ruffled, but Mrs. Littell soothed the troubled waters by telling them that the old barn, which they had reached by this time, was built in 1733 by Washington’s father and that the bricks were supposed to have been imported from England.


      The beautiful old formal garden further mellowed their tempers, for it was impossible to say sharp things walking along the very paths which George Washington had often trod and between the rows of box brushed by the silken skirts of Mrs. Washington. Where her rose bushes used to be are planted others, and Mrs. Littell assured the girls that it was one of the great pleasures of the First Lady of the Land to gather rose leaves for her potpourri jars and to make a perfumed unguent for which she was famous among her friends.


      “She was a wonderful housekeeper,” added Mrs. Littell, smiling at Libbie, whose momentary resentment had quickly faded, “and a very fine manager. We are told that she was thoroughly domestic in her tastes and that she made her husband ideally happy.”


      Presently Carter came with a hamper of luncheon and their appetites did full justice to Mammy Lou’s dainties. Betty wondered, sitting on the grass, the Potomac flowing lazily several feet below, whether she was dreaming and might not wake up to find herself at Bramble Farm with Mr. Peabody scolding vigorously because something had not gone to suit him. She often had this odd feeling that her present happiness could not be real.


      This, too, brought the thought of her uncle to her mind, and again she wondered if she would ever hear from him—if something dreadful had not happened to him, leaving her almost as much alone in the world as Bob Henderson. She shivered a little, then resolutely threw herself into the chatter of the other girls and soon forgot all but the present pleasure and excitement.


      After rambling about the grounds another hour or so, the party from Fairfield was ready to go, and they all found it restful to lean back in the comfortable car and spin back to the city.


      “If you’re not too tired I think we might drive down Pennsylvania Avenue,” suggested Mrs. Littell. “Our guests haven’t seen the White House yet, have they?”


      Neither Betty nor Libbie had, and as the car turned into the famous thoroughfare both girls sat up alertly so as not to miss a single sight of interest. Carter slowed down as they approached a high iron fence, and at the first glimpse of the white mansion separated from the fence and street by a wide stretch of lawn, Libbie shouted joyfully.


      “The White House!”


      “Well, you needn’t tell everybody,” cautioned Bobby. “Think of the weddings they’ve held in there, Libbie!”


      “I imagine any one who has ever seen a picture of the White House recognizes it instantly,” said Betty, fearing a resumption of cousinly hostilities. “How beautiful the grounds are.”


      “You must go through it some day soon,” said Mrs. Littell. “And now we’ll drive to the Capitol. Day after to-morrow would be a good time for you to take the girls to the Capitol, Bobby.”


      The Capitol reminded Libbie of a pin tray she had at home, and awoke recollection in Betty’s mind of a bronze plaque that had been one of Mrs. Arnold’s treasures in the stiff little parlor of the Pineville house. All good Americans know the White House and the Capitol long before they make a pilgrimage to Washington.


      On their arrival at Fairfields they found Mr. Littell playing solitaire, and something in his undisguised relief at seeing them made Betty wonder if time did not hang heavily on his hands.


      After dinner Bobby proposed that they turn on the phonograph and have a little dance among themselves.


      “Oh, that will be fine!” cried Betty.


      “Then you can dance?”


      “A little—mother taught me.”


      So the girls danced and had a good time generally for an hour or more, with Mr. and Mrs. Littell looking on. Then Betty sank down on the arm of Mr. Littell’s chair.


      “I’ve been thinking of something,” she half whispered. “Do you like to play checkers? If you do, I know how.”


      Maybe Mr. Littell understood that she was doing it largely to keep him company. But he said nothing, and they played checkers for nearly two hours. Betty was a fairly good player and managed to land several victories.


      “With a little more practice you’ll make a very good player,” declared Mr. Littell. “I appreciate your staying to play with a cripple like me,” he added gratefully. “Does your Uncle Dick play?”


      “I don’t really know,” replied the girl, and now her face clouded for an instant. Oh, why didn’t she hear from Uncle Dick?


      The next few days were filled with sightseeing trips. Betty was kept too busy to have much time to worry, which was fortunate, for no word came from her uncle and no word reached her from Bob Henderson. The Guerins and the Benders wrote to her, and each letter mentioned the fact that Bob had sent a postal from Washington, but that no later word had come from him.


      “I met Peabody on the road yesterday,” ran a postscript to Norma Guerin’s letter, written by her doctor father. “He hinted darkly that Bob had done something that might land him in jail, but I couldn’t force out of him what fearful thing Bob had done. I hope the lad hasn’t been rash, for Peabody never forgives a wrong, real or fancied.”


      Betty knew that the farmer’s action had to do with the unrecorded deed, but she did not feel that she should make any disclosures in that connection. Of Bob’s innocence she was sure, and time would certainly clear him of any implication.


      The girls visited the Capitol, seeing the great bronze doors that are nineteen feet high and weight ten tons. Betty was fascinated by the eight panels, and studied them till the others threatened to leave her there over night and call for her in the morning. Then she consented to make the tour of the three buildings. But the historical paintings again held her spellbound. When she reached the Senate chamber, which was empty, except for a page or two, the Senate not being in session, she dropped into a gallery seat and tried to imagine the famous scenes enacted there. They spent the better part of a day at the Capitol, and saw practically everything in the buildings. They were so tired that night that Libbie went to sleep over her dessert, and Betty dreamed all night of defending the city with a shotgun from the great gilded dome. But she and Libbie agreed that they would not have missed it for anything.


      

      



      CHAPTER XIX


      AN UNEXPECTED MEETING


      “That’s twice you’ve made a wrong play, Betty,” observed Mr. Littell. “What lies heavy on your mind this evening?”


      Betty blushed, and attempted to put her mind more on the game. She was playing checkers with Mr. Littell, whose injured foot still kept him a prisoner most of the time, and she had played badly all the evening, she knew. Truth to tell, she was thinking about her uncle and wondering over and over why she did not hear from him.


      After the rubber was played and the other girls who had been around the piano, singing, had gone out to get something to eat, for the maids had the evening off, Betty spoke to her host.


      “I suppose you think I’m foolish,” she ventured; “but I am really worried about Uncle Dick now. He has never answered the telegram and the two letters I’ve written. His Philadelphia lawyer writes that he is waiting to hear from him. He seems to have dropped out of the world. Do you think he may be sick in some hospital and not able to communicate with us?”


      “That’s a possibility,” admitted Mr. Littell soberly. “But I tell you honestly, Betty, and not simply to relieve your mind, that I consider it a very remote one. Business men, especially men who travel a great deal, as you tell me your uncle does, seldom are without somewhere on their person, their names and addresses, and directions about what is to be done in case of sickness or accident. I never travel without such a card. Ten to one, if your uncle were ill or injured, his lawyer would have been notified immediately.”


      A weight of anxiety slipped from Betty’s heart, for she immediately recognized the sound common sense in this argument. Still, something else was troubling her.


      “Don’t you think,” she began again bravely, “that I had better go to Pineville? The quarantine is lifted, I hear, and the Bensingers will take me in till I can hear from Uncle Dick. You and Mrs. Littell and the girls have been so lovely to me, but—but—” her voice trailed off.


      Mr. Littell leaned back in his chair and lit a fresh cigar.


      “Well, now of course,” he said slowly, “if you feel that you want to go to Pineville, we really have no right to say anything. But if I were you, I’d stay right here. Your uncle may be intending to come back to Washington. In any case, he will address his letter to you here. Of that much we are certain. You’ll hear more quickly if you don’t move about. Besides, there is that Henderson lad. I’m counting on making his acquaintance. He’s likely to bob up any day—though I didn’t mean to pun. If you want my advice, Betty, it is to stay here quietly with us and wait as patiently as you can. We like to have you, you know that. You’re not a stranger, but a friend.”


      He went on to explain to her in his quiet, even, matter-of-fact way, that to the disturbed girl was inexpressibly soothing, his belief that her uncle was on an exploration trip for oil and might easily find a month’s accumulation of mail awaiting him on his return.


      “It’s only here, in the heart of civilization, that we think we can’t live without four mails a day,” Mr. Littell concluded. “I’ve been out of touch with a post-office for three weeks at a time myself, and our sailors, you know, often go much longer without letters.”


      On one particularly lovely morning the four girls, with Mrs. Littell, started off on the pleasant mission of seeing the White House. Betty’s and Libbie’s acquaintance with it was confined solely to the glimpses they had had from the street, but Louise and Bobby had attended several New Year’s receptions and had shaken hands with the President.


      The party spent a delightful morning, visiting the famous East Room, admiring the full length portraits of George and Martha Washington, about which latter the story is told that Mrs. Dolly Madison cut it from its frame to save it from the approaching enemy in 1814. They were also fortunate to find a custodian taking sightseers through the other official apartments so that they saw more than the casual visitor does in one visit. They visited in turn, the Green Room, the Red Room, and the Blue Room, saw the state dining-room with its magnificent shining table about which it was easy to imagine famous guests seated, and enjoyed a peep into the conservatory at the end of the corridor. They did not go up to the executive offices on the second floor, knowing that probably a crowd was before them and that an opportunity to see the President on the streets of the city was likely to present itself.


      “Well, I shouldn’t want to live there,” sighed Betty, as they came down the steps, “It is very grand and very stately, but not much like a home. I suppose, though, the private rooms of the President and his family are cozy, if one could see them.”


      “Beyond a doubt,” agreed Mrs. Littell.


      They lunched at one of the large hotels, and afterward Mrs. Littell had a club engagement. The girls, she announced, might spend the afternoon as they chose, and she would pick them all up at five o’clock with Carter and the car.


      “Esther and I want to see ‘The Heart of June,’” announced Libbie, who found romance enough to satisfy her in the motion-pictures.


      Louise was interested, too; but Betty had promised to take some papers for Mr. Littell and see that they reached an architect in one of the nearby office buildings. Bobby elected to go with her, and they decided that, that errand accomplished, they might do a little shopping and meet the others at the theater door at five o’clock.


      “Mr. Waters won’t be in till three o’clock,” announced the freckle-faced office boy who met them in the outer office of the architect’s suite.


      “Then we’ll have to come back,” decided Betty, glancing at her watch. “It is just two now.”


      “You can leave anything with me,” said the boy politely. “I’ll see that he gets it as soon as he comes in.”


      “Yes, do, Betty,” urged Bobby. “Dad would say it was all right to leave that envelope of papers. They’re not terribly important.”


      “We can do our shopping and then come back,” insisted Betty, to the evident disgust of Bobby and the hardly less concealed impatience of the office boy.


      “Why wouldn’t you leave ’em?” demanded Bobby, when they were once more in the street.


      “Dad hasn’t any secret service stuff, I’m sure of that. Now we have to come all the way back here again, and that means hurrying through our shopping.”


      “You needn’t come,” said Betty mildly. “Your father asked me to give those papers personally to Mr. Waters. He didn’t say they were important; I don’t know that they are. But if I say I am going to give an envelope personally to any one, I don’t intend to give that envelope to a third person if there’s nothing in it more valuable than—hair nets!”


      The window they were passing suggested the comparison, and Bobby laughed good-naturedly and forebore to argue further. Promptly at three o’clock she and Betty entered the elevator in the office building and were whirled up to the fifth floor to find Mr. Waters in his private office.


      “Mr. Littell telephoned half an hour ago,” he told them, taking the envelope and running over the papers with a practised eye as he talked. “He hoped to catch you before you left here. I believe he wants to speak to his daughter. There’s a booth right there, Miss Bobby.”


      Bobby had a brief conversation with her father and came out in a few minutes in evident haste.


      “He wants us to do a couple more errands, Betty,” she announced. “We’ll have to hurry, for it’s after three.”


      The architect had written a receipt for the papers, and Bobby now hurried Betty off, explaining as they went that they must take a car to Octagon House.


      Octagon House proved to be the headquarters for the American Institute of Architects, and Bobby’s errand had to do with one of the offices. Betty admired the fine woodwork and the handsome design of the house while waiting for her companion, and in less than fifteen minutes they were back on the street car bound for “the tallest office building in Washington,” as Bobby described it.


      “Dad wants an architectural magazine that’s out of print, and he thinks I can get it there,” she said. “Afterward, if we have time, we’ll go to the top of the building. The root is arranged so that you can step out, and they say the view is really splendid. Not so extensive as from the Monument, of course, but not so reduced, either. I’ve always wanted to get up on the roof and see what I could see.”


      Finding the office her father had specified did not prove as easy a task as Bobby had anticipated, and she said frankly that if she had been alone she would have given up and taken another day for the search.


      “But if you can keep a promise down to the last dot of the last letter, far be it from me to fall short,” she remarked. “Oh, Betty, do you see any office that looks like Sherwood and David on this board?”


      At last they found it under another name, which, as Bobby rather tactlessly told the elevator boy, was not her idea of efficiency. The copy of the magazine Mr. Littell especially wanted was wrapped up and placed safely in Bobby’s hands.


      “And now,” declared that young person gaily, “as the reward of virtue, let’s go up on the roof. It is after four, but we’ll have time if we don’t dawdle. We can get from here to the theater in fifteen minutes.”


      They started for the elevator, and as a car came up and the gates opened a boy got off. He would have brushed by without looking up, but Betty saw him at once.


      “Bob!” she cried in amazement “Why, Bob Henderson!”


      

      



      CHAPTER XX


      MUTUAL CONFIDENCES


      “Betty! Oh, Betty! _Betty!_” Bob Henderson’s familiar, friendly voice rose to a perfect crescendo of delight, and several passengers in the elevator smiled in sympathy.


      Bobby Littell, who had entered the car, backed out hastily and the gate closed.


      “Bobby, this is Bob Henderson,” Betty performed a hasty introduction. “And, Bob, this is Roberta Littell, always called Bobby.”


      The latter held out an instant cordial hand to Bob.


      “I know about you,” she proclaimed frankly. “Betty thinks you are fine. We ought to be good friends, because our names are almost alike.”


      “I must talk to you, Bob,” said Betty hurriedly. “Where are you going? Have you heard from Bramble Farm or Uncle Dick? How long have you been in Washington? Did you get out to Oklahoma?”


      Bobby laughed and touched Betty on the arm.


      “There’s a seat over by the elevator,” she suggested. “Why don’t you sit there and talk? I’ll come back and get you at a quarter to five—I want to get some new hair-ribbons for Esther.”


      “But you wanted to go up on the roof!” protested Betty, longing to talk to Bob and yet mindful of Bobby’s first plans.


      “Plenty of other days for that,” was the careless response. “See you quarter to, remember. Good-by, Bob—though I’ll see you again, of course.”


      She disappeared into a down elevator, and Betty and Bob sat down on the oak settle in the corridor.


      “Wasn’t it lucky we met you!” exclaimed Betty, getting a good look at the boy for the first time. “Seems to me you’re thinner, Bob. Are you all right?”


      “Couldn’t be better!” he assured her, but she noticed there were rings under his eyes and that his hands, white enough now in contrast to the tan which still showed at his wrists, were perceptibly thinner. “Fact is, I work in this building, Betty. Kind of junior clerk for a man on the fourth floor, substituting while his clerks are away on vacation. Hale got me the place.”


      Betty told him of her interview with the old bookshop man, and Bob listened intently.


      “So that’s how you heard about Oklahoma,” he commented. “You could have knocked me down with a feather when you said it. I guess Hale forgot I was working here—he really is dreadfully absent-minded—or else he thought you weren’t to be trusted with so important a secret. He’s as queer as they make ’em, but he was very good to me; couldn’t seem to take enough pains to trace out what he knew of my mother’s people.”


      Bob went on to explain that his money had given out and that he had to work in order to get together enough to pay his fare out to the West and also to board himself and pay for some new clothes. Betty guessed that he was scrimping closely to save his wages, though she did not then suspect what she afterward learned to be true, that he was trying to live on two meals a day, and those none too bountiful. Bob had a healthy boy’s appetite, and it took determination for him to go without the extra meal, but he had the grit to stick it out.


      “When Bobby comes back you must go with us and meet Mrs. Littell,” observed Betty. “She’ll want to take you home to dinner. Oh, Bob, they are the loveliest people!”


      Bob shifted his foot so that the patch on one shoe was hidden.


      “I’ll go with you to meet her on one condition,” he said firmly. “I won’t go to dinner anywhere tonight—that’s flat, Betty. My collar isn’t clean. And who are the Littells?”


      That led to long explanations, of course, and Betty told in detail how she had left Bramble Farm, of the mix-up at the Union Station, and her subsequent friendship with the hospitable family. She also told him of Mr. Gordon’s sudden trip to Oklahoma and his almost inexplicable silence, but kept to herself her worry over this silence and as to her own future if it continued. She gave him the latest news of the Benders and the Guerins and handed over the two letters from these friends she happened to have in her purse that he might read and enjoy them at his leisure. In short, Betty poured out much of the pent-up excitement and doubt and conjecture of the last few weeks to Bob, who was as hungry to hear as she was to tell it.


      “They certainly are fine to you!” he exclaimed, referring to the Littells. “There isn’t another family in Washington, probably, who would have been as kind to you. I think you’ll hear from your uncle soon, Betty. Lots of times these oil wells, you know, are miles from a railroad or a post-office. You take that Mr. Littell’s advice—he sounds as if he had a heap of common sense. And whatever they’ve done to you, you’re looking great, Betty. Pretty, and stylish and—and different, somehow.”


      Betty blushed becomingly. She had brightened up amazingly during her stay in Washington, despite her anxiety about her uncle and, lately, Bob, The serene and happy life the whole household led under the roof of “Fairfields” had a great deal to do with this transformation, for the bickering and pettiness of the daily life at Bramble Farm had worn Betty’s nerves insensibly. She tried to say something of this to Bob.


      “I know,” he nodded. “And, Betty, what do you think? I met the old miser right here in Washington!”


      Instinctively Betty glanced behind her.


      “You didn’t!” she gasped. “Where? Did he—was he angry?”


      “Sure! He was raving,” replied Bob cheerfully. “What do you think he accused me of this time? Stealing an unrecorded deed! Did you know anything about that, Betty?”


      Betty described the incident of her delayed letter and told of the morning she had picked it from the floor and hung up Mr. Peabody’s coat.


      “He insists you took it, but I never believed it for one moment,” she said earnestly. “I’m sure Mrs. Peabody doesn’t either; and I didn’t think Mr. Peabody really thought you took it. You know how he flies into a temper and accuses any one. But if he came down to Washington and said pointblank to you that you took it, it looks as if he thought you did, doesn’t it?”


      “You wouldn’t have any doubts if you had heard him,” Bob said grimly. “He had me by the coat collar and nearly shook my teeth loose. Perhaps he expected to shake the deed out of my pocket. What on earth does he think I could do with his old deed, anyhow?”


      Betty explained the transaction of the lots as Mrs. Peabody had explained it to her, and Bob understood that the farmer, basing his reasoning on his own probable conduct under similar conditions, suspected him of intended blackmail.


      “How did you get away from him?” asked Betty presently. “Where did he shake you? Couldn’t you call a policeman?”


      “He wanted a policeman,” said Bob, chuckling. “He walked me about two blocks, hunting for a cop. Then a crowd collected and I decided it was better to wriggle out, and I did, leaving the only coat I owned in his hands. But I never go out without looking up and down the street first. I don’t want to be arrested, even if I didn’t steal anything. Besides, with Peabody, I have a feeling that he might be able to prove whatever he wanted to prove.”


      “You’ve bought a new suit,” said Betty irrelevantly. “You don’t suppose Mr. Peabody will stay in Washington, hunting for you, do you?”


      “If he doesn’t have to pay too much for board he will,” said Bob. “That deed evidently means a lot to him. I wish I could find it, if only to send him back to the farm. I’ll bet a cookie it’s in some of his coat pockets this minute, and he hanging down here to nab me. Sure, I bought a new suit—had to, before I could get a job. By the way, Betty, if you need some cash—” He patted his pocket invitingly.


      “Oh, I have enough,” Betty assured him hastily. “I’d feel better if the Littells would only let me spend a little money. Why, what’s this?”


      For Bob had put a small white envelope into her reluctant hands.


      “That’s the loan,” he said gravely. “I’ve carried it just like that for days, ready to give you the first time I saw you. You’re a great little pal, Betty. If it hadn’t been for you, I never should have got to Washington.”


      Betty put the money away in her purse, conscious that it meant self-denial on the lad’s part, but knowing that she would hurt his pride irreparably did she refuse to take it.


      “Have you written to Mr. Bender?” she prodded gently. “You promised to, Bob.”


      The police recorder had taken a warm interest in Bob, and Betty knew from his wife’s letters that he was anxious to hear from him.


      “I will write,” promised Bob. “I’m tired at night, Betty, and that’s the truth. I never seem to get enough sleep. But I will write, perhaps this Sunday.”


      “Well, folks, all talked out?” called Bobby’s gay voice, and she came smilingly up to them. “Betty, mother and the girls are downstairs in the car. I met them on the way and they know all about our meeting with Bob. Mother wants him to come home to dinner.”


      Bob replied that while he appreciated Mrs. Littell’s kindness, he could not come that night, and, as he followed Bobby to the elevator, gave Betty a significant glare which, correctly interpreted, read: “Don’t forget what I told you!”


      Mrs. Littell took to Bob at once, and the bevy of girls, simple and friendly and delightfully free from selfconsciousness, adopted him at once as Betty’s friend and theirs. When the mother found that he could not be persuaded to come home with them that night—and Betty loyally supported him, mindful of the collar—she would not be satisfied until she had arranged for him to spend the next Saturday afternoon and Sunday with them at “Fairfields,” promising to send the car in for him at noon, so that he might have lunch with them.


      “Betty hasn’t tried her riding habit on once,” said Mrs. Littell when Bob had promised to come. “Perhaps when you come out the girls will find time to give her, her delayed riding lesson. They’ve been doing Washington pretty thoroughly.”


      This reminded Betty of Bobby’s plan to visit the roof of the office building, and Bob had the same thought.


      “Couldn’t you all come in to-morrow morning and let me take you up on the roof?” he asked them. “The view is really worth while, and I’m up there anyway half the morning looking after my employer’s experiments. He is head of a dye house, and is always trying the effect of sunlight on new shades.”


      So it was decided that the girls should come in again in the morning. Then they drove away home, and Bob went on his errand. Luckily he had been told that he need not return to the office that afternoon after its completion, or he might have found himself involved in a maze of explanations and excuses for his lengthy absence.


      

      



      CHAPTER XXI


      THE ACCIDENT


      “I’d like to live up here!” It was Esther who spoke so enthusiastically, as she stood, with Bob Henderson and the four girls, on the roof of the building proudly pointed out as the tallest in Washington.


      A soft breeze was blowing, and it was a cloudless day so that the city was clearly spread before them.


      “Wouldn’t I like to go up in an airplane!” exclaimed Betty. “See, they’re flying over the Navy Yard now. I’d give anything to know how it feels to fly.”


      “If you go much nearer that edge you’ll know how it feels all right,” Bob warned her. “Come down here and I’ll show you our drying racks. Perhaps that will keep your mind off airplanes.”


      The wooden racks held lengths of silk and cloth, weighted at the ends to keep them from blowing away. The materials were dyed in crude, vivid colors, and Bob explained that they were brought from the factory after being dipped so that his employer might personally observe the changes they underwent after exposure to strong sunlight.


      “We only take orders and send out salesmen from the office downstairs,” he said. “The factory is near Georgetown and employs about two hundred hands.”


      After they had made the circuit of the roof, picking out familiar landmarks and wrangling lazily over distances and geographical boundaries, they were ready to go down. Bob must return to work, and the girls had planned a trip to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.


      “I tell you I was glad our office wasn’t on the top floor this morning,” Bob casually remarked as they stood waiting for the elevator. “Something was the matter, and everybody had to walk up. The fourth floor was plenty far enough up for us then.”


      “Mother always says we don’t appreciate conveniences till we have to do without them,” said Bobby. “Here comes the car.”


      The grinning negro boy who operated the elevator smiled a wide smile as they filed into his car.


      “You-all get a nice view?” he asked sociably.


      They assured him that they had, and he seemed pleased, but his red light glowing at that moment, he gave all his attention to stopping at the next floor. Two women got on and, at the next floor, two men.


      The gate had just closed after this last stop, and Betty had opened her mouth to tell Bobby that her hat was tipped crookedly when with a sickening speed the car began to drop!


      “We’s slipping! I can’t stop her! Oh, good gracious, the brakes or nothin’ don’t work!” The frenzied wail of the negro who was working valiantly at his levers gave the first intimation of danger.


      Betty saw Bob spring to his aid, saw Esther sink in a miserable little white heap to the floor, Bobby put her hands up to her eyes as if to shut out the light, and Louise mechanically try to defend herself from the strangle hold of the woman who stood next to her. It seemed minutes to Betty that the car was falling, and she watched the others’ behavior with a curious, semi-detached interest that was oddly impersonal. One of the men passengers began to claw at the gate frantically and the other kept muttering under his breath, softly and steadily, biting off his words crisply and quite unconscious of what he was saying. The woman who had clutched Louise was silent at first, but her companion instantly screamed, and in a fraction of a second she, too, was screaming.


      Now Betty had never heard the sound of women in terror, and she was unprepared for the wild anguish of those shrill voices.


      The experience was terrifying, but it was all over very swiftly. The mechanism jammed between the third and second floors and the elevator came to a stop with a suddenness that jarred the teeth of the passengers. It had begun to fall after leaving the seventh floor.


      For a moment every one stared at every one else stupidly. Bobby Littell was the first to find her voice.


      “Well, I guess we’re all here,” she observed matter-of-factly. “Esther, are you hurt?”


      “No-o, I think not,” said Esther slowly. “Wasn’t it awful! Let’s get out of here, quick.”


      A hasty investigation proved that no one was injured, and as one of the men said, shaken nerves could not be allowed to count.


      “That was a narrow escape, a mighty narrow escape!” said the other man. “I fully expected to be smashed in the wreck of the car when it struck the concrete well.”


      “I’ll never ride in another elevator, never!” ejaculated the woman who had seized Louise. “Why, I’ll dream of this for weeks to come.”


      The girls said nothing, though their lips were white and Betty’s knees were trembling. She was rather angry that she should feel this loss of control after everything was over, but it was natural.


      “How do we get out?” Bob addressed the operator briskly. “Can you open the doors? Come on now, nothing is going to hurt you—the danger is over.”


      The poor darky was actually gray with fright, and his face was bruised where he had been thrown against the grating when the car stopped.


      “I doan know how you-all kin get out, Boss,” he said tremulously. “We’s stuck between the floors.”


      “Hello! Hello you, down there! Anybody hurt?” a friendly bellow came down to them from the grating of the floor above.


      A crowd had collected on each floor, having heard the screams, and all these people now ran downstairs to get as close to the stranded car as they could. They collected about the gate on the third floor, and many from the street, hearing that there had been an accident, crowded around the shaft on the second floor. They were advised that no one was hurt and what was needed was a way of escape from the brass cage.


      “Knock a hole in the roof,” some one advised cheerfully. “You can crawl out on the top of the car and then shinny your way up to us. Or we’ll let down a rope to you.”


      “What’ll we knock a hole in the roof with?” demanded Bob, and when offers were made to drop an axe down to him he had difficulty in calming the woman who had so nearly strangled Louise, and who had visions of being accidently decapitated.


      “I cain’t get the doors open,” announced the darky, after tinkering vainly with them. “I reckon the lock’s done got jammed. If I could get ’em open the lil girl under the seat could shinny up the wall and that would be one out, ‘tannyrate.”


      Attention thus focused upon her, Libbie crawled from under the seat where she had dived, following an ostrich-like impulse to hide her head from coming danger. Her confusion was increased by the tactless comment of the operator who, seeing her “full view” for the first time, exclaimed:


      “Lawsy, Missie, you couldn’t shinny up no wall. You is too fat.”


      Many suggestions were forthcoming, all of them impractical, and the already frayed nerves of the passengers began to show evidence of reaching the snapping point. Bob’s employer was among those who had gathered in the corridor, and he decidedly favored the axe idea.


      The plan to chop their way out gained in favor, and a boy had been dispatched for one of the fire axes when the woman who had grasped Louise created a diversion by going into hysterics and declaring that she would not have them dropping axes on her head. Her companion tried in vain to soothe her, but she was in a highly nervous state and it was impossible to explain or reason with her. She began to scream again, and this was more than those imprisoned in the car with her could be expected to stand.


      “That settles it—call off the axe!” shouted the older man, exchanging a desperate glance with Bob. “If this goes on much longer we’ll be floated out on a river of salt tears. It’s all right, Madam, they are not going to send any axes down.”


      The women continued to sob violently for a time, but at last they got her quieted and were free to consider other ways and means of escape.


      Pat Kelly, the genial engineer of the building, was sent down to the basement to see what he could do with the refractory machinery, for although the elevator people had been telephoned to, their men had not yet put in an appearance. Pat’s contribution was to create a horrible din by hammering on every pipe he came to, stopping at three-minute intervals to yell, “Can ye be moving now?”


      “Call that man off!” shouted the younger of the two men passengers. “What do you think this is—a boiler factory? About all the good he’ll do will be to dislodge the car, and we’ll fall the rest of the way.”


      This was a bad suggestion, and only by hard work were two more cases of hysterics averted.


      “I think what we need is a drink of water,” declared Betty timidly. “Do you think they could get some down to us? And, Bob, why don’t they send for the fire department?”


      “I suppose because we are not on fire,” answered Bob seriously. “What good could the firemen do?”


      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Betty vaguely. “Only in Pineville the firemen get people out of all sorts of scrapes. They can climb you know, and they have long ladders and ropes—”


      “By George, the girl is right!” The elder man looked at Betty admiringly. “Hey, some of you who want to help! Go and ‘phone the fire department. And say, send us down some water—we’re dry as dust after this rumpus.”


      Half of the waiting crowd scattered to telephone to the fire department and the other half ran for the water coolers. Their zeal outstripped their judgment in this latter service, and the result was an icy stream of water that poured into the car.


      

      



      CHAPTER XXII


      BEING RESCUED


      The water struck the lady given to hysterics, and she promptly opened her mouth and shrieked again.


      “We’re drowning!” she cried, her terrified mind picturing a broken water pipe. “I tell you, we’re drowning!”


      “And I tell you we’re not!” Betty stifled a desire to laugh as one of the men contradicted her. “Some idiot—”


      The crash of the water cooler against the top of the car as it slipped from the hands of the person holding it interrupted his assurance and weakened it hopelessly. A chorus of shrieks arose from those in the car.


      “Well, there’s your drink, Betty,” grinned Bob, assisting the girls to crowd on to the one seat, for the floor was soaked with ice-cold water. “And here come your firemen—maybe they’ll have better luck.”


      Some of the firemen went to the third floor and others obeyed orders to stay on the second.


      “I’d say knock ’er down,” said the grizzled old fire chief after a careful inspection of the wedged car. “We’ll fix it up to break the fall. And, anyway, a drop from the third to the basement would not be dangerous.”


      But the occupants of the elevator protested vigorously against this plan. They made it quite clear that they had had all the “drop” they wanted for that day, and some of them intimated that they preferred to spend the night there rather than be experimented with.


      “Women is like that,” they heard the fire chief confide sadly to his lieutenant. “You can’t reason with ’em. Well, we’ll have to dope out another scheme.”


      After a consultation, it was proposed, via the chiefs voice which had a carrying quality that was famous throughout the city, to let a ladder down from the third floor, have a fireman chop a hole in the top of the car, and assist the prisoners up the ladder to safety.


      This plan met with the approval of all but the two rather prim and elderly women who flatly refused to walk up a ladder, even to get out of their present unpleasant predicament.


      “Well, then, you’ll have to stay here,” announced the fire chief disgustedly. “The others are willing, and we can’t hang around here all day. If there was a fire you wouldn’t be consulted. A fireman would have you up or down a ladder before you could open your mouth to object. I ain’t used to arguing with anybody.”


      “There’s another way that might work, chief,” suggested his aide. “If we can fix ropes and rig up a windlass, we can maybe hoist the car up to the level of the gate.”


      It was decided to try this plan, but the wily chief first extracted a promise from every one in the car that if the scheme failed, they would submit to a ladder rescue.


      “’Cause I ain’t saying this will work, and I don’t aim to cook up a different plan every minute till you’re all suited,” he declared, with commendable precaution. “You all agree to the ladder if this ain’t a go?”


      An unanimous chorus assured him that they did.


      It took some time to arrange the ropes, but at last, creakingly and slowly, the car began to make its ascent.


      “Bless the Lord!” ejaculated the darky operator fervently, “I done guess our troubles is ovah!”


      He changed his mind in a minute when it was discovered that the car gates were jammed. There the eleven imprisoned passengers stood, on a level with the third floor, a crowd gathered in the corridor as far as the eye could see, a thin iron grating separating them from escape.


      “I don’t know but I’d just as lief stay here as to face that mob,” murmured Bob, but some one heard him.


      “You’re among friends, bub,” a man called. “Keep up a stout heart.”


      There was a general laugh, and some one was dispatched to get a file. Ten minutes’ work with this, and the stubborn catch was filed through, the gates slid back and those behind them found themselves once more on good solid mosaic tiling.


      Bob’s employer came up to him, and was presented to the girls. He was a pleasant, prosperous-looking man, middle-aged, and evidently fond of Bob. He immediately offered him the rest of the day off, insisting that after such an experience he should rest quietly for a few hours.


      “By the way,” he remarked _sotto voce_, “those two young men over there at the head of the stairs are newspaper reporters. One has a camera. I imagine they want to get a story on your morning’s sensations.”


      Bob had not yet met Mr. Littell, but he had a lively idea of what that gentleman might say should he find his daughters’ pictures spread over the first page of the evening papers, accompanied by a more or less accurate analysis of their emotions during the trying period through which they had just passed.


      “Whisk us into your office, can’t you, Mr. Derby?” he urged, “They’re stopping people as they go down; they’ll take no notice of us if we go on up to the fourth floor.”


      The crowd, satisfied that no one had been killed or was likely to be, had drifted down the staircase, the two alert youths questioning each one in an effort to get the stories of those who had been in the stalled car. The negro operator had already furnished enough copy for a half-column of thrills.


      Mr. Derby managed to usher the girls and Bob upstairs to his office without exciting suspicion, and once there the question of how to get to the street was considered. There were still enough people in the corridors to make a quick run down impossible, and the elevator was, of course, out of commission.


      “I’ll tell you,” said Mr. Derby suddenly. “Go down the fire escape to the second floor and get in at the hall window. It’s always open. I’ll have to wait here for Anderson, Bob. He had an appointment at eleven, but telephoned he was delayed. But perhaps the nerves of the young ladies are not equal to a climb down the fire escape? In that case you could all remain here and I’ll have lunch sent in.”


      The girls, however, ridiculed the idea of nervousness. And indeed, with the elasticity of youth, they had already dismissed the accident from their minds except as an exciting story to tell at home that afternoon or evening.


      “I’ll go first,” said Bob, stepping out on the fire escape. “All there is to do is to take it easy, don’t hurry, and don’t push. There’s only two flights, so you can’t get dizzy.”


      “Isn’t this a lark!” chuckled Bobby, as she and Betty waited for the younger girls to go first after Bob. “I never had so much fun in my life. What’s Bob stopping for?”


      Bob was working with the window directly over the fire escape on the second floor. The girls caught up with him before he turned with a flushed face.


      “The blame thing’s locked,” he announced. “Isn’t that the worst luck! It’s a rule of the building that all hall windows be left open unless there’s a storm. Well, I suppose we might as well go back. There’s no window on the first floor.”


      “We could climb in there,” suggested Betty, pointing to another window, half-opened. “See, Bob, I can reach it easily.”


      She drew herself up before Bob could stop her, and, raising the window as high as it would go, scrambled over the sill.


      “It’s fine—come on in,” she laughed back at the others. “Cunning office and no one in it. I suppose the owner has gone out to see us rescued.”


      Bob lifted up Libbie, who was the shortest, and, one after the other, the girls climbed in, Bob following last.


      It was a finely furnished office and one Bob had never been in, though he had a speaking acquaintance with many of the tenants in the building. A pair of tiny scales and a little heap of yellow dust lay on the highly polished mahogany desk.


      The door into the corridor was partly open, and as they had to pass the desk to reach the door, it was natural that the group should draw nearer and glance curiously at the pair of scales.


      “No nearer are you to come!” snapped a sharp voice with the precision of a foreigner who is not sure enough of his English to speak hurriedly. “I warn you not to put a finger out.”


      Libbie squawked outright in terror, and the others fell back a step. A little man with very black eyes stood facing them, and at them he was leveling a small, businesslike looking revolver. The door had closed noiselessly, and he had evidently been behind it.


      “I saw you all to enter,” he informed them sternly. “I, of all in the building, remembered that it is in excitement that sneak thieves do their best work. Mr. Matthews is trusting, but I—I stood on guard. It is well. You are not to move while I telephone to the police.”


      “Look here,” said Bob determinedly, almost overwhelmed with his responsibility and blaming himself for having placed the girls in such an awkward position. “We’re no thieves. You can telephone upstairs to Mr. Derby and he’ll vouch for us.”


      “I know no Mr. Derby,” said the little man stubbornly. “Why should you pick out a jeweler’s office and creep in through the window? Answer me that! Are there not stairs?”


      “Well we wanted to avoid some—er—men,” blurted Bob.


      “Yah—already the police seek you!” triumphed their captor. “Well, they will not have long to seek.”


      “They were not the police.” Betty found her voice and spoke earnestly. “They were reporters, and we didn’t want to be interviewed. We came down the fire escape from the fourth floor, and found the hall window locked. This window was open, and we crawled in, intending to get out into the hall. That is the absolute truth.”


      

      



      CHAPTER XXIII


      ANOTHER RESCUE


      The black eyes of the little man suddenly disappeared. They were so bright and glistening that their disappearance was noticeable. He had closed them tight and was laughing!


      As suddenly as he had laughed, his mirth stopped, and he stared sternly at the anxious Betty.


      “You expect me to believe that?” he asked incredulously.


      “It is true,” she said quietly.


      “True—bah!” The vehemence of his tone quite startled her. “True! When all you had to do to reach the first floor—had access to the street been your object—was to let down the folding flight to the ground.”


      Betty’s jaw dropped. She and Bob looked at each other helplessly.


      “We—we never thought of that!” she faltered.


      It was true. In her excitement she had not noticed the folding flight of steps that let down to the ground in an emergency, and for protection against sneak thieves was always drawn up except during fire drills. Bob had been equally careless. As for the Littell girls, like docile sheep, they had never thought to question their leaders.


      Still keeping the revolver pointed at them, the little man took down the telephone receiver.


      “Bob!” whispered Betty. “Oh, Bob, this is dreadful! What will Mrs. Littell say? And those reporters! If they get hold of this, the elevator story will be nothing.”


      Bobby and Louise and Esther and Libbie stood in a forlorn group, their gaze fixed trustingly on Bob and Betty, whom they trusted to get them out of this scrape somehow.


      As for Bob, he was handicapped by numbers. He could easily have planned a way to get himself and one girl out of the room, but to hope to spirit away five substantial maidens under the black eyes fastened unwaveringly upon him, was too great a problem for quick solution. He did not fear trouble in establishing their innocence, but the notoriety accompanying such an episode could not be otherwise than distinctly unpleasant.


      “I suppose that’s gold dust in the tray,” thought Bob wretchedly. “Of all the poor luck, to pick out an office with gold dust floating around as free as air! Why didn’t the dub lock it up in his safe?”


      The little man was having trouble to get “Central.” He jiggled the hook frantically in flat defiance of all telephone rules, and he shouted loudly into the transmitter, as though enough noise could rouse the number he sought.


      Just at this moment the outer door opened and a man entered. He was a man of middle age with a closely clipped gray moustache and kindly gray eyes. It was Mr. Matthews, the owner of the business.


      The little man, seeing him, flung the receiver into the hook with a bang and poured forth a volley of French, emphasized by wild gestures.


      After listening for a few moments, Mr. Matthews turned a wondering gaze on the group of subdued looking young people. His expression soon turned to one of amusement.


      After a word or two in French to the little man, evidently of thanks for his zeal, he said to Bob and the girls:


      “Won’t you please tell me your side of the story? I find it hard to believe that you have set forth to rob and steal.”


      The tale came out with a rush, Bob, Betty, and Bobby taking turns or all talking together, the others, fortunately, being content to let the three tell the story.


      Mr. Matthews was sympathetic and apologetic, but he was also amused, and he laughed heartily. It seemed he knew Mr. Littell. The “robber band,” as Bobby afterwards named them, laughed with him; in fact, in their relief, laughing till the tears came. The black-eyed man, meanwhile, left the room, still, evidently, suspicious of them.


      “Monsieur Brissot,” explained Mr. Matthews, “is a Belgian diamond cutter who has just come to this country. He seems to be suspicious of everybody, and, I fear, does not always use judgment in his handling of such matters. I am grateful, however, for the interest he takes in my business, and trust you young people will overlook his excess of zeal.”


      Mr. Matthews showed them to the door, and as by this time the reporters were well away intent on other affairs, they went out of the building in the regular way-a more seemly way than scuttling down fire escapes and breaking into jewelry shops, so Betty declared.


      “Well, good gracious!” observed Bobby, when they were once outside. “If this hasn’t been an exciting morning! First we get nearly killed, then we’re rescued, and next we’re almost arrested.”


      They boarded a street car and went to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, where they spent an interesting afternoon touring the immense plant, the best equipped of its kind in the world.


      The recital of their adventures at the dinner table that night provoked mingled merriment and concern.


      “Never mind, it will teach ’em self-reliance,” Mr. Littell insisted, when his wife protested that the girls would have to be more closely chaperoned on subsequent trips. “Falling into scrapes is the finest lesson-book ever opened to the heedless.”


      Sunday morning the girls and Mrs. Littell motored to Washington and attended services in one of the fine old churches. There they had an excellent opportunity to observe the President of the United States and his wife, who, as Libbie said disappointedly at dinner that day, “looked just like anybody.”


      “I hope you didn’t expect them to get up and make a speech?” teased her uncle. “However, I’m glad you saw them, my dear. A country where the head of the government ‘looks just like anybody’ and goes to church as simply and reverently as any one else is the finest in the world.”


      Early in the new week Bobby announced that it was their duty, meaning the girl contingent, to go into the city and pay a call upon a friend of the Littells’ who was staying with an aunt at one of the large hotels. They had met them at church, and a tentative promise had been given, which Bobby was determined should be kept.


      “If it wasn’t for me this family would have no manners,” she scolded. “Now, I don’t like Ruth Gladys Royal a bit better than you do, Louise; but I hope I know what is the right thing to do.”


      Mrs. Littell, who was hopelessly unfashionable as far as conventions that were merely polite went, announced serenely that she was going to her sewing circle and that if the girls chose they might go calling. Her engagement stood.


      “Mother thinks Ruth Royal is snobbish,” commented Bobby, as her mother serenely departed for the little sewing circle of the country church in which she maintained a keen interest and which she virtually supported. “As far as that goes, I think she is. But Louise told her we’d come and call on her, and I think a promise ought to be kept.”


      “Well, I’ll go with you if Betty will,” said Louise. “I don’t see why you pick out a perfectly lovely afternoon to martyr us all in, but if it must be done, let’s get it over with. Esther and Libbie have wheedled dad into taking them to the movies, and I suppose we can go in the car with them.”


      The three ascended the stairs to put on their best bibs and tuckers and came down again to find Mr. Littell and the other two girls joyously arranged on the back seat, with Carter having hard work to keep from smiling at their jokes and quips.


      “How elegant we look,” jeered Mr. Littell, whose injured foot was still stiff but who began to talk about returning to his office. “I don’t suppose you could be persuaded to go to see ‘The Rose-Pink Curtains’ with us, and have a sundae afterward?”


      Bobby shook her head sternly.


      “Don’t tempt us when we’re having a hard time to do our duty,” she admonished. “We have to go to see Ruth Royal; honestly we do. But we’ll meet you for the sundae; won’t we, girls?”


      It was arranged that they should meet at quarter to five, and then the three callers were set down before the ornate hotel entrance. Just off the lobby was a pretty, richly furnished parlor where they decided to wait while they were being announced.


      “Let’s hope she isn’t in,” suggested the irrepressible Louise. “Then we’d still have time to see ‘The Rose-Pink Curtains.’”


      Betty sat nearest the door and from her seat she could see a section of the lobby and one of the elevators. The boy who had taken their names came back in a few minutes with the information that Miss Royal and her aunt were out.


      “The clerk says they left word at the desk that they expect to be back about half-past seven tonight.”


      “All right, that excuses us,” declared Bobby cheerfully, hardly waiting till the boy had left the room. “Come on, girls, we’ll go to the movies. Betty, for mercy’s sake, what are you staring at?”


      Betty had risen and was peering through the velvet portieres. She turned and put a finger to her lips, then drew Bobby close to her.


      “Look out there in the corridor, over by the desk,” she whispered. “See that man who is shouting at the clerk?”


      “I hear him,” admitted Bobby, screwing up her eyes and peeping through the curtains. “What do you suppose he is arguing about?”


      “That,” announced Betty, unintentionally dramatic, “is Joseph Peabody!”


      The girls had heard about Joseph Peabody, a little from Betty, and more from Bob, who had spoken freely to their father. They knew about his miserly nature and they were acquainted with the fact that he believed Bob had stolen something that did not belong to him. The real story of the unrecorded deed both Bob and Betty had told only to Mr. Littell. It was characteristic of Bobby’s loyal nature that her first thought should be for Betty.


      “You don’t suppose he is down here after you, do you?” she whispered, clutching Betty by the elbow in a sudden panic. “Oh, Betty, suppose he wanted to drag you back to Bramble Farm?”


      Betty had to laugh, in spite of the anxiety she was feeling.


      “He has no authority over me,” she explained. “Besides, he would have no earthly use for me if my board wasn’t paid in advance.” Her face clouded involuntarily as the thought of her missing uncle thus came to her mind. “No,” she went on, “I’m terribly afraid that he is here looking for Bob. You know he threatened to have him arrested that time Bob managed to escape him. I wonder if I can’t get to a ‘phone booth without being seen and telephone to Bob or Mr. Derby.”


      Louise rather impatiently pushed her sister aside that she might take a peep at the unconscious Mr. Peabody. As she put her eye to the crack between the curtains she uttered a little shriek that she tried to stifle with her hand.


      “Betty!” she cried so shrilly that those in the lobby must have heard her if the harsh call of a siren outside had not sounded opportunely. “Betty, here comes Bob!”


      Sure enough, in through the revolving door, neatly dressed and looking every inch the intelligent young junior clerk, came Bob Henderson, his eyes glued to a letter he had taken from his pocket.


      Betty would have given even her hope of a letter from Oklahoma to have been able to call a warning. Instead, she had to stand helplessly by and watch the lad walk directly to the desk, where he put a question to the clerk. Instantly Joseph Peabody whirled and had the boy by the collar.


      “Got you at last, you young imp!” he chortled gleefully. “This time I don’t calculate to let go of you till I land you where you’re going—behind the bars. That is, unless you hand over what you’ve got of mine!”


      Several people turned to stare curiously, and Betty sympathized acutely with the crimson-faced Bob, who was protesting hotly that he had nothing belonging to Peabody.


      “You stay here,” she ordered Louise and Bobby. “There’s no need of you mixing in this. I’m going to see if I can help Bob.”


      She sped across the hall to the desk, followed by her two faithful shadows, who were determined to stand loyally by.


      “Well, I swan, if it isn’t Betty!” ejaculated the farmer when he caught sight of her.


      

      



      CHAPTER XXIV


      BOB IS CLEARED


      “Betty, you stay out of this,” commanded Bob sternly. “If there’s going to be a scene, two actors will be a-plenty. You go away and take the girls with you.”


      The clerk who had been regarding them curiously over his ledger now took a hand.


      “If this argument is likely to be prolonged,” he suggested sarcastically, “I’d advise you either to go up to your room, Mr. Peabody, or into that card room there. That’s deserted in the day time.”


      “Yes, come on in here,” said Betty, anxious to get away from the gaze of the other guests. She led the way into the card room which opened off the lobby and was preferable to making a public journey in the elevator. “Close the door, Louise.”


      Mr. Peabody kept his hold on Bob’s collar and from time to time he shook him vigorously, whether with the idea of shaking the stubbornness out of him or merely to indicate that he held the whip hand, Betty was undecided.


      “You can let go of Bob,” she said heatedly, as soon as they were in the room with the door shut. “He isn’t going to run away.”


      “I’ll see that he doesn’t,” was the grim reply. “You hand over that deed, young man, or I’ll call a policeman in two minutes.”


      “I tell you I haven’t got it!” protested Bob desperately. “I never saw the thing. What would I be doing with a paper of yours? I haven’t got it, and that’s all there is to it.”


      “Of course he hasn’t!” For the life of her Betty could not keep still, though perhaps caution dictated that she hold her tongue. “I know he hasn’t that deed, Mr. Peabody. And having him arrested won’t give you what he hasn’t got.”


      “How do you know he hasn’t got it?” demanded the farmer. “Deeds don’t walk off and hide themselves, young lady. Bob happens to know why I want that deed. And if he doesn’t produce it, and that mighty quick, he’ll find himself where they can shake the truth out of him with no fooling.”


      Bobby sprang to her feet from the leather chair where she had curled up to listen to the proceedings.


      “I’ll telephone my father,” she cried. “He’ll help Bob to sue you for false arrest. If you have some one arrested and it is found he didn’t do what you said he did, he can sue you for damages. I’ve heard my father say so. Don’t you care, Bob, Daddy will find a way to beat this horrid old man.”


      An unpleasant smile spread over the mean, shriveled face.


      “Is that so?” queried Joseph Peabody. “Well, I don’t know who you are, Miss, but you need a lesson on how to keep a civil tongue in your head. All the fine friends Mister Bob has picked up in Washington won’t stand by him long when they find out he’s a poorhouse rat and a runaway at that. There’ll be some explaining for you to do before the almshouse authorities are satisfied, young man.”


      Betty’s anger flamed as the familiar odious phrase fell from the farmer’s lips, and added to her anger was the crystallized fear that had been haunting her for weeks. She did not know whether Bob could really be returned to the poor-house or whether it was another trick of Peabody’s, but she feared the worst and dreaded it.


      “You try to return Bob to the poorhouse!” she cried, her cheeks blazing, her hands clenched. She took a step toward Peabody and he fell back, dragging Bob with him so that a chair stood between them and the furious girl. “You try to return Bob to the poorhouse, and I’ll tell every one what I know about that deed,” flared Betty. “I know all about the Warren lots and the kind of sale you forced through. You—you—” to her distress and amazement, Betty burst into tears.


      “Don’t cry, dear,” whispered Bobby, putting her arm around her. “Daddy won’t let them do anything to Bob. You see if he does.”


      Joseph Peabody was apparently impervious to verbal assaults and tears.


      “Once more I ask you,” he shook Bob violently, “are you going to hand over that paper? Yes, or no?”


      “I tell you I haven’t got it,” said Bob doggedly. “Shaking my teeth out won’t help me get a paper I never saw in my life. As for having me arrested, you keep up this racket much longer and the hotel authorities will send for the police on their own responsibility.”


      Peabody picked up his hat.


      “All right, you come along with me,” he said sourly. “You won’t go before a soft-headed police recorder this time, either. You’ll find out what it means to face a real judge.”


      He was marching Bob toward the door when a sharp rap sounded. Louise, nearest the door, had the presence of mind to open it. A bellboy stood there with a telegram on a tray.


      “Telegram for Mr. Joseph Peabody,” he announced impassively, his alert eyes darting about the room from which such angry voices had been coming for the last quarter of an hour.


      “All right—give it here.” The farmer snatched the yellow envelope and shut the door in the boy’s face without making a motion to tip him.


      His back against the door, to prevent Bob’s escape, Joseph Peabody slit the envelope and read the message. The others saw his jaw drop and a slow, painful flush creep over his face and neck.


      “I’m called back to Bramble Farm right away,” he mumbled, refusing to meet their gaze. “Being hurried, and having so much to tend to, I’m willing to drop the matter of having you arrested, Bob. But let this be a lesson to you, to hoe a straight row.”


      Bob stared at the man stupidly, frankly bewildered. But Betty’s quick wit solved the sudden change of front. She had seen how quickly Peabody folded up the telegram when he had read it.


      “Isn’t that a message from Mrs. Peabody?” she demanded crisply. “And doesn’t she say she’s found the deed? Where was it—in one of your coat pockets?”


      The farmer was taken by surprise, and the truth was shocked out of him.


      “She’s found it under the seat in the old market wagon,” he blurted. “I recollect I put it there for safe-keeping, meaning to take it over to the deposit box the next day. Well, I’ve wasted more time an’ money in Washington than I like to think of. Got to go home and make up for it.”


      Without another word or glance, without the shadow of an apology to Bob, he swung out of the room and strode over to the desk. In a moment they heard his harsh voice demanding the amount of his bill.


      Bob looked at Betty, who stared back. Louise and Bobby were equally silent. Then Betty snickered, and the tension was broken. Peal after peal of laughter rang out, and they dropped helplessly into chairs and laughed till they could laugh no longer.


      “Oh, dear!” Betty sat up, wiping her eyes. “Did you ever see anything like that? He never said good-by, or admitted that he’d made a mistake, or—or anything! What do you suppose people in the hotel must think of him?”


      That reminded Bobby of the girl they had come to see and who was really responsible for their visit to the hotel.


      “The first kind thing Ruth Royal ever did for me,” she declared frankly. “I wouldn’t have missed seeing Mr. Peabody for worlds.”


      “How did you ever happen to come here, Bob?” asked Betty, who had been wondering about this ever since she had seen Bob walk right into the one man he most wished to avoid.


      “I brought a letter from Mr. Derby for one of the guests stopping here,” explained Bob. “That reminds me, I haven’t delivered it yet. Peabody threw me off the track. I’ll turn it in, and then I’ll have to hurry back to the office; they’ll think I’ve been run over for sure.”


      He went off, promising again to see them on Saturday, and the girls, feeling too upset to settle down to the quietness of a motion picture house, went out to walk up and down in the sunshine of Pennsylvania Avenue until it was time to meet Mr. Littell and Libbie and Esther.


      Of course they had much to tell them, and Mr. Littell in particular was a most appreciative listener. He was genuinely fond of Bob and interested in him, and he got quite purple with wrath when he learned of the indignity he had suffered at the hands of the ill-bred farmer.


      “Then he went off and never had the grace to ask the lad’s pardon!” sputtered the builder when Betty reached the end of her recital. “I wish I had him by the collar—just for three minutes. Perhaps I wouldn’t drive a little of the fear of justice into his narrow mind!”


      They had lingered over their ice-cream, and although Carter drove at a good speed, they found that unless they hurried they would be late for dinner. It was one of Mrs. Littell’s few unbreakable rules that the girls must change into simple, light frocks for the evening meal, and they went directly upstairs to take off their street clothes.


      When they came down dinner had been announced and they went directly to the table. They had so much to tell Mrs. Littell and she was so interested that it was not until they were leaving the table that she remembered what she had meant to ask Betty as soon as the girl came in.


      “Betty, darling,” she said comfortably, “you found your letter on the hall table all right, didn’t you?”


      “Why, I never thought to look for mail,” returned Betty in surprise. “No, Mrs. Littell, I didn’t stop in the hall. Was there a letter for me?”


      Mrs. Littell nodded and swept her family across the hall into the living-room, saying something to her husband in a low voice. Betty hurried to the console table where the mail was always laid on a beaten silver tray. The solitary letter lying there was addressed to her. And the postmark, she saw as she picked it up, was a town in Oklahoma!


      

      



      CHAPTER XXV


      FUTURE PLANS


      Betty’s first impulse was to run up to her room and close the door. Then she sat down on the edge of the bed and tore open the envelope eagerly. She read the half dozen closely written sheets through twice, thrust them back into the envelope, and ran down to tell the Littells the good news.


      “I’ve heard from Uncle Dick!” she cried radiantly, facing them as they turned at her entrance. Betty’s vivid personality often betrayed her mood without a word, and tonight she was vibrant with happiness so that she fairly glowed. “He has just got back to Flame City, where he found the telegram and my letters. And he wants me to come out to him, as he expects to be there for the next few months. He’s been on a long prospecting trip, and he can’t get East till his company sends out another representative. You may read the letter!”


      She thrust it into Mr. Littell’s hands and buried her head on Mrs. Littell’s broad shoulder.


      “I’m so happy!” she choked, while the motherly hands smoothed her hair understandingly.


      “It’s been so long, and I was afraid he might have died—like my mother. I don’t think I could stand it if Uncle Dick should die—he’s the only one who belongs to me.”


      “Why, Betty, child!” Mrs. Littell gathered her into her lap and rocked her gently as though she had been a little child. “You’re nervous and unstrung. We ought to have taken better care of you and not let this waiting wear you out so.”


      “If you’re going to cry, Betty, so’ll I,” promised Bobby, putting an awkward arm around Betty’s neck. Bobby was as undemonstrative as a boy and rarely kissed any one. “What in the wide world are we going to do without you?”


      Betty sat up and pushed the damp hair from her forehead. The four girls were regarding her dolorously.


      “I won’t stay forever,” she assured them. “Uncle Dick doesn’t intend to live out there, you know. The company he represents will likely send him East this very winter.”


      “Well, that’s a mighty interesting letter,” commented Mr. Littell, folding up the missive and returning it to Betty. “Though you’re going to leave a hole in this household, Sister, when you set sail. You see, he’s been out of sight and hearing of trains and post-offices for a long time. I’d like to be able to lose myself in the desert or a wilderness for a month or two. Think of having no telephone bell to answer!”


      The next morning a letter came to Mr. Littell from Mr. Gordon, thanking him warmly for his kindness to Betty, containing the assurance of the writer’s lasting gratitude, and asking him if he and his wife would oversee her preparations for the journey, help her engage a berth, and start her on her way. A generous check was enclosed, and Mrs. Littell and the girls immediately set about helping Betty do the necessary shopping, while Mr. Littell engaged her reservations on the Western Limited. She had decided to leave the following Wednesday, and when Bob came out to spend the week-end, he immediately announced his intention of going too.


      “I figure out Flame City is the nearest station to my aunt’s old place. I have enough money saved now, and there’s no reason why I should stay on here. Hurrah for Oklahoma!”


      The preparations went forward merrily after that, and Wednesday found Betty on the Western Limited, bound for Flame City. What happened to her there and her experience in the great oil fields will be told in another volume to be called, “Betty Gordon in the Land of Oil; or, The Farm That Was Worth a Fortune.”


      Bobby insisted that they make the week-end at Fairfields a farewell celebration to be remembered, and the six young people managed to get the maximum of enjoyment out of every hour. Bob had been brought out to Saturday luncheon, and as soon as he had heard about the Oklahoma trip and announced his own plans, Louise insisted that Betty was to have a lesson in riding.


      “Of course you’ll want to ride out West,” she said. “They all do in pictures. Come on out to the barn, and we’ll get the ponies out.”


      A stable boy brought out a gentle, coal-black pony, and Betty mounted him trustingly.


      “Why, it’s lovely!” cried Betty, enjoying the sensation to the full. “He goes like a rocking chair, bless his heart! I’m sure I can learn to ride.”


      “Of course you can!” Bobby encouraged her swiftly. “You must try him at a slow canter in a minute. Here comes Esther with the camera.”


      A picture of Betty was taken, and then the lesson was resumed. At the close of the afternoon Bobby announced that Betty was in a fair way to become a good horsewoman.


      Mr. and Mrs. Littell took them into Washington to the theater that night, and to make up the hours of lost sleep all the young people slept late the next morning.


      Instead of going into Washington to church, they all went to the little country church that Mrs. Littell attended and loved, and after the service they spent a quiet, pleasant day about the house and grounds of Fairfields.


      That evening the five girls and Bob gathered on the spacious white steps of the house to watch the beautiful Virginia sunset.


      “Let’s promise each other,” suggested Betty, her pretty face serious and thoughtful, “to meet five years from now, wherever we may be, and compare notes. We’ll be almost grown up then and know what we’re going to be.”


      “No matter how often we meet, or how seldom, five years from today we’ll promise to come together,” agreed Bobby. “Here’s my seal.”


      She put out her hand and the hands of the six interlocked in a tower.


      “To our close friendship,” murmured Betty, as they unclasped.


      Then, the sun having set, they went into the glow and welcome of the lighted lamps.

    

  


  
    
      BETTY GORDON IN THE LAND OF OIL, by Alice B. Emerson


      or, The Farm That Was Worth a Fortune


      CHAPTER I


      BREAKFAST EN ROUTE


      “There, Bob, did you see that? Oh, we’ve passed it, and you were looking the other way. It was a cowboy. At least he looked just like the pictures. And he was waving at the train.”


      Betty Gordon, breakfasting in the dining-car of the Western Limited, smiled happily at Bob Henderson, seated on the opposite side of the table. This was her first long train trip, and she meant to enjoy every angle of it.


      “I wonder what kind of cowboy you’d make, Bob?” Betty speculated, studying the frank, boyish face of her companion. “You’d have to be taller, I think.”


      “But not much thinner,” observed Bob cheerfully. “Skinny cowboys are always in demand, Betty. They do more work. Well, what do you know about that!” He broke off his speech abruptly and stared at the table directly behind Betty.


      Betty paid little attention to his silence. She was busy with her own thoughts, and now, pouring golden cream into her coffee, voiced one of them.


      “I’m glad we’re going to Oklahoma,” she announced. “I think it is heaps more fun to stop before you get to the other side of the continent. I want to see what is in the middle. The Arnolds, you know, went direct to California, and now they’ll probably never know what kind of country takes up the space between Pineville and Los Angeles. Of course they saw some of it from the train, but that isn’t like getting off and staying. Is it, Bob?”


      “I suppose not,” agreed Bob absently. “Betty Gordon,” he added with a change of tone, “is that coffee you’re drinking?”


      Betty nodded guiltily.


      “When I’m traveling,” she explained in her defense, “I don’t see why I can’t drink coffee for breakfast. And when I’m visiting—that’s the only two times I take it, Bob.”


      Bob had been minded to read her a lecture on the evils of coffee drinking for young people, but his gaze wandered again to the table behind Betty, and his scientific protest remained unspoken.


      “For goodness sake, Bob,” complained Betty, “what can you be staring at?”


      “Don’t turn around,” cautioned Bob in a low tone. “When we go back to our car I’ll tell you all about it.”


      Bob gave his attention more to his breakfast after this, and seemed anxious to keep Betty from asking any more questions. He noticed a package of flat envelopes lying under her purse and asked if she had letters she wished mailed.


      “Those aren’t letters,” answered Betty, taking them out and spreading them on the cloth for him to see. “They’re flower seeds, Bob. Hardy flowers.”


      “You haven’t planned your garden yet, have you?” cried the astonished boy. “When you haven’t the first idea of the kind of place you’re going to live in? Your uncle wrote, you know, that living in Flame City was so simplified people didn’t take time to look around for rooms or a house—they took whatever they could get, sure that that was all there was. How do you know you’ll have a place to plant a garden?”


      Betty buttered another roll.


      “I’m not planning for a garden,” she said mildly. “You’re going to help me plant these seeds, and we’re going to do it right after breakfast—just as soon as we can get out on the observation platform.”


      Bob stared in bewilderment.


      “I read a story once,” said Betty with seeming irrelevance. “It was about some woman who traveled through a barren country, mile after mile. She was on an accommodation train, too, or perhaps it was before they had good railroad service. And every so often her fellow-passengers saw that she threw something out of the window. They couldn’t see what it was, and she never told them. But the next year, when some of these same passengers made that trip again, the train rolled through acres and acres of the most gorgeous red poppies. The woman had been scattering the seed. She said, whether she ever rode over that ground again or not, she was sure some of the seeds would sprout and make the waste places beautiful for travelers.”


      “I should think it would take a lot of seed,” said the practical Bob, his eyes following two men who were leaving the dining-car. “Did you get poppies, too?”


      “Yellow and red ones,” declared Betty. “The dealer said they were very hardy, and, anyway, I do want to try, Bob. We’ve been through such miles of prairie, and it’s so deadly monotonous. Even if none of my seed grows near the railroad, the wind may carry some off to some lonely farm home and then they’ll give the farmer’s wife a gay surprise. Let’s fling the seed from the observation car, shall we?”


      “All right; though I must say I don’t think a bit of it will grow,” said Bob. “But first, come back into our coach with me; I want to tell you about those two men who sat back of you.”


      “Is that what you were staring about?” demanded Betty, as they found their seats and Bob picked up his camera preparatory to putting in a new roll of film. “I wondered why you persisted in looking over my shoulder so often.”


      Bob Henderson’s boyish face sobered and unconsciously his chin hardened a little, a sure sign that he was a bit worried.


      “I don’t know whether you noticed them or not,” he began. “They went out of the diner a few minutes ahead of us. One is tall with gray hair and wears glasses, and the other is thin, too, but short and has very dark eyes. No glasses. They’re both dressed in gray—hats, suits, socks, ties—everything.”


      “No, I didn’t notice them,” said Betty dryly. “But you seem to have done so.”


      “I couldn’t help hearing what they said,” explained Bob. “I was up early this morning, trying to read, and they were talking in their berths. And when I was getting my shoes shined before breakfast, they were awaiting their turn, and they kept it right up. I suppose because I’m only a boy they think it isn’t worth while to be careful.”


      “But what have they done?” urged Betty impatiently.


      “I don’t know what they’ve done,” admitted Bob. “I’ll tell you what I think, though. I think they’re a pair of sharpers, and out to take any money they can find that doesn’t have to be earned.”


      “Why, Bob Henderson, how you do talk!” Betty reproached him reprovingly. “Do you mean to say they would rob anybody?”


      “Well, probably not through a picked lock, or a window in the dead of night,” answered Bob. “But taking money that isn’t rightfully yours can not be called by a very pleasant name, you know. Mind you, I don’t say these men are dishonest, but judging from what I overheard they lack only the opportunity.


      “They’re going to Oklahoma, too, and that’s what interested me when I first heard them,” he went on. “The name attracted my attention, and then the older one went on to talk about their chances of getting the best of some one in the oil fields.


      “‘The way to work it,’ he said, ‘is to get hold of a woman farm-owner; some one who hasn’t any men folks to advise her or meddle with her property. Ten to one she won’t have heard of the oil boom, or if she has, it’s easy enough to pose as a government expert and tell her her land is worthless for oil. We’ll offer her a good price for it for straight farming, and we’ll have the old lady grateful to us the rest of her life.’


      “If that doesn’t sound like the scheming of a couple of rascals, I miss my guess,” concluded Bob. “You see the trick, don’t you, Betty? They’ll take care to find a farm that’s right in the oil section, and then they’ll bully and persuade some timid old woman into selling her farm to them for a fraction of its worth.”


      “Can’t you expose ’em?” said Betty vigorously. “Tell the oil men about them! I guess there must be people who would know how to keep such men from doing business. What are you going to do about it, Bob?”


      The boy looked at her in admiration.


      “You believe in action, don’t you?” he returned. “You see, we can’t really do anything yet, because, so far as we know, the men have merely talked their scheme over. If people were arrested for merely plotting, the world might be saved a lot of trouble, but free speech would be a thing of the past. As long as they only talk, Betty, we can’t do a thing.”


      “Here those men come now, down the aisle,” whispered Betty excitedly. “Don’t look up—pretend to be fixing the camera.”


      Bob obediently fumbled with the box, while Betty gazed detachedly across the aisle. The two men glanced casually at them as they passed, opened the door of the car, and went on into the next coach.


      “They’re going to the smoker,” guessed Bob, correctly as it proved. “I’m going to follow them, Betty, and see if I can hear any more. Perhaps there will be something definite to report to the proper authorities. From what Mr. Littell told us, the oil field promoters would like all the crooks rounded up. They’re the ones that hurt the name of reputable oil stocks. You don’t care if I go, do you?”


      “I did want you to help me scatter seeds,” confessed Betty candidly. “However, go ahead, and I’ll do it myself. Lend me the camera, and I’ll take my sweater and stay out a while. If I’m not here when you come back, look for me out on the observation platform.”


      Bob hurried after the two possible sharpers, and Betty went through the train till she came to the last platform, railed in and offering the comforts of a porch to those passengers who did not mind the breeze. This morning it was deserted, and Betty was glad, for she wanted a little time to herself.


      CHAPTER II


      THINKING BACKWARD


      Betty leaned over the rail, flinging the contents of the seed packets into the air and breathing a little prayer that the wind might carry them far and that none might “fall on stony ground.”


      “If I never see the flowers, some one else may,” she thought. “I remember that old lady who lived in Pineville, poor blind Mrs. Tompkins. She was always telling about the pear orchard she and her husband planted the first year of their married life out in Ohio. Then they moved East, and she never saw the trees. ‘But somebody has been eating the pears these twenty years,’ she used to say. I hope my flowers grow for some one to see.”


      When she had tossed all the seeds away, Betty snuggled into one of the comfortable reed chairs and gave herself up to her own thoughts. Since leaving Washington, the novelty and excitement of the trip had thoroughly occupied her mind, and there had been little time for retrospection.


      This bright morning, as the prairie land slipped past the train, Betty Gordon’s mind swiftly reviewed the incidents of the last few months and marveled at the changes brought about in a comparatively short time. She was an orphan, this dark-eyed girl of thirteen, and, having lost her mother two years after her father’s death, had turned to her only remaining relative, an uncle, Richard Gordon. How he came to her in the little town of Pineville, her mother’s girlhood home, and arranged to send her to spend the summer on a farm with an old school friend of his has been told in the first volume of this series, entitled “Betty Gordon at Bramble Farm; or, The Mystery of a Nobody.” At Bramble Farm Betty had met Bob Henderson, a lad a year or so older than herself and a ward from the county poorhouse. The girl and boy had become fast friends, and when Bob learned enough of his mother’s family to make him want to know all and in pursuit of that knowledge had fled to Washington, it seemed providential that Betty’s uncle should also be in the capital so that she, too, might journey there.


      That had been her first “real traveling,” mused Betty, recalling her eagerness to discover new worlds. Bob had been the first to leave the farm, and Betty had made the trip to Washington alone. This morning she vividly remembered every detail of the day-long journey and especially of the warm reception that awaited her at the Union Station. This has been described in the second book of this series, entitled “Betty Gordon in Washington; or, Strange Adventures in a Great City.” If Betty should live to be an old lady she would probably never cease to recall the peculiar circumstances under which she made friends with the three Littell girls and their cousin from Vermont and came to spend several delightful weeks at the hospitable mansion of Fairfields. The Littell family had grown to be very fond of Betty and of Bob, whose fortunes seemed to be inextricably mixed up with hers, and when the time came for them to leave for Oklahoma, fairly showered them with gifts.


      No sooner did word reach Betty that her uncle awaited her in the oil regions than Bob announced that he was going West, too. He had succeeded in getting trace of two sisters of his mother, and presumably they lived somewhere in the section where Betty’s uncle was stationed.


      “I’ll never forget how lovely the Littells were to us,” thought Betty, a mist in her eyes blurring the sage brush. “Wasn’t Bob surprised when Mr. Littell gave him that camera? And Mrs. Littell must have known he didn’t have a nice bag, because she gave him that beauty all fitted with ebony toilet articles. And the girls clubbed together and gave each of us a signet ring—that was dear of them. I thought they had done everything for me friends could, keeping me there so long and entertaining me as though they had invited me as a special guest; so when Mr. and Mrs. Littell gave me that string of gold beads I was just about speechless. There never were such people! Heigho! Four months ago I was living in a little village, discontented because Uncle Dick wouldn’t take me with him. And now I’ve made lots of new friends, seen Washington, and am speeding toward the wild and woolly West. I guess it never pays to complain.”


      With this philosophical conclusion, Betty pulled a letter from her pocket and fell to reading it. Bobby Littell had written a letter for each day of the journey and Betty had derived genuine pleasure from these gay notes so like the cheerful, sunny Roberta herself. This morning’s letter was taken up with school plans for the fall, and the writer expressed a wish that Betty might go with them to boarding school.


      “Libbie thinks perhaps her mother will send her, and just think what fun we could have,” wrote Bobby, referring to the Vermont cousin.


      Betty dismissed the school question lightly from her mind. She would certainly enjoy going to school with the Littell girls, and boarding school was one of her day-dreams, as it is of most girls her age. After she had seen her uncle and spent some time with him—he was very dear to her, was this Uncle Dick—she thought she might be ready to go back East and take up unceremoniously. But there was the subject of the probable cost—something that never bothered the Littell girls. Betty knew nothing of her uncle’s finances, beyond the fact that he had been very generous with her, sending her checks frequently and never stinting her by word or suggestion. Still, boarding school, especially a school selected by the Littells, would undoubtedly be expensive. Betty wisely decided to let the matter drop for the time being.


      Sage brush and prairie was now left behind, and the train was rattling through a heavy forest. Betty was glad that the rather nippy breeze had apparently kept every one else indoors, or else the monotony of a long train journey. The platform continued to be deserted, and, wondering what delayed Bob, she took up the camera to try again for a picture of the receding track. She and Bob had used up perhaps half a dozen films on this one subject, and the gleaming point where the rails came together in the distance had an inexhaustible fascination for the girl.


      “How it does blow!” she gasped. “I remember now when we stopped at that water-station Bob spoke of—I didn’t notice it at the time, I was so busy thinking, but the breeze didn’t die down with the motion of the train. I shouldn’t wonder if there was a strong wind today.”


      As a matter of fact, there was a gale, but Betty, accustomed to the wind from the back platform of a train in motion, thought that it could be nothing unusual. To be sure, the branches of the tall trees were crashing about and the sky over the cleared space on each side of the tracks was gray and ominous (the sun had disappeared as Betty mused) but the girl, comfortable in sweater and small, close hat, paid slight attention to these signs.


      “I can’t see what is keeping Bob,” she repeated, putting the camera down. “Maybe I’d better go back into the car. How those trees do swish about! I don’t believe if I shouted, I’d be heard above the noise of the wind and the train.”


      This was an alluring thought, and Betty acted upon it, cautiously at first, and then, gaining confidence, more freely. It is exhilarating to contend with the rush of the wind, to pitch one’s voice against a torrent of sound, and Betty stood at the rail singing as loudly as she could, her tones lost completely in a grander chorus. Her cheeks crimsoned, and she fairly shouted, feeling to her finger tips the joy and excitement of the powerful forces with which she competed—those of old nature and man’s invention, the thing of smoke and fire and speed we call a train.


      Suddenly the brakes went down, there was an uneasy screeching as they gripped the wheels, and the long train jarred to a standstill.


      “How funny!” puzzled Betty. “There’s no station. We’re right out in the woods. Oh, I can hear the wind now—how it does howl!”


      She picked up her belongings and made her way back to the car. As she passed through the coaches every one was asking the cause of the stop, and an immigrant woman caught hold of Betty as she went through a day coach.


      “Is it wrong?” she asked nervously, and in halting English. “Must we get off here?”


      “I don’t know what the matter is,” answered Betty, thankful that she was asked nothing more difficult. “But whatever happens, don’t get off; this isn’t a station, it is right in the woods. If you get off and lose some of your children, you’ll never get them together again and the train will go off and leave you. Don’t get off until the conductor tells you to.”


      The woman sank back in her seat and called her children around her, evidently resolved to follow this advice to the last letter.


      “She looks as if an earthquake wouldn’t blow her from her seat,” thought Betty, proceeding to her own car. “Well, at that, it’s safer for her than trying to find out what the matter is and not being able to find her way aboard again. I remember the conductor told Bob and me these poor immigrants have such trouble traveling. It must be awful to make your way in a strange country where you can not understand what people say to you.”


      No Bob was to be seen when Betty reached her seat, but excited passengers were apparently trying to fall head-first from the car windows.


      “I think we’ve run over some one,” announced a fussy little man with a monocle and a flower in his buttonhole.


      With a warning toot of the whistle, the train began to move slowly forward. It went a few feet, apparently hit something solid, and stopped with a violent jar.


      “Oh, my goodness!” wailed a woman who was clearly the wife of the fussy little man. “Won’t some one please go and find out what the matter is?”


      Betty looked toward the car door and saw Bob pushing his way toward her.


      CHAPTER III


      WHAT BOB HEARD


      When Bob entered the smoking-car he saw the two men he had pointed out to Betty seated near the door at the further end of the car. The boy wondered for the first time what he could do that would offer an excuse for his presence in the car, for of course he had never smoked. However, walking slowly down the aisle he saw several men deep in their newspapers and not even pretending to smoke. No one paid the slightest attention to him. Bob took the seat directly behind the two men in gray, and, pulling a Chicago paper from his pocket, bought that morning on the train, buried himself behind it.


      The noise made by the train had evidently lulled caution, or else the suspected sharpers did not care if their plans were overheard. Their two heads were very close together, and they were talking earnestly, their harsh voices clearly audible to any one who sat behind them.


      “I tell you, Blosser,” the older man was saying as Bob unfolded his paper, “it’s the niftiest little proposition I ever saw mapped out. We can’t fail. Best of all, it’s within the law—I’ve been reading up on the Oklahoma statutes. There’s been a lot of new legislation rushed through since the oil boom struck the State, and we can’t get into trouble. What do you say?”


      The man called Blosser flipped his cigar ash into the aisle.


      “I don’t like giving a lease,” he objected. “You know as well as I do, Jack, that putting anything down in black and white is bound to be risky. That’s what did for Spellman. He had more brains than the average trader, and what happened? He’s serving seven years in an Ohio prison.”


      Bob was apparently intensely interested in an advertisement of a new collar button.


      “Spellman was careless,” said the gray-haired man impatiently. “In this case we simply have to give a lease. The man’s been coached, and he won’t turn over his land without something to show for it. I tell you we’ll get a lawyer we can control to draw the papers, and they won’t bind us, whatever they exact of the other fellow. Don’t upset the scheme by one of your obstinate fits.”


      “Call me stubborn, if you like,” said Blosser. “For my part, I think you’re crazy to consider any kind of papers. A mule-headed farmer, armed with a lease, can put us both out of business if the thing’s managed right; and trust some smart lawyer to be on hand to give advice at an unlucky moment. Hello!” he broke off suddenly, “isn’t that Dan Carson over there on the other side, smoking a cigarette?”


      Bob peeped over his paper and saw the dark-eyed man spring from his seat and hurry across the aisle where a large, fat, jovial-looking individual was puffing contentedly on a cigarette.


      “Cal Blosser!” boomed the big man in a voice heard over the car. “Well, well, if this isn’t like old times! Glad to see you, glad to see you. What’s that? Jack Fluss with you? Lead me to the boy, bless his old heart!”


      The two came back to the seat ahead of Bob, and there was a great handshaking, much slapping on the back, and a general chorus of, “Well, you’re looking great,” and “How’s the world been treating you?” before the man called Dan Carson tipped over the seat ahead and sat down facing the two gray-clad men.


      “I’m glad to see you for more reasons than one,” said Blosser, passing around fresh cigars. “Who’s behind us, Dan?” He lowered his voice. “Only a kid? Oh, all right. Well, Jack here, has been working on an oil scheme for the last two weeks, and this morning he comes out with the bright idea of giving some desert farmer a lease for his property. Can you get over that?”


      Three spirals of tobacco smoke curled above the seats, and when Bob lifted his gaze from the paper he could see the round, good-natured face of the fat man beaming through the gray veil.


      “What you want to go to that trouble for?” he drawled, after a pause. Clearly he was never hurried into an answer. “Seems to me, Jack, this is a case where the youngster shows good judgment. Where you fixing to operate?”


      “Oklahoma,” was the comprehensive answer. “Oil’s the thing today. There’s more money being made in the fields over night than we used to think was in the United States mint.”


      “Oil’s good,” said the fat man judicially. “But why the lease? Plenty of farms still owned by widows or old maids, and they’ll fairly throw the land at you if you handle ’em right.”


      There was an exclamation from the dark-eyed man.


      “Just what I was telling Jack this morning,” he chortled. “Buy a farm, for farming purposes only, from some old lady. Pay her a good price, but get your land in the oil section. Old lady happy, we strike oil, sell out to big company, everybody happy. Simple, after all. Good schemes always are.”


      Jack Fluss grunted derisively.


      “Lovely schemes, yours always are,” he commented sarcastically. “Only thing missing from the scenario, as stated, is the farm. Where are you going to pick up an oil farm for a song? Old maids are sure to have a nephew or something hanging round to keep ’em posted.”


      “Now you mention it—” Carson fumbled in his pocket. “Now you mention it, boys, I believe I’ve got the very place for you. I’ve been prospecting around quite a bit in Oklahoma, and this summer I ran across a farm that for location can’t be beat. Right in the heart of the oil section. Like this—”


      He took an envelope from his pocket and, resting it on his knee, began to draw a rough diagram. The three heads bent close together and the busy tongues were silent save for a muttered question or a word or two of explanation.


      Bob began to think that he had heard all he was to hear, and certainly he was no longer in doubt as to the character of the men he had followed. He had decided to go back to Betty when the older of the two gray-suited men, leaning back and taking off his glasses to polish them, addressed a question to Carson.


      “Widow own this place?” he asked casually.


      “No, couple of old maids,” was the answer. “Last of their line, and all that. The neighbors know it as the Saunders place, but I didn’t rightly get whether that was the name of the old ladies or not.”


      The Saunders place!


      Bob sat up with a jerk, and then, remembering, sank back and turned a page, though his hands shook with excitement.


      “Faith Henderson, born Saunders—” The words of the old bookshop man, Lockwood Hale, who had told Bob about his mother’s people, came back to him.


      “I do believe it is the very same place,” he said to himself. “There couldn’t be two farms in the oil section owned by different families of the name of Saunders. If it is the right farm, and they’re my aunts, perhaps Betty’s uncle will know where it is.”


      He strained his ears, hoping to gather more information, but having heard of this desirable farm, Fluss and Blosser were apparently unwilling to discuss it further. In reality, had Bob only known, they were mulling the situation over in their respective minds, and Carson knew they were. That night, over a game of cards, a finished proposition would doubtless be perfected, and a partnership formed.


      “What about you?” Fluss did say.


      “Who? Me?” asked Carson inelegantly. “Oh, I’m sorry, but I can’t go in with you. I’m going right on through to the coast. Oklahoma isn’t healthy for me for a couple of months. All I’ll charge you for the information is ten per cent. royalty, payable when your first well flows. My worst enemy couldn’t call me mean.”


      “Got something to show you, Carson,” said the man with eye-glasses. “Come on back into the sleeper and I’ll unstrap the suitcase.”


      The three rose, tossed away their cigar butts, and went up the aisle. Bob waited till they had gone into the next car, intending then to go back to Betty. His intentions were frustrated by a lanky individual who dropped into the seat beside him.


      “Smoke?” he said in friendly fashion, offering Bob a cigarette. “No? Well, that’s right. I didn’t smoke at your age, either. Fact is, I was most twenty-three before I knew how tobacco tasted. Slick-looking posters went up the aisle just now, what?”


      Bob admitted that there was something peculiar about them.


      “Sharpers, if I ever saw any,” said the lanky one. “We’re overrun with ’em. They come out from the East, and because they can dress and know how to sling language—Say,” he suddenly became serious, “you’d be surprised the way the girls fall for ’em. My girl thinks if a man’s clothes are all right he must be a Wall Street magnate, and the rest of the girls are just like her. They’re the men that give the oil fields a shady side.”


      In spite of his roughness, Bob liked the freckle-faced person, and he had proved that he was far from stupid.


      “You’ve evidently seen tricky oil men,” he said guardedly. “Do you work in the oil fields? I’m going to Oklahoma.”


      “Me for Texas,” announced his companion. “I change at the next junction. No, the nearest I ever come to working in the oil fields is filling tanks for the cars in my father’s garage. But o’ course I know oil—the streets run with it down our way, and they use it to flush the irrigation system. And I’ve seen some of the raw deals these sharpers put through—doing widows and orphans out of their land. Makes you have a mighty small opinion of the law, I declare it does.”


      As he spoke the train slowed up, then stopped.


      “No station,” puzzled the Texan. “Let’s go and find out the trouble.”


      He started for the door, and then the train started, bumped, and came to a standstill again.


      “You go ahead!” shouted Bob. “I have to go back and see that my friend is all right.”


      CHAPTER IV


      BLOCKED TRAFFIC


      All was uproar and confusion in the coaches through which Bob had to pass to reach the car where he knew Betty was. Distracted mothers with frightened, crying children charged up and down the aisles, excited men ran through, and the wildest guesses flew about. The consensus of opinion was that they had hit something!


      “Oh, Bob!” Betty greeted him with evident relief when he at last reached her. “What has happened? Is any one hurt? Will another train come up behind us and run into us?”


      This last was a cheerful topic broached by the fussy little man whose capacity for going ahead and meeting trouble was boundless.


      “Of course not!” Bob’s scorn was more reassuring than the gentlest answer. “As soon as a train stops they set signals to warn traffic. What a horrible racket every one is making! They’re all screeching at once. Get your hat, Betty, and we’ll go and find out something definite. I don’t know any more than you do, but I can’t stand this noise.”


      Betty was glad to get away from the babble of sound, and they went down the first set of steps and joined the procession that was picking its way over the ties toward the engine.


      “Express due in three minutes,” said a brakeman warningly, hurrying past them. “Stand well back from the tracks.”


      He went on, cautioning every one he passed, and a majority of the passengers swerved over to the wide cinder path on the other side of the second track. A few persisted in walking the ties.


      “Here she comes! Look out!” Bob shouted, as a trail of smoke became visible far up the track.


      He had insisted that Betty stand well away from the track, and now the few persistent ones who had remained on the cleared track scrambled madly to reach safety. A woman who walked with a cane, and who had overridden her young-woman attendant’s advice that she stay in the coach until news of the accident, whatever it was, could be brought to her, was almost paralyzed with nervous fright. Bob went to her distressed attendant’s aid, and between them they half-carried, half-dragged the stubborn old person from the shining rails.


      “Toto!” she gasped.


      Bob stared, but Betty’s quick eye had seen. There, in the middle of the track, sat a fluffy little dog, its eyes so thickly screened with hair that it is doubtful if it could see three inches before its shining black nose. This was Toto, and the rush of events had completely bewildered him. The dog was accustomed to being held on its mistress’ lap or carried about in a covered basket, but she had decided that a short walk would give the little beast needed exercise, and it had pantingly tagged along after her, obedient, as usual, to her whims. Now she had suddenly disappeared. Well, Toto must sit down and wait for her to come back. Perhaps she might miss him and come after him right away.


      The thundering noise of the train was clearly audible when Betty swooped down on the patient Toto, grabbed him by his fluffy neck, and sprang back. Bob, turning from his charge, had caught a glimpse of the girl as she dashed toward something on the track, and now as she jumped he grasped her arm and pulled her toward him. He succeeded in dragging her back several rods, but they both stumbled and fell. There was a yelp of protest from Toto, drowned in the mighty shriek and roar of the train. The great Eastern Limited swept past them, rocking the ground, sending out a cloud of black smoke shot with sparks, and letting fall a rain of gritty cinders.


      “Don’t you ever let me catch you doing anything like that again!” scolded Bob, getting to his feet and helping Betty up. “Of all the foolish acts! Why, you would have been struck if you’d made a misstep. What possessed you, Betty?”


      “Toto,” answered Betty, dimpling, brushing the dirt from her skirts and daintily shaking out the fluffy dog. “See what a darling he is, Bob. Do you suppose I could let a train run over him?”


      Bob admitted, grudgingly, for he was still nervous and shaken, that Toto was a “cute mutt,” and then, when they had restored him to his grateful mistress, they went on to their goal. No one had noticed Betty’s narrow escape, for all had been concerned with their own safety. Betty herself was inclined to minimize the danger, but Bob knew that she might easily have been drawn under the wheels by the suction, if not actually overtaken on the track.


      There was a crowd about the engine, and the grimy-faced engineer leaned from his cab, inspecting them impassively. His general attitude was one of boredom, tinged with disgust.


      “Guess they’ve all been telling him what to do,” whispered Bob, who, while only a lad, had a trick of correctly estimating situations.


      Pressing their way close in, he and Betty were at last able to see what had stopped the train. The high wind, which was still blowing with undiminished force, had blown down a huge tree. It lay directly across the track, and barely missed the east-bound rails.


      “Another foot, and she’d have tied up traffic both ways,” said the brakeman who had warned the passengers of the approach of the express. “What you going to do, Jim?”


      The engineer sighed heavily.


      “Got to wait till it’s sawed in pieces small enough for a gang to handle,” he answered. “We’ve sent to Tippewa for a cross-cut saw. Take us from now till the first o’ the month to saw that trunk with the emergency saws.”


      “Where’s Tippewa?” called out an inquisitive passenger. “Any souvenirs there?”


      “Sure. Indian baskets and that kind of truck,” volunteered the young brakeman affably, as the engineer did not deign to answer. “’Bout a mile, maybe a mile and a half, straight up the track. We don’t stop there. You’ll have plenty of time, won’t he, Jim?”


      “We’ll be here a matter of three hours or more,” admitted the engineer.


      “Let’s walk to the town, Betty,” suggested Bob. “We don’t want to hang around here for three hours. All this country looks alike.”


      Apparently half the passengers had decided that a trip to the town promised a break in the monotony of a long train trip, and the track resembled the main street of Pineville on a holiday. Every one walked on the track occupied by the stalled train, and so felt secure.


      “Bob,” whispered Betty presently, “look. Aren’t those the two men you followed this morning? Just ahead of us—see the gray suits? And did you hear anything to report?”


      “Why, I haven’t told you, have I?” said Bob contritely. “The train stopping put it out of my mind. What do you think, Betty, they were talking about the Saunders place! Can you imagine that?”


      “The Saunders place?” echoed Betty, stopping short. “Why, Bob, do you suppose—do you think—”


      “Sure! It must be the farm my aunts live on,” nodded Bob. “Saunders isn’t such a common name, you know. Besides, the one they call Dan Carson—he isn’t with them, guess he is too fat to enjoy walking—said it was owned by a couple of old maids. Oh, it is the right place, I’m sure of it. And I count on your Uncle Dick’s knowing where it is, since they spoke of the farm being in the heart of the oil section.”


      “Where do you suppose they’re going now?” speculated Betty.


      “Oh, I judge they want to see the sights, same as we do,” replied Bob carelessly. “Perhaps they count on fleecing some confiding Tippewa citizen out of his hard-earned wealth. They can’t do much in three hours, though, and I think they’re booked to go right on through to Oklahoma. Of course I don’t know how crooks work their schemes, but it seems to me if you want to make money, honestly or dishonestly, in oil, you go where oil is.”


      Betty Gordon was not given to long speeches, but when she did speak it was usually to the point.


      “I don’t think they’re going back to the train,” she announced quietly. “They’re carrying their suitcases.”


      “Well, what do you know about that!” Bob addressed a telegraph pole. “Here I am making wild guesses, and she takes one look at the men themselves and tells their plans. Do I need glasses? I begin to think I do.”


      “I don’t guess their plans,” protested Betty. “Anyway, perhaps they were afraid to leave their bags in the car.”


      “No, it looks very much to me as though they had said farewell to the Western Limited,” said Bob. “They wouldn’t carry those heavy cases a mile unless they meant to leave for good. Let’s keep an eye on them, because if they are going to ‘work’ the Saunders place, I’d like to see how they intend to go about it.”


      For some time the boy and girl tramped in silence, keeping Blosser and Fluss in view. A large billboard, blown flat, was the first sign that they were approaching Tippewa.


      “I hope there is a soda fountain,” said Betty thirstily. “The wind’s worse now we’re out of the woods, isn’t it? Do you suppose those sharpers think they can get another train from here?”


      “Tippewa doesn’t look like a town with many trains,” opined Bob. “I confess I don’t see what they expect to do, or where they can go. Here comes an automobile, though. Can’t be such an out-of-date town after all.”


      The automobile was driven by a man in blue-striped overalls, and, to the surprise of Bob and Betty, Blosser and Fluss hailed him from the road. There was a minute’s parley, the suitcases were tossed in, and the two men followed. The automobile turned sharply and went back along the route it had just come over.


      CHAPTER V


      BETWEEN TRAINS


      Bob looked at Betty, and Betty stared at Bob.


      “What do you know about that!” gasped the boy. “They couldn’t have arranged for the car to meet them, because the tree blowing down was an accident pure and simple. Where can they be going?”


      “I don’t know,” said Betty practically. “But here’s a drug store and I must have something cold to drink. My throat feels dried with dust. Why don’t you ask the drug clerk whose car that was?”


      Bob acted upon this excellent suggestion, and while Betty was recovering from her disappointment in finding no ice-cream for sale and doing her best to quench her thirst with a bottle of lukewarm lemon soda, Bob interviewed the grizzled proprietor of the store.


      “A small car painted a dull red you say?” this individual repeated Bob’s question. “Must ’a’ been Fred Griggs. He hires out whenever he can get anybody to tote round.”


      “But where does anybody go?” asked Bob, feeling that his query was not couched in the most complimentary terms, but unable to amend it quickly.


      The drug store owner was not critical.


      “Oh, folks go over to Xville,” he said indifferently. “That’s a new town fifteen miles back. They say oil was discovered there some twenty years ago, but others claim nothing but water ever flowed. That’s how it came to be called Xville. I guess if the truth was known, the wells wasn’t oil—we’re a little out of the belt here.”


      That was as far as Bob was able to follow the sharpers. He had no way of knowing certainly whether they had gone to Xville, or whether they had hired the car to take them to some other place nearer or further on. Betty finished her soda and they strolled about the single street for a half hour, buying three collapsible Indian baskets for the Littell girls, since they would easily pack into Betty’s bag.


      They reached the train to find the last section of the big tree being lifted from the track, and half an hour later, all passengers aboard, the train resumed its journey. Bob and Betty had eaten lunch in the town, and they spent the afternoon on the observation platform, Betty tatting and Bob trying to write a letter to Mr. Littell. They were glad to have their berths made up early that night, for both planned to be up at six o’clock the next morning when the train, the conductor told them, crossed the line into Oklahoma. Betty cherished an idea that the State in which she was so much interested would be “different” in some way from the country through which they had been passing.


      The good-natured conductor was on hand the next morning to point out to them the State line, and Betty, under his direct challenge, had to admit that she could see nothing distinguishing about the scenery.


      “Wait till you see the oil wells,” said the conductor cheerfully. “You’ll know you’re in Oklahoma then, little lady.”


      Bob and Betty were to change at Chassada to make connections for Flame City, where Betty’s Uncle Dick was stationed, and soon after breakfast the brakeman called the name of the station and they descended from the train. As it rolled on they both were conscious of a momentary feeling of loneliness, for in the long journey from Washington they had grown accustomed to their comfortable quarters and to the kindly train crew.


      They had an hour to wait in Chassada, and Bob suggested that they leave their bags at the station and walk around the town.


      “I believe they have oil wells near here,” he said. “Some one on the train—oh, I know who it was, that lanky chap from Texas—was telling me that from the outskirts of the place you can see oil wells. Or perhaps we can get a bus to take us out to the fields and bring us back.”


      “Oh, no,” protested Betty. “I know Uncle Dick is counting on showing us the wells and explaining them to us, Bob. Don’t let us bother about going up close to a well—we can see enough from the town limits. Look, there’s one now!”


      They had reached the edge of the narrow, straggling group of streets that was all of Chassada, and now Betty pointed toward the west where tall iron framework rose in the air. There were six of these structures, and, even at that distance, the boy and girl could see men working busily about at the base of the frames.


      “Looks just like the postcards your uncle sent, doesn’t it?” said Bob delightedly. “Gee! I’d like to see just how they drive them. Well, I suppose before we’re a week older we’ll know how to drive a well and what to do with the oil when it finally flows. You’ll be talking oil as madly as any of them then, Betty.”


      “I suppose I shall,” admitted Betty. “Do you know, I’m hungry. I wonder if there is any place we can eat?”


      “Must be,” said the optimistic Bob. “Come on, we’ll go up this street. Perhaps there will be some kind of a restaurant. Never heard of a town without a place to eat.”


      But Bob began to think presently that perhaps Chassada differed in more ways than one from the towns to which he was accustomed. In the first place, though every one seemed to have plenty of money—there was a neat and attractive jewelry store conspicuous between a barber shop and a grain store—no one seemed to have to work. The streets were unpaved, the sidewalks of rough boards in many places, in others no walks at all were attempted. Many of the buildings were mere shacks incongruously painted in brilliant colors, and there were more dogs than were ever before gathered into one place. Of that Bob was sure.


      “Do you suppose they’ve all made fortunes in oil?” Betty ventured, scanning the groups of men and boys that filled every doorway and lounged at the corners. “No one is working, Bob. Who runs the wells?”


      “Different shifts, I suppose,” answered Bob. “I declare, Betty, I’m not so sure that you’ll get anything to eat after all. We’ll go back to the station; they may have sandwiches or cake or something like that on sale there.”


      They turned down another street that led to the station, Bob in the lead. He heard a little cry from Betty, and turned to find that she had disappeared.


      “The lady fell down that hole!” shouted a man, hurrying across the street. “There go the barrels! I told Zinker he ought to have braced that dirt!”


      Bob, still not understanding, saw four large barrels that had stood on the sidewalk slowly topple over the side of an excavation and roll out of sight.


      “She went in, too,” cried the man, scrambling over the edge. “Are you hurt, lady?” he called.


      “Betty!” shouted Bob. “Betty, are you hurt?” He took a flying leap to the edge of the hole, and, having miscalculated the distance, slid over after the barrels.


      Over and over he rolled, bringing up breathless against something soft.


      “I knew you’d come to get me,” giggled Betty, “but you needn’t have hurried. Are there any more barrels coming?”


      Bob was immensely relieved to find that she was unhurt. The barrels had luckily been empty and had rolled over and into her harmlessly.


      “Well, looks like you’re all right,” grinned the Chassada citizen who had followed Bob more leisurely. “Let me help you up this grade. There now, you’re fine and dandy, barring a little dirt that will wash off. George Zinker excavated last winter for a house, and then didn’t build. I always told him the walk was shifty. You’re strangers in town, aren’t you?”


      Bob explained that they were only waiting over between trains.


      “So you’re going to Flame City!” exclaimed their new friend with interest when Bob mentioned their destination. “I hear they’ve struck it rich in the fields. Buying up everything in sight, they say. We had a well come in last week. Hope you have a place to stay, though; Flame City isn’t much more than a store and a post-office.”


      Betty looked up from rubbing her skirt with her clean handkerchief in an endeavor to remove some of the gravel stains.


      “Isn’t Flame City larger than Chassada?” she demanded.


      “Larger? Why, Chassada is four or five years ahead,” explained the Chassada man. “We’ve got a hotel and three boarding houses, and next month they’re fixing to put up a movie theater. Flame City wasn’t on the map six months ago. That’s why I say I hope you have a place to go—you’ll have to rough it, anyway, but accommodations is mighty scarce.”


      Bob assured him that some one was to meet them, and then asked about a restaurant.


      “If you can stand Jake Hill’s cooking, turn in at that white door down the street,” was the advice, emphasized by a graphic forefinger. “Lay off the custard pie, ’cause he generally makes it with sour milk. Apple pie is fair, and his doughnuts is good. No thanks at all—glad to accommodate a stranger.”


      The white door indicated opened into a little low, dark room that smelled of all the pies ever baked and several dishes besides. There were several oilcloth-topped tables scattered about, and one or two patrons were eating. As Bob and Betty entered a great gust of laughter came from a corner table where a group of men were gathered.


      “Guess that was good advice about the custard pie,” whispered Bob mischievously. “Think you can stand it, Betty?”


      “I’m so hungry, I could stand anything,” declared Betty with vigor. “I’d like a couple of sandwiches and a glass of milk. I guess you have to go up to that counter and bring your orders back with you—I don’t see any waiters.”


      Bob went up to the counter, and Betty sat down at a vacant table and looked about her.


      CHAPTER VI


      QUICK ACTION


      A dirty-faced clock on the wall told Betty that it was within twenty minutes of the time their train was due. However, they were within sight of the station, so, provided Bob was quickly waited upon, there was no reason to worry about missing the connection.


      Bob came back, balancing the sandwiches and milk precariously, and they proceeded to make a hearty lunch, their appetites sharpened by the clear Western air, in a measure compensating for the sawdust bread and the extreme blueness of the milk.


      “What are those men laughing about, I wonder,” commented Betty idly, as a fresh burst of laughter came from the table in the corner of the room. “What a noise they make! Bob, do I imagine it, or does this bread taste of oil?”


      Bob laughed and glanced over his shoulder to make sure the counter-man could not hear.


      “Do you know, I thought that very thing,” he confessed. “I wasn’t going to mention it, for fear you’d think I was obsessed with the notion of oil. To tell you the truth, Betsey, I think this bread has been near the kerosene oil can, not an oil well.”


      “Well, we can drink the milk,” said Betty philosophically. “It’s lucky one sandwich apiece was good. Oh, won’t it be fine to get to Flame City and see Uncle Dick! I want to get where we are going, Bob!”


      “Sure you do,” responded Bob sympathetically, frowning with annoyance as another hoarse burst of laughter came from the corner table. “But I’m afraid Flame City isn’t going to be much of a place after all.”


      “I don’t care what kind of place it is,” declared Betty firmly. “All I want is to see Uncle Dick and be with him. And I want you to find your aunts. And I’d like to go to school with the Littell girls next fall. And that’s all.”


      Bob smiled, then grew serious.


      “I’d like to go to school myself,” he said soberly. “Precious little schooling I’ve had, Betty. I’ve read all I could, but you can’t get anywhere without a good, solid foundation. Well, there’ll be time enough to worry about that when school time comes. Just now it is vacation.”


      “Bob!”—Betty spoke swiftly—“look what those men are doing—teasing that poor Chinaman. How can they be so mean!”


      Sure enough, one of the group had slouched forward in his chair, and over his bent shoulders Bob and Betty could see an unhappy Chinaman, clutching his knife and fork tightly and looking with a hunted expression in his slant eyes from one to another of his tormentors. They were evidently harassing him as he ate, for while they watched he took a forkful of the macaroni on the plate before him, and attempted to convey it to his mouth. Instantly one of the men surrounding him struck his arm sharply, and the food flew into the air. Then the crowd laughed uproariously.


      “Isn’t that perfectly disgusting!” scolded Betty. “How any one can see anything funny in doing that is beyond me. Oh, now look—they’ve got his slippers.”


      The unfortunate Chinaman’s loose flat slippers hurtled through the air, narrowly missing Betty’s head.


      “Come on, we’re going to get out of this,” said Bob determinedly, rising from his seat. “Those chaps once start rough-housing, no telling where they’ll bring up. We want to escape the dishes, and besides we haven’t any too much time to make our train.”


      He had paid for their food when he ordered it, so there was nothing to hinder their going out. Bob started for the door, supposing that Betty was following. But she had seen something that roused her anger afresh.


      The poor Celestial was essaying an ineffectual protest at the treatment of his slippers, when a man opposite him reached over and snatched his plate of food.


      “China for Chinamen!” he shouted, and with that clapped the plate down on the unfortunate victim’s head with so much force that it shivered into several pieces.


      Betty could never bear to see a person or an animal unfairly treated, and when, as now, the odds were all against one, she became a veritable little fury. As Bob had once said in a mixture of admiration and despair she wasn’t old enough to be afraid of anything or anybody.


      “How dare you treat him like that!” she cried, running to the table where the Chinaman sat in a daze. “You ought to be arrested! If you must torment some one, why don’t you get somebody who can fight back?”


      The men stared at her open-mouthed, bewildered by her unexpected championship of their bait. Then a great, coarse, blowzy-faced man, with enormous grease spots on his clothes, winked at the others.


      “My eye, we’ve a visitor,” he drawled. “Sit down, my dear, and John Chinaman shall bring you chop suey for lunch.”


      Betty drew back as he put out a huge hand.


      “You leave her alone!” Bob had come after Betty and stood glaring at the greasy individual. “Anybody who’ll treat a foreigner as you’ve treated that Chinaman isn’t fit to speak to a girl!”


      A concerted growl greeted this statement.


      “If you’re looking for a fight,” snarled a younger man, “you’ve struck the right place. Come on, or eat your words.”


      Now Bob was no coward, but there were five men arrayed against him with a probable sixth in the form of the counter-man who was watching the turn of affairs with great interest from the safe vantage-point of his high counter. It was too much to expect that any men who had dealt with a defenceless and handicapped stranger as these had dealt with the Chinaman would fight fair. Besides, Bob was further hampered by the terrified Betty who clung tightly to his arm and implored him not to fight. It seemed to the lad that the better part of valor would be to take to his heels.


      “You cut for the station,” he muttered swiftly to Betty. “Get the bags—train’s almost due. I’ll run up the street and lose ’em somewhere on the way. They won’t touch you.”


      He said this hardly moving his lips, and Betty did not catch every word. But she heard enough to understand what was expected of her and what Bob planned to do. She loosened her hold on his arm.


      Like a shot, Bob made for the door, banged the screen open wide (Betty heard it hit the side of the building), and fled up the straggling, uneven street. Instantly the five toughs were in pursuit.


      Betty heard the counter-man calling to her, but she ran from the place and sped toward the station. It was completely deserted, and a written sign proclaimed that the 1:52 train was ten minutes late. Betty judged that the ticket agent, with whom they had left their bags, would return in time to check them out, and she sat down on one of the dusty seats in the fly-specked waiting-room to wait for the arrival of Bob.


      That young man, as he ran, was racking his brains for a way to elude his pursuers. There were no telegraph poles to climb, and even if there had been, he wanted to get to Betty and the station, not be marooned indefinitely. He glanced back. The hoodlums, for such they were, were gaining on him. They were out of training, but their familiarity with the walks gave them a decided advantage. Bob had to watch out for holes and sidewalk obstructions.


      He doubled down a street, and then the solution opened out before him. There was a grocery store, evidently a large shop, for he had noticed the front door on the street where the restaurant was situated. Now he was approaching the rear entrance and a number of packing cases cluttered the walk, and excelsior was lying about. A backward glance showed him that the enemy had not yet rounded the corner. Bob dived into the store.


      “Hide me!” he gasped, running plump into a white-haired man in overalls who was whistling “Ben Bolt” and opening cases of canned peaches with pleasant dexterity. “Hide me quick. There’s a gang after me—five of ’em!”


      “Under the counter, Sonny,” said the groceryman, hardly looking at Bob. “Just lay low, and trust Micah Davis to ’tend to the scamps.”


      Bob crawled under the nearest counter and in a few minutes he heard the men at the door.


      “’Lo, Davis,” said one conciliatingly. “Seen anything of a fresh kid—freckled, good clothes, right out of the East? He tried to pass some bad money at Jake Hill’s. Seen him?”


      Bob nearly denounced this lie, but common sense saved him. Small use in seeking protection and then refusing it.


      “Haven’t seen anybody like that,” said the groceryman positively. “Quit bruising those tomatoes, Bud.”


      “Well, he won’t get out of town,” stated Bud sourly. “There’s a girl with him, and they’re figuring on taking the one-fifty-two. We’re going down and picket the station. If Mr. Smarty gets on that train at all, his face won’t look so pretty.”


      They tramped off, and Bob came out from his hiding place.


      “They’re a nice bunch!” he declared bitterly. “I got into a row with ’em because they were teasing a poor Chinaman and Betty Gordon landed on them for that. Then I tried to get her away from the place, and of course that started a fight. But I suppose they can dust the station with me if they’re set on it—only I’ll register a few protests.”


      “Now, now, we ain’t a-going to have no battle,” announced the genial Mr. Davis. “I knew Bud was lying soon as I looked at him. Why? ’Cause I never knew him to tell the truth. As for picketing the station, well, there’s more ways than one to skin a cat.”


      CHAPTER VII


      A YANKEE FRIEND


      Micah Davis was a Yankee, as he proudly told Bob, “born and raised in New Hampshire,” and his shrewd common sense and dry humor stood him in good stead in the rather lawless environment of Chassada. He was well acquainted with the unlovely characteristics of the five who had chased Bob, and when he heard the whole story he promised to look up the Chinaman and see what he could do for him.


      “If he’s out of a job, I’d like to hire him,” he said. “They’re good, steady workers, and born cooks. He can have the room back of the store and do his own housekeeping. I’ll stop in at Jake’s this afternoon.”


      Bob was in a fever of fear that he would miss the train, and it was now a quarter of two. But Mr. Davis assured him that that special train was always late and that there was “all the time in the world to get to the station.”


      “I’m expecting some canned goods to come up from Wayne,” he declared, “and I often go down after such stuff with my wheelbarrow. Transportation’s still limited with us, as you may have guessed. I calculate the best way to fool those smart Alecs is to put you in an empty packing case and tote you down. Comes last minute, you can jump out and there you are!”


      Bob thought this a splendid plan, and said so.


      “Then here’s the very case, marked ‘Flame City’ on purpose-like,” was the cheery rejoinder. “Help me lift it on the barrow, and then you climb in, and we’ll make tracks. Comfortable? All right, we’re off.”


      He adjusted the light lid over the top of the box, which was sufficiently roomy to allow Bob to sit down, and the curious journey began. Apparently it was a common occurrence for Mr. Davis to take a shipment of goods that way, for no one commented. As the wheelbarrow grated on the crushed stone that surrounded the station, Bob heard the voice of the man called Bud.


      “One-fifty-two’s late, as usual,” he called. “That young scalawag hasn’t turned up, either. Guess he’s going to keep still till the last minute and figure on getting away with a dash. The girl’s in the waiting-room.”


      “I’m surprised you’re not in there looking in her suitcase for the young reprobate,” said Mr. Davis with thinly veiled sarcasm. “What happened? Did Carl order you out?”


      Carl, the listening Bob judged, must be the ticket agent.


      “I’d like to see that whippersnapper order me out!” blustered Bud. “There’s a whole raft of women in there, waiting for the train.”


      Mr. Davis carefully lowered the wheelbarrow and leaned carelessly against the box.


      “Guess I’ll go in and see the girl—like to know how she looks,” he observed a bit more loudly than was necessary.


      Bob understood that he was going to explain to Betty and he thanked him silently with all his heart.


      The friendly Mr. Davis strolled into the waiting-room and had no difficulty in recognizing Betty Gordon. She was the only girl in the room, in the first place, and she sat facing the door, a bag on either side of her, and a world of anxiety in her dark eyes. The groceryman crossed the floor and took the vacant seat at her right. There was no one within earshot.


      “Don’t you be scared, Miss,” he said quietly. “I’m Micah Davis, and I just want to tell you that everything’s all right with that Bob boy. I’ve got him out here in a box, and when the train comes he’s a-going to hop on board before you can say Jack Robinson.”


      “Oh, you dear!” Betty turned upon the astonished Mr. Davis with a radiant smile. “I was worried to death about him, because those dreadful men have been hanging around the station, and they keep peering in here. You’re so good to help Bob!”


      Mr. Davis stammered confusedly that he had done nothing, and then hurried on to advise Betty to pay no attention to anything that might happen, but to let the conductor help her on the train.


      “I’ve got to wheel the lad down toward the baggage car,” he explained, “so’s they won’t suspect. You see, Miss, this is an oil town and folks do pretty much as they please. If a gang want to beat up a stranger they don’t find much opposition. In a few years we’ll have better order, but just now the toughs have it. Sorry you had to have this experience.”


      “I’ll always remember Chassada pleasantly because of you,” said Betty impulsively. “Hark! Isn’t that the train? Yes, it is. Don’t mind me—go back to Bob. I’m all right, honestly I am!”


      They shook hands hurriedly, and Betty followed the other passengers out to the platform. She caught a glimpse of Mr. Davis placidly trundling his wheelbarrow down the platform, and then the train pulled in and the conductor helped her aboard.


      “Express?” called the baggage car man as the wheelbarrow was halted beside the truck on which he was tumbling a pile of boxes.


      “Sure, express,” retorted Mr. Davis. “Live stock this time. A passenger for you, with his ticket and all. Let him go through to the coaches, George. It’s all right. He’ll explain.”


      He lifted the lid of the box and Bob stepped out. The baggage man stared, but he knew and trusted Mr. Davis.


      “Don’t thank me, lad,” said the groceryman kindly as Bob tried to pour out his thanks. “You’re from my part of the country, and any boy in trouble claims my help. There, there, for goodness’ sake, are you going to miss the train after all the trouble I’ve taken?”


      He pushed Bob gently toward the door of the baggage car and the boy scrambled in. Then, and not until then, did the vociferous Bud see what was going on. He dared not tackle the groceryman, but he came running pellmell down the platform to bray at Bob.


      “You big coward!” he yelled. “Sneaking away, aren’t you? Just let me catch you in this town again, and I’ll make it so hot for you you’ll wish you’d never left your kindergarten back East.”


      He was so angry he fairly danced with rage, and Bob and the baggage man both had to laugh.


      “Laugh, you big boob!” howled Bud. “You wouldn’t think it so funny if I had you by the collar. ’Fraid to fight, aren’t you? You wait! Some day I’ll get you and I’ll—I’ll drown you!”


      Bud had made an unfortunate choice of punishment, for his words carried a suggestion to Bob. Mail and express was still being unloaded, and beside the track was a large puddle of oily, dirty water apparently from a leaky pipe, for there were no indications of a recent rain.


      With a swift spring, Bob was on his feet beside the surprised Bud, and, seizing him, whirled him sharply about. Then with a strong push he sent him flat into the puddle.


      Sputtering, gasping, and actually crying with rage, the bully stumbled to his feet and charged blindly for Bob. That agile youth had turned and dashed for the train, which was now slowly moving. He caught the steps of the baggage car and drew himself up. Once on the platform he turned to wave to Mr. Davis, but that good citizen was holding back the foaming Bud from dashing himself against the wheels and did not see Bob’s farewell.


      “Whew!” gasped Bob, making his way to Betty, after going through an apparently endless number of cars, “our Western adventures begin with a rush, don’t they? I’m hoping Flame City will be peaceful, for I’ve had enough excitement to last me a week.”


      “I wish Mr. Davis lived in Flame City,” said Betty warmly. “I never knew any one to be kinder. Imagine all the trouble he took for you, Bob.”


      Bob agreed that the groceryman was a living example of the Golden Rule, and then the sight of oil derricks in the distance changed the trend of their thoughts.


      “Where do you suppose those two sharpers—what were their names?—could have gone?” said Betty. “Seems to me, there are a lot of unpleasant people out here, after all.”


      “You mean Blosser and Fluss,” replied Bob. “I don’t know where they went, but I’m certain they are not up to anything good. Still, it isn’t fair to say we’ve come in contact with a lot of unpleasant people, Betty. All new developments have to fight against the undesirable element, Mr. Littell says. You see, the prospect of making money would naturally attract them, and that, coupled with the possibility of meeting trusting and ignorant souls who have a little and want to make more, draws the crooks. It has always been that way. Haven’t you read about the things that happened in California when there was the rush of gold seekers?”


      Betty was not especially interested in the gold seekers, but the glimpses she had had of the oil industry fascinated her. She hoped that her Uncle Dick would have time to take them around, and she was divided between an automobile and a horse as the choicest medium of sightseeing.


      “Well, I’d like to ride,” declared Bob when she sought his opinion. “I’ve always wanted to. But I don’t intend to see the sights, altogether, Betty. I want to find my aunts, and then, if possible, I’d like to get a job. There must be plenty for a boy to do out here.”


      “But you’ve been working all summer,” protested Betty. “You’re as thin as a rail now. I know Uncle Dick won’t let you go to work. Why, Bob, I counted on your going around with me! We can have such fun together.”


      “Well, of course, there will be lots of odd hours,” Bob comforted her. “I don’t intend to borrow any more money, Betty, that’s flat. And if I don’t get my share in the farm, that is, if it proves my mother never had any sisters and never was entitled to a share of anything, I don’t intend to let that be the end of my ambitions. I’m going to school, if it takes an arm!”


      Betty gazed at him respectfully. Bob, when in earnest, was a very convincing talker. She wondered for a moment what he would be when he grew up.


      “We’re coming into Flame City,” he warned her before she could put this thought into words. “Tip your hat straight, Betsey, and take the camera. I can manage both bags.”


      “Oh, I hope Uncle Dick will meet us!” Betty was so excited she bumped her nose against the glass trying to see out of the window. “Look, Bob, just see those derricks! This is surely an oil town!”


      The brakes went down, and the brakeman at the end of the car flung the door open.


      “Flame City!” he shouted. “All out for Flame City!”


      CHAPTER VIII


      FLAME CITY


      Bob and Betty descended the steps and found themselves on a rough platform with an unpainted shelter in the center that evidently did duty as a station. There were a few straggling loungers about, a team or two backed up to the platform, and a small automobile of the runabout type, red with rust.


      “Well, bless her heart, how she’s grown!” cried a cordial voice, and Mr. Richard Gordon had Betty in his arms.


      “Uncle Dick! You don’t know how glad I am to see you!” Betty hugged him tight, thankful that the worry and anxiety and uncertainty of the last few weeks, while she had waited in Washington to hear from him, was at last over. “How tanned you are!” she added.


      “Oh, I’m a regular Indian,” was the laughing response. “This must be Bob? Glad to see you, my boy. I feel that I already know you.”


      He and Bob shook hands heartily. Mr. Gordon was tall and muscular, with closely-cropped gray hair and quizzical gray eyes slightly puckered at the corners from much staring in the hot sun. His face and hands were very brown, and he looked like a man who lead an outdoor life and liked it.


      Bob took to him at once, and the feeling seemed to be mutual, for Mr. Gordon kept a friendly hand on the boy’s shoulder while he continued to scan him smilingly.


      “Began to look as though we were never going to get together, didn’t it?” Mr. Gordon said. “Last week there was a rumor that I might have to go to China for the firm, and I thought if that happened Betty would be in despair. However, that prospect is not immediate. Well, young folks, what do you think of Flame City, off-hand?”


      Betty stared. From the station she could see half a dozen one-story shacks and, beyond, the outline of oil well derricks. A straggling, muddy road wound away from the buildings. Trolley cars, stores and shops, brick buildings to serve as libraries and schools—there seemed to be none.


      “Is this all of it?” she ventured.


      “You see before you,” declared Mr. Gordon gravely, “the rapidly growing town of Flame City. Two months ago there wasn’t even a station. We think we’ve done rather well, though I suppose to Eastern eyes the signposts of a flourishing town are conspicuous by their absence.”


      “But where do people live?” demanded Betty, puzzled. “If they come here to work or to buy land, isn’t there a hotel to live in? Where do you live, Uncle Dick?”


      “Mostly in my tin boat,” was the answer. “Many’s the night I’ve slept in the car. But of course I have a bunk out at the field. Accommodations are extremely limited, Betty, I will admit. The few houses that take in travelers are over-crowded and dirty. If some one had enterprise enough to start a good hotel he’d make a fortune. But like all oil towns, the fever is to sink one’s money in wells.”


      Betty’s eyes turned to the horizon where the steel towers reared against the sky.


      “Can we go to see the oil fields now?” she asked. “We’re not a bit tired, are we, Bob?”


      Mr. Gordon surveyed his niece banteringly.


      “What is your idea of an oil field?” he teased. “A bit of pasture neatly fenced in, say two or three acres in area? Did you know that our company at present holds leases for over four thousand acres? The nearest well is ten miles from this station. No, child, I don’t think we’ll run out and look around before supper. I want to take you and Bob to a place I’ve found where I think you’ll be comfortable. Have you trunk checks? We’ll have to take all baggage with us, because I’m leaving to-morrow for a three-day inspection trip, and the Watterbys can’t be expected to do much hauling.”


      Bob had the checks, one for Betty’s trunk and another for a small old-fashioned “telescope” he had bought cheaply in Washington and which held his meagre supply of clothing.


      “We’ll stow everything in somehow,” promised Mr. Gordon cheerily, as he and Bob carried the baggage over to the rusty little automobile. “You wouldn’t think this machine would hold together an hour on these roads,” he continued, “but she’s the best friend I have. Never complains as long as the gasoline holds out. There! I think that will stay put, Bob. Now in with you, Betty, and we’ll be off.”


      Bob perched himself upon the trunk, and Mr. Gordon took his place at the wheel. With a grunt and a lurch, the car started.


      “I suppose you youngsters would like to know where you’re going,” said Mr. Gordon, deftly avoiding the ruts in the miserable road. “Well, I’ll warn you it is a farm, and probably Bramble Farm will shine in contrast. But Flame City is impossible, and when everybody is roughing it, you’ll soon grow used to the idea. The Watterbys are nice folks, native farmers, and what they lack in initiative they make up in kindness of heart. I’m sorry I have to leave to-morrow morning, but every minute counts, and I have no right to put personal business first.”


      He turned to Bob.


      “You don’t know what a help you are going to be,” he said heartily. “I really doubt if I should have had Betty come, if at the last moment she had not telegraphed me you were coming, too. It’s no place out here for a girl—Oh, you needn’t try to wheedle me, my dear, I know what I’m saying,” he interpolated in answer to an imploring look from his niece. “No place for a girl,” he repeated firmly. “I shall have no time to look after her, and she can’t roam the country wild. Grandma Watterby is too old to go round with her, and the daughter-in-law has her hands full. I’d like nothing better, Bob, than to take you with me to-morrow, and you’d learn a lot of value to you, too, on a trip of this kind. But I honestly want you to stay with Betty; a brother is a necessity now if ever one was.”


      Bob flushed with pleasure. That Mr. Gordon, who had never seen him and knew him only through Betty’s letters and those the Littells had written, should put this trust in him touched the lad mightily. What did he care about a tour of the oil fields if he could be of service to a man like this? And he knew that Mr. Gordon was honest in his wish to have his niece protected. Betty was high-spirited and headstrong, and, having lived in settled communities all her life, was totally ignorant of any other existence.


      “Listen, Uncle Dick,” broke in Betty at this point. “Do you know anybody around here by the name of Saunders?”


      “Saunders?” repeated her uncle thoughtfully. “Why, no, I don’t recollect ever having heard the name. But then, you see, I know comparatively little about the surrounding country. I’ve fairly lived at the wells this summer. I only stumbled on the Watterbys by chance one day when my car broke down. Why? Do you know a family by that name?”


      So Betty, helped out by Bob, explained their interest in the mythical “Saunders place,” and Mr. Gordon listened in astonishment.


      “Guess they’re the aunts you’re looking for, Bob,” he said briefly, when he was in possession of the facts. “Couldn’t be many families of that name around here, not unless they were related. Do you know, there’s a lot of that tricky business afoot right here in Flame City? People have lost their heads over oil, and the sight of a handful of bills drives them crazy. The Watterby farm is one of the few places that hasn’t been rushed by oil prospectors. That’s one reason why I chose it.”


      They were now on a lonely stretch of road with gently rolling land on either side of them, dotted with a scrubby growth of trees. Not a house was in sight, and they had passed only one team, a pair of mules harnessed to a wagon filled with lengths of iron pipe.


      “You’ll know all about oil before you’re through,” said Mr. Gordon suddenly. Then he laughed.


      “It’s in the very air,” he explained. “We talk oil, think oil, and sometimes I think, we eat oil. Leastways I know I’ve tasted it in the air on more than one occasion.”


      Betty had been silently turning something over in her mind.


      “Isn’t there danger from fire?” she asked presently.


      “There certainly is,” affirmed her uncle. “We’ve had one bad fire this season, and I don’t suppose the subject is ever out of our minds very long at a time. Sandbags are always kept ready, but let a well get to burning once, and all the sandbags in the world won’t stop it.”


      “I wouldn’t want a well to burn,” said Bob slowly, “but if one should, I shouldn’t mind seeing it.”


      “You wouldn’t see much but thick smoke,” rejoined Mr. Gordon. “I’ve some pictures of burning wells I’ll show you when I can get them out. Nothing but huge columns of heavy black smoke that smudges up the landscape.”


      “Like the lamp that smoked one night when Mrs. Peabody turned it down too low—remember, Bob?” suggested Betty. “Next morning everything in the room was peppered with greasy soot.”


      “Look ahead, and you’ll see the Watterby farm—‘place,’ in the vernacular of the countryside,” announced Mr. Gordon. “Unlike the Eastern farms, very few homes are named. There’s Grandma Watterby watching for us.”


      Bob and Betty looked with interest. They saw a gaunt, plain house, two stories in height, without window blinds or porch of any sort, and if ever painted now so weather-beaten that the original color was indistinguishable. A few flowers bloomed around the doorstep but there was no attempt at a lawn. A huddle of buildings back of the house evidently made up the barns and out-houses, and chickens stalked at will in the roadside.


      These fled, squawking, when Mr. Gordon ran the car into the ditch and an old woman hobbled out to greet him.


      “Well, Grandma,” he called cheerily, raising his voice, for she was slightly deaf, “I’ve brought you two young folks bag and baggage, just as I promised. I suspect they’ve brought appetites with them, too.”


      “Glad to see you,” said the old woman, putting out a gnarled hand. Her eyes were bright and clear as a bird’s, and she had a quick, darting way of glancing at one that was like a bird, too. “Emma’s got the supper on,” she announced. “She’s frying chicken.”


      “I’ll go in and tell Mrs. Watterby that she may count on me,” declared Mr. Gordon jovially, as Bob jumped down and helped Betty out. “I never miss a chance to eat fried chicken, never. I wonder if it will be fried in oil?”


      “Emma uses lard,” said Grandma Watterby placidly.


      CHAPTER IX


      OLD INDIAN LORE


      Mr. Gordon stayed over night, but was off early in the morning. Bob and Betty watched his rickety car out of sight, and then, determined to keep busy and happy, set out to explore the Watterby farm.


      The family, they had discovered at supper the night before, consisted of Grandma Watterby, her son Will, a man of about forty-five, and the daughter-in-law, Emma, a tall, silent woman with a wrinkled, leathery skin, a harsh voice, and the kindest heart in the world. An Indian helped Mr. Watterby run the farm. In addition there were two boarders, a man and his wife who had come West for the latter’s health and who, for the sake of the glorious air, put up with many minor inconveniences. They were very homesick for the East, and asked Bob and Betty many questions.


      “Just think, Bob,” said Betty, as she and Bob went out to the barn (they had been told that they were free to go anywhere), “there’s no running water in the house. Mrs. Watterby carries in every bit that’s used for drinking and washing. She was up at four o’clock this morning, carrying water to fill the tubs; she is doing the washing now.”


      “Water’s as hard as a rock, too,” commented Bob. “I suppose that’s the alkali. Did you notice how harsh and dry Mrs. Watterby’s face looks? Seems to me I’d rather drill for water than for oil, and the first thing I’d do would be to pump a line into the house. They’ve lived on this farm for sixty years, your uncle said. At least Grandma Watterby has. And I don’t believe they’ve done one thing to it, that could be called an improvement.”


      “Here’s the Indian,” whispered Betty. “Make him talk, Bob. I like to hear him.”


      The Indian had eaten at the same table with the family, after the farm fashion, and Betty had been fascinated by the monosyllabic replies he had given to questions asked him. He was patching a harness in the doorway of the barn and glanced up unsmilingly at them. Nevertheless he did not seem hostile or unfriendly.


      “You come to see oil fields?” he asked unexpectedly. “You help uncle own big well, yes? Indians know about oil hundreds of years ago.”


      “Uncle Dick is working for a big oil company,” explained Betty. “I don’t think he owns any wells himself. Tell us something about the Indians? Are there many around here?”


      There was an old sawhorse beside the door, and she sat down comfortably on that, while Bob, picking up a handy stick of wood, drew a knife from his pocket and began to whittle.


      The Indian was silent for a few minutes. Then he spoke slowly, his needle stabbing the heavy leather at regular intervals.


      “Wherever there is oil, there were Indians once,” he announced. “Ask any oil man and he will tell you. At Lake Erie, in Pennsylvania and some parts of New York State, where dwelt the Iroquois, many years after oil was found. It is true, for I have read and heard it.”


      “Were the Iroquois in New York State?” asked Bob interestedly. “I’ve always read of the Mohawks, but not about them.”


      The Indian glanced at him gravely.


      “The Mohawks were an Iroquois tribe,” he explained courteously. “Mohawks, Senecas, Tionontati, Cayuga, Oneida—all were tribes of the Iroquois. Yes I see you recognize those names—many places in this country have been named for Indians.”


      “Are you an Iroquois?” asked Betty, rather timidly, for she feared lest the question should be considered impolite.


      “I am a Kiowa,” announced the redman proudly. “Oklahoma and Kansas were the home of the Kiowas, the Pawnees and the Comanches. And you see oil has been found here. In Texas, where the big oil fields are, once roved Wichitas. The Dakotas, some tribes of which were the Biloxi, the Opelousas and the Pascagoulas, lived on the gulf plains of Louisiana. Out in southern California, where the oil wells now flow, the Yokut Indians once owned the land. They tell me that where oil had been discovered in Central America, petroleum seeps to the surface of the land where once the Indian tribes were found.”


      “Did the Indians use the oil?” asked Bob. He, like Betty, was fascinated with the musical names of the mysterious tribes as they rolled easily from the Kiowa’s tongue.


      “Not as the white man does,” was the answer. “The Senecas skimmed the streams for oil and sometimes spread blankets over the water till they were heavy with the oil. They used oil for cuts and burns and were famed for their skill in removing the water from the oil by boiling. Dances and religious rites were observed with the aid of oil. The Siouan Indians, who lived in West Virginia and Virginia, knew, too, of natural gas. They tossed in burning brands and watched the flames leap up from pits they themselves had dug.


      “You will find,” the Indian continued, evidently approving of the rapt attention of his audience, “many wells now owned by Indians and leased to white-men companies. The Osage have big holdings. They are reservation Indians, mostly—perhaps they can not help that. I must go to the plowing.”


      He gathered up his harness and went off to the field, and Bob and Betty resumed their explorations, talking about him with interest. Their tour of the shabby outbuildings was soon completed, and just in time for a huge bell rung vigorously announced that dinner was on the table.


      That afternoon they found Grandma Watterby braiding rugs under the one large tree in the side yard, and she welcomed them warmly.


      “I was just wishing for some one to talk to,” she said cheerfully. “Can’t you sit a while? There isn’t much for young ’uns to do, and I says to your uncle it was a good thing there was two of you—at least you can talk.”


      “What lovely rugs!” exclaimed Betty, examining the old woman’s work. “See, Bob, they’re braided, just like the colonial rag rugs you see in pictures. Can’t I do some?”


      “Sure you can braid,” said the old woman. “It’s easy. I’ll show you, and then I’ll sew some while you braid.”


      “Let me braid, too,” urged Bob. “My fingers aren’t all thumbs, if I am a boy.”


      “Well now,” fluttered Grandma Watterby, pleased as could be, “I don’t know when I’ve had somebody give me a lift. Working all by yourself is tedious-like, and Emma don’t get a minute to set down. My brother used to make lots of mats to sell; he could braid ’em tighter than I can.”


      She showed Betty how to braid and then started Bob on three strips. Then she took up the sewing of strips already braided.


      “We were talking to the Indian this morning,” said Betty idly. “He told us a lot about Indians—how wherever they have been oil has been discovered. Does he really know?”


      “Ki has been to Government school, and knows a heap,” nodded Grandma Watterby. “What he tells you’s likely to be so. I don’t rightly know myself about what they have to do with the oil, but Will was saying only the other night that the Osage Indians have been paid millions of dollars within the last few years.”


      Her keen old eyes were sparkling, and she was sewing with the quick, darting motion that they soon learned was characteristic of everything she did. She must be very old, Bob decided, watching her shriveled hands, knotted by rheumatism, and the idea of age put another thought into his head.


      “Mr. Gordon said you’d lived on this farm for sixty years, Grandma,” the boy said suddenly. It had been explained to them that the old lady liked every one to use that title. “You must know ’most every one in the neighborhood.”


      “Fred Watterby brought me here the day we were married,” the old woman replied, letting her sewing fall into her lap. “Sixty years ago come next October. I was married on my seventeenth birthday.”


      She sat in a little reverie, and Bob and Betty braided quietly, unwilling to disturb her, although the same question was in their minds. Then Grandma Watterby took up her sewing with a sigh, and the spell was broken.


      “Know everybody in the neighborhood?” she echoed Bob’s statement. “Yes, I used to. But with so many moving in and such a lot of oil folks, why, there’s days when I don’t see a rig pass the house I know.”


      Betty and Bob spoke simultaneously.


      “Do you know any one named Saunders?” they chorused.


      CHAPTER X


      BOB LEARNS SOMETHING


      Grandma Watterby considered gravely.


      “Saunders? Saunders?” she repeated reflectively, while Betty squeezed Bob’s arm in an agony of hopeful excitement. “Seems to me—now wait a minute, and don’t hurry me. When you hurry me, I get mixed in my mind.”


      Betty and Bob waited in respectful silence. The old woman rubbed her forehead fretfully, but gradually her expression cleared.


      “There was a Saunders family,” she murmured, half to herself. “Three girls, wasn’t there—or was it four? No, three, and only one of ’em married. What was her name—Faith? Yes, that’s it, Faith. A pretty girl she was, with eyes as blue as a lake and ripply hair she wore in a big knot. I always did want to see that hair down her back, and one day I told her so.


      “‘How long is it, Faith?’ I asked her. ‘When I was a girl we wore our hair down our backs in a braid and was thankful to our Creator for the blessing of a heavy head of hair.’


      “Faith laughed and laughed. I can see her now; she had a funny way of crinkling up her eyes when she laughed.


      “‘I’ll take it down for you, Mrs. Watterby,’ she says; and, my land, if she didn’t pull out every pin and let her hair tumble down her back. It was a foot below her waist, too. I never saw such a head o’ hair.”


      Bob looked up at the old woman with shining eyes.


      “That was my mother,” he said quietly.


      “Your mother!” Grandma Watterby’s tone was startled. Then her face broke into a wrinkled smile.


      “Well, now, ain’t I stupid?” she demanded eagerly. “My head isn’t what it used to be. Course you are Faith Saunders’ son. She married David Henderson, a likely young carpenter. Dear, dear, to think you’re Faith’s boy. My, wouldn’t your grandma have been proud to see you!”


      “Did you know her?” asked Bob hungrily. Deprived of kin for so many years, even the claim to relatives, he was pathetically starved for the details taken for granted by the average boy.


      “Your grandpa and your grandma,” pronounced Grandma Watterby, “died ’bout a year after your ma was married. I guess they never saw you. Your aunties was all of twenty years older than she was. Your ma was the youngest of a large family of children, but they all died babies ’cept the two oldest and the youngest. Funny wasn’t it?”


      Betty waved her braiding wildly.


      “Bob was told he had two aunts,” she cried excitedly. “They’re still living, aren’t they, Grandma Watterby? Do they live near here?”


      “I dunno whether they’re living or not,” said the old woman cautiously. “Seems like I would ’a’ heard if they had died, but mebbe not. I don’t go out much any more, and Emma’s no hand for news. Mebbe they died. I ain’t heard a word ’bout the Saunders family for years and years. Where’s your father, boy?”


      “He died,” said Bob simply. “He was killed in a railroad wreck, and I guess my mother nearly lost her mind. They found her wandering around the country, with only her wedding certificate and a few other papers in a little tin box. And she was sent to the poorhouse. That night I was born, and she died.”


      “Dear! dear!” mourned Grandma Watterby, a mist gathering on her spectacles. “Poor, pretty Faith Saunders! In the poorhouse! The Saunders was never what you might call rich, but I guess none of ’em ever saw the inside of the almshouse. And David Henderson was as fine a young man as you’d want to see. When Faith married him and he took her away from here, folks thought they’d go far in the world. I wonder if Hope and Charity ever tried to find out what became of her?”


      “Hope and Charity?” repeated Bob. “Are those my aunts?”


      “Yes, Hope and Charity Saunders—they was twins,” said the old lady. “Nice girls, too; and they thought everything of Faith. She was so much younger and so pretty, and they were like mothers to her. And she died in the poorhouse! Why didn’t they send her baby back to the girls? They’d ’a’ taken care of you and brought you up like their own.”


      Bob explained that his mother’s mental condition had baffled the endeavors of the authorities to get information from her regarding her home and friends, and that she had evidently walked so many miles from the scene of the wreck that no attempt was made to identify his father’s body. A baby was no novelty in the poorhouse, and no one was greatly interested in establishing a circle of relatives for him, and, except for a happy coincidence, he might have remained in ignorance of his mother’s people all his life.


      “I must find out where my aunts live,” he concluded. “I overheard some chaps on the train talking about the Saunders place, and Betty and I decided that that must be the homestead farm. They may not live there now, but surely whoever does, could give me a clue. Do you know of a place so called around here? Or would Mr. Watterby?”


      “I don’t know where the Saunders place is,” replied Grandma Watterby, genuinely troubled. “Will wouldn’t know, ’cause he’s only farmed here five years, having his own place till his pa died. If I recollect right, the Saunders didn’t live round here, not right round here, that is. Let’s see, it’s all of fifteen years since Faith was married. I lost sight of the girls after she left, and they stopped driving in to see us. Where was their place? I know I went to old Mrs. Saunders’ funeral. Well, anyway, I got this much straight—there was three hills right back of the house. I’d know ’em if I saw ’em in Japan—them three hills! You watch for ’em, boy, and when you lay eyes on ’em you’ll know you’ve found the Saunders place!”


      And that was the most definite direction Bob could hope for. Grandma Watterby had the weight of years upon her, and she could not remember the road that led to the farm she had often visited. Though in the days that followed she recollected various bits of information about Bob’s mother and her life as a girl, to which he listened eagerly, she was utterly unable to locate the farm. She kept mentioning the three hills, however, and her son, overhearing, smiled a little.


      “Mother never did pay much attention to roads and like-a-that,” he commented dryly. “She always found her way around like the Babes in the Wood—by remembering something she had passed coming over.”


      The Watterby place was a curious mixture of primitive farming methods, ranching tactics, and Indian folklore, with a sprinkling of furtherest East and West for good measure. Will Watterby attributed his cosmopolitan plan of work to the influence of the ever-changing hired man.


      “They come and they go, mostly go,” he was fond of saying. “It’s easier for me to do the hired man’s way, ’cause I can’t go off when things don’t suit me. Our place seems to be a half-way station for all the tramps in creation. I reckon they get off at Flame City, and, headed east or west, have to earn the money for the rest of their trip. Well, anyway, I don’t believe in being narrow; if a man can show me a better way to do a job, I’m willing to be shown.”


      “I simply have to have a clean middy blouse to wear to-morrow when Uncle Dick gets back,” Betty confided to Bob. “And I don’t intend to let Mrs. Watterby wash and iron it for me. Can’t you fix me a tub of water somewhere out in the barn? I’ll do it myself and spread it on the grass to dry. Then, when she’s getting supper, I can heat an iron and press it.”


      Bob was willing; indeed he needed clean collars himself, and had reached the decision that there was only one way to get them. Inquiry had established the fact that there was no laundry in Flame City, and the genus washwoman was practically unknown.


      Betty went in to get her middy blouse, and Bob pumped pail after pail of water and carried it to the barn. One pump supplied the whole farm, house and barns. The two cows, three horses, and the pigs and chickens were watered thrice daily by the patient Ki.


      Cold water was not the only difficulty Betty encountered when she came to the actual washing. The soap would not lather, and a thick white scum formed on the water when she tried to churn up a suds.


      “Hard,” said Bob laconically. “Got to have something to put in to soften it. Borax is good; know where there is any?”


      Betty remembered having seen a box of borax on the kitchen shelf, and Bob volunteered to go for it. When he returned with it, he brought the news that there was a peddler at the back door with a bewildering “assortment of everything,” Bob said.


      “Put a lot of this in,” he directed, handing the box to Betty, who obediently shook in half the contents. “Now we’ll put the stuff to soak, and go and look at this fellow’s stuff. When you come back to wash, all you’ll have to do will be to rinse ’em out and put them out to dry.”


      This sounded plausible, and the middy blouse and collars were left to soak themselves clean.


      The peddler proved to have a horse and wagon, and he carried dress goods, notions, kitchen wear, books, stationery and candy. Bob and Betty had never seen a wagon fitted up like this, and they thought it far better than a store.


      “I might buy that dotted swiss shirtwaist,” whispered Betty, as Mrs. Watterby ordered five yards of apron gingham measured off. “My middy blouse might not dry in time.”


      “All right. And I’ll get a clean collar,” agreed Bob. “These aren’t much and I suppose they’re too cheap to last long, but at any rate they’re clean.”


      The peddler drove on at last, and then Bob and Betty hurried back to their washing. Alas, the tub had disappeared. At supper that night, Mrs. Watterby had missed it and demanded of her husband if he had seen it.


      “Sure, I had Ki spraying the hen house this afternoon,” Watterby rejoined. “Thought you’d mixed the soapsuds and washing soda for him. It was standing in the barn.”


      Betty explained. Of her blouse and Bob’s collars, there remained a few ragged shreds, for she had poured enough washing powder in to eat the fabric full of holes. She took her loss good-naturedly and was thankful she had the new blouse to wear.


      Uncle Dick, when he heard the story, went into gales of laughter.


      “Tough luck, Kitten,” he comforted her. “We’ll go to see an oil fire this afternoon and that’ll take your mind off your troubles.”


      CHAPTER XI


      AN OIL FIRE


      Mr. Gordon had arrived the night of the disastrous laundry experiment, and made his announcement at the supper table.


      “An oil fire!” ejaculated Betty. “Where is it? Won’t it burn the offices and houses? Perhaps they’ll have it put out before we get there!”


      Mr. Gordon did not seem to be at all excited, and continued to eat his supper placidly. He looked tired, and he later admitted that he had slept little the night before, having spent the time discussing ways of putting out the fire with the well foreman.


      “No, we’ll get to it in plenty of time in the morning,” he assured his niece. “An oil fire is less dangerous than expensive, my dear. We’ve got a man coming up from beyond Tippewa with a sand blast on the first train. Telegraphed for him tonight. It will cost fifteen hundred dollars to put the fire out, but it’s worth it.”


      “Fifteen hundred dollars!” Betty stared aghast.


      “Well, think of the barrels of oil burning up,” returned her uncle. “The fire’s been going since yesterday afternoon. The normal output of that well is round about three thousand barrels a day. Every twenty-four hours she burns, that much oil is lost to us. So we count the fifteen hundred cheap.”


      The Watterby household had the farm habit of retiring early, and tonight Betty and Bob were anxious to get to sleep early, too, that they might have a good start in the morning. Mr. Gordon was glad to turn in when the rest did and make up for lost sleep, so by nine o’clock the house was wrapped in slumber.


      An hour or two later Betty was awakened by what sounded like a shot. Startled, she listened for a moment, and then, hearing no further commotion, went to sleep again.


      She was the first one down in the morning, barring Mrs. Watterby, who, winter and summer, rose at half-past four or earlier. Going out to the pump for a drink of water she saw Ki bending over something beside the woodshed.


      “Hey!” he hailed her, without getting up. “Come see what I got.”


      Ki and Betty were now excellent friends, the taciturn Indian apparently recognizing that her interest in his stories and Indian tales was unfeigned.


      “Why, what is it?” she asked, stopping in amazement as her foot touched a furry body. “Is it a dog? Oh, Ki, you didn’t kill a dog?”


      “No, not a dog,” said the Indian showing his white teeth in a grin which was the nearest he ever permitted himself to come to a laugh. “Not a dog—a fox. I shot him last night. He would eat Mis’ Watterby’s chickens.”


      “So that was what I heard,” Betty said, recalling the noise that had wakened her. “Bob, come and see the fox Ki shot.”


      Bob came running over to the woodshed, and appraised the reddish yellow body admiringly.


      “Gee, he was a big one, wasn’t he?” he murmured. “When’d you shoot him, Ki? Last night? I didn’t hear anything. Stealing chickens, I’ll bet a feather.”


      Ki nodded, and displayed a shining knife.


      “You watch,” he told them. “I skin him, and cure the fur—then I give it to Miss Betty. Make her a nice what you call neck-piece next winter.”


      “Oh, don’t skin him!” Betty involuntarily shuddered. “I couldn’t bear to watch you do that. He will bleed, and I’ll think it hurts him. Poor little fox—I hate to see dead things!”


      Her lips quivered, and Ki looked hurt.


      “You no want a neck-piece?” he asked, bewildered. “Very nice young ladies wear them. I have seen.”


      Betty smiled at him through the tears that would come.


      “I would love to have the fur,” she explained. “Only I’m such a coward I can’t bear to see you skin the fox. I heard a man say once that women are all alike—we don’t care if animals are killed to give us clothes, but we want some one else to do the killing.”


      Somewhat to her surprise, Ki seemed to understand.


      “Bob help me skin him,” he announced quietly. “You go in. When the fur is dry and clean, you have it for your neck-piece.”


      Betty thanked him and ran away to tell Mr. Gordon and Grandma Watterby of her present. A handsome fox skin was not to be despised, and Betty was all girl when it came to pretty clothes and furs.


      Ki and Bob came in to breakfast, and the talk turned to the oil fire. Mr. Gordon generously invited as many as could get into his machine to go, but Mrs. Price could not stand excitement and the Watterbys were too busy to indulge in that luxury. Will Watterby offered to let Ki go, but the Indian had a curious antipathy to oil fields. Grandma Watterby always insisted it was because he was not a Reservation Indian and, unlike many of them, owned no oil lands.


      “I’d go with you myself,” she declared brightly, “if the misery in my back wasn’t a little mite onery this mornin’. Racketing about in that contraption o’ yours, I reckon, wouldn’t be the best kind of liniment for cricks like mine.”


      So only Mr. Gordon, Betty and Bob started for the fields.


      “I saw a horse that I think will about suit you, Betty,” said her uncle when they were well away from the house. “I’m having it sent out to-morrow. She is reputed gentle and used to being ridden by a woman. Then, if we can pick up some kind of a nag for Bob, you two needn’t be tied down to the farm. All the orders I have for you is that you’re to keep away from the town. Ride as far into the country as you like.”


      “But, Mr. Gordon,” protested Bob, “I don’t want you to get a horse for me! I’d rather have a job. Isn’t there something I can do out at the oil fields? I’m used to looking out for myself.”


      “Look here, young man,” came the reply with mock severity, “I thought I told you you had a job on your hands looking after Betty. I meant it. I can’t go round on these inspection trips unless I can feel that she is all right. And, by the way, have you any objection to calling me Uncle Dick? I think I rather fancy the idea of a nephew.”


      Bob, of course, felt more at ease then, and Betty, too, was pleased. The boy found it easy to call Mr. Gordon “Uncle Dick,” and as time went on and they became firmer friends it seemed most natural that he should do so.


      They were approaching the oil fields gradually, the road, which was full of treacherous ruts, being anything but straight. Whenever they met a team or another car, which was infrequently, they had to stop far to one side and let the other vehicle pass. Betty was much impressed with her first near view of the immense derricks.


      “What a lot of them!” she said. “Just like a forest, isn’t it, Uncle Dick?”


      Her uncle frowned preoccupiedly.


      “Those are not our fields,” he announced curtly. “They’re mostly the property of small lease-holders. It is mighty wasteful, Betty, to drill like that, cutting up the land into small holdings, and is bound to make trouble. They have no storage facilities, and if the pipe lines can’t take all the oil produced, there is congestion right away. Also many of the leases are on short terms, and that means they’ve the one idea of getting all the oil out they can while they hold the land. So they tend to exhaust the sands early, and violate the principles of conservation.”


      They were following the road through the oil fields now, and presently Mr. Gordon announced that they were on his company’s holdings. At the same time they saw a column of dense black smoke towering toward the sky.


      “There’s the fire!” cried Betty. “Do hurry, Uncle Dick!”


      Obediently the little car let out a notch, and they drew up beside a group of men, still some distance from the fire.


      “Chandler’s come,” said one of these respectfully to Mr. Gordon. “The five-ton truck brought up a load of sand, and they’re only waiting for you to give the word.”


      The speaker was introduced to Betty and Bob as Dave Thorne, a well foreman, and at a word from Mr. Gordon he jumped on the running board of the car and they proceeded another mile. This brought them to the load of sand dumped on one side of the road and the powerful high-pressure hose that had been brought up on the train that morning. The heat from the burning well was intense, though they were still some distance from the actual fire.


      “Now, Betty, watch and you’ll see a fire put out,” commanded her uncle, getting out of the car and going forward, first cautioning both young people to stay where they were and not get in any one’s way.


      A half dozen men lifted the heavy hose, turned the nozzle toward the column of smoke, and a shower of fine sand curved high in the air. For perhaps five minutes nothing could be noticed; then, almost imperceptibly, the smoke began to die down. Lower, lower, and lower it fell, and at last died away. The men continued to pump in sand for an extra ten minutes as a matter of precaution, then stopped. The fire was out.


      “That fire wasn’t no accident, Boss,” proclaimed Dave Thorne, wiping his perspiring face with a red handkerchief. “She was set. And, believe me, where there’s one, there’ll be others. The north section keeps me awake nights. If a fire started there where that close drilling’s going on, it couldn’t help but spread. You can fight fire in a single well, but let half a dozen of ’em flare up and there’ll be more than oil lost.”


      “What a croaker you are, Dave,” said Mr. Gordon lightly. “Don’t lose sleep about any section. A night’s rest is far too valuable to be squandered. These young folks want to see the sights, and I’ll take them around for an hour or so. Then I’ll go over that bill of lading with you. Come, Betty and Bob, we’ll leave the machine and take the trail on foot. Mind your clothes and shoes—there’s oil on everything you touch.”


      CHAPTER XII


      IN THE FIELDS


      “I always thought oil was for lamps,” said Betty, as she picked her way after her uncle and Bob, “but there aren’t enough lamps in the world to use all this oil.”


      They were walking toward a pumping station still in the distance, and Mr. Gordon waited for her to come up with him.


      “Perhaps lamps are the least important factor in the whole big question,” he answered earnestly. “Oil is being used more and more for fuel. Oil burners have been perfected for ships. And schools, apartment houses and public buildings are being heated with oil in many cities. And, of course, the demand for gasolene is enormous. I rather think the engine of the train that brought you to Flame City was an oil burner.”


      “I wish we’d gone and looked, don’t you, Bob?” said Betty. “Oh, what a big derrick! How many quarts of oil does that pump in a day, Uncle Dick?”


      Mr. Gordon laughed heartily.


      “Little Miss Tenderfoot!” he teased. “I thought you knew, goosie, that we measured oil by barrels. That well is flowing slightly over five thousand barrels a day. Altogether our wells are now yielding well over fifty thousand barrels of oil a day.”


      “I read in one of the papers about a man who paid three thousand dollars for one acre of oil land,” said Bob thoughtfully. “How did he know he was going to find oil here?”


      “He didn’t know,” was the prompt answer. “There is no way of knowing positively. Many and many a small investor has lost the savings of a lifetime because he had a ‘hunch’ that he would bring in a good well. Right here in Oklahoma, statistics show that in one section, of five thousand two hundred and forty-six wells driven, one thousand three hundred and fifty-six were dry. Now it takes a lot of money to drive a well, between twenty and thirty thousand dollars in fact, so you may count up the loss.”


      “But there is oil here—just look!” Bob waved comprehensively toward the beehive of industry that surrounded them.


      “Right, my boy. And when they do strike oil, they strike it rich. Huge fortunes have been made in oil and will be made again. If the crooks who pose as brokers and promoters would keep their hands off, it might be possible to safeguard some of the smaller speculators.”


      Bob was minded to speak again of the two sharpers he had overheard on the train, but they had reached the pumping station, and he and Betty were immediately interested in what Mr. Gordon had to show them.


      There was a long bunk house at one side where the employees slept and ate and where a comfortable, fat Chinese cook was sweeping off the screened porch. The pumping station was another long, one-story building, with eight tall iron stacks rising beside it. Inside, set in a concrete floor, huge dynamos were pumping away, sending oil through miles and miles of pipe lines to points where it would be loaded into cars or ships and sent all over the world. The engineer in charge took them around and explained every piece of machinery, much to the delight of Bob who had a boy’s love for things that went.


      From the station they walked to one of the largest storage tanks, a huge reservoir of oil, capable of holding fifty-five thousand barrels when full, Mr. Gordon told them. It was half empty at the time, and three long flights of steps were bare that would be covered when the storage capacity was used.


      “If there isn’t a laundry or a hotel in Flame City,” observed Betty suddenly, “there is everything to run the oil business with, that’s certain. Is it all right to say you have very complete equipment, Uncle Dick?”


      “Your phrase is correct,” admitted her uncle, smiling. “Poor tools are the height of folly for any business or worker, Betty. As for Flame City, the place is literally swamped. People poured in from the day the first good well came in, and they’ve been arriving in droves ever since. You can’t persuade any of them to take up the business they had before—to run a boarding house, or open a restaurant or a store. No, every blessed one of ’em has set his heart on owning and operating an oil well. It was just so in the California gold drive—the forty-niners wanted a gold mine, and they walked right over those that lay at their feet.”


      They took the automobile after inspecting the storage tank and went several miles farther up the field to the gasolene plant that was isolated from the rest of the buildings. Here they saw how the crude petroleum was refined to make gasolene and were told the elaborate precautions observed to keep this highly inflammable produce from catching fire. Seven large steel tanks, built on brick foundations, were used for storage, and there was also a larger oil tank from which the oil to be refined was pumped.


      “I’d like to see a ship that carries oil,” remarked Betty, as they came out of the gasolene plant and made their way to the automobile.


      One of the men had happened to mention in her hearing that an unusually large shipment of oil had been ordered to be sent to Egypt.


      “Well, that’s one request we can’t fill,” acknowledged her uncle regretfully. “You’re inland for sure, Betty, and the good old ocean is many miles from Oklahoma. However, some day I hope you’ll see an oil tanker. The whole story of oil, from production to consumption, is a fascinating one, and not the least wonderful is the part that deals with the marketing side of it. We have salesmen in South America, China, Egypt, and practically every large country. Who knows but Bob will one day be our representative in the Orient?”


      They had dinner, a merry noisy meal, with the men at the bunk house. It was a novelty Bob and Betty thoroughly enjoyed and they found the men, mostly clerical workers, a few bosses and Dave Thorne, the well foreman, a friendly, clever crowd who were to a man keenly interested in the work at the fields. They talked shop incessantly, and both Betty and Bob gained much accurate information of positive value.


      After dinner Mr. Gordon drove them back to the Watterby farm, promising another trip soon. He had to go back immediately, and slept at the fields that night. Thereafter he came and went as he could, sometimes being absent for two or three days at a time. The horse he had ordered for Betty arrived, and proved to be all that was said for it. She was a wiry little animal, and Betty christened her “Clover.” For Bob, Mr. Gordon succeeded in capturing a big, rawboned white horse with a gift of astonishing speed. Riding horses were at a premium, for distances between wells were something to be reckoned with, and those who did not own a car had to depend on horses. Bob even saw one enthusiastic prospector mounted on a donkey.


      As soon as they were used to their mounts, Betty and Bob began to go off for long rides, always remembering Mr. Gordon’s injunction to stay away from the town.


      “How tanned you are, Betty!” Bob said one day, as they were letting their horses walk after a brisk gallop. “I declare, you’re almost as brown as Ki. I like you that way, though,” he added hastily, as if he feared she might think he was criticising. “And that red tie is awfully pretty.”


      “You look like an Indian yourself,” said Betty shyly.


      But Bob’s blue eyes, while attractive enough in his brown face, would preclude any idea that he might have Indian blood. Betty, on the other hand, as the boy said, was as brown as an Indian, and her dark eyes and heavy straight dark hair, which she now wore in a thick braid down her back, would have enabled her to play the part of Minnehaha, or that of a pretty Gypsy lass, with little trouble. Her khaki riding suit was very becoming, and today she had knotted a scarlet tie under the trim little collar that further emphasized her vivid coloring and the smooth tan of her cheeks. Although the sun was hot, she would not bother with a hat, and Bob, too, was bareheaded. They looked what they were—a healthy, happy, wide-awake American boy and girl and ready for either adventure or service, or a mixture of both, and reasonably sure to call whatever might befall them “fun”.


      “Why don’t we go to that north section Dave Thorne is always talking about?” suggested Bob. “He is forever harping on the subject of a fire there, and I’d like to look it over.”


      “But it must be five miles from here,” said Betty doubtfully. “Can we get back in time for dinner?”


      “If we can’t, we’ll get some one of the Chinese cooks to give us a lunch,” returned Bob confidently. “Let’s go, Betty. I know the way, because I studied the map Uncle Dick had out on the table night before last. The north section is shut off from the others, and it’s backed up against the furthest end of that perfect forest of derricks we saw the first time we went to Uncle Dick’s wells—remember? I think that is what worries Dave—some of those small holders have tempers like porcupines and they always think some one is infringing on their rights. Let one of ’em get mad and take it out on Dave, and there might be a four-alarm fire without much trouble.”


      “Do you know what I miss more than anything else?” asked Betty, when the horses’ heads were turned and they were on their way to the north section. “You’ll never guess—ice-cream soda! I haven’t had one for weeks—not since we left Chicago.”


      “And I guess it will be some more weeks before you get another,” said Bob. “Ice doesn’t seem to be known out here, does it? Did you see how the butter swam about under that hot kitchen lamp last night? We used to think the Peabodys were stingy because they wouldn’t use butter, but I’d rather have none than have it so soft.”


      They reached the north section and found Dave Thorne directing the drilling of a well which he told them was expected to “come in” that morning.


      “Bob, I wonder if you’d do an errand for me?” he inquired. “I have to go back to the pumping station, and I want to send a record book back to one of the men here. Will you ride back with me and get the book? Betty will be all right, and she’ll get a chance to see the well come in. MacDuffy will look after her.”


      Bob, of course, was glad to do Dave a service, and the old Scotchman, MacDuffy, promised to see that Betty did not get into any danger.


      “You’ll like to see the well shot off,” he told her pleasantly. “’Tis a bonny sight, seen for the first time. The wee horse is not afraid? That is gude, then. Rein in here and keep your eye on that crowd of men. When they run you’ll know the time has come.”


      Obediently Betty sat her horse and fixed her gaze on the small group of men who were moving about with more than ordinary quickness and a trace of excitement. There is always the hope that a well will “come in big” and offer substantial payment for the weeks of hard work and toil expended on it.


      Suddenly the group scattered. Involuntarily Betty’s hand tightened on Clover’s rein. For a moment nothing happened. Then came a roar and a mighty rumble and the earth seemed to strain and crack.


      CHAPTER XIII


      THE THREE HILLS


      Betty saw an upheaval of sand, followed by a column of oil, heard a shout of victory from the men, and then Clover, who had been shivering with apprehension, snorted loudly, took the bit between her teeth and began to run. MacDuffy, resting securely in the assurance Betty had given that the horse would not be frightened, was occupied with the men, and horse and rider were rapidly disappearing from sight before he realized what had happened.


      “Clover, Clover!” Betty put her arms around the maddened creature’s neck and spoke to her softly. “It’s all right, dear. Don’t be afraid. I thought you had been brought up in an oil country, or I wouldn’t have let you stand where you could see the well.”


      But Clover’s nerves had been sadly shaken, and she was not yet in a state to listen to reason. Betty was now an excellent horsewoman, and had no difficulty in remaining in the saddle. She did not try to pull the horse in, rather suspecting that the animal had a hard mouth, but let the reins lie loosely on her neck, speaking reassuringly from time to time. Gradually Clover slackened her wild lope, dropped to a gentle gallop, and then into a canter and from that to a walk.


      “Well, now, you silly horse, I hope you feel that you’re far enough from danger,” said Betty conversationally. “I’m sure I haven’t the slightest idea where we are. Bob and I have never ridden this far, and from the looks of the country I don’t think it is what the geographies call ‘densely populated’. Mercy, what a lonesome place!”


      Clover had gone contentedly to cropping grass, and that reminded Betty that she was hungry.


      Far away she saw the outlines of oil derricks, but the horse seemed to have taken her out of the immediate vicinity of the oil fields. Not a house was in sight, not a moving person or animal. The stillness was unbroken save for the hoarse call of a single bird flying overhead.


      Suddenly Betty’s eyes widened in astonishment. She jerked up Clover’s head so sharply that that pampered pet shook it angrily. Why should she be treated like that?


      “The three hills!” gasped Betty. “Grandma Watterby’s three hills! ‘Joined together like hands’ she always says, and right back of the Saunders’ house. Clover! do you suppose we’ve found the three hills and Bob’s aunts?”


      Clover had no opinion to offer. She had been rudely torn from her enjoyment of the herbage, and she resented that plainly. Betty, however, was too excited to consider the subject of lunch, even though a moment before she had been very hungry.


      She turned the horse’s head toward the three hills, and with every step that brought her nearer the conviction grew that she had found the Saunders’ place. To be sure, she had seen nothing of a house as yet, but, like the name of Saunders, three hills were not a common phenomenon in Oklahoma, at least not within riding distance of the oil fields.


      “It’s an awful long way,” sighed Betty, when after half an hour’s riding, the hills seemed as far away as before. “I suppose the air is so clear that they seemed nearer than they are. And I guess we came the long way around. There must be a road from the Watterby farm that cuts off some of the distance.”


      Betty did not worry about what Bob or the men at the wells might be thinking. They knew her for a good rider, and Clover for a comparatively easily managed horse. No one in the West considers a good gallop anything serious, even when it assumes the proportions of a runaway. Betty was sure that they would expect her to ride back when Clover had had her run, and, barring a misstep, no harm would be likely to befall the rider.


      After a full hour and a half of steady going, the three hills obligingly moved perceptibly nearer. Betty could see the ribbon of road that lay at their base, and the outline of a rambling farmhouse.


      “Grandma Watterby said the hills were right back of the house!” repeated Betty ecstatically. “Oh, I’m sure this must be the place. If only Bob had come with me!”


      She laughed a little at the notion of such an accommodating runaway, and then pulled Clover up short as they came to a rickety fence that apparently marked the boundary line of a field.


      “We go straight across this field to the road, I think,” said Betty aloud. “I don’t believe there is anything planted. Clover, can you jump that fence?”


      The fence was not very high, and at the word Clover gracefully cleared it. The field was a tangled mass of corn stubble and weeds, and a good farmer would have known that it had not been under cultivation that year. At the further side Betty found a pair of bars, and, taking these down, found herself in a narrow, deserted road, facing a lonely farmhouse.


      The house was set back several yards from the road and even to the casual observer presented a melancholy picture. The paint was peeling from the clapboards, leaders were hanging in rusty shreds, and the fence post to which Betty tied her horse was rotten and worm-eaten.


      “My goodness, I’m afraid the aunts are awfully poor,” sighed Betty, who had cherished a dream that Bob might find his relatives rich and ready to help him toward the education he so ardently desired. “Even Bramble Farm didn’t look as bad as this.”


      She went up the weedy path to the house, and then for the first time noticed that all the shades were drawn and the doors and windows closed. It was a warm day and there was every reason for having all the fresh air that could be obtained.


      “They must be away from home!” thought Betty. “Or—doesn’t anybody live here?”


      A cackle from the hen yard answered her question and put her mind at ease. Where there were chickens, there would be people as a matter of course. They might have gone away to spend the day.


      “I’ll take Clover out to the barn and give her a drink of water,” decided Betty. “No one would mind that. Grandma Watterby says a farmer’s barn is always open to his neighbor’s stock.”


      So, Clover’s bridle over her arm, Betty proceeded out to the barnyard.


      “Why—how funny!” she gasped.


      The unearthly stillness which had reigned was broken at her approach by the neighing of a horse, and at the sound the chickens began to beat madly against the wire fencing of their yard, cows set up a bellowing, and a wild grunting came from the pig-pen.


      Betty hurried to the barn. Three cows in their stanchions turned imploring eyes on her, and a couple of old horses neighed loudly. Something prompted Betty to look in the feed boxes. They were empty.


      “I believe they’re hungry!” she exclaimed. “Clover, I don’t believe they’ve been fed or watered for several days! They wouldn’t act like this if they had.”


      There wasn’t a drop of water anywhere in or about the barn, and a hasty investigation of the pig troughs and the drinking vessels in the chicken yard showed the same state of affairs.


      “I don’t know how much to feed you,” Betty told the suffering animals compassionately, “but at any rate I know what to feed you. And you shall have some water as fast as I can pump it.”


      She was thankful for the weeks spent at Bramble Farm as she set about her heavy tasks. She was tired from her long ride and the excitement of the morning, but it never entered her head to go away and leave the neglected farm stock. There was no other house within sight where she could go for help, and if the animals were fed and watered that day it was evidently up to her to do it.


      She worked valiantly, heaping the horses’ mangers with hay, carrying cornstalks to the cows and feeding the ravenous pigs and chickens corn on the cob, for there was no time to run the sheller. She had some difficulty in discovering the supplies, and then, when all were served, she discovered that not one of the animals had touched the food.


      “Too thirsty,” she commented wisely.


      Watering them was hard, tiresome work, for one big tub in the center of the yard evidently served the whole barn. When she had pumped that full—and how her arms ached!—she led the horses out, and after them, the cows. She was afraid to let either horses or cows have all they wanted, and jerking them back to their stalls before they had finished was not easy. She carried pailful after pailful of water to the pigs and the chickens and it was late in the afternoon before she had the satisfaction of knowing that every animal, if not content, was much more comfortable than before her arrival.


      “Now I think I’ve earned something to eat!” she confided to Clover, when, hot and tired and flushed with the heat, she had filled the last chicken yard pan. “And I’m going up to the house and help myself from the pantry. I’m ’most sure the kitchen door is unlocked; no one around here ever locks the back door.”


      She was very hungry by this time, having had nothing since an early breakfast, and she had no scruples about helping herself to whatever edibles she might find.


      “I begin to sympathize with all the hired men,” she thought, making her way to the kitchen door. “I don’t wonder they eat huge meals when they have to do such hard work.”


      The door, as she had expected, was not locked. A slight turn on the knob opened it easily, and Betty stepped cautiously into the kitchen. The drawn shades made it dark, but it was not the darkness that caused Betty to jump back a step.


      She listened intently. Would she hear the noise again, or had it been only her nervous imagination?


      No—there it was again, plain and unmistakable. Some one had groaned!


      CHAPTER XIV


      TWO INVALIDS


      Betty, for a single wild instant, had an impulse to slam the door shut and gallop off the place on Clover. She was all alone, and miles from help of any sort, no matter what happened. Then, as another groan sounded, she bravely made up her mind to investigate. Some one was evidently sick and in pain; that explained the state of affairs at the barns. Could she, Betty Gordon, run away and leave a sick person without attempting to find out what was needed?


      It must be confessed that it took a great deal of courage to pull open the grained oak door that led from the kitchen and behind which the groans were sounding with monotonous regularity, but the girl set her teeth, and opened it softly. In the semi-darkness she was able to make out the dim outlines of a bed set between the two windows and a swirl of bedclothes, some of which were dragging on the floor.


      “I’m just Betty,” she quavered uncertainly, for though the groans had stopped no one spoke. “I heard you groaning. Are you sick, and is there anything I can do for you?”


      “Sick,” murmured a woman’s voice. “So sick!”


      At the sound of utter weariness and pain, Betty’s fear left her and all the tenderness and passionate desire for service that had made her such a wonderful little “hand” with ill and fretful babies in her old home at Pineville came to take its place.


      “I’ll have to put the shades up,” she explained, stepping lightly to the windows and pulling up the green shades. “Then I can see to make you more comfortable.”


      She spoke clearly and yet not loudly, knowing that a sick person hates whispering.


      The afternoon sunlight streamed into the room, revealing a clean though most sparsely furnished bedroom. A rag rug on the floor, two chairs, a washstand and mirror and the bed were the only articles of furniture.


      Betty, after one swift glance, turned toward the occupant of the bed. She saw a woman apparently about sixty years old, with mild blue eyes, now glazed by fever, and tangled gray hair. As Betty watched her a terrible fit of coughing shook her.


      “You must have a doctor!” said Betty decidedly, wondering what there was about the woman that seemed familiar. “How long have you been like this? Have you been alone? How hard it must have been for you!”


      She put out her hand to smooth the bedclothes, and the sick woman grasped it, her own hot with fever, till Betty almost cried out.


      “The stock!” she gasped. “I took ’em water till I couldn’t get out of bed. How long ago was that? They will die tied up!”


      “I fed and watered them,” Betty soothed her. “They’re all right. Don’t worry another minute. I’ll make you tidy and get you something to eat and then I’m going for a doctor.”


      What was there about the woman—Betty stared at her, frowning in an effort to recollect where she had seen her before. If Bob were only here to help her—Bob! Why, the sick woman before her was the living image of Bob Henderson!


      “The Saunders place!” Betty clapped her hand to her mouth, anxious not to excite her patient. “Why, of course, this is the farm. And she must be one of Bob’s aunts!”


      As if in answer to her question, the sick woman half rose in bed.


      “Charity!” she stammered, her hands pressed to her aching head. “Charity! She was sick first.”


      She pointed to an adjoining room and Betty crossed the floor feeling that she was walking in a dream and likely to wake up any minute.


      The communicating room was shrouded in darkness like the other, and when Betty had raised the shades she found it furnished as another bedroom. Evidently the old sisters had chosen to live entirely on the first floor of the house.


      The woman in the square iron bed looked startlingly like Bob, too, but, unlike her sister, her eyes were dark. She lay quietly, her cheeks scarlet and her hands nervously picking at the counterpane. When she saw Betty she struggled to a sitting posture and tried to talk. It was pitiable to watch her efforts for her voice was quite gone. Only when Betty put her ear close down to the trembling lips could she hear the words.


      “Hope!” murmured the sick woman hoarsely. “Hope—have you seen her?”


      “Yes, she asked for you, too.” Betty tried to nod brightly. “I’m going to do a few things here first and get you both something to eat, and then I’m going for a doctor.”


      Miss Charity sank back, evidently satisfied, and Betty hurried out to the kitchen. The wood box was well-filled and she had little difficulty in starting a fire in the stove. Like the rest of the farm homes, the only available water supply seemed to be the pump in the yard, and Betty pumped vigorously, letting a stream run out before she filled the teakettle. She thought it likely that no water had been pumped for several days.


      There was plenty of food in the house, though not a great variety, and mostly canned goods at that. Betty, who by this time was really faint with hunger, made a hasty lunch from crackers and some cheese before she carried a basin of warm water in to the two patients and sponged their faces and hands. She wanted to put clean sheets on the beds, but wisely decided that was too much of an undertaking for an inexperienced nurse and contented herself with straightening the bedclothes and putting on a clean counterpane from the scanty little pile of linen in a bottom drawer of the washstand in Miss Hope’s room. She was slightly delirious for brief intervals, but was able to tell Betty where many things were. Neither of the sisters seemed at all surprised to see the girl, and, if they were able to reason at all, probably thought she was a neighbor’s daughter.


      When Betty had the two rooms arranged a bit more tidily, and she was anxious to leave them looking presentable for she planned to send the doctor on ahead while she found Bob and brought him out with her, she brushed and braided her patients’ hair smoothly, and then fed them a very little warm milk. Neither seemed at all hungry, and Betty was thankful, for she did not know what food they should have, and she longed for a physician to take the responsibility. She had given each a drink of cool water before she did anything else, knowing that they must be terribly thirsty.


      She stood in the doorway where she could be seen from both beds when she had done everything she could, and the two sisters, if not better, were much more comfortable than she had found them.


      “Now,” she said, “I’m going to get a doctor. No, I won’t leave you all alone—not for long,” she added hastily, for Miss Charity was gazing at her imploringly and Miss Hope’s eyes were full of tears. “I’ll come back and stay all night and as long as you need me. But I must get some things and I must tell the Watterbys where I am. I’ll hurry as fast as I can.”


      She ran out and saddled Clover, for she had been turned out to grass to enjoy a good rest, and, having got the proper direction from Miss Hope, urged her up the road at a smart canter. She knew where the Flame City doctor lived; that is, the country doctor who had practised long before the town was the oil center it was now. There were good medical men at the oil fields, but Betty knew that they were liable to be in any section and difficult to find. She trusted that Doctor Morrison would be at home.


      He lived about two miles out of the town and a mile from the Watterby farm, and, as good luck would have it, he had come in from a hard case at dinner time, taken a nap, and was comfortably reading a magazine on his side porch when Betty wheeled into the yard. She knew him, having met him one day at the oil wells, and when she explained the need for him, he said that he would snatch a bit of supper and go immediately in his car.


      “I know these two Saunders sisters,” he said briefly. “They’ve lived alone for years, and now they’re getting queer. It’s a mercy they ever got through last winter without a case of pneumonia. Both of ’em down, you say? And impossible to get a nurse or a housekeeper for love or money.”


      “Oh, I’m going back,” explained Betty quickly. “They need some one to wait on them. Uncle Dick will let me, I know, and I really know quite a lot about taking care of sick people, Doctor Morrison.”


      “But you can’t stay there alone,” objected the doctor. “Why, child, I wouldn’t think of it. Some one will come along and carry you off.”


      “Bob will come and stay, too,” declared Betty confidently. “There are horses and cows to take care of, you know. I found them nearly dead of thirst, and all tied in their stalls.”


      The doctor interrupted impatiently.


      “Nice country we live in!” he muttered bitterly. “Every last man so bent on making money in oil he’d let his neighbor die under his very eyes. Here are two old women sick, and no one to lift a hand for ’em. I suppose they haven’t been able to get a hired man to tend to the stock since the oil boom struck Flame City. Well, child, I don’t see that I have much choice in the matter. I know as well as you do, that they must have some one to help out for a few days. That Henderson lad looks capable, and you’ll be safe, as far as that goes, with him in the house. But you musn’t try to do too much, and, above all, no lifting. I’ll keep an eye on you.”


      The doctor offered to take Betty back with him in the car but she was anxious that he should not be delayed and asked him to go as soon as he could. She herself would ride on to the Watterby farm, see if Bob was there, get her supper, and pack a few necessary things in a small bag. Then she and Bob would ride back to the Saunders’ place. Clover was fresh enough now, after her respite, far fresher than Betty, who was more tired than she had ever been in her life, though nothing would have dragged that confession from her. Of course her uncle must be notified, if he were not at the farm. Betty knew that a message left with the Watterbys would reach him. He had been off for four days, and was expected home very soon.


      Betty did not hurry Clover, for she wanted to save her for that evening’s trip, and it was well on toward six o’clock before she came in sight of the farm. A black dot resolved itself into Bob and he came running to meet her.


      “I was beginning to worry about you,” he called. “I waited up at the fields till afternoon, because Thorne was sure you would come back there. When I got here and found you hadn’t come in, I was half afraid the horse had thrown you. You look done up, Betty; are you hurt?”


      “I’m all right,” said Betty carelessly, dismounting. “Have you heard from Uncle Dick?”


      Bob did not answer, and she turned in surprise to look at him. His face was rather white under the tan, and his hands, fumbling with the reins, were trembling.


      CHAPTER XV


      UNEXPECTED NEWS


      “Bob!” Betty’s over-tired nerves seemed to jangle like tangled wires. “Bob, is anything the matter?”


      “Well, of course, nothing is really the matter,” replied Bob, his assumed calmness belied by his excited face. “Nothing that need worry you, Betty. But—there’s another oil fire!”


      “Another well on fire?” repeated Betty. “Oh, Bob, is it anywhere near Uncle Dick?”


      “You come in and sit down. Ki will look after Clover,” said Bob authoritatively. “Supper is almost ready, and I’ll tell you all I know. Mrs. Watterby has gone to bed with a sick headache, but Grandma is taking her place.”


      “Is it a very bad fire?” urged Betty. “Where is it? When did it start? Have you seen it?”


      “I guess it is pretty bad,” said Bob soberly. “It’s the north section, Betty. Just what Thorne has been afraid of.”


      “The north section!” Betty looked startled. “But, Bob, we were there this morning. Everything was all right.”


      “Well, when I came back with the record book Thorne sent me with and found you and Clover had dashed off, everything was all right, too. I hung round for an hour or so, hoping you’d ride back, and then MacDuffy asked me to take a message to Thorne. They were having dinner at the mess house, and Uncle Dick came in before we had finished. He was feeling great over some leases they’d signed that morning, and he thought he’d get home tonight. He didn’t seem to worry about you—said he knew Clover was a sensible and well-broken horse and that he guessed you’d come out none the worse for wear. Somebody called Thorne outside just as the Chink brought in the pie, and he was back in a few minutes, looking as if the bottom had dropped out of the world.


      “‘Two wells afire in the north section, Mr. Gordon,’ he said, and at that every man shot from the table out into the air. We could just see the two thin spirals of smoke—that section must be four miles from the bunk house.


      “Everybody ran for their horses, and Uncle Dick for his car. He cranked it and then saw me getting in with him.


      “‘You go back and stay with Betty,’ he cried to me. ‘Stay with her every minute till I come back. If I’m gone three hours or three days or three years, don’t leave her. And keep her away from the oil fields. We’ll be overrun as soon as news of this gets out, and the kind of crowd that will be here is no place for a girl. Promise me, Bob.’


      “So of course I promised,” concluded the lad earnestly. “He got into the car, and maybe he didn’t make that tin trap speed. All I saw was a cloud of dust. This afternoon all of Flame City has gone past here on foot, in cars, and on horseback. They say more wells have caught.”


      “Do you think Uncle Dick is in danger?” faltered Betty. “Aren’t the fire fighters surrounded sometimes and suffocated with smoke?”


      “What have you been reading?” demanded Bob with a stoutness he was far from feeling. “Uncle Dick knows too much to be caught like that. No, he may not get home for a couple of days more, but there is no need for you to lie awake and worry. Take my advice and go to bed the minute you’ve had supper; you look tired to death, Betty.”


      “Oh, Bob!” For the moment Betty had actually forgotten her great news, but now it came rushing back to her. “Oh, Bob, I’ve something wonderful to tell you!”


      “Won’t listen till you’ve had your supper,” said Bob firmly, marching her out to the dining-room table, as Grandma Watterby rang the bell. “You eat first, then you can talk.”


      Betty could hardly touch her food for excitement, but she did not want the Prices to hear what she had to tell Bob, so she made a pretense of eating. The Watterby household was eager to hear what had happened to her on her unplanned-for ride, and she told them that Clover had taken her some miles before she could be halted. She did not go into details.


      “Now, Bob!” She fairly dragged him from the supper table, ignoring his suggestion that they help Grandma Watterby wash the dishes. “I can’t wait another minute, not even to help Grandma. I have something to tell you, and you simply must listen. I’ve found your aunts!”


      Bob stared at her stupidly.


      “I found the three hills!” Betty hurried on excitedly. “Clover carried me ever so far, and I saw the three hills in the distance. I had to ride miles before I reached them, but it isn’t more than seven or eight by the road. And, Bob, both your aunts are very sick, and they have no one to take care of them or get them anything to eat. There aren’t any neighbors around here, you know; all the women are too old or too busy like Mrs. Watterby, and the men are crazy about oil. You and I have to go there tonight.”


      “Betty, are you sure you are not crazy?” demanded Bob uneasily. “How do you know they are my aunts? How can we go there and stay? They must need a doctor.”


      Betty was impatient of explanations, but she saw that Bob was genuinely bewildered, so she hastily sketched the proceedings of the afternoon for him.


      “And Doctor Morrison must be there now,” she wound up triumphantly. “They look so much like you, Bob. He’ll see it, too.”


      “I never saw any one like you, Betty!” Bob gazed at her in undisguised admiration. “No wonder you look tired. Why, I should think you’d be ready to drop. Hadn’t you better go to bed and get a good night’s sleep and let me go out to the farm? You can come to-morrow morning.”


      “I’m rested now,” insisted Betty. “That hot supper made me feel all right again. Doctor Morrison will probably have some directions for me, and I promised the old ladies I’d be back and you promised Uncle Dick not to leave me. Let’s go and tell Grandma and leave word with her for Uncle Dick. Then you saddle up, and I’ll get my bag.”


      Bob forbore to argue further, more because he thought that it was best to get Betty away from the Watterby place on the main road to Flame City than because he approved of her taking another long ride after an exhausting day. The most disquieting rumors had come down from the fields that afternoon, and Bob knew that every kind of story, authentic and unfounded, would be promptly retailed over the Watterby gate. If Mr. Gordon’s life were in danger, and Bob feared it was, it would be agony for Betty to be unable to go to him and be forced to listen to hectic accounts of the fire.


      “Well, well,” said Grandma Watterby, when Betty told her that she had found the Saunders place. “So you rode to the three hills, did you? Ain’t they pretty? Many and many’s the time I’ve seen ’em. And Bob’s aunties—Hope and Charity—they living there?”


      Betty explained briefly that they were ill and that she and Bob were going to look after things.


      “We may be gone two or three days or a week,” she said. “You tell Uncle Dick where we are if he comes, won’t you? Doctor Morrison will bring messages if you ask him. He’s going to see them, too.”


      Grandma Watterby hurried to the pantry and came back with a glass jar in her hands.


      “This is some o’ my home-made beef extract,” she told them. “You take it with you, Betty. There ain’t nothing better for building up a sick person. Dear, dear, to think of you finding Hope and Charity Saunders. Do they know ’bout Bob?”


      Betty said no, and the horses being brought round by Ki, who had insisted on saddling them, she and Bob rode off. It was faintly dusk, and a new moon hung low in the sky.


      “Isn’t it lovely?” sighed Betty. “In spite of sickness and danger and selfish people, I love this country on an evening like this. What do you think we ought to do about telling your aunts, Bob? I knew Grandma would ask that question.”


      “Why, if they’re sick, I think it would be utterly foolish to mention a nephew to ’em,” said Bob cheerfully. “They probably are blissfully unaware that I’m alive, and trying to explain to them would likely bring on an attack of brain fever. I’m just a neighbor dropped in to help while they’re laid up.”


      Betty could not bring herself to speak of the evident poverty of the lonely Saunders home. She had built so many bright castles for Bob, and the dilapidated house and buildings she had left that afternoon quite failed to fit into any of the pictures. However, she remembered happily, there was always the prospect of oil.


      “It can’t be out of the fields,” she argued to herself. “Just suppose oil should be discovered in that section! Bob might easily be a millionaire!”


      Bob was silent, too, but his thoughts were not on a problematical fortune. He was wondering, with a quickened beating of his heart, how his mother’s sisters would look and whether he should be able to see in them anything of the girlish face in the long-treasured little picture that was one of the few valuables in the black tin box.


      “There’s a team ahead,” said Betty suddenly.


      Her quick ears had caught the sound of wheels, and though it was almost dark now, no lantern was lit on the rattling buggy to which they presently caught up. The rig made such a noise, added to the breathing of the bony horse that was suffering from a bad case of that malady popularly known among farmers as “the heaves,” that the occupants were forced to raise their voices to make themselves heard. The top was up and it was impossible to see who was inside.


      “I tell you, let me handle it, and I’ll make you thousands,” some one was saying as they passed the buggy single file. “I can manage women and their money, and I don’t believe the idea of oil has as much as entered their heads.”


      “Always oil,” thought Bob, hurrying his horse to catch up with Betty. “In Oklahoma the stuff that dreams are made of comes up through an iron derrick, that’s sure.”


      At the Saunders place, bathed in faint moonlight, they found Doctor Morrison’s car, and a light in the window told that he was waiting for them.


      “Didn’t know whether you would make it tonight or not,” was his greeting, as they went around to the kitchen door and he opened it to show the room brightly lighted by two lamps. “Both patients are asleep. Miss Charity has laryngitis and Miss Hope a very heavy cold. But I think the worst is over.”


      He stopped, and shot a keen glance at Bob.


      “Funny,” he said abruptly. “For the moment I would have said you looked enough like Miss Hope to have been her younger brother.”


      Bob merely smiled at the doctor’s remark, for he did not want the relationship to be guessed before his aunts had recognized him.


      CHAPTER XVI


      HOUSEKEEPER AND NURSE


      “I must be going on,” Doctor Morrison continued, finishing his writing at the kitchen table which the entrance of Bob and Betty had evidently interrupted. “Here are a few directions for you, Betty. I do not think there will be anything for you to do tonight. Both should sleep right through, and I’ll be out in the morning. I have made a bed for you on the parlor sofa, and one for Bob here in the kitchen. I thought you’d want to be near the patients. And, then, too, the rooms upstairs are damp and musty; evidently the upper floor of the house hasn’t been used for some time. Now are you sure you will be all right? Does Mr. Gordon know you are here?”


      Bob explained that they had left a message for Mr. Gordon at the Watterby farm, and Doctor Morrison, who of course knew of the fire, nodded understandingly. Then he bade them good-night, promising to make them his first call in the morning.


      “I’ll go out and bed down the horses and feed the stock,” said Bob, after the light of the doctor’s car had disappeared down the road. “Do go to bed, Betty; you’re all tuckered out.”


      But Betty flatly refused to stay in the house without Bob. She tagged sleepily after him while he carried water to the horses and cows, bedded them down and littered the pig pens with fresh straw. He bolted the doors of the barns and hen house and made everything snug for the night. Then he and Betty went back to the house, having stabled their own horses in two empty stalls that, judging from the dusty hay in the mangers, had not been used recently.


      Both patients were sleeping, breathing rather heavily and hoarsely, it is true, but apparently resting comfortably. Betty and Bob were thoroughly tired out and glad to say good-night and go to bed. As Betty snuggled down on the comfortable old couch, she thought how kind of the doctor to have made things ready for them.


      The sun streaming in through the windows woke her the next morning. With a start she jumped up and put on her slippers and blue robe. With the healthy vigor of youth she had slept without once waking during the night, and not once had the thought of her patients disturbed her. Cautiously she tiptoed into the two bedrooms. Miss Charity and Miss Hope were sleeping quietly. A swift peep into the kitchen showed her a fire snapping briskly in the stove and the teakettle sending out clouds of steam. Bob was nowhere in sight.


      “He’s out at the barn,” thought Betty. “I must hurry and get breakfast.”


      She dressed quickly but trimly, as usual, and raised the windows of the parlor. Screens or not, she felt the house would be the better for quantities of fresh air. She closed the door softly and went down the narrow little passage into the kitchen.


      She found a bowl of nice-looking eggs in the pantry and a piece of home-cured bacon neatly sewed into a white muslin bag and partly sliced. This, with slices of golden brown toast—the bread box held only half a loaf of decidedly stale bread—solved her breakfast menu. There were two pans of milk standing on the table, thick with yellow cream, and Betty was just wondering if Bob had milked and when, for the cream could not have risen under two or three hours’ time, when the boy came whistling cheerfully in, carrying a pail of foaming milk.


      “Sh!” warned Betty. “Don’t wake your aunts up. When did you milk, Bob? You can’t have done it twice in one morning.”


      “Well hardly,” admitted Bob, lowering his voice discreetly. “I went out last night after I was sure you were asleep. I knew the cows had to be milked and that you’d probably insist on staying out there if you went to sleep standing up. So I took a lantern I found under the bench on the back porch and went out about an hour after you went to bed. Gee, fried eggs and bacon! You’re a good cook, Betsey!”


      Betty had spread one end of the table with a clean brown linen cloth, and now, after Bob had washed his hands and she had strained the milk, she placed the smoking hot dishes before him, and they proceeded to enjoy the meal heartily.


      “I wonder if the fire is out,” said Betty anxiously. “Perhaps Doctor Morrison will know when he comes. What are you going to do now, Bob?”


      “You tell me what will help you,” answered Bob. “I suppose you have to cook breakfast for the aunts—doesn’t that sound funny? I thought I’d kind of hang around the house—you might want furniture moved or something like that—till you had ’em all fixed comfy, and then you could go out to the barn with me while I finished out there. It’s lonesome in a new place.”


      “Sometimes I think,” announced Betty, stopping with the frying pan in her hand and beaming upon Bob, “that you have more sense than any one I ever knew. You needn’t do a thing, if you’ll just wait for me. There’s a pile of old magazines in the parlor. You can read the stories in those.”


      Leaving Bob comfortably established in a padded rocking chair, she went in to see if either of her patients was awake. Both were, as it happened, and though they looked slightly bewildered at first, Betty soon recalled to their minds her coming and the visit from the doctor. Both were very weak, and Miss Charity still was voiceless, but their eyes were clear and there was no sign of delirium.


      Betty had brought an enveloping white apron and cap with her, and she presented an immaculate little figure as she gently sponged the hands and faces of the old ladies and made their beds tidy and smooth. Doctor Morrison had ordered water toast and weak tea for their breakfast, and when Betty went out to the kitchen to prepare two trays she found that Bob had pumped two pails of fresh water, cleared the table and stacked the dishes in the dishpan and was taking up ashes from the stove while he waited for the kettle of water which he had put on for them to heat.


      “I thought you’d need the teakettle yourself,” observed this energetic young man, a streak of soot across his forehead in no way detracting from his engaging smile. “I’ll have to put in an hour or so chopping wood this afternoon. The box will be empty by noon.”


      Betty found that both her patients were too weak to feed themselves, so she had to handle one tray at a time. The meal was barely over when Doctor Morrison drove up. He found Bob washing dishes and Betty drying them.


      “Well, well, you look as bright as two dollars,” said the gray old doctor merrily. “You don’t need any prescriptions, that’s evident. How are the sick ladies, Miss Nurse?”


      “They slept all night—at least, I think they did,” she reported conscientiously. “I never woke up, and I think I would have heard them call, for the door from the parlor was left open and their doors too, of course. They slept about an hour and a half after Bob and I were up and about. But they are very weak. I had to feed them.”


      “That’s to be expected,” said the doctor professionally. “We’ll go in and see how the fever is. I don’t suppose they’ve seen Bob?”


      Betty shook her head.


      “I thought the fewer people they saw the better,” she answered quietly. “Miss Hope was afraid I was doing too much and I told her a boy was here looking after the barns and the stock. That seemed to satisfy her.”


      “Well, for two youngsters, I must say you show extraordinary good sense,” the doctor said. “I don’t know what these old ladies would have done if you hadn’t taken hold.”


      He wanted Betty to go with him to the sick-rooms, and at his first glance pronounced Miss Hope better. Miss Charity, too, was much improved, but she struggled against the throat spray and was exhausted when the treatment was finished.


      “They’ll build up, but slowly,” declared the doctor when he and Betty and Bob were again together in the kitchen. “I think it is safe to say that they’ll sleep nearly all day. Keep them warm and on a light diet—here is a better list than the one I scribbled last night—and be careful of yourself, Betty. I’m having some supplies sent out to you. I took a look at the pantry last night before you came, and the old ladies have been living on what the farm produced; if it didn’t produce what they needed, they evidently went without. I’m afraid they’re desperately poor and proud. What’s that? Grandma Watterby’s beef extract? Fine! Just what you need! Give ’em some for supper. Well, Betty, out with it—don’t ask a question with your eyes; use your tongue.”


      “The fire?” stammered Betty. “Is it out? Have you heard anything?”


      “Still burning,” was the reluctant answer. “About all the town spent the night up there, hampering the employees I haven’t a doubt and thinking they were helping the force. However, don’t worry, child; I honestly believe that Mr. Gordon is in no danger. He is intelligent and careful, and the company will sacrifice the whole field before they will let a man risk his life.”


      Doctor Morrison was to come the next day, and some hours after he left them a rickety oil field wagon drove up and left a box of groceries. The boy driving the sleek mule was in a great hurry “to see the fire,” and he merely tumbled the box off and drove on with hardly an unnecessary word.


      “Goodness, the doctor seems to expect us to stay a month!” gasped Betty, unpacking the tin cans and packages. “It’s almost as much fun as keeping a store, isn’t it, Bob? Oh, my gracious! what was that?”


      A cry had sounded from Miss Hope’s bedroom.


      Bob and Betty ran to the door. She was sitting up in bed, her bright, hot eyes staring at them unseeingly.


      “Faith!” she cried piercingly. “Faith, my darling!”


      CHAPTER XVII


      SICK FANCIES


      Betty turned to stare at Bob. He looked at her helplessly.


      “My mother!” he whispered. “She’s calling my mother!”


      Betty was the first to recover. She went quietly over to the bed.


      “There, dear, lie down,” she said soothingly. “Everything is all right. It’s the fever,” she explained in an aside to Bob. “The doctor said she used to be out of her head when she had even a slight cold.”


      “Faith!” cried Miss Hope again, resisting Betty’s attempts to press her back against the pillow. “I wrote and wrote,” the hoarse voice babbled on. “You and David are so cruel—you will never send us word. David!” she sat up straighter and pointed an accusing finger at Bob standing in the doorway. “David! Faith and David—”


      “You’re making her worse,” said Betty. “Go away, please, Bob. See, she’ll lie down now.”


      Exhausted, Miss Hope sank back on her pillow, and suddenly the delirium left her.


      “You’re very good to me, my dear,” she whispered weakly. “I think I’ll go to sleep.”


      Betty watched her for a few minutes till her even breathing told that she really was asleep. Then she went in to see if Miss Charity had been disturbed. She was awake and beckoned for Betty to come nearer the bed.


      “Was Faith here?” she whispered painfully. Betty had to put her ear down to her mouth to hear. “Has she come at last?”


      Betty shook her head sorrowfully. She had hoped the sick woman’s voice had not reached her sister.


      “Miss Hope had more fever,” she said compassionately. “She has gone to sleep now. If I bring you a little nice beef tea, don’t you think you might take a nap, too?”


      The old lady was childishly pleased with the idea of something to eat again, and Betty fixed her tray daintily and toasted a cracker to go with the cup of really delicious home-made beef tea. Miss Charity drank every drop, and fifteen minutes later Betty had the satisfaction of seeing her go to sleep.


      Bob was out on the back porch, whittling furiously, a sure sign that he was disturbed.


      “They’re my aunts, all right,” he began, as soon as Betty appeared. “I couldn’t be quite sure, in spite of the name and the coincidences, but now I know it. Do you think I look like them, Betty?”


      “You look an awful lot like Miss Hope,” said Betty. “You look like Miss Charity, too, but not nearly as much. Miss Hope has blue eyes, you see. You haven’t seen Miss Charity yet, but her eyes are black. I’m sure they are your aunts, Bob.”


      “Well, if they ever needed a husky nephew they need him now,” declared Bob whimsically. “I don’t know how long they’ve been sick, but this place looks as though no one had cleaned it up in a year. The animals need currying, too.”


      “They haven’t been able to hire any help, I suppose,” said Betty. “And I don’t believe you can get a hired man around here. The men are all working in the oil fields. Ki is mad at the oil investors, and that’s the only reason Will Watterby can keep him.”


      “Are they both asleep?” asked Bob, whose mind skipped topics with amazing rapidity. “All right then, let’s go out to the barn. Something tells me if you look around you’ll get a basket of eggs.”


      They had great fun doing the work together, and both agreed that if they never thanked the Peabodys for another thing, they could say truthfully that they were thankful for the knowledge of farm work learned on Bramble Farm. Bob knew what to feed the animals, how to take care of them, and even what to do for a severe nail cut one of the cows had suffered. Betty gathered a basket of eggs with little hunting and also found several rat holes which Bob promptly attended to by nailing tin over them.


      “We can’t start in and repair the whole place,” he said cheerfully. “But we’ll do little jobs as fast as we come to them.”


      Both sisters were soundly sleeping when, the chores finished, Betty and Bob came back to the house. They had their lunch, and then Bob brought the dilapidated old lawn mower around to the back porch to see if he could put it in running order. Betty sat down near him, with the doors open so that she could hear the slightest movement within the house, and worked fitfully at her tatting. She was learning to make a pretty edge, under Grandma Watterby’s instruction, but it did not progress very quickly, mainly because Betty was always going off for long rides, or playing somewhere outdoors.


      “Look at that cloud of dust!” said Bob suddenly, glancing up from his tinkering. “Some one is going somewhere in a hurry. He’s stopping. Why, Betty, it’s Ed Manners!”


      Manners was a Flame City youth, a lad of about eighteen, and the son of the postmaster. Bob and Betty ran down to the road to see him as he stopped his motorcycle with skillful abruptness.


      “Will Watterby told me you were out here,” he called as soon as he saw Bob. “Say, two more wells caught last night, and they say it’s absolutely the biggest fire we’ve ever had. The close drilling has made the trouble. Remember how Mr. Gordon used to rave over so many derricks on an acre? Don’t you want to come with me, Bob? I’d take you, too, Betty, but it is no place for a girl.”


      Ed Manners waved an inviting hand towards the side-car. Bob was eager to go—what boy would not be?—and he knew that not to go would mean that he was missing something which in all probability he would never see again.


      “Go ahead, Bob,” urged Betty bravely. “I’ll be all right. Honestly I will. If you don’t get back tonight, why, Doctor Morrison will be out in the morning.”


      But Bob had made up his mind. He heard clearly again the final commands of Mr. Gordon, his Uncle Dick, for whom he would do far more than this.


      “Can’t go, Ed,” he said briefly and finally. “Sorry, but it isn’t to be thought of. Betty and I have a job cut out for us right here.”


      The lad on the motorcycle had no time to waste in arguing. He was eager to get to the scene of excitement, and if Bob chose to throw up a chance to see a spectacular fire, why, that was his business. With a loud snort and a series of back-fires, the machine shot up the road and in less than a minute was out of sight.


      “I hope, oh, I hope that Uncle Dick is all right,” worried Betty, walking back to the house. “You needn’t have stayed with me, Bob. Still, of course, I’m glad you did. I might be a little nervous at night.”


      Bob thought it more than likely but all he said was that he wouldn’t think of leaving her alone with two sick women and no telephone in the house.


      “As soon as my aunts are well enough to hear the sad news that I’m their long-lost nephew,” he said half in fun and half in earnest, “I intend to have a ’phone put in for them. It’s outrageous to think of two women living isolated like this.”


      The afternoon passed rapidly, Bob getting his machine in running order and clipping a little square of lawn before supper time. Betty fed her patients again, and again they went to sleep. After an early supper Betty and Bob were glad to go to bed, too, and it seemed to the former that she had been asleep only a few moments when something wakened her, and she sat up, startled.


      The moonlight was streaming in at her windows, silvering the stiff, haircloth furniture and bathing the red and blue roses of the Brussels carpet in a radiance that softened the glaring colors and made them even beautiful. Betty was about to lie down and try to go to sleep again when a cry came from Miss Hope.


      “Faith!” she moaned. “Faith, my dear little sister!”


      Betty was out of bed in a second and pattering toward the sufferer’s room. Bob, half-dressed, appeared at the door leading into the kitchen simultaneously.


      “Don’t let her see you,” warned Betty. “I think that makes her worse. I wish I knew what to do when she gets these spells.”


      For some time Miss Hope rambled on about “Faith,” and would not be persuaded to lie down. At last, after crying pitifully, she sank back on the pillow and the phantoms seemed to leave her poor brain. Like a child she dropped off into a deep sleep, and Bob and Betty were free to creep back to their rooms and try to compose their nerves. Miss Charity had slept peacefully through it all.


      The doctor, told of Miss Hope’s ravings, listened thoughtfully, but did not seem to attach much importance to the recital. He had driven up early the following morning and brought the hopeful news that the fire was said to be under control.


      “She’s always had a tendency to be flighty in any illness,” he said, speaking of Miss Hope’s disorders. “Faith was a sister to whom she was greatly attached. A pretty girl who married and went away before I came here to practise. Miss Saunders told me once that from the time of her marriage to this, not a word of her ever reached them. She completely disappeared. Of course this has preyed on the minds of both sisters, and it’s a wonder they haven’t broken down before this.”


      Doctor Morrison stayed an hour or so, and praised Betty’s nursing unstintedly. He said she seemed to know what to do instinctively and had that rare tact of the born nurse which teaches her how to avoid irritating her patients.


      Both Betty and Bob felt that they had no right to explore the house, though they were interested to know what might be upstairs. Betty, especially, was anxious to see the attic. She pictured trunks filled with papers that might be of help and interest to Bob, and in her experience an attic never failed to reveal a history of the family.


      She did find, in the parlor where she slept, an old album, and that afternoon brought it out on the porch to show it to Bob. She hoped he might be able to recognize his mother among the tintypes and photographs. But as soon as she stepped outdoors she saw something which made her almost drop the precious old album and clutch Bob’s arm wildly.


      “Look who’s coming in here!” she cried excitedly.


      “Well, what do you know about that!” ejaculated the astonished Bob.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      STRANGE VISITORS


      Walking jauntily down the path which now, thanks to Bob, was neat and trim, came the two men who had aroused Bob’s suspicions on the train, and whom he had followed into the smoking-car. They were dressed as they had been then—gray suits, gray ties, socks and hats. The older man was mopping his face with a very white handkerchief, and his shorter companion was looking eagerly up at the house.


      “I beg your pardon,” said the one with gray hair—Bob remembered that he had been called Fluss—“is this the Saunders home—place, I believe the natives call it?”


      He smiled at Betty, showing several gold teeth, and she shrank behind Bob and hid the album under her apron.


      “Yes,” answered Bob civilly. “This is the Saunders farm.”


      “We’d like to see,” the younger man spoke crisply and consulted a small leather-bound note-book, “Miss Hope Saunders or her sister. Miss Charity. Please take her our cards.”


      He held out the two bits of pasteboard and Betty, looking over Bob’s shoulder, was astonished to read, not “Cal Blosser” and “Jack Fluss,” but “Irving Snead” and “George Elmer.” Each card, in the lower left-hand corner, was lettered “The West Farm Agency.”


      Bob controlled whatever he was feeling, and handed back the cards very politely.


      “My aunts are both very ill,” he said courteously. “They are under the doctor’s care, and it will be impossible for them to see any one for several weeks.”


      “But some one must be in charge,” urged Blosser, or Irving Snead, as he seemed to prefer to be known. “Isn’t there some older person about?”


      “Miss Gordon and I”—Betty thought that had a very nice sound as Bob said it—“are taking care of them. It is hard to get help of any kind because of the demand for workers at the fields and in Flame City. If we can do anything for you—”


      “You can’t!” Fluss broke in sharply. “It’s very annoying not to be able to see the Misses Saunders. We’ve come a good many miles, thinking this place might suit one of our customers. He has a delicate daughter, and he wants to get her out on a farm. This part of Oklahoma ought to be beneficial for lung trouble. I suppose the old ladies would be willing to sell? The place is much run down and not worth much, but if our client should take a fancy to it, he would overlook the poor location and the condition of the buildings. Why not let us talk to your aunts just a few minutes? You may be the cause of their losing a sale.”


      “It is impossible for you to see them,” repeated Bob. “They’re in bed and have fever and great difficulty in talking at all. I’m sorry, but you can not see them today.”


      Blosser took out his handkerchief again and mopped his streaming face. Betty, who would be kind to any one in distress, had gone in for a glass of water and brought it out to him.


      “Thank you, my dear,” he murmured gratefully, gulping it down in one long swallow while Fluss shook his head impatiently in answer to Betty’s mute interrogation. “My, that tasted good,” Blosser added, handing back the glass. “I don’t suppose you know whether your aunts want to sell?” he shot at Bob. “Must be kind of hard for them to run the farm all alone.”


      “Well, it was,” admitted Bob, with a misleading air of confidence. “Hereafter, of course, they’ll have me to help.”


      He did not know whether it would be wise to say any more or not; but he could not resist one thrust.


      “I suppose in time they will sell,” he observed carelessly. “The farm is sure to be bought up by some oil company.”


      Blosser and Fluss scowled darkly and looked at Bob with closer attention.


      “I didn’t know the old ladies had a nephew,” said Fluss suspiciously. “Funny they didn’t mention it when I was driving through here last spring, listing properties, eh?”


      “I never knew my aunts to confide personal and private affairs to strangers,” said Bob calmly.


      Blosser turned on him angrily.


      “You’re fresh!” he snarled. “If you knew what was for your own good, you’d keep a civil tongue in your head. Come on—er—Elmer, we’re wasting time with this kid. We’ll come back and talk to the aunts.”


      Fluss still lingered. His gray eyes appraised Bob keenly and something in their steady, disconcerting stare made Betty uneasy.


      “What’s happened to the town?” demanded Fluss abruptly. “Couldn’t find even the oldest inhabitant hanging around the station. Everybody gone to a funeral?”


      “There’s a big oil fire,” returned Bob. “Four or five wells have been burning a couple of days now, though they say they have it under control.”


      The word “oil” roused Blosser again.


      “There ain’t no oil on this place,” he announced heavily. “I’ve seen a lot of money sunk in dry wells, and what I don’t know about the oil country ain’t worth mentioning. Isn’t that so, George? Traveling round to list farms as I do, I just naturally make a study of the sections. If ever I saw a poor risk, it’s this place; there ain’t an inch of oil sand on it.”


      Betty’s hand on his arm telegraphed Bob not to argue.


      “You may be right,” the boy replied indifferently. “We won’t quarrel over that.”


      There was nothing more to be said, and the two men turned away, Blosser putting the cards down on the step with the curt wish that “You’d hand those to your aunts and tell ’em we’ll drop in again in a couple of days.”


      “Oh, I’m so glad they’ve gone!” Betty watched the retreating backs till they disappeared around a bend in the road. “Did you see how the older man stared at you, Bob? Do you suppose he remembers seeing you on the train?”


      “Certainly not!” Bob openly scoffed at the suggestion. “They were stumped because they couldn’t see my aunts, that’s all. I only hope they forget to come around here until I’ve had a chance to warn my relatives—get that, Betty? My relatives sounds pretty good, doesn’t it?—against their crooked ways. If they don’t believe there is oil on this farm, I’ll eat my hat. No client with a delicate daughter could explain their eagerness. I’ll bet they’ve thoroughly prospected the fields before they even approached the house.”


      Betty could not share Bob’s light-heartedness. The look in the older man’s eyes as he studied Bob would persist in sticking in her mind, and she was unable to rid herself of the feeling that he would do the boy actual harm if a chance presented. What he hoped to gain by injuring Bob, Betty could not thoroughly understand, but added to her anxiety for her uncle and the responsibility she felt for the sick women, was now added a fear for Bob’s safety. She tried to tell him something of this, but he laughed at her.


      “If you have a vision of me kidnapped by the cruel sharpers,” he teased her, “forget it. What were my voice and my two trusty arms and legs given me for? I can take care of myself and you, too, Betsey.”


      Nevertheless, Betty’s tranquillity was sorely shaken, and though she gradually became calmer as the day wore on, she insisted on going out with Bob to do the chores at the barn that night, and extracted a promise from him that he would call her when he got up in the morning so that she might make the morning rounds with him. Luckily Miss Hope passed a quiet night, for if she had called for her lost sister again it is difficult to say what the effect might have been on Betty’s already tried nerves.


      One of her anxieties was removed to some extent the next morning when Doctor Morrison came out in his car and brought her word that her uncle had telephoned the Watterbys and sent Betty a message.


      “The connection was very faulty,” said the doctor, “and Will Watterby says he doesn’t believe he made your uncle understand where you and Bob were. But he made out that Mr. Gordon was safe and the fire slackening up a bit. He doesn’t expect to be able to get away under a week. Of course work is demoralized, and he’ll have his hands full.”


      Both Betty and Bob were overjoyed to learn that Uncle Dick was all right, and when the doctor pronounced both patients on the road to certain recovery, they were additionally cheered. They said nothing to the physician of their visitors of the day before, because Bob was unwilling to announce that he was a nephew of the Saunders. He wished them to hear it first.


      “I think Miss Hope might sit up for a few minutes this afternoon,” counseled the doctor on leaving. “Miss Charity might try that to-morrow. Of course, I’ll be out again in the morning. You two youngsters are in my mind continually.”


      He drove away, and for the rest of the day Bob was left pretty much to his own devices, Betty, however, stipulating that he was to stay close to the house. She could not shake off her fear of the two men, and Bob was far too considerate to worry her deliberately when she had so much to attend to.


      Miss Hope was delighted to sit up for half an hour, and now that her patients were stronger, Betty was put to it to keep them amused and contented in bed. The doctor’s orders were strict that they were not to get up for at least two more days.


      Betty read aloud to them, seated in the doorway between the two rooms so that both could hear; she gave them reports of the condition of things outside; and Miss Hope said primly that she would like to meet and thank the boy who had been so kind as soon as she could be “suitably attired.” Betty was thankful that she did not ask his name, but the sisters were not at all curious. They had been so ill and were still weak, and the fact that their household and farm was apparently running smoothly was enough for them to grasp. The details did not claim their attention.


      “Charity was sick first,” said Miss Hope, over her beef tea and toast. “What delicious tea this is, my dear! Yes, she was down for two days, and I took care of her and did the milking. Then I felt a cold coming on, but I crawled around for another day, doing the best I could. The night before the day you came I went out to milk and I must have fainted. When I came to I was within an inch of old Blossom’s hoofs. That scared me, and I came right into the house without finishing a chore. I think I was delirious all night, and I remember thinking that if we were both going to die, at least I’d have things as orderly as possible. So I went around and pulled down all the first floor shades. Upstairs we always keep ’em drawn. And then I don’t remember another thing till I came to and found you in the room.”


      “And she didn’t come a minute too soon,” croaked Miss Charity.


      CHAPTER XIX


      LOOKING BACKWARD


      Doctor Morrison declared that it was due to Betty’s skill in nursing more than to his drugs, but it is certain that, once started, the aunts gained steadily. In two or three days from the time they first sat up he pronounced it safe for them to be dressed, and while they were still a bit shaky, they took great delight in walking about the house.


      Bob was introduced to them off-handedly one morning by the doctor, and though both old ladies started at his name, they said nothing. After the physician’s car had gone, Miss Hope came out on to the back porch where Betty was peeling potatoes and Bob mending a loose floor-board.


      “My sister and I—” stammered Miss Hope, “we were wondering if you were a neighbor’s boy. We’ve seen so little of our neighbors these last few years, that we haven’t kept track of the new families who have moved into the neighborhood. I don’t recollect any Hendersons about here, do you, Sister?”


      Miss Charity, who had followed her, shook her head.


      Bob looked at Betty, and Betty looked helplessly at Bob. Now that the time had come they were afraid of the effect the news might have on the sisters. Bob, as he said afterward, “didn’t know how to begin,” and Betty wished fervently that her uncle could be there to help them out.


      “A long time ago,” said Miss Hope dreamily, “we knew a man named Henderson, David Henderson. He married our younger sister.”


      Caution deserted Bob, and, without intending to, he made his announcement.


      “David Henderson was my father,” he stated.


      Miss Hope turned so white that Betty thought she would faint, and Miss Charity’s mouth opened in speechless amazement.


      “Then you are Faith’s son,” said Miss Hope slowly, clinging to the door for support. “Ever since Doctor Morrison introduced you, I wanted to stare at you, you looked so like the Saunders. Faith didn’t—she was more like the Dixons, our mother’s people. But you are Saunders through and through; isn’t he, Charity?”


      “He looks so much like you,” quavered Miss Charity, “that I’d know in a minute he was related to us. But Faith—your mother—is she, did she—?”


      “She died the night I was born,” said Bob simply. “Almost fifteen years ago.”


      The sisters must have expected this; indeed, hope that their sister lived had probably deserted them years ago; and yet the confirmation was naturally something of a shock. They clung to each other for a moment, and then Miss Hope, rather to Bob’s embarrassment, walked over to him and solemnly kissed him.


      “My dear, dear nephew!” she murmured.


      Then Miss Charity, more timidly, kissed him too, and presently they were all sitting down quietly on the porch, checking up the long years.


      When Bob’s tin box was finally opened, and the marriage certificate of his parents, the picture of his mother in her wedding gown, and a yellowed letter or two examined and cried over softly by the aunts, Miss Hope began to piece together the story of their lives since Bob’s mother had left them. Bob and Betty had found Faith’s photograph in the family album, but Miss Hope brought out the old Bible and showed them where her mother had made the entry of the marriage of his mother and father.


      “They went away for a week for their wedding trip, and then came back to get a few things for housekeeping,” said the old lady, patting Betty’s hand where it lay in her lap. Bob was still looking over the Bible. “Then they said they were going to Chicago, and they drove away one bright morning, eighteen years ago. And not one word did we ever hear from Faith, or from David, not one word. It killed father and mother, the anxiety and the suspense. They died within a week of each other and less than a year after Faith went. Charity and I always wanted to go to Chicago and hunt for ’em, but there was the expense. We had only this farm, and the interest took every cent we could rake together. How on earth we’ll pay it this year is more than I can see.”


      “What do you think was the reason they didn’t write?” urged Miss Charity, in her gentle old voice. “There were almost three years ’fore you came along. Why couldn’t they write? I know David was good to Faith—he worshiped her. So that couldn’t have been the reason. Bob, is your father dead, too?”


      “I’ll tell you, though perhaps I shouldn’t,” said Bob slowly. “If I give you pain, remember it is better to hear it from me than from a stranger, as you otherwise might. Aunt Hope—and Aunt Charity—I was born in the Gladden county poorhouse, in the East.”


      There was a gasp from Miss Hope, but Bob hurried on, pretending not to hear.


      “My father, they think, was killed in a railroad wreck,” he said. “At least there was a bad wreck several miles from where they found my mother nearly crazed and with no baggage beyond this little tin box and the clothes she wore. Grief and exposure had driven her almost out of her mind, and in her ravings, they tell me, she talked continuously about ‘the brakes’ and ‘that glaring headlight.’ And then, toward the end, she spoke of her husband and said she couldn’t wake him up to speak to her. There is small doubt in my mind but that he died in the wreck. Mother died the night I was born, and until I was ten I lived in the poorhouse. Then I was hired out to a farmer, and the third year on his place I met Betty, who came to spend the summer there. An old bookman, investigating a pile of old books and records at the poorhouse, found that Saunders was my mother’s maiden name and he traced my relatives for me.”


      Bob briefly sketched his trip to Washington and his experiences there, and during the recital the aunts learned a great deal about Betty, too. Their first shock at hearing that their sister had died in the poorhouse gradually lessened, but they were still puzzled to account for the three years’ silence that had preceded his birth.


      “I’ll tell you how I think it was,” said Bob. “This is only conjecture, mind. I think my father wasn’t successful in a business way, and he must have wanted to give my mother comforts and luxuries and a pleasant home. He probably kept thinking that in a few weeks things would be better, and insensibly he persuaded her to put off writing till she could ask you to come to see her. If she had lived after I was born, I am sure she would have written, whether my father prospered or not. But I imagine they were both proud.”


      “Faith was,” assented Miss Hope. “Though dear knows, she needn’t have hesitated to have written home for a little help. Father would have been glad to send her money, for he admired David and liked him. He was a fine looking young man, Bob, tall and slender and with such magnificent dark eyes. And Faith was a beautiful girl.”


      All the rest of that day the aunts kept recalling stories of Bob’s mother, and in the attic, just as Betty had known there would be, they opened a trunk that was full of little keepsakes she had treasured as a girl.


      Bob handled the things in the little square trunk very tenderly and reverently and tried to picture the young girl who had packed them away so carefully the week before her wedding.


      “They’re yours, Bob,” said Miss Hope. “Faith was going to send for that trunk as soon as she was settled. Of course she never did. The farm will be yours, too, some day; in fact, a third of it’s yours now, or will be when you come of age. Father left it that way in his will—to us three daughters share and share alike, and you’ll have Faith’s share. Poor Father! He was sure that we’d hear from Faith, and he thought he’d left us all quite well off. But we had to put a mortgage on the farm about ten years ago, and every year it’s harder and harder to get along. Charity and I are too old—that’s the truth. And some stock Father left us we traded off for some paying eight per cent., and that company failed.”


      “You see,” explained Miss Charity in her gentle way, “we don’t know anything about business. That man wasn’t honest who sold us the stock, but Hope and I thought he couldn’t cheat us—he was a friend of Father’s.”


      “Well, don’t let any one swindle you again,” said Bob, a trifle excitedly. “You don’t have to worry about interest and taxes, any more, Aunts. You have a fortune right here in your own dooryard; or if not exactly out by the pump, then very near it!”


      The sisters looked bewildered.


      “Yes, yes,” insisted Betty, as they gazed at her to see if Bob were in earnest. “The farm is worth thousands of dollars.”


      “Oil!” exploded Bob. “You can lease or sell outright, and there isn’t the slightest doubt that there’s oil sand on the place. Betty’s uncle will know. Uncle Dick is an expert oil man.”


      Miss Hope shook her head.


      “My dear nephew,” she urged protestingly, “surely you must be mistaken. Sister and I have seen no evidences of oil. No one has ever mentioned the subject or the possibilities to us. There are no oil wells very near here. Don’t you speak unadvisedly?”


      “I should say not!” Bob was positive if not as precise as his aunt. “There’s oil here, or all the wells in the fields are dry. The farm is a gold mine.”


      Betty rose hurriedly and pointed toward the window in alarm. They had been sitting in the parlor, and she faced the bar of late afternoon sunlight that lay on the floor.


      “I saw the shadow of some one,” she whispered in alarm. “It crossed that patch of sunlight. Bob, I am afraid!”


      CHAPTER XX


      BETTY IS STOPPED


      “Doctor Morrison, maybe,” said Bob carelessly. “Gee, Betty, you certainly are nervous! I’ll run around the house and see if there’s any one about.”


      He dashed out, and though he hunted thoroughly, reported that he could find no one.


      “It wasn’t the doctor, that’s sure,” he said. “And the grocer’s boy would have gone to the back of the house. Are you sure you saw anything, Betty?”


      “I saw a man’s shadow,” averred Betty positively. “I was sitting facing the window, you know, and watching the million little motes dancing in the shaft of light, when a shadow, full length, fell on the floor. It was for only a second, as though some one had stepped across the porch. Then I told you. Bob, I know I shan’t sleep a wink tonight.”


      “Nonsense,” said Bob stoutly. “Who could it have been? Goodness knows, there’s nothing worth stealing in the house.”


      “Those sharpers,” whispered Betty. “They might have come back and be hanging around hoping they can make your aunts sell the farm to them.”


      “I’d like to see them try it,” bristled Bob. “Isn’t it funny, Betty, we can’t make the aunts believe there is oil here? I think Aunt Charity might, but Aunt Hope is so positive she rides right over her. Well, I hope that Uncle Dick comes back from the fields mighty quick and persuades them that they have a fortune ready for the spending.”


      Despite Bob’s assurances that he could find no one, Betty was uneasy, and she passed a restless night. The next day and the next passed without incident, save for a visit from Doctor Morrison in the late afternoon. He did not come every day now, and this call, he announced, was more in the nature of a social call. He had been told of Bob’s relationship to the old ladies and was interested and pleased, for he had known them for as long as he had lived in that section. He carried the good news to Grandma Watterby, too, and that kind soul, as an expression of her pleasure, insisted on sending the aunts two of her best braided rugs.


      “I have a note for you from your uncle, Betty,” said the doctor, after he had delivered the rugs.


      People often intrusted him with messages and letters and packages, for his work took him everywhere. He had been to the oil fields and seen Mr. Gordon and had been able to give him a full account of Betty’s and Bob’s activities. In a postscript Mr. Gordon had added his congratulations and good wishes for “my nephew Bob.” The body of the letter, addressed to Betty, praised her for her service to the aunts and said that the writer hoped to get back to the Watterbys within three or four days.


      “I’ll need a little rest by then,” he went on to say, “for I’ve been in the machine night and day for longer than I care to think about. We’re clearing away the debris of the fire, and drilling two new wells.”


      The doctor was persuaded to stay to supper, which was a meal to be remembered, for Miss Hope was a famous cook and she spared neither eggs nor butter, a liberality which the close-fisted Joseph Peabody would have blamed for her poverty.


      There was no mistaking the strained financial circumstances of the two old women. Every day that Bob spent with them disclosed some new makeshift to avoid the expenditure of money, and both house and barns were sadly in need of repairs. Bob himself was able to do many little odd jobs, a nail driven here, a bit of plastering there, that tended to make the premises more habitable, and he worked incessantly and gladly, determined that his aunts should never do another stroke of work outside the house.


      They were normal in health again and Betty had suggested that she go back to the Watterbys. But they looked so stricken at the mention of such a plan, and seemed so genuinely anxious to have her stay, that she promised not to leave till her uncle came for her. Bob, too, was relieved by her decision, for his promise to Mr. Gordon still held good, and yet he felt that his place was with his aunts.


      The shades all over the house were up now, and the four bedrooms on the second floor in use once more. They were sparsely furnished, like those downstairs, but everything was neat and clean. Miss Charity confided to Betty that she and her sister had been forced to sell their best furniture, some old-fashioned mahogany pieces included, to meet a note they had given to a neighbor. The two poor sisters seemed to have been the prey of unscrupulous sharpers since the death of their parents, and Betty fervently hoped that Bob would be able to stave off the pseudo real-estate men till her uncle could advise them.


      A few days after the doctor’s call Betty decided that what she needed was a good gallop on Clover. She had had little time for riding since she had been nurse and housekeeper, and the little horse was becoming restive from too much confinement.


      “A ride will do you good,” declared Miss Hope, in her eager, positive fashion. “I suppose you’ll stop in at Grandma Watterby’s? Tell her Charity and I thank her very much for the rugs and for the beef tea she sent us.”


      The road from the Saunders farm was the main highway to Flame City, and Bob, who in his capacity of guardian felt his responsibility keenly, saw no harm in Betty’s riding it alone. It was morning, and she would have lunch with the Watterbys and come back in the early afternoon. Everything looked all right, and he bade her a cheerful good-bye.


      “Isn’t it great, Clover, to be out for fun?” Betty asked, as the horse snuffed the fresh air in great delight. “I guess you thought you were going to have to stay in the stable, or be turned out to grass like an old lady, for the rest of your life, didn’t you?”


      Clover snorted, and settled down into her favorite canter. Betty enjoyed the sense of motion and the rush of the wind, and horse and girl had a glorious hour before they drew rein at the Watterby gate.


      “Well, bless her heart, did she come to see us at last!” cried Grandma Watterby, hurrying down to greet her. “Emma!” she called. “Emma! Just see who’s come to stay with us.”


      The old woman was greatly disappointed when Betty explained that she must go back after lunch, dinner, as the noon meal was made at the Watterby table, but the girl was not to be persuaded to stay over night. She had promised Bob.


      Every one, from Grandma Watterby to the Prices, had an innocent curiosity, wholly friendly, to hear about Bob and his aunts, and Betty was glad to gratify it. She told the whole story, only omitting the portion that dealt with the death of Bob’s mother in the poorhouse, rightly reasoning that the Misses Saunders would want to keep this fact from old neighbors and friends. The household rejoiced with Bob that he had found his kindred, and Grandma Watterby expressed the sentiments of all when she said that “Bob will take care of them two old women and be a prop to ’em for their remaining years.”


      Ki, the Indian, had the fox skin cured, and proudly showed it to Betty. She was delighted with the silky pelt and ran upstairs to put it in her trunk while Ki saddled Clover for the return trip. She knew that a good furrier would make her a stunning neck-piece for the winter from the fur.


      It was slightly after half past one when Betty started for the Saunders farm, and as the day was warm and the patches of shade few and far between, she let Clover take her own time. In a lonely stretch of road, out of sight of any house or building, two men stepped quietly from some bushes at the side of the road, and laid hands on Clover’s bridle. Betty recognized them as the two men dressed in gray whom Bob had followed on the train, and who had interviewed him while the aunts were ill.


      “Don’t scream!” warned the man called Blosser. “We don’t go to hurt you, and you’ll be all right if you don’t make trouble. All we want you to do is to answer a few questions.”


      Betty was trembling, more through nervousness than fright, though she was afraid, too. But she managed to stammer that if she could answer their questions, she would.


      “That fresh kid we saw with you the other day, back at the Saunders farm,” said Blosser, jerking his thumb in the general direction of the three hills. “Is he going to be there long?”


      Betty did not know whether anything she might say would injure Bob or not, and she wisely concluded that the best plan would be to answer as truthfully as possible.


      “I suppose he will live there,” she said quietly. “He is their nephew, you know.”


      Fluss looked disgustedly at his companion.


      “Can you beat that?” he demanded in an undertone. “The kid has to turn up just when he isn’t wanted. The old ladies never had a nephew to my knowledge, and now they allow themselves to be imposed on by—”


      A look from Blosser restrained him.


      “Well,” Fluss addressed himself to Betty, “do you know anything about how the farm was left? Where’s the kid’s mother? Disinherited? Was the place left to these old maids? It was, wasn’t it?”


      “What he means,” interrupted Blosser, “is, do you know whether this boy would come in for any of the money if some one bought the farm? We’ve a client who would like to buy and farm it, as I was saying the other day.”


      “Bob is entitled to one-third,” said Betty coolly, having in a measure recovered her composure.


      “Oh, he is, is he?” snarled the older man. “I thought he had a good deal to say about the place. Did the old maids get well? Are they up and about?”


      “Miss Hope and Miss Charity are much better,” answered Betty, flushing indignantly. “And now will you let me go?”


      “Not yet,” grinned Fluss. “We haven’t got this relation business all straightened out. What I want you to tell me—”


      But Betty had seen the opportunity for which she had been waiting. Fluss had removed his hand from the bridle for an instant, and Betty pulled back on the reins. Ki had taught Clover to rear at this signal and strike out with her forefeet. She obeyed beautifully, and involuntarily the two men fell back. Betty urged Clover ahead and they dashed down the road.


      Betty forced her mount to gallop all the way home and startled Bob by dashing into the yard like a whirlwind. The horse was flecked with foam and Betty was white-faced and wild-eyed.


      “Oh, Bob!” she gasped hysterically, tumbling from the saddle, “those sharpers are still here! They stopped me down the road!”


      CHAPTER XXI


      WHERE IS BOB?


      Bob’s chief feeling, after hearing the story, was one of intense indignation.


      “Pretty cheap, I call it,” he growled, “to stop a girl and frighten her. The miserable cowards! Just let me get a crack at them once!”


      “Bob Henderson, you stay right on this farm,” cried Betty, her alarm returning. “They weren’t trying to frighten me—at least, that wasn’t their main purpose. They wanted to find out about you. They’ll kidnap you, or do something dreadful to you. I wish with all my heart that Uncle Dick would come.”


      “Well, look here, Betty,” argued Bob, impressed in spite of himself by her reasoning, “I’m pretty husky and I might have something to say if they tried to do away with me. Besides, what would be their object?”


      Betty admitted that she did not know, unless, she added dismally, they planned to set the house on fire some night and burn up the whole family.


      Bob laughed, and refused to consider this seriously. But for the next few days Betty dogged his footsteps like the faithful friend she was, and though the boy found this trying at times he could not find it in his heart to protest.


      Miss Hope and Miss Charity were very happy these days. For a while they forgot that the interest was due the next month, that no amount of patient figuring could show them how the year’s taxes were to be met, and that the butter and egg money was their sole source of income. Instead, they gave themselves up to the enjoyment of having young folk in the quiet house and to the contemplation of Bob as their nephew. Faith had died, but she had left them a legacy—her son, who would be a prop to them in their old age.


      Miss Hope and Miss Charity were talking things over one morning when Betty and Bob were out whitewashing the neglected hen house. Though the sisters protested, they insisted on doing some of the most pressing of the heavy tasks long neglected.


      “I really do not see,” said Miss Hope, “how we are to feed and clothe the child until he is old enough to earn his living. Of course Faith’s son must have a good education. Betty tells me he is very anxious to go to school this winter. He is determined to get a job, but of course he is much too young to be self-supporting. If only we hadn’t traded that stock!”


      “Maybe what he says about the farm being worth a large sum of money is true,” said Miss Charity timidly. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there should be oil here, Sister?”


      Miss Hope was a lady, and ladies do not snort, but she came perilously near to it.


      “Humph!” she retorted, crushing her twin with a look. “I’m surprised at you, Charity! A woman of your age should have more strength of character than to believe in every fairy tale. Of course Bob and Betty think there is oil on the farm—they believe in rainbows and all the other pretty fancies that you and I have outgrown. Besides, I never did take much stock in this oil talk. I don’t think the Lord would put a fortune into any one’s hands so easily. It’s a lazy man’s idea of earning a living.”


      Miss Charity subsided without another reference to oil. Truth to tell, she did not believe in her heart of hearts that there was oil sand on the old farm, and she and her sister had been out of touch with the outside world so long that to a great extent they were ignorant of the proportions of the oil boom that had struck Flame City.


      Bob had the stables in good order soon after his arrival, and a day or so before Mr. Gordon was expected he took it into his head to tinker up the cow stanchions. The two rather scrubby cows were turned out into the near-by pasture, and Bob set valiantly to work.


      Betty was helping the aunts in the kitchen that afternoon, and the three were surprised when Bob thrust a worried face in at the door and announced that the black and white cow had disappeared.


      “I’m sure I pegged her down tightly,” he explained. “That pasture fence is no good at all, and I never trusted to it. I pegged Blossom down with a good long rope, and Daisy, too; and Daisy is gone while Blossom is still eating her head off.”


      “I’ll come and help you hunt,” offered Betty. “The last pan of cookies is in the oven, isn’t it, Aunt Hope? Wait till I wash my hands, Bob.”


      Betty now called Bob’s aunts as he did, at their own request, and anyway, said Miss Hope, if Betty’s uncle could be Bob’s, too, why shouldn’t she have two aunts as well as he?


      “Where do you think she went?” questioned Betty, hurrying off with Bob. “Is the fence broken in any place?”


      “One place it looks as though she might have stepped over,” said Bob doubtfully. “The whole thing is so old and tottering that a good heavy cow could blow it down by breathing on it! There, see that corner? Daisy might have ambled through there.”


      “Then you go that way, and I’ll work around the other end of the farm,” suggested Betty. “In that way, we’ll cover every inch. A cow is such a silly creature that you’re sure to find her where you’d least expect to. The first one to come back will put one bar down so we’ll know and go on up to the house.”


      Betty went off in one direction and Bob in another, and for a moment she heard his merry whistling. Then all was silent.


      Betty, for a little while, enjoyed her search. She had had no time to explore the Saunders farm, and though much of it was of a deadly sameness, the three hills, whose shadows rested always on the fields, were beautiful to see, and the air was wonderfully bracing. Shy jack rabbits dodged back and forth between the bushes as Betty walked, and once, when she investigated a thicket that looked as though it might shelter the truant Daisy, the girl disturbed a guinea hen that flew out with a wild flapping of wings.


      “I don’t see where that cow can have gone,” murmured Betty uneasily. “Bob is never careless, and I’m sure he must have pegged her down carefully. Losing one of the cows is serious, for the aunts count every pint of milk; they have to, poor dears. I wish to goodness they would admit that there might be oil on the farm. I’m sure it irritates Bob to be told so flatly that he is dreaming day-dreams every time he happens to say a word about an oil well.”


      Betty searched painstakingly, even going out into the road and hunting a short stretch, lest the cow should have strayed out on the highway. The fields through which she tramped were woefully neglected, and more than once she barely saved herself from a turned ankle, for the land was uneven and dead leaves and weeds filled many a hole. Evidently there had been no systematic cultivation of the farm for a number of years.


      The sun was low when Betty finally came out in the pasture lot. She glanced toward the bars, saw one down, and sighed with relief. Bob, then, had found the cow, or at least he was at home. She knew that the chances were he had brought Daisy with him, for Bob had the tenacity of a bull-dog and would not easily abandon his hunt.


      “Did Bob find her?” demanded Betty, bursting into the kitchen where Miss Hope and Miss Charity were setting the table for supper.


      The aunts looked up, smiled at the flushed, eager face, and Miss Charity answered placidly.


      “Bob hasn’t come back, dearie,” she said. “You know how boys are—he’ll probably look under every stone for that miserable Daisy. She’s a good cow, but to think she would run off!”


      “Oh, he’s back, I know he is,” insisted Betty confidently. “I’ll run out to the barn. I guess he is going to do the chores before he comes in.”


      She thought it odd that Bob had not told his aunts of his return, but she was so sure that he was in the barn that she shouted his name as she entered the door. Clover whinnied, but no voice answered her. Blossom was in her stanchion. Bob had placed her there before setting out to hunt, and everything was just as he had left it, even to his hammer lying on the barn floor.


      Betty went into the pig house, the chicken house and yard, and every outbuilding. No Bob was in sight.


      “But he put the bar down—that was our signal,” she said to herself, over and over.


      “Don’t fret, dearie. Sit down and eat your supper,” counseled Miss Hope placidly, when she had to report that she could not find him. “He may be real late. I’ll keep a plate hot for him.”


      The supper dishes were washed and dried, the table cleared, and a generous portion of biscuits and honey set aside for Bob. Miss Hope put on an old coat and went out with Betty to feed the stock, for it was growing dark and she did not want the boy to have it all to do when he came in tired.


      “I’ll do the milking,” said Betty hurriedly. “I’m not much of a milker, but I guess I can manage. Bob hates to milk when it is dark.”


      In the girl’s heart a definite fear was growing. Something had happened to Bob! Milking, the thought of the sharpers came to her. Oddly enough they had not been in her mind for several days. The bar! Had they anything to do with the one bar being down?


      Neither she nor Bob had ever said a word to his aunts on the subject of the two men in gray, arguing that there was no use in making the old ladies nervous. Now that the full responsibility had devolved upon Betty, she was firmly resolved to say no word concerning the men who had stopped her in the road and asked her questions about Bob.


      She finished milking Blossom, and fastened the barn door behind her. Glancing toward the house, she saw Miss Hope come flying toward her, wringing her hands.


      “Oh, Betty!” she wailed, “something has happened to Bob! I heard a cow low, and I went out front, and there Daisy stood on the lawn. I’m afraid Bob is lying somewhere with a broken leg!”


      CHAPTER XXII


      OFF FOR HELP


      Betty’s heart thumped, but she managed to control her voice. She was now convinced that the sharpers had something to do with Bob’s disappearance.


      Miss Hope was so beside herself with grief and fear that Betty thought, with the practical wisdom that was far beyond her years, that it would be better for her to occupy herself with searching than to remain in the house and let her imagination run riot.


      Miss Charity came tremblingly out with a lantern, and after the milk was strained—for the habits of every day living hold even in times of trouble and distress—they set out, an old lady on either side of Betty, who had taken the lantern.


      It was a weird performance, that tramp over the uneven fields with a flickering lantern throwing dim shadows before them and the bushes and trees assuming strange and terrifying shapes, fantastic beyond the power of clear daylight to make them. More than once Miss Charity started back in fright, and Miss Hope, who was stronger, shook so with nervousness that she found it difficult to walk. Betty, too, was much overwrought, and it is probable that if either a jack rabbit or a white owl had crossed the path of the three there would have been instant flight. However, they saw nothing more alarming than their own shadows and a few harmless little insects that the glow of the lantern attracted.


      “Suppose the poor, dear boy is lying somewhere with a broken leg!” Miss Hope kept repeating. “How would we get a doctor for him? Could we get him back to the house?”


      “Think how selfish we were to sit down and eat supper—we ought to have known something was wrong with him,” grieved Miss Charity. “I’d rather have lost both cows than have anything happen to Bob.”


      Betty could not share their fear that Bob was injured. The memory of that one bar down haunted her, though she could give no explanation. Then the cow had come back. Betty had positive proof that the animal had not wandered to the half of the farm she had explored, and Bob’s section had been nearer the house. Why had Daisy stayed away till almost dark, when milking time was at half past five? And the cow had been milked! Betty forebore to call the aunts’ attention to this, and they were too engrossed in their own conjectures to have noticed the fact.


      “Well, he isn’t on the farm.” Miss Hope made this reluctant admission after they had visited every nook and cranny. “What can have become of him?”


      Miss Charity was almost in a state of collapse, and her sister and Betty both saw that she must be taken home. It was hard work, going back without Bob, and once in the kitchen, Miss Charity was hysterical, clinging to her sister and sobbing that first Faith had died and now her boy was missing.


      “But we’ll find him, dear,” urged Miss Hope. “He can’t be lost. A strong boy of fourteen can’t be lost; can he, Betty?”


      “Of course we’ll find him,” asserted Betty stoutly. “I’m going to ride to the Watterbys in the morning and telephone to Uncle Dick. He will know what to do. You won’t mind staying alone for a couple of hours, will you?”


      “Not in the daytime,” quavered Miss Charity. “But my, I’m glad you’re here tonight, Betty. Sister and I never used to be afraid, but you and Bob have spoiled us. We don’t like to stay alone.”


      Betty slept very little that night. Aside from missing Bob’s protection—and how much she had relied on him to take care of them she did not realize until she missed him—there were the demands made on her by the old ladies, who both suffered from bad dreams. During much of the night Betty’s active mind insisted on going over and over the most trivial points of the day. Always she came back to the two mysteries that she could not discuss with the aunts: Who had put the single bar down, and who had milked the cow?


      Breakfast was a sorry pretense the next morning, and Betty was glad to hurry out to the barn and feed and water the stock and milk the two cows. It was hard and heavy work and she was not skilled at it, and so took twice as long a time as Bob usually did. Then, when she had saddled Clover and changed to her riding habit, she sighted the mail car down the road and waited to see if the carrier had brought her any later news of her uncle. The Watterbys promptly sent her any letters that came addressed to her there.


      There was no news, but the delay was fifteen minutes or so, and when Betty finally started for the Watterbys it was after nine o’clock. She had no definite plan beyond telephoning to her uncle and imploring him to come and help them hunt for Bob.


      “Where could he be?” mourned poor Miss Hope, with maddening persistency. “We looked all over the farm, and yet where could he be? If he went to any of the neighbors to inquire, and was taken sick, he’d send us word. I don’t see where he can be!”


      Betty hurried Clover along, half-dreading another encounter with the men who had stopped her. She passed the place where she had been stopped, and a bit further on met Doctor Morrison on his way to a case, his car raising an enormous cloud of dust in the roadway. He pulled out to allow her room, recognized her, and waved a friendly hand as he raced by. By this token Betty knew he was in haste, for he always stopped to talk to her and ask after the Saunders sisters.


      The Watterby place, when she reached it, seemed deserted. The hospitable front door was closed, and the shining array of milk pans on the back porch was the only evidence that some one had been at work that morning. No Grandma Watterby came smiling down to the gate, no busy Mrs. Will Watterby came to the window with her sleeves rolled high.


      “Well, for pity’s sake!” gasped Betty, completely astounded. “I never knew them to go off anywhere all at once. Never! Mrs. Watterby is always so busy. I wonder if anything has happened.”


      “Hello! Hello!” A shout from the roadway made her turn. “You looking for Mr. Watterby?”


      “I’m looking for any one of them,” explained Betty, smiling at the tow-haired boy who stood grinning at her. “Are they all away?”


      “Yep. They’re out riding in an automobile,” announced the boy importantly. “Grandma Watterby’s great-nephew, up to Tippewa, died and left her two thousand dollars. And she says she always wanted a car, and now she’s going to have one. A different agent has been here trying to sell her one every week. They took me last time.”


      In spite of her anxiety, Betty laughed at the picture she had of the hard-working family leaving their cares and toil to go riding about the country in a demonstrator’s car. She hoped that Grandma would find a car to her liking, one whose springs would be kind to her rheumatic bones, and that there would be enough left of the little legacy to buy the valiant old lady some of the small luxuries she liked.


      “Ki’s home,” volunteered the boy. “He’s working ’way out in the cornfield. Want to see him? I’ll call him for you.”


      “No thanks,” said Betty, uncertain what to do next. “I don’t suppose there’s a telephone at your house, is there?” she asked, smiling.


      The urchin shook his head quickly.


      “No, we ain’t got one,” he replied. “Was you wanting to use Mis’ Watterby’s? It’s out of order. Been no good for two days. My ma had to go to Flame City yesterday to telephone my dad.”


      “I’ll have to go to Flame City, too, I think,” decided Betty. “I hope you’ll take the next automobile ride,” she added, mounting Clover.


      “Gee, Grandma Watterby says if they buy a car I can have all the rides I want,” grinned the towhead engagingly. “You bet I hope they buy!”


      All her worry about Bob shut down on Betty again as she urged the horse toward the town. Suppose Uncle Dick were not within reach of the telephone! Suppose he were off on a long inspection trip!


      Flame City had not improved, and though Betty could count her visits to it on the fingers of one hand, she thought it looked more unattractive than ever. The streets were dusty and not over clean, and were blocked with trucks and mule teams on their way to the fields with supplies. Here and there a slatternly woman idled at the door of a shop, but for the most part men stood about in groups or waited for trade in the dirty, dark little shops.


      “I wonder where the best place to telephone is,” said Betty to herself, shrinking from pushing her way through any of the crowds that seemed to surround every doorway. “I’ll ask them in the post-office.”


      The post-office was a yellow-painted building that leaned for support against a blue cigar store. Like the majority of shacks in the town, it boasted of only one story, and a long counter, whittled with the initials of those who had waited for their mail, was its chief adornment.


      Betty hitched Clover outside and entered the door to find the postmaster rapidly thumbing over a bunch of letters while a tall man in a pepper-and-salt suit waited, his back to the room.


      “Can you tell me where to find a public telephone?” asked Betty, and at the sound of her voice, the man turned.


      “Betty!” he ejaculated. “My dear child, how glad I am to see you!”


      Mr. Gordon took the package of mail the postmaster handed him and thrust it into his coat pocket.


      “The old car is outside,” he assured his niece. “Let’s go out and begin to get acquainted again.”


      Betty, beyond a radiant smile and a furtive hug, had said nothing, and when Mr. Gordon saw her in the sunlight he scrutinized her sharply.


      “Everything all right, Betty?” he demanded, keeping his voice low so that the loungers should not overhear. “I’d rather you didn’t come over to town like this. And where is Bob?”


      “Oh, Uncle Dick!” The words came with a rush. “That’s why I’m here. Bob has disappeared! We can’t find him anywhere, and I’m afraid those awful men have carried him off.”


      Mr. Gordon stared at her in astonishment. In a few words she managed to outline for him her fears and what had taken place the day before. Mr. Gordon had made up his mind as she talked.


      “We’ll leave Clover at the hotel stable. It won’t kill her for a few hours,” he observed. “You and I can make better time in the car, rickety as it is. Hop in, Betty, for we’re going to find Bob. Not a doubt of it. It’s all over but the shouting.”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      SELLING THE FARM


      “Don’t you think those sharpers carried off Bob?” urged Betty, bracing herself as the car dipped into a rut and out again.


      “Every indication of it,” agreed her uncle, swerving sharply to avoid a delivery car.


      “But where could they have taken him?” speculated Betty, clinging to the rim of the side door. “How will you know where to look?”


      “I think he is right on the farm,” answered Mr. Gordon. “In fact, I shall be very much surprised if we have to go off the place to discover him. I’m heading for the farm on that supposition.”


      “But, Uncle Dick,” Betty raised her voice, for the much-abused car could not run silently, “I can’t see why they would carry Bob off, anyway. Of course I know they don’t like him, and I do believe they recognized him as the boy who sat behind them on the train, though Bob laughs and says he isn’t so handsome that people remember his face; but I don’t understand what good it would do them to kidnap him. The aunts are too poor to pay any money for him, that’s certain.”


      “Well, now, Betty, I’m rather surprised at you,” Mr. Gordon teased her. “For a bright girl, you seem to have been slow on this point. What do these sharpers want of the aunts, anyway?”


      “The farm,” answered Betty promptly. “They know there is oil there and they want to buy it for almost nothing and make their fortunes.”


      “At the expense of two innocent old ladies,” added Mr. Gordon.


      “But, Uncle Dick, Bob doesn’t own the farm. Only his mother’s share. And the aunts would be his guardians, he says, so his consent isn’t necessary for a sale. You see, I do know a lot about business.” And Betty glanced triumphantly at her uncle.


      He smiled good-humoredly, and let the car out another notch.


      “Has it ever occurred to you, my dear,” he said casually, “that, if Bob were out of the way, the aunts might be persuaded to sell their farm for an absurdly small sum? A convincing talker might make any argument seem plausible, and neither Miss Hope nor Miss Charity are business women. They are utterly unversed in business methods or terms, and are the type of women who obediently sign any paper without reading it. I intend to see that you grow up with a knowledge of legal terms and forms that will at least protect you when you’re placed in the position the Saunders women are.”


      “Miss Hope said once her father attended to everything for them,” mused Betty, “and I suppose when he died they just had to guess. Oh!” a sudden light seemed to break over her. “Oh, Uncle Dick! do you suppose those men may be there now trying to get them to sell the farm?”


      “Of course I don’t know that they were on the place when you left,” said her uncle. “But allowing them half an hour to reach there, I am reasonably certain that they are sitting in the parlor this minute, talking to the aunts. I only hope they haven’t an agreement with them, or, if they have, that the pen and ink is where Miss Hope can’t put her hands on it.”


      “Do you think there really is oil there?” asked Betty hurriedly, for another turn would bring them in sight of the farm. “Can you tell for sure, Uncle Dick?”


      Mr. Gordon regarded her whimsically.


      “Oil wells are seldom ‘sure,’” he replied cautiously. “But if I had my doubts, they’d be clinched by what you tell me of these men. No Easterner with a delicate daughter was ever so anxious to buy a run-down place—not with a whole county to chose from. Also, as far as I can tell, judging from the location, which is all I’ve had to go by, I should say we were safe in saying there is oil sand there. In fact, I’ve already taken it up with the company, Betty, and they’re inclined to think this whole section may be a find.”


      Betty hardly waited for the automobile to stop before she was out and up the front steps of the farmhouse, Mr. Gordon close behind her.


      “I hear voices in the parlor,” whispered Betty, “Oh, hurry!”


      “All cash, you see,” a voice that Betty recognized as Blosser’s was saying persuasively. “Nothing to wait for, absolutely no delay.”


      Mr. Gordon put a restraining hand on Betty’s arm, and motioned to her to keep still.


      “But my sister and I should like to talk it over, for a day or so,” quavered Miss Hope. “We’re upset because our nephew is missing, as we have explained, and I don’t think we should decide hastily.”


      “I don’t like to hurry you,” struck in another voice, Fluss’s, Betty was sure, “but I tell you frankly, Madam, a cash offer doesn’t require consideration. All you have to do, you and your sister, is to sign this paper, and we’ll count the money right into your hand. Could anything be fairer?”


      “It’s a big offer, too,” said Blosser. “A run-down place like this isn’t attractive, and you’re likely to go years before you get another bid. Our client wants to get his daughter out into this air, and he has money to spend fixing up. I tell you what we’ll do—we’ll pay this year’s taxes—include them in the sale price. Why, ladies, you’ll have a thousand dollars in cash!”


      Betty could picture Miss Hope’s eyes at the thought of a thousand dollars.


      “Well, Sister, perhaps we had better take it,” suggested Miss Charity timidly. “We can do sewing or something like that, and that money will put Bob through school.”


      “Come on, here’s where we put a spoke in the wheel,” whispered Mr. Gordon, beckoning Betty to follow him and striding down the hall.


      “Why, Betty!” Miss Hope rose hastily and kissed her. “Sister and I had begun to worry about you.”


      “This is my uncle, Mr. Gordon, Miss Hope,” said Betty. “I found him in Flame City. Has Bob come back?”


      Miss Hope, much flustered by the presence of another stranger, said that Bob had not returned, and presented Mr. Gordon to her sister.


      “These gentlemen, Mr. Snead and Mr. Elmer,”—she consulted the cards in her hand—“have called to see us about selling our farm.”


      Mr. Gordon nodded curtly to the pair whose faces were as black as a thunder-cloud at the interruption.


      “I’m sure Mr. Gordon will excuse us if we go on with the business,” said Blosser smoothly. “You have a dining-room, perhaps, or some other room where we could finish this matter quietly?”


      Miss Hope glanced about her helplessly. Betty noticed that there was pen and ink and a package of bills of large denomination on the table. Evidently they had reached the farm just in time.


      “Why, it happens that I’m interested in a way in your farm, if it is for sale,” announced Mr. Gordon leisurely.


      He selected a comfortable chair, and leaned back in it with the air of a man who is not to be hurried. A look of relief came into Miss Hope’s face, and her nervous tension perceptibly relaxed.


      “This farm is sold,” declared Blosser truculently. “My partner and I have bought it for a client of ours.”


      “Any signatures passed?” said Mr. Gordon lazily.


      “Miss Hope will sign right here,” said Blosser, hastily unfolding a sheet of foolscap. “She was about to do so when you came in.”


      Miss Hope automatically took up the pen.


      “Have you read that agreement?” demanded Mr. Gordon sharply. “Do you know what you are signing? I’d like to know the purchase price. I’m representing Bob’s interest.”


      “Oh, Bob!” Miss Hope and Miss Charity both turned from the paper toward the speaker. “We think the money will put Bob through school—a whole thousand dollars, Mr. Gordon, and the taxes paid. We can’t run the farm any longer. We can’t afford to hire help.”


      “No farm is sold without a little more trouble than this,” announced Mr. Gordon pleasantly. “You don’t mind If I ask you a few questions?”


      “We’re in a hurry,” broke in Fluss. “Sign this, ladies, and my partner and I will pay you the cash and get on to the next town. You can answer this gentleman’s questions after we’re gone.”


      “I suppose there is a mortgage?” asked Mr. Gordon, ignoring Fluss altogether.


      “Five hundred dollars,” answered Miss Hope. “We had to give a mortgage to get along after Father died.”


      “So they’ve offered you fifteen hundred dollars for an oil farm,” said Mr. Gordon contemptuously. “Well, don’t take it.”


      “Bob said there was oil here!” cried Miss Charity.


      “That’s a lie!” snarled Blosser furiously. “You’re out of the oil section by a good many miles. Are you going to turn down a cash offer for this forsaken dump, simply because a stranger happens along and tells you there may be oil on it? Bah!”


      “Keep your temper,” counseled Fluss in a low tone. “Well, rather than see two ladies lose a sale,” he said with forced cheerfulness, “we will make you an offer of three thousand dollars. Money talks louder than fair words.”


      “I’ll give you five thousand, cash,” Mr. Gordon spoke quietly, but Betty bounced about on the sofa in delight.


      Fluss leaped to his feet and brought his fist smashing down on the table.


      “Six thousand!” he cried fiercely. “We’re buying this farm. We’ll give you six thousand dollars, ladies.”


      “Seven thousand,” said Mr. Gordon conversationally. He did not shift his position, but his keen eyes followed every movement of the rascally pair. He said afterward that he was afraid of gun play.


      “Oh—oh, my goodness!” stammered Miss Hope. “I can’t seem to think.”


      “You don’t have to, Madam,” Fluss assured her, his immaculate gray tie under one ear and his clothing rumpled from the heat and excitement. “Sell us your farm. We’ll give you ten thousand dollars. That’s the last word. Ten thousand for this mud hole. Here’s a pen—sign this!”


      “Drop that pen!” thundered Mr. Gordon, and Miss Hope let it fall as though it had burned her fingers. “I’ll give you fifteen thousand dollars,” he said more gently.


      Fluss looked at Blosser who nodded.


      “Seventeen thousand,” he shrieked, as though the sisters were deaf. “Seventeen I tell you, seventeen thousand!”


      “Twenty,” said Mr. Gordon cheerfully.


      Miss Charity suddenly found her voice.


      “I think we’d better sell to Mr. Gordon,” she announced quietly.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      UNCLE DICK’S BUYER


      Miss Hope, who had been wringing her hands, bewildered and hopelessly at sea, hailed this concrete suggestion with visible relief.


      “All right, Sister, I think so, too,” she agreed, glad for once not to have to make the decision. “You’re sure you are not cheating yourself, Mr. Gordon, by paying us twenty thousand dollars?”


      Mr. Gordon, who had strolled over to the door leading into the hall, assured her that he was well-satisfied with his bargain.


      “Well, we’ll be going,” muttered Blosser. “All this comes from trying to do business with women. You had as good as passed us your word that you’d sell to us, and see what’s happened. However, women don’t know nothing about ethics. Come on, Fluss.”


      He was too disappointed and angry to notice the slip of his tongue, but Fluss flushed a brick red.


      “Just one minute,” said Mr. Richard Gordon, blocking the doorway. “You don’t leave this place until you promise to produce that boy.”


      Blosser feigned ignorance, but the attempt deceived no one.


      “What boy?” he blustered. “You seem bent on stirring up trouble, Stranger.”


      “You know very well what boy,” retorted Mr. Gordon evenly. “You’ll stir up something more than mere trouble if he isn’t brought here within a few minutes, or information given where we may find him. Where is Bob Henderson?”


      “Here, sir!” a blithe voice announced, and the door leading into a communicating room was jerked open.


      Bob, his clothing a bit the worse for wear, but apparently sound and whole, stood there, brandishing a stout club.


      “Oh, Bob!” Betty’s cry quite drowned the exclamation of the aunts, but Bob had no eye for any one but Blosser and Fluss, who were making a wild attempt to get past Mr. Gordon.


      “Have they bought the farm?” demanded the boy excitedly. “Did they get my aunts to sign anything for them?”


      “I’m your new landlord, Bob,” announced Mr. Gordon, patting himself on the chest. “Don’t think you can put me off when the rent comes due.”


      “So that’s all right,” said Bob, with manifest relief. “As for those two scamps, who nearly choked me, well, let me get at them once.”


      Whirling his club he charged upon the pair who squealed in terror and tore past Mr. Gordon, down the hall and out into the yard, Bob in pursuit. Miss Hope and Miss Charity ran to the windows, and Betty and her uncle watched from the porch (Betty was going to follow Bob as a matter of course, but Mr. Gordon held her back) as the boy continued the chase. Fluss and Blosser presented a ludicrous sight as they ran heavily, their coats flapping in the wind and their hats jammed low over their eyes. Bob did not try to catch up with them, but contented himself with shouting loudly and swishing his heavy club through the air, while he kept just close enough to their heels to warn them that it was not safe to slacken speed. In a few minutes the watchers saw him coming back, walking, a broad grin on his face.


      “Good little Marathon, wasn’t it?” he called from the road. “Did you hear me yelling like an Indian? I chased them as far as the boundary line, and when I saw them they were still running. Gee, Mr. Gordon, I mean Uncle Dick, you got back from the oil fields just in time.”


      He came up on the steps and shook hands with Mr. Gordon, and submitted to a hug from each aunt.


      “Have you really bought the farm?” he asked curiously. “Or was that just a blind?”


      Miss Hope and Miss Charity looked anxiously at Mr. Gordon. They had planned exactly what to do with that twenty thousand dollars.


      “We haven’t signed an agreement,” admitted the successful bidder, “but the farm is sold, all right. I’ll give this check to Miss Hope now—” he hastily filled out a blank slip from his book—“as an evidence of good faith. Then I want to hear Bob’s tale, and then I must do a bit of telephoning. And to-morrow morning, good people, I promise you the surprise of your lives.”


      Miss Hope glanced at the check he gave her, gasped, and opened her mouth to speak.


      “Sh!” warned Mr. Gordon. “Dear lady, I’ve set my heart on staging a little climax; don’t spoil it. To-morrow morning at eleven o’clock we’ll have all the explanations. Now, Bob, what happened to you? I hear you nearly frightened your aunts into hysterics, to say nothing of Betty, whom I found tearing around Flame City hunting for a telephone.”


      Bob was in a fever of curiosity to know about the farm, whether Mr. Gordon thought there was a good prospect of oil or not, but Uncle Dick was not the kind of man to have his decisions debated. Bob wisely concluded to wait with what patience he could until the proper time. He turned to Betty.


      “You know when we separated to hunt for Daisy?” he said. “Well, I went through the first field all right, but when I was passing those two old apple trees that have grown together, Fluss and Blosser jumped out and one of ’em threw a coat over my head so I couldn’t shout. They downed me, and then Fluss stuffed his handkerchief in my mouth while Blosser tied my hands and feet. Daisy was behind the tree. I figured out they had come and got her, and I was mighty glad we had agreed to separate. I don’t doubt they would have bound and gagged you, too, Betty, if you had been with me. They wouldn’t stop at anything.


      “They carried me to the barn loft—” Betty jumped a little. “Yes, I was up there when you were milking. Awfully hot up there in the hay it was, too. They were hiding near us when we planned to drop the bar as a signal, and I heard them laughing over that trick half the night. They slept up there with me—I was nearly dead for a drink of water—and once during the night Fluss did go down to the pump and bring me a drink, standing over me with that big club in case I should cry out when they took out the gag.


      “This morning they watched and saw you ride off on Clover. They were in a panic for fear you would come back with some one before they could persuade the aunts to sell. I wish you could have seen them brushing each other off and shining their shoes on a horse blanket. They wanted to look stylish and as though they had just come from town instead of sleeping in a hayloft all night.”


      “They said they had stayed in Flame City over night,” said Miss Hope indignantly. “The idea!”


      “They had several,” grinned Bob. “I certainly put in an anxious hour up there after they had gone down the ladder. You see, I didn’t know Betty was going for Uncle Dick, and I didn’t know that any one else would say there was oil on the place. Fluss had a roll of bills as big as your arm, and I pictured him flashing that and Aunt Hope so anxious to send me to school that she wouldn’t leave a margin for herself and Aunt Charity to live on. If I had known that Uncle Dick was coming, I’d have saved myself a heap of worry.”


      “If I had had to telephone to him, it would have been too late,” said Betty. “I just happened to find him in the post-office; didn’t I, Uncle Dick?”


      “I’d just got back from the fields and was after mail,” Mr. Gordon explained. “I meant to stop and get directions from the Watterbys how to find the Saunders farm. Well, as it happened, everything was planned for the best.”


      “How did you get down from the loft, Bob?” Betty asked curiously.


      “Cut the string that tied my wrists on a rusty scythe I found as I was crawling over the floor,” said Bob. “Then, of course, I could pull out that nasty gag and untie my feet. I was a bit stiff at first, and I guess I fell down the hayloft ladder, but I was in such a hurry I’m not sure. The sharpers had left their club, and I brought that along for good luck. And, Aunt Hope, I’m starving to death!”


      “Bless your heart, of course you are!” And Miss Hope hurried out to the kitchen, tucking Mr. Gordon’s check into her apron pocket as she went. “I’ll stir up some waffles, I think,” she murmured, reaching for the egg bowl.


      Mr. Gordon would not stay for dinner, for he was anxious, he said, to get to a telephone. He would spend the night with the Watterbys and be back the next morning with “an important some one.”


      “I’m so excited I can’t walk straight,” declared Betty, skipping between table and stove in an effort to help Aunt Hope with the dinner. “Goodness, it seems forever till to-morrow morning!”


      Miss Hope and Miss Charity went about the rest of the day in a daze, and Bob and Betty, who could not settle down to any task, went out to the barn and enacted the scene of Bob’s imprisonment all over again.


      They were up at daybreak the next morning, and Miss Hope insisted on dusting and sweeping the whole house, though, as Bob said, it was hardly likely that their visitors would insist on seeing the attic.


      “It isn’t the house Mr. Gordon is interested in,” the boy maintained sagaciously. “There’s oil here, Aunt Hope,” and this time Miss Hope did not contradict him.


      At ten minutes to eleven Mr. Gordon drove up with a small, sandy-haired man who wore large horn-rimmed spectacles. He was introduced to Miss Hope and her sister as Mr. Lindley Vernet, and then the four went into the parlor and closed the door.


      “Children not wanted,” said Mr. Gordon, grinning over his shoulder at Bob and Betty, left sitting on the porch.


      “Children!” snorted Betty, shaking an indignant fist in pretended anger. “If it hadn’t been for us, or rather for you, Bob, this farm would have been sold for next to nothing.”


      “If it hadn’t been for you, you mean,” retorted Bob. “Who was it went and brought back Uncle Dick? I might have shouted myself hoarse, but those rascals would have beaten me somehow. Do you suppose this Mr. Vernet is going to buy the place?”


      “I think he is the head of Uncle Dick’s firm,” said Betty cautiously. “At least I’ve heard him speak of a Lindley Vernet. But I thought Uncle Dick offered a lot of money, didn’t you, Bob? How many acres are there?”


      “Ninety,” announced Bob briefly. “What’s that? The door opened, so they must be through. No, it’s only Aunt Charity.”


      But such a transformed Miss Charity! Her gentle dark eyes were shining, her cheeks were faintly pink, and she smiled at Betty and Bob as though something wonderful had happened.


      “I came out to tell you,” she said mysteriously, sitting down on the top step between them and putting an arm around each. “The farm is sold, my darlings. Can you guess for how much?”


      “More than twenty thousand?” asked Betty. “Oh—twenty-five?”


      “Thirty?” hazarded Bob, seeing that Betty had not guessed it.


      Miss Charity laughed excitedly and hugged them with all her frail strength.


      “Mr. Vernet is going to pay us ninety thousand dollars!”


      CHAPTER XXV


      HAPPY DAYS


      “Ninety thousand dollars!” repeated Bob incredulously. “Why, that is a thousand dollars an acre!”


      “He is sure they will drill many paying wells,” said Miss Charity. “To think that this fortune should come in our old age! You can go to school and college, Bob, and Sister and I will never be a burden on you. Isn’t it just wonderful!”


      She went off into a happy little day-dream, and presently the conference broke up, and Miss Hope and the two men came out on the porch. Mr. Vernet proved to be a jolly kind of person, intensely interested in oil and oil prospects, and evidently completely satisfied with his purchase.


      “Here’s the young man I have to thank,” he commented, shaking hands with Bob. “If those sharpers had got hold of the place, they would have forced me to buy at more than a fair risk, or else sold the land in small holdings and we should have had that abomination, close drilling. I’m grateful to you, my lad, for outwitting those slick schemers.”


      Miss Hope persuaded the two men to stay to dinner, and she and Miss Charity fairly outdid themselves in their cooking. Afterward Mr. Gordon took Mr. Vernet back to the oil fields, depositing in the Flame City bank for Miss Hope the check for twenty-five thousand dollars he had given her the day before, and the larger check she had received that morning.


      “We’re rich, Sister, rich!” said Miss Charity, drying the dinner dishes and so overcome that she dropped a china cup which crashed into tiny pieces on the floor.


      “Well, don’t break all the dishes,” advised Miss Hope, with dry practicality. “You can’t buy a pretty cup in Flame City if you are a millionaire.”


      Bob’s head was full of plans for his education, and in the days that followed he often spoke of his future. Mr. Gordon listened and advised him frequently, and Bob grew fonder of him all the time.


      Clover was brought back from the Flame City stable where Betty had left her, and they resumed their riding, Mr. Gordon hiring a horse and often accompanying them.


      “You know, the aunts have never seen the oil fields,” said Betty one day, as they were slowly riding home from the fields where they had seen the largest new well in operation for the first time. “Don’t you think they would be interested, especially as their own farm will be an oil field next year?”


      “We’ll take them on a sightseeing trip,” promised Mr. Gordon instantly. “If I can get a comfortable car, I’ll come for you all to-morrow morning. They’ll enjoy having dinner at the bunk house, and we’ll show them the workings of the whole place. Imagine a person who has lived in this oil country and hasn’t seen a well!”


      The program was carried out, and the Misses Saunders thoroughly enjoyed the long day spent among the wells. They thought the machinery wonderful, as indeed it was, and marveled at the miles of pipe line.


      Grandma Watterby, as might be expected, was delighted with the turn of events, and Betty and Bob spent a day with her, telling her all that had happened.


      “It’s better than a book,” she sighed contentedly. “If Emma would only go around more, I’m sure she could find interesting things to tell me. ’Fore I was crippled with rheumatism, I used to know all that was goin’ on.”


      The Watterbys had bought a car, and Bob was eager for his aunts to have one. They preferred to wait until it was decided where they were to spend the winter, and in this Mr. Gordon concurred. He had been made, at the request of the two old ladies and backed by the old country lawyer who had known their father, the guardian of Bob, who would not inherit his share of the ninety thousand dollars, of course, until he was twenty-one. Bob himself was very much pleased to be a ward of Betty’s uncle, feeling that now he “really belonged,” as he happily said.


      “Who do you suppose this is from?” asked Betty, waving a letter at Bob one morning not long after their visit to the oil fields with the aunts. “You’ll never guess!”


      Bob looked up from his book. He was luxuriously stretched under a tree, reading.


      “From Bobby Littell?” he ventured.


      “Bob Henderson, can you read the postmark from where you are?” Betty looked disappointed for a moment. “Oh, well, I might have known you would have guessed it. It is from Bobby. Want to hear a little bit?”


      “I don’t mind,” conceded Bob graciously, keeping a finger in his book.


      “She says they’ve been to Atlantic City for a month,” explained Betty. “That is, Bobby, Esther, Louise and Mrs. Littell. Mr. Littell could spend only a week with them. And now the girls are going to boarding school. Listen.


      “‘Louise and I are going away to school this fall, and though Esther is crazy to go, too, Dad says he must have one of us at home, so I think she will have to wait a year or two. Louise and I have been to Miss Graham’s for three years, and I don’t see why it isn’t good enough for Esther till she is as old as we are. But you know she always wants to do everything we do. Oh, Betty, wouldn’t it be too lovely for words if you should come to boarding school with us? Please ask your uncle, do. You can’t spend the winter in Oklahoma, can you? And if you are going to school I know you would like the one we’re going to. It is so highly recommended, and Mother personally knows the principal. I tell you—I’ll see that a catalogue is sent to you, and you show it to your uncle. Libbie thinks maybe she will go.’


      “And she winds up by saying that her father and mother send their love, and they all want to know how you are and if you found your aunts,” concluded Betty, folding the letter. “I must write to Bobby and tell her your good luck.”


      “Do you want to go to boarding school?” asked Bob. “Where is this place she’s so crazy about—in Washington?”


      “I don’t know just where, but I don’t think it is very near Washington,” answered Betty carelessly. “Of course I’d love to go to boarding school. Do you suppose Uncle Dick would be willing?”


      Mr. Gordon, when consulted, promised to “think it over,” and as Betty knew that none of his plans for the next few weeks were definitely settled and that the Littell girls would not go off to school before the middle of October, she was content to wait.


      “Your education and Bob’s are matters for serious thought,” he told them more than once. “In some ways I think you are further advanced than most girls and boys of your age, but in other branches you will have to work hard to make up, Bob especially, for rather desultory training. I’ll have a long talk with you both just as soon as I get some business matters straightened out.”


      So Bob and Betty put the school question aside for serious discussion, and proceeded to enjoy the days that followed. If any one is interested to know whether Betty did go to boarding school with the Littell girls and how Bob went about getting the education so long unfairly denied him, the answer may be found in the next volume of this series.


      Mr. Gordon was still obliged to be away for several days at a time, and Betty and Bob continued to stay with Bob’s aunts. They made very little change in their mode of living, Miss Hope remarking that she “never was one to spend money; she liked to know it was in the bank, in case of need, but the older I get, the less I want.” As for help, there was none to be had for any amount of money, so Bob took care of the live stock till it should be sold. The oil company was to take over the farm the first of October.


      “What a perfectly grand time we have had after all,” remarked Betty to Bob one day, after a ride into the country.


      “Yes, everything seems to be coming our way,” said the boy, with satisfaction. “Gee, I never dreamed I’d be so rich!”


      “Oh, you’ll be richer some day, Bob. And wiser, too. Now you’ve got the chance for an education I hope to see you a great lawyer or a doctor or an engineer—or something or other like that,” and Betty gazed at him hopefully.


      “All right, Betty,” he answered promptly. “If you say so, it goes—so there!”


      And here let us leave Betty Gordon and say good-bye.

    

  


  
    
      BETTY GORDON AT BOARDING SCHOOL, by Alice B. Emerson and Josephine Lawrence


      or, The Treasure of Indian Chasm


      CHAPTER I


      NEW PLANS


      “Me make you velly nice apple tart. Miss Betty.” The Chinese cook flourished his rolling pin with one hand and swung his apron viciously with the other as he held open the screen door and swept out some imaginary flies.


      Lee Chang, cook for the bunk house in the oil fields, could do several things at one time, as he had frequently proved.


      The girl, who was watching a wiry little bay horse contentedly crop grass that grew in straggling whisps about the fence posts, looked up and showed an even row of white teeth as she smiled.


      “I don’t think we’re going to stay for dinner today,” she said half regretfully. “I know your apple tarts, Lee Chang—they are delicious.”


      The fat Chinaman closed the screen door and went on with his pastry making. From time to time, as he passed from the table to the oven, he glanced out. Betty Gordon still stood watching the horse.


      “That Bob no come?” inquired Lee Chang, poking his head out of the door again. Fast developing into a good American, his natural trait of curiosity gave him the advantage of acquiring information blandly and with ease.


      Betty shaded her eyes with her hand. The Oklahoma sun was pitiless. Far up the road that ran straight away from the bunk house a faint cloud of dust was rising.


      “He’s coming now,” said the girl confidently.


      Lee Chang grunted and returned to his work, satisfied that whatever Betty was waiting for would soon be at hand.


      “Bake tart ‘fore that boy goes away,” the Chinaman muttered to himself, waddling hastily to the oven, opening it, and closing the door again with a satisfied sniff.


      The cloud of dust whirled more madly, rose higher. Out from the center of it finally emerged a raw-boned white horse that galloped with amazing awkwardness and incredible speed. Astride him sat a slim, tanned youth with eyes as blue as Betty Gordon’s were dark.


      “Got something for you!” he called, waving his arm in the motion of lasso-throwing. “Catch if you can!”


      “Oh, don’t!” cried Betty eagerly. “What is it, Bob? Be careful or you’ll break it.”


      Bob Henderson reined in his mount and slipped to the ground. The white horse contentedly went to munching dry blades of dusty grass.


      “Bob, I do believe you’ve been silly,” said Betty, trying to speak severely and failing completely because her dimple would deepen distractingly. “You know I told you not to do it.”


      “How do you know what I’ve done?” demanded Bob, placing a square package in the girl’s hands. “Don’t scold till you know what you’re scolding about.”


      Betty, busy with the cord and paper, paused.


      “Oh, Bob!” she beamed, her vivid face glowing with a new thought. “What do you think? I had a letter yesterday from Bobby Littell, and she’s going to boarding school. And, Bob, so am I! Uncle Dick says so. And, Bob—”


      “Yes?” smiled Bob, thinking how the girl’s face changed as she talked. “Go on, Betty.”


      “Well, Louise is going, too, and they think Libbie will come down from Vermont. Dear old Libbie—I wonder if she is as incurably romantic as ever!”


      Betty’s fingers had worked mechanically while she spoke, and now she had her parcel undone.


      “Why, Bob Henderson!” she gasped, as she drew out a handsome white box tied with pale blue ribbons and encased in waxed paper.


      “I hope they’re not stale,” said Bob diffidently.


      Betty slit the waxed paper and took off the box lid, revealing a perfectly packed box of expensive chocolates.


      “They’re beautiful,” she declared. “But I never dreamed you would send East for ’em simply because I happened to say I was hungry for good candy. Um—um—taste one quick, Bob.”


      Bob took a caramel and pronounced it not “half bad.”


      “Uncle Dick’s gone somewhere with Dave Thorne,” announced Betty, biting into another candy. “He didn’t know when he would get back, and I’m supposed to ride to the Watterby farm for lunch. It must be after eleven now.”


      “Miss Betty!” Lee Chang’s voice was persuasive. “Miss Betty, that apple tart he all baked done now.”


      “Apple tart?” shouted Bob. “Show me, Lee Chang! I’d rather have a corner of your pie than all the candy in New York.”


      “Him for Miss Betty,” said the Chinaman gravely.


      “But you don’t care if I give Bob some, do you?” returned Betty coaxingly. “See, Lee Chang, Bob gave me these. You take some, and we’ll eat the tart on our way home.”


      Lee Chang’s wish was fulfilled when he placed the flaky tart in Betty’s hands, and he took a candy or two (which he privately considered rather poor stuff) and watched the girl no longer. From now on till dinner time Lee Chang’s whole attention would be concentrated on the preparation of an excellent dinner for the men who worked that section of the oil fields.


      “I don’t believe I can ride and eat this, after all,” decided Betty. “Let’s sit down on the grass and finish it; Clover hasn’t finished her lunch, either.”


      The little bay horse and the tall, shambling white were amiably straying up and down the narrow borders of the road, never getting very far away.


      “You haven’t said a single word about my going to boarding school, Bob,” Betty said, dropping down comfortably on the dusty grass and breaking the tart across into two nearly even pieces. “There—take your pie. Don’t you think I’ll have fun with the Littell girls?”


      “You’ll have a lark, but I’m not so sure about the teachers,” declared Bob enthusiastically, an odd little smile quivering on his lips. “With you and Bobby Littell about, I doubt if the school knows a dull moment.”


      “Bobby is so funny,” dimpled Betty. “She writes that if Libbie comes, her aunt expects Bobby to look after her. Wait a minute and I’ll read you that part—” Betty took a letter from the pocket of her blouse. “Listen—


      “Aunt Elizabeth has written mother that she hopes I will keep an eye on Libbie. Now Betty, can you honestly see me trailing around after that girl who sees a romance in every bush and book and who cries when any one plays violin music? I’ll look after her all right—she’ll have to study French instead of poetry if I’m to be her friend and guide.”


      * * * *


      “But, of course, Bobby does really love Libbie very dearly,” said Betty, folding up the letter and returning it to her pocket. “She wouldn’t hurt her for worlds.”


      “You’ll be a much better guardian for Libbie, if she needs one,” pronounced Bob, with unexpected shrewdness. “Bobby hasn’t much tact, and she makes Libbie mad. You could probably control her better with less words.”


      “Well, I never!” gasped Betty, gazing at Bob with new respect. “I never knew you thought anything about it.”


      “Didn’t until just now,” responded Bob cheerfully. “So Uncle Dick is willing to let you go, is he? When do you start?”


      “You don’t mind, do you, Bob?” countered Betty, puzzled. “You sound so kind of—of funny.”


      “Don’t mean to,” said Bob laconically.


      Having finished his tart, he lay back and rested his head in his hands in true masculine contentment.


      “I like that blue thing you’ve got on,” he commented lazily. “Did I ever see it before?”


      “Certainly not,” Betty informed him. “I’ve been waiting for you to notice it. It’s wash silk, Bob, and your Aunt Faith said I could have it if I could do anything with it. She’s had it in a trunk for years and years.”


      “I don’t see how you and Aunt Faith could wear the same clothes, she’s so much taller than you are,” said Bob, obviously trying to put two and two together in his mind. “But it looks fine on you, Betty.”


      Betty smiled at him compassionately.


      “Oh, Bob, you’re so funny!” she sighed. “I made this blouse all myself—that is,” she corrected, “Mrs. Watterby helped me cut it out and she sewed the sleeves in after I had basted them in wrong twice, but I did everything else. There wasn’t a scrap of goods left over, either. I put it on today because I wanted you to see me in it.”


      She was worth seeing, Bob acknowledged to himself. The over-blouse of blue and white checked silk, slashed at the throat for the crisp black tie, and the gray corduroy riding skirt and smart tan shoes were at once suitable and becoming.


      “I’ll have to have some new clothes for school,” declared Betty, who had a healthy interest in this topic. “We can’t wear very fussy things, though—Bobby sent me the catalogue. Sailor suits for every day, and a cloth frock for best. And not more than one party dress.”


      “I asked her when she started,” Bob confided to the blank eye of the white horse now turned dully toward him. “But if she answered me, I didn’t hear.”


      “I’m going a week from this Friday,” announced Betty hastily. “That will give me a week in Washington, and Mrs. Littell has asked me to stay with them. I must write to Mrs. Bender tonight and tell her the news; she has been so anxious for me to go to school again.”


      “Oh, gee, Betty, that reminds me—” Bob sat up with a jerk and began a hasty search of his pockets. “When you spoke of Mrs. Bender that reminded me of Laurel Grove, and Laurel Grove reminded me of Glenside, and that, of course, made me think of the Guerins—Here ‘tis!” and the boy triumphantly fished out a small letter from an inside pocket of his coat and tossed it into Betty’s lap.


      “It’s from Norma Guerin!” Betty’s expressive voice betrayed her delight “Why, I haven’t heard from her in perfect ages. I wonder what she has to say.”


      “Open it and see,” advised the practical Bob. “I meant to give you the letter right away, and first the tart and then the blouse thing-a-bub drove it out of my mind. I’ll lead the horses and you can read as we walk. Want me to take the plate back to Lee Chang?”


      He dashed back to the bunk house, returned the tin, and rejoined Betty, who was slowly slitting the envelope of her letter with a hairpin. She had tucked her candy box under her arm, and Bob took the bridles of the two horses.


      “Mercy, what was that?” Betty glanced up startled, as a wild yell sounded over on their right.


      There was a chorus of shouts, the same wild yell repeated, and then, sudden and without warning, came a dense and heavy rain of blackest oil.


      “Oh, Bob, Bob!” There was genuine anguish in Betty’s wail of appeal. “My new blouse—look at it!”


      But Bob had no time to look at anything. Action was to be his course.


      “It’s a premature blast!” he shouted. “Come on, we’ve got to get out!”


      CHAPTER II


      NORMA’S LETTER


      This was not Betty Gordon’s first experience with an oil well set off prematurely, and while she was naturally excited, she was not at all afraid.


      “Get on Clover!” shouted Bob. “I do wish you’d ever wear a hat—”


      Betty laughed a little as she scrambled into her saddle. Bob, mounting his own horse, wore no hat, but it was a pet grievance of his that Betty persistently scorned headgear whether riding or walking.


      “Gallop!” cried Bob. “Shut your eyes if you want to—Clover will follow Reuben.”


      The white horse set off, his awkward lunge carrying him over the ground swiftly, and the little bay Clover cantered obediently after him. Oil continued to rain down as they headed toward the north.


      Betty closed her eyes, clutching her letter and candy box tightly in both hands and letting the reins lie idle on her horse’s neck. Clover, galloping now, could be trusted to follow the leading horse.


      “Getting better now!” Bob shouted back, turning in his saddle to see that Betty was safe.


      Betty’s dark eyes opened and she shook back her hair, making a little face at the taste of oil in her mouth. She slipped Norma Guerin’s letter into her pocket, glancing down at her blouse as she did so.


      “I’m a perfect sight!” she called to Bob dolorously. “I don’t believe I can ever get the oil spots out of this silk.”


      “Sue the company!” Bob cried, with a grin. “Don’t let Clover go to sleep till we’re nearer home, Betty.”


      The girl urged the little bay forward with a whispered word of encouragement, and gradually, very gradually, they began to draw out of the rain of oil.


      Betty Gordon was not an Oklahoma girl, though she rode with the effortless ease of a Westerner. She was an orphan, of New England stock, and had come from the East to the oil fields to join her one living relative, a beloved uncle whose interest in oil holdings made an incessant traveler of him.


      This Richard Gordon, “Uncle Dick” to Bob Henderson as well as to Betty, had found himself unexpectedly made guardian of his little niece at a time when it was impassible for him to establish a home for her. His time and skill pledged to the oil company he represented, Mr. Gordon had solved the problem of what to do with Betty by sending her to spend the summer with an old childhood friend of his, a Mrs. Peabody who had married a farmer, reputed well-to-do. Betty’s experiences, pleasant and otherwise, as a member of the Peabody household, have been told in the first book of this series entitled “Betty Gordon at Bramble Farm; or The Mystery of a Nobody.”


      She made some true friends during the months she spent with the Peabodys, and perhaps the closest, and certainly the most loyal, was Bob Henderson. A year older than Betty, the fourteen year old Bob, whose life at Bramble Farm had been harsh and unlovely and preceded by nothing brighter than a drab existence at the county poor farm, became the champion of the dark-eyed girl who had smiled at him and suggested that because they were both orphans they had a common bond of friendship.


      How Bob Henderson got track of his mother’s people and what steps were necessary before he could discover a definite clue, have been related in the second volume of the series, entitled, “Betty Gordon in Washington; or Strange Adventures in a Great City.”


      In this book Bob and Betty came together again in the Capitol City, and Betty acquired a second “Uncle Dick” in the person of Richard Littell, the father of three lively daughters who innocently kidnapped Betty, only to have the entire family become her firm friends. While in Washington Bob and Betty each received good news that sent them trustfully to Oklahoma, there to meet Uncle Dick Gordon, and later, Bob’s own aunts.


      The story of the “Saunders’ place” and of the unscrupulous sharpers who tried to cheat the old ladies who were the sisters of Bob’s dead mother, has been told in the third book about Betty Gordon. This book, “Betty Gordon in the Land of Oil; or The Farm that Was Worth a Fortune,” relates the varied experiences of Bob and Betty in the oil section of Oklahoma and the long train of events that culminated in the sale of the Saunders farm for ninety thousand dollars. Uncle Dick had been made guardian of Bob, at his own and the aunts’ request, so Bob was now a ward with Betty.


      The possession of money, though it meant the difference between poverty and debt and great comfort, had, to date, made very little change in the mode of living of Miss Faith and Miss Charity Saunders, or of their nephew.


      This morning he had been delayed by some extra work on the farm, for the oil company did not take possession till the first of the month, now a week away, and Betty had ridden to the oil fields ahead of him. She divided her time between the Saunders’ place and the Watterby farm, where she and Bob had stayed when they first came to Flame City.


      “Whew!” gasped Bob as they finally emerged from the black curtain of oil. “Of all the messy stuff! Betty, you look as though an oil lamp had exploded in your face.”


      “Now I’ll have to wash my hair again,” mourned Betty. “You’d better come to Grandma Watterby’s and get tidied up, Bob. It’s nearer than your aunts’, taking this road; and they always have the stove tank full of hot water.”


      Bob took this advice, and the sympathetic Watterby family came to the oil-spotted pair’s assistance with copious supplies of hot water, soap and towels and liberal handfuls of borax, for the water was very hard. Fortunately, Betty had a clean blouse and skirt at hand (most of her wardrobe was in the guest room at the Saunders farm), and Bob borrowed a clean shirt from Will Watterby, in which the boy, being much smaller than the man, looked a little absurd.


      “I’m clean, anyway, and that makes me feel good, so why should I care how I look?” was Bob’s defense when his appearance was commented on.


      “I’m so hungry,” announced Betty, coming out of her room, once more trim and neat, and sniffing the delicious odor of hot waffles. “I wonder if I could pin my hair up in a towel and dry it after lunch?”


      “Of course you may,” said Mrs. Will Watterby warmly. “Did you fix a place for Betty, Grandma?”


      “What a silly question, Emma,” reproved old Grandma Watterby severely. “Here, Betty, you sit next to me, and Bob can have Will’s place. He’s gone over to Flame City with a bolt he wants the blacksmith to tinker up.”


      Ki, the Indian who helped with the farm work, smiled at Betty but said nothing more than the single “Howdy,” which was his stock form of salutation. Mrs. Watterby’s waffles were quite as good as they smelled, and she apparently had mixed an inexhaustible quantity of batter. Every one ate rapidly and in comparative silence, a habit to which Bob and Betty were by now quite accustomed. When Mr. Gordon was present he insisted on a little conversation, but his presence was lacking today.


      “You go right out in the sun and dry your hair, Betty,” said Mrs. Watterby, when the meal was over. “No, I don’t need any help with the dishes. Grandma and me, we’re going over to town in the car this afternoon and I don’t care whether I do the dishes till I come back or not.”


      This, for Mrs. Watterby, was a great step forward. Before the purchase of the automobile, bought with a legacy inherited by Grandma Watterby, dishes and housework had been the sum total of Mrs. Will Watterby’s existence. Now that she could drive the car and get away from her kitchen sink at will, she seemed another woman.


      Betty voiced something of this to Bob as she unfastened the towel and let her heavy dark hair fall over her shoulders. She was sitting on the back porch where the afternoon sun shone unobstructed.


      “Yes, I guess automobiles are a good thing,” admitted Bob absently. “I want Aunt Faith to get one. A runabout would be handy for them—one like Doctor Guerin’s. Remember, Betty?”


      “My goodness, I haven’t read Norma’s letter!” said Betty hastily. “I left it in my other blouse. Wait a minute, and I’ll get it.”


      She dashed into the house and was back again in a moment, the letter Bob had handed her just before the shower of oil, in her hand.


      Bob, in his favorite attitude of lying on his back and staring at the sky, was startled by an exclamation before Betty had finished the first page of the closely written missive.


      “What’s the matter?” he demanded, sitting up. “Anybody sick?”


      “Oh, Bob, such fun!” Betty’s eyes danced with pleasure. “What do you think! Norma and Alice Guerin are going to Shadyside!”


      “Well, I’m willing to jump with joy, but could you tell me what Shadyside is, and where?” said Bob humbly. “Why do the Guerin girls want to go there?”


      “I forgot you didn’t know,” apologized Betty. “Shadyside is the boarding school, Bob. That’s the name of the station, too. It’s five hours’ ride from Washington. Let’s see, there’s Bobby and Louise Littell and Libbie, and now Norma and Alice—five girls I know already! I guess I won’t be homesick or lonely.”


      But as she said it she glanced uncertainly at Bob.


      That young man snickered, turned it into a cough, and that failing, essayed to whistle.


      “Bob, you act too funny for anything!” This time Betty’s glance was not one of approval. “What does ail you?”


      “Nothing, nothing at all, Betsey,” Bob assured her. “I’m my usual charming self. Are Norma and Alice going to Washington first?”


      “No. I wish they were,” answered Betty, taking up the letter again. “Bob, I’m afraid they’re having a hard time with money matters. You know Dr. Guerin is so easy-going he never collects one-third of the bills he sends out, and any one can get his services free if they tell him a hard luck story. Norma writes that she and Alice have always wanted to go to Shadyside because their mother graduated from there when it was only a day school. Mrs. Guerin’s people lived around there somewhere. And last year, you know, Norma went to an awfully ordinary school—good enough, I suppose, but not very thorough. She couldn’t prepare for college there.”


      “Well, couldn’t we fix it some way for them?” asked Bob interestedly. “I’d do anything in the world for Doctor Guerin. Didn’t he row me that time he found us out in the fields at two o’clock in the morning? You think up some way to make him accept some money, Betty.”


      Doctor Hal Guerin and his wife and daughters had been good friends to Bob and Betty in the Bramble Farm days. The doctor, with a large country practice that brought him more affection and esteem than ready cash, had managed to look after the boy and girl more or less effectively, and Norma, his daughter, had supplied Bob with orders from her school friends for little carved pendants that he made with no better tools than an old knife. This money had been the first Bob had ever earned and had given him his first taste of independence.


      “I don’t think you could make Doctor Guerin take money, even as a loan,” said Betty slowly, in answer to Bob’s proposal. “Norma wouldn’t like it if she thought her letter had suggested such a thing. What makes it hard for them, I think, is that Mrs. Guerin expected to have quite a fortune some day. Her mother was really wealthy, and she was an only child. I don’t know where the money went, but I do know the Guerins never had any of it.”


      Bob jumped to his feet as she finished the sentence.


      “Here’s Uncle Dick!” he cried. “Did you see the new well come in, sir?”


      CHAPTER III


      SURPRISING BOB


      Betty shook back her hair and rose to kiss the gray-haired gentleman who put an arm affectionately about her.


      “I heard about that blast,” he said, and smiled good-humoredly. “Lee Chang was much worried when I went in to dinner. His one consolation was that you had eaten the tart before the oil began to fall.”


      “We were all right, only of course it rather daubed us up,” said Bob. “Betty had to wash her hair.”


      “My hair’s nothing,” declared Betty scornfully. “But my brand-new blouse that I worked on for two days—you ought to see it, Uncle Dick! Grandma Watterby thinks maybe she can get the oil out, but she says the color may come out, too.”


      Mr. Gordon sat down on the step and took off his hat.


      “You’ve a clear claim for damages, Betty,” he assured his niece gravely. “To save time, I’m willing to make good; what does a new blouse cost?”


      “This wasn’t exactly new,” explained Betty fairly. “Aunt Faith had the material in her trunk for years. But it was the first thing I ever made, and I was so proud of it.”


      “Well, we’ll see that you have something to take its place,” promised her uncle, drawing her down beside him. “I have some news for you, Betsey. When you go East next week, I’m going, too. That is, as far as Chicago. From there I take a little run up into Canada.”


      “But you said you’d spend Christmas with us!” argued Betty.


      “Oh, Christmas is months off,” returned Mr. Gordon comfortably. “I expect to be back in the States long before the holidays. And Bob’s aunts have finally made up their minds where they want to spend the winter. Aunt Faith has commissioned me to buy two tickets for southern California.”


      “But there’s Bob!” Betty gazed anxiously at her uncle. “What’s Bob going to do without any one at all, Uncle Dick?”


      Mr. Gordon looked at Bob, and an unwilling grin turned the corners of the boy’s mouth.


      “That’s the way he’s been acting all day,” scolded Betty. “What ails him? I think it’s silly to sit there and smile when there’s nothing to smile about.”


      “I suspect Bob doesn’t take kindly to secrets,” returned her uncle. “Suppose you ‘fess up, Bob, and when the atmosphere is clear we can have a little talk.”


      “All right,” said Bob, with manifest relief. “I kept quiet only because I wanted to be sure I was going, sir. Betty, Mr. Littell wrote me about a military academy in the East and put me in, touch with several boys who attend it. Uncle Dick thinks it is just the school for me, and I’m going. Timothy Derby is one of the boys. He’s a son of the man I worked for in Washington.”


      “How splendid!” With characteristic enthusiasm Betty forgot her momentary displeasure at Bob’s method of keeping a secret. “When are you going, Bob? Where is the school?”


      “That’s the best part,” said Bob boyishly. “It’s the Salsette Military Academy, Betty, and it’s right across the lake from the Shadyside school. All five of the boys Mr. Littell told me of are friends of the Littell girls, so you see it is going to be great fun all around.”


      “I never knew of anything so nice!” declared Betty. “Never! So you knew when I told you about Shadyside that you were going to be so near!”


      Bob nodded.


      “Have to keep an eye on you,” he said with mock seriousness, at which Betty made a little face.


      “You haven’t much time to get ready,” Mr. Gordon warned them. “The aunts will leave Wednesday and our train pulls out at ten twenty-six on Friday morning. Of course you will do your shopping in Washington and be guided by the advice of Mr. and Mrs. Littell. I wish I could go to Washington with you, but that is impossible now. You must write me faithfully, both of you, though I suppose we’ll have to expect the same delay between letters that we’ve experienced before. Most of my time will be spent on a farm thirty miles from a railroad. If you get into any difficulties, go to the Littells, and for little troubles, help each other.”


      Mr. Gordon went on to say that while Bob and Betty were independent to a greater degree than most boys and girls of their age, the same force of circumstances that made this possible also gave them a heavier responsibility. He explained that each was to have an allowance and asked that each keep a cash account to be submitted to him on his return from Canada, not, he said, to serve as a check upon extravagant or foolish expenditures, but that he might be better able to advise them and to point out avoidable mistakes.


      After supper that night he drew the boy aside for further discussion.


      “I’m really leaving Betty in your charge,” he said, and Bob stood fully two inches taller. “Not that I think she will get into any serious trouble, but there’s no telling what a bevy of high-spirited girls will think up. And you know what Betty is when once started, she can not be stopped. I rely on you to keep her confidence and hold her back if she seems inclined to act rashly. The Littells are splendid people, but they will be five hours’ distance away, while you will be across the lake. I put my trust in you, Bob.”


      Bob silently resolved to be worthy. Betty had been his first friend, and to her he gave all the pent-up loyalty and starved affection of a lonely boy nature. When Mr. Gordon came into his life, and especially when he was made his legal guardian, Bob experienced the novel sensation of having some one interested in his future. Though the various older men he had met were more than willing to help him, Mr. Gordon was the only one to succeed in winning over Bob’s almost fanatical pride and the lad who admired, respected, and loved him, would have done anything in the world for him.


      The next few days were extremely busy ones for Bob, the aunts, and Betty. Miss Hope and Miss Charity were so excited at the prospect of a journey that they completely lost their faculty for planning, and most of the work fell on Bob and Betty. Luckily there was little packing to be done, for the few bits of old furniture were to be sold for what they would bring, and the keepsakes that neither Miss Hope nor her sister could bring themselves to part with were stored in several old trunks to be housed in the Watterby attic.


      “Betty, child,” her uncle’s voice broke in upon Betty’s orderly packing one afternoon, “I know you’re going to be disappointed, but we mustn’t cry over what can’t be helped. I’ve had a wire and must leave for Chicago Wednesday morning. You and Bob will have to make the Washington trip alone.”


      “I knew it was too good to be true,” mourned Betty, a tear dropping on the yellowed silk shawl she was neatly folding. “Oh, dear, Uncle Dick, I did want you to go with us part of the way!”


      “Better luck next time,” replied Mr. Gordon. “There’s no use grumbling over what you can’t change.”


      This was his philosophy, and he followed it consistently. Bob and Betty, though keenly disappointed they were not to have his companionship, tried to accept the situation as cheerfully as he did.


      The packing was hastened, and soon the old farmhouse was stripped and dismantled, the trunks stored in the Watterby attic, the furniture carried off to the homes of those who bought it, and the key delivered to Dave Thorne, the section foreman, who would deliver it to the superintendent.


      The hospitable Watterbys had insisted that the travelers should all stay with them until the time for their several departures, and Bob and Betty had a last glorious ride on Clover and the ungainly white horse while the aunts rested and put the final touches to their preparations for their journey.


      The next morning all was bustle and hurry, for the aunts were to start on their trip and Mr. Gordon must be off to Chicago. Miss Hope insisted on being taken to the station an hour before their train was due, and when a puff of steam up the track announced the actual approach of the train the two old ladies trembled with nervousness and excitement. Mr. Gordon guided them up the steps of the car, after a tearful farewell to Bob and Betty, and saw that they were settled in the right sections. He spoke to the conductor on the way out, and tipped the porter and maid liberally to look after the travelers’ comfort.


      CHAPTER IV


      MORE GOOD-BYES


      “They’ll feel better presently,” he remarked, rejoining Bob and Betty on the platform. “I know the boarding house they’ve chosen is fine in every way and they’re going to have a delightful winter.”


      The train started slowly, and the black silk gloves of the aunts waved dolorously from the window. They were embarked on their adventure.


      “Don’t look so solemn, Betty,” teased her uncle. “If I’m not mistaken that’s the smoke from my train. I don’t want any one to weep over my departure.”


      “I could, but I won’t,” Betty assured him bravely. “You won’t get sick or anything, will you, Uncle Dick? And you’ll write to me every week?”


      “Like a clock,” he promised her. “There goes the agent with my bags—this is the local, all right. Good-bye, Bob. Remember what I’ve asked of you.”


      Mr. Gordon wrung Bob’s hand and smiled down into the blue eyes lifted so fervently to his.


      “You’re my boy, too,” he said clearly. “Don’t forget, lad, if you need me.”


      Then he swept Betty into his arms.


      “Be a good girl, Sweetheart,” he murmured, kissing her.


      They watched him climb up the steps of the snorting, smoky local, saw his bags tossed into the baggage car, and then, with a shrill grinding of wheels, the training resumed its way. As long as they could see, the tall figure in the gray suit stood on the platform and waved a white handkerchief to them.


      “Oh, Bob, don’t let me cry,” begged Betty, in a sudden panic. “Everybody’s watching us. Let’s go somewhere, quick.”


      “All right, we will,” promised Bob. “We’ll take the car to Doctor Morrison. Hop in, Betsey, and dry your eyes. You’re going traveling yourself day after to-morrow.”


      “I wasn’t really crying,” explained Betty as she settled herself in the shabby car that had belonged to her uncle; he had sold it to the town physician. “But doesn’t it give you a lonesome feeling to be the one that’s left? I hate to say good-bye, anyway.”


      Bob’s experience with motors was rather limited, and what slight knowledge he possessed had been gained in a few lessons taken while riding with Mr. Gordon. However, the boy was sure that he could drive the car the brief distance to the doctor’s house, and Betty shared his confidence. From the Morrison house it was only a short walk to the Watterby farm, where they were to stay until they left for the East.


      Betty forgot to cry as Bob started the car so suddenly that it shot forward like a live thing. He jammed on the brake and brought it to a standstill so abruptly that Betty came very near to pitching through the windshield.


      “Couldn’t you do it—er—more gently?” she hinted delicately.


      “Hold fast and I’ll try,” grinned Bob. “As a chauffeur I’d be a good iceman.”


      The second time he managed better, and the battered little car moved off with less disturbing results.


      In a very few minutes they had reached Doctor Morrison’s garage.


      The doctor urged Bob and Betty strongly to stay to supper with him and promised beaten biscuit and honey, but although they knew the skill of his old Southern cook very well, they had promised Grandma Watterby to be there for supper and such a promise could not be disregarded.


      “Well, anyway,” said Betty soothingly, as they walked on toward the Watterby farm, “when we ride Clover and Reuben up to the fields we won’t have to worry about how to make them go.”


      “No, that’s so,” agreed Bob. “But, Betty, I hate to think of giving up Reuben. He isn’t much to look at, but he has been a mighty good horse.”


      “I’d feel worse,” declared Betty, “if we had to sell them to strangers. We wouldn’t know how they would be treated then. Now we are sure they will be cared for and petted and they won’t miss us.”


      Reuben and Clover, Mr. Gordon had said, were to be disposed of as Betty and Bob chose. The horses were theirs to give away or sell as they preferred. Bob had instantly decided to give his mount to Dave Thorne, the section foreman, who had shown him many kindnesses and who was delighted to get a trained saddle horse. Horses were very scarce in that section of the country, and Mr. Gordon had gone to considerable trouble to get these.


      Betty had elected to give Clover to the new superintendent’s daughter, the girl who was to move with her parents into the old Saunders farmhouse. Betty had never seen her, but knew she was about fourteen or fifteen and eager to learn to ride.


      The day before they were to start for Washington, Bob and Betty rode the horses up to the oil fields and gave them into the charge of Dave Thorne. The superintendent was already on the ground but his family and furniture were not due for a week.


      Clover and Reuben bore the parting better than their young mistress and master, and Betty was glad when all the good-byes had been said and they stepped into the Watterby car which Mrs. Watterby had driven up for them. The fields were about eight miles from her house.


      “You’ll be happier when once you’re on the train, Betty,” said good Mrs. Watterby, glancing swiftly at Betty’s clouded face, “This going around saying good-bye to people and things is enough to break anybody up. Now to-morrow me and mother won’t weep a tear over you—you’ll see. We’re glad you’re going to school to have a good time with all those young folks. Now what’s that Chinaman want?”


      Lee Chang came running from the bunk house, waving something tied in white paper.


      “Apple tart, Miss Betty!” he called imploringly. “Velly nice apple tart—maybe the cook at that school no make good tarts.”


      Betty took the package and thanked him warmly and they drove on.


      “People are so good to me,” choked the girl. “I never knew I had so many friends.”


      “Well, that’s nothing to cry over,” advised Bob philosophically. “You ought to be glad. Do I get a crumb of the tart, Betsey?”


      He spoke with a purpose and was rewarded by seeing Betty’s own sunny smile come out.


      “You always do,” she told him. “But wait till we get home. I want Ki to have a piece, too.”


      Ki, it developed, when they reached the Watterby farm, had been busy with farewell plans of his own.


      “For you,” he announced gravely to Bob, handing him an immense hunting knife as he stepped out of the car.


      “For you,” he informed Betty with equal gravity, presenting her a little silver nugget.


      They both thanked him repeatedly, and he stalked off, carrying his piece of the apple tart and apparently assured of their sincerity.


      “Though what he expects me to do with a hunting knife is more than I can guess,” laughed Bob.


      CHAPTER V


      A REGULAR CROSS-PATCH


      “Be sure you send me a postal from Washington. I never knew anybody from there before,” said Grandma Watterby earnestly.


      “And don’t get off the train unless you know how long it’s going to stop,” advised Will Watterby.


      “Do you think you ate enough breakfast?” his wife asked anxiously.


      Bob and Betty were waiting for the Eastern Limited, and the Watterby family, who had brought them to the station, were waiting, too. The Limited stopped only on signal, and this was no every day occurrence.


      “We’ll be all right,” said Bob earnestly. “You can look for a postal from Chicago first, Grandma.”


      Then came the usual hurried good-byes, the kisses and handshakes and the repeated promises to “write soon.” Then Bob and Betty found themselves in the sleeper, waving frantically to the little group on the platform as the Limited slowly got under way.


      “And that’s the last of Flame City—for some time at least,” observed Bob.


      Betty, who had made excellent use of lessons learned in her few previous long journeys, took off her hat and gloves and placed them in a paper bag which Bob put in the rack for her.


      “I did want a new hat so much,” she sighed, looking rather enviously at the woman across the aisle who wore a smart Fall hat that was unmistakably new. “But Flame City depends on mail order hats and I thought it safer to wait till I could see what people are really wearing.”


      “You look all right,” said Bob loyally. “What’s that around that woman’s neck—fur? Why I’m so hot I can hardly breathe.”


      “It’s mink,” Betty informed him with superiority. “Isn’t it beautiful? I wanted a set, but Uncle Dick said mink was too old for me. He did say, though, that I can have a neckpiece made from that fox skin Ki gave me.”


      “Don’t see why you want to tie yourself up like an Eskimo,” grumbled Bob. “Well, we seem to be headed toward the door marked ‘Education,’ don’t we, Betsey?”


      They exchanged a smile of understanding.


      Bob was passionately eager for what he called “regular schooling,” that is the steady discipline of fixed lessons, the companionship of boys of his own age, and the give and take of the average large, busy school. Normal life of any kind was out of the question in the poorhouse where he had spent the first ten years of his life, and after that he had not seen the inside of a schoolroom. He had read whatever books he could pick up while at Bramble Farm, and in the knowledge of current events was remarkably well-posted, thanks to his steady assimilation of newspapers and magazines since leaving the Peabody roof. But he feared, and with some foundation, that he might be found deplorably lacking in the most rudimentary branches.


      Betty, of course, had gone to school regularly until her mother’s death. In the year that had elapsed she had thought little of lessons, and though she did not realize it, she had lost to a great extent the power of application. Systematic study of any kind might easily prove a hardship for the active Betty. Still she was eager to study again, perhaps prepare for college. More than anything else she craved girl friends.


      “Let’s go in for lunch at the first call,” suggested Betty presently. “I didn’t eat much breakfast, and I don’t believe you did either.”


      “I swallowed a cup of boiling coffee,” admitted Bob, “but that’s all I remember. So I’m ready when you are.”


      Seated at a table well toward the center of the car, Betty’s attention was attracted to a girl who sat facing her. She was not a pretty girl. She looked discontented and peevish, and the manner in which she addressed the waiter indicated that she felt under no obligation to disguise her feelings.


      “Take that back,” she ordered, pointing a beautifully manicured hand at a dish just placed before her. “If you can’t bring me a poached egg that isn’t raw, don’t bother at all. And I hope you don’t intend to call this cream?”


      Bob glanced swiftly over at the table. The girl consciously tucked back a lock of stringy hair, displaying the flash of several diamonds.


      “Sweet disposition, hasn’t she?” muttered Bob under his breath. “I’d like to see her board just one week with Mr. Peabody.”


      “Don’t—she’ll hear you,” protested Betty. “I wonder if she is all alone? What lovely clothes she has! And did you see her rings?”


      “Well, she’ll need ’em, if she’s going to snap at everybody,” said Bob severely. “Diamonds help out a cross tongue when a poor waiter is thinking of his tip.”


      The girl was still finding fault with her food when Betty and Bob rose to leave the car, and when they passed her table she stared at them with languid insolence, half closing her narrow hazel eyes.


      “Wow, she’s bored completely,” snickered Bob, when they were out of earshot. “I don’t believe she’s a day older than you are, Betty, and she is dressed up like a little Christmas tree.”


      “I think her clothes are wonderful,” said Betty. “I wish I had a lace vestee and some long white gloves. Don’t you think they’re pretty, Bob?”


      “No, I think they’re silly,” retorted Bob. “You wouldn’t catch Bobby Littell going traveling in a party dress and wearing all the family jewels. Huh, here comes the conductor—wonder what he wants.”


      The conductor, it developed, was shifting passengers from the car behind the one in which Bob and Betty had seats. It was to be dropped at the next junction and the few passengers remaining were to be accommodated in this coach.


      “You’re all right, don’t have to make any change,” said the official kindly, after examining their tickets. “I’ll tell the porter you go through to Chicago.”


      The car had been fairly well crowded before, and the extra influx taxed every available seat. Betty took out her crocheting and Bob decided that he would go in search of a shoe-shine.


      “I’ll come back and get you and we’ll go out on the observation platform,” he said contentedly.


      “Chain six, double crochet—into the ring—” Betty murmured her directions half aloud.


      “Right here, Ma’am?” The porter’s voice aroused her.


      There in the aisle stood the girl she had noticed in the diner, and with her was a harassed looking porter carrying three heavy bags.


      “Perhaps you would just as lief take the aisle seat?” said the girl, surveying Betty as a princess might gaze upon an annoying little page. “I travel better when I can have plenty of fresh air.”


      “You might have thought I was a bug,” Betty confided later to Bob.


      The diamonds flashed as the girl loosened the fur collar at her throat.


      “Please move over,” she commanded calmly.


      Betty was bewildered, but her innate courtesy died hard.


      “You—you’ve made a mistake,” she faltered. “This seat is taken.”


      “The conductor said to take any vacant seat,” said the newcomer. “You can’t hold seats in a public conveyance—my father says so. Put the bags in here, porter. Be careful of that enamel leather.”


      To Betty’s dismay, she settled herself, flounces and furs and bags, in the narrow space that belonged to Bob, and by an adroit pressure of her elbow made it impossible for Betty to resume her crocheting.


      “I think you done made a mistake, lady,” ventured the porter. “This seat belongs to a young man what has a ticket to Chicago.”


      “Well, I’m going to Chicago,” answered the girl composedly. “Do you expect me to stand up the rest of the way? The agent had no business to sell me a reservation in a car that only went as far as the Junction.”


      The porter withdrew, shaking his head, and in a few minutes Bob came back to his seat. Betty, watching the girl, saw her glance sidewise at him from her narrow eyes, though she pretended to be absorbed in a magazine.


      “I beg your pardon,” said Bob politely.


      There was no response.


      “Pardon me, but you’ve made a mistake,” began Bob again. “You are in the wrong seat.”


      The magazine came down with a crash and the girl’s face, distorted with rage, appeared in its place.


      “Well, if I am, what are you going to do about it?” she shrilled rudely.


      CHAPTER VI


      FINE FEATHERS


      Betty Gordon had always, foolishly perhaps, associated courtesy and good-breeding with beautiful clothes. This strange girl, who could speak so on such slight provocation (none at all, to be exact) wore a handsome suit, and if her jewelry was too conspicuous it had the merit of being genuine. Betty herself had a lively temper, but she was altogether free from snappishness and when she “blew up” the cause was sure to be unmistakable and significant.


      Bob jumped when the girl fired her question at him. There had been nothing in his limited experience with girls to prepare him for such an outburst. Betty half expected him to acquiesce and leave the stranger in possession of his seat, but to her surprise he simply turned on his heel and walked away. Not, however, before Betty had seen something bordering on contempt in his eyes.


      “I’d hate to have Bob look at me like that,” she thought. “It wasn’t as if he didn’t like her, or was mad at her—what is it I am trying to say? Bob looked as if—as if—Oh, bother, I know what I mean, but I can’t say it.”


      The little spitfire in the seat beside her wriggled uneasily as if she, too, were not as comfortable as she would pretend. Bob’s silent reception of her discourtesy had infuriated her, and she knew better than Betty where she stood in the boy’s estimation. She had instantly forfeited his respect and probably his admiration forever.


      In a few minutes Bob was back, and with him the conductor.


      “Young lady, you’re in the wrong seat,” that official announced in a tone that admitted of no trifling. “You were in eighteen in the other car and I had to move you to twenty-three in here. Just follow me, please.”


      He reached in and took one of the suitcases, and Bob matter-of-factly took the other two. The girl opened her mouth, glanced at the conductor, and thought better of whatever she was going to say. Meekly she followed him to another section on the other side of the car and found herself compelled to share a seat with a severe-looking gray-haired woman, evidently a sufferer from hay fever, as she sneezed incessantly.


      Bob dropped down in his old place and shot a quizzical look at Betty.


      “Flame City may be tough,” he observed, “and I’d be the last one to claim that it possessed one grain of culture; but at that, I can’t remember having a pitched battle with a girl during my care-free existence there.”


      “She’s used to having her own way,” said Betty, with a laudable ambition to be charitable, an intention which she inadvertently destroyed by adding vigorously: “She’d get that knocked out of her if she lived West a little while.”


      “Guess the East can be trusted to smooth her down,” commented Bob grimly. “Unless she’s planning to live in seclusion, she won’t get far in peace or happiness unless she behaves a bit more like a human being.”


      The girl was more or less in evidence during the rest of the trip and incurred the cordial enmity of every woman in the car by the coolness with which she appropriated the dressing room in the morning and curled her hair and made an elaborate toilet in perfect indifference to the other feminine travelers who were shut out till she had the last hairpin adjusted to her satisfaction.


      She was met at the Chicago terminal by a party of gay friends who whisked her off in a palatial car, and Bob and Betty who, acting on Mr. Gordon’s advice, spent their two-hour wait between trains driving along the Lake Shore Drive, forgot her completely.


      But first Betty fell victim to the charms of a hat displayed in a smart little millinery shop, and had an argument with Bob in which she came off victor.


      “Oh, Bob, what a darling hat!” she had exclaimed, drawing him over to the window as they turned down the first street from the station. “I must have it; I want to look nice when I meet the girls in Washington.”


      “You look nice now,” declared Bob sturdily. “But if you want to buy it, go ahead,” he encouraged her. “Ask ’em how much it is, though,” he added, with a sudden recollection of the fabulous prices said to be charged for a yard of ribbon and a bit of lace.


      The hat in question was a soft brown beaver that rolled slightly away from the face and boasted as trimming a single scarlet quill. It was undeniably becoming, and Bob gave it his unqualified approval.


      “And you will want a veil?” insinuated the clever young French saleswoman. “See—it is charming!”


      She threw over the hat a cobwebby pattern of brown silk net embroidered heavily with chenille dots and deftly draped it back from Betty’s glowing face.


      “You don’t want a veil!” said Bob bluntly.


      Now the mirror told Betty that the veil looked very well indeed, and made her, she was sure of it, prettier. Betty was a good traveler and the journey had not tired her. The excitement and pleasure of choosing a new hat had brought a flush to her cheeks, and the shining brown eyes that gazed back at her from the glass assured her that a veil was something greatly to be desired.


      “You don’t want it,” repeated Bob. “You’re only thirteen and you’ll look silly. Do you want to dress like that girl on the train?”


      If Bob had stopped to think he would have realized that his remarks were not exactly tactful. Especially the reference to Betty’s age, just when she fancied that she looked very grown up indeed. She was fond of braiding her heavy thick hair and wrapping it around her head so that there were no hair-ribbons to betray her. In Betty’s experience the border line between a young lady and a little girl was determined by the absence or presence of hair-ribbons.


      “How much is it?” she asked the saleswoman.


      “Oh, but six dollars,” answered that young person with a wave of one jeweled hand as though six dollars were a mere nothing.


      “I’ll take it,” said Betty decisively. “And I’ll wear it and the hat, too, please; you can wrap up my old one.”


      Bob was silent until the transaction had been completed and they were out of the shop.


      “You wait here and I’ll see about getting a car to take us along the Drive,” he said then.


      “You’re—you’re not mad at me, are you Bob?” faltered Betty, putting an appealing hand on his arm. “I haven’t had any fun with clothes all summer long.”


      “No, I’m not mad. But I think you’re an awful chump,” replied Bob with his characteristic frankness.


      Before the drive was over, Betty was inclined to agree with him.


      The car was an open one, and while the day was warm and sunny, there was a lively breeze blowing straight off the lake. The veil persisted in blowing first into Betty’s eyes, then into Bob’s, and interfered to an amazing degree with their enjoyment of the scenery. Finally, as they rounded a curve and caught the full breath of the breeze, the veil blew away entirely.


      “Let it go,” said Betty resignedly. “It’s cost me six dollars to learn I don’t want to wear a veil.”


      Bob privately decided he liked her much better without the flimsy net affair, but he wisely determined not to air his opinion. There was no use, he told himself, in “rubbing it in.”


      They had lunch in a cozy little tea-room and went back to the train like seasoned travelers. Bob was an ideal companion for such journeys, for he never lost his head and never missed connections, while nervous haste was unknown to him.


      “Won’t I be glad to see the Littells!” exclaimed Betty, watching the porter make up their berths.


      “So shall I,” agreed Bob. “Did you ever know such hospitable people, asking a whole raft of us to spend the week at Fairfields? How many did Bobby write would be there?”


      “Let’s see,” said Betty, checking off on her fingers. “There’ll be Bobby and Louise, of course; and Esther who is too young to go away to school, but who will want to do everything we do; Libbie Littell and another Vermont girl we don’t know—Frances Martin; you and I; and the five boys Mr. Littell wrote you about—the Tucker twins, Timothy Derby, Sydney Cooke and Winifred Marion Brown. Twelve of us! Won’t it be fun! I do wish the Guerin girls could be there, but we’ll see them at the school.”


      “I’d like to see that Winifred Marion chap,” declared Bob. “A boy with a girl’s name has his troubles cut out for him, I should say.”


      “Lots of ’em have girls’ names—in history,” contributed Betty absently. “What time do we get into Washington, Bob?”


      “Around five, probably six p.m., for we’re likely to be a bit late,” replied Bob. “Let’s go to bed now, Betty, and get an early start in the morning.”


      The day spent on the train was uneventful, and, contrary to Bob’s expectations, they were on time at every station. Betty’s heart beat faster as the hands of her little wrist watch pointed to 5:45 and the passengers began to gather up their wraps. The porter came through and brushed them thoroughly and Betty adjusted her new hat carefully.


      The long train slid into the Union Station. With what different emotions both Bob and Betty had seen the beautiful, brilliantly lighted building on the occasion of their first trip to Washington! Then each had been without a friend in the great city, and now they were to be welcomed by a host.


      Betty’s cheeks flushed rose-red, but her lovely eyes filled with a sudden rush of tears.


      “I’m so happy!” she whispered to the bewildered Bob.


      “Want my handkerchief?” he asked anxiously, at which Betty tried not to laugh.


      CHAPTER VII


      FUN AT FAIRFIELDS


      The long platform was crowded. Betty followed Bob, who carried their bags. She tried to peer ahead, but the moving forms blocked her view. Just after they passed through the gate, some one caught her.


      “Betty, you lamb! I never was so glad to see any one in my life!” cried a gay voice, and Bobby Littell hugged her close in one of her rare caresses.


      Bob Henderson held out his hand as soon as Bobby released Betty. He liked this straightforward, brusque girl who so evidently adored Betty.


      “Why, Bob, you’ve grown a foot!” was Bobby Littell’s greeting to him.


      Bob modestly disclaimed any such record, and then Louise and Esther, who had swooped upon Betty, turned to shake hands with him.


      “The rest of the crowd is out in the car,” said Bobby carelessly.


      Outside the station, in the open plaza, a handsome closed car awaited them. The gray-haired chauffeur, cap in hand, stood back as a procession of boys and girls advanced upon Bob and Betty and their escort.


      “Oh, Betty, dear!” Short, plump Libbie Littell, who had relinquished her claim to the name of “Betty” in Betty Gordon’s favor some time ago, hurled herself upon her friend. “To think we’re going to the same school!”


      “Well, Frances is going, too,” said Bobby practically. “She might like to be introduced, you know. Betty, this is Frances Martin, a Vermont girl who is out after all the Latin prizes.”


      Frances smiled a slow, sweet smile, and, behind thick glasses, her dark near-sighted eyes said that she was very glad to know Betty Gordon.


      “Now the boys!” announced the irrepressible Bobby, apparently taking Bob’s introduction to Frances for granted. “The boys will please line up and I’ll indicate them.”


      The five lads obediently came forward and ranged themselves in a row.


      “From left to right,” chanted Bobby, “we have the Tucker twins, Tommy and Teddy, W. M. Brown, who asks his friends to use his initials and punches those who refuse, Timothy Derby who reads poetry and Sydney Cooke who ought to—” and Bobby completed her speech with a wicked grin, for she had managed to hit several weaknesses.


      “As an introducer,” she announced calmly to Carter, the personification of propriety’s horror, “I think I do rather well.”


      They stowed themselves into the limousine somehow, the girls settled more or less comfortably on the seats, the boys squeezed in between, hanging on the running board, and spilling over into Carter’s domain.


      Bob liked the five boys at once, and they seemed to accept him as one of them. If he had had a little fear that he would feel diffident and unboyish among lads of his own age, it vanished at the first contact.


      “Betty, you sweet child, how we have missed you!” cried Mrs. Littell, standing on the lowest step under the porte-cochère as the car swept up the drive of Fairfields, as the Littell’s home was called.


      Behind her waited Mr. Littell, fully recovered from the injury to his foot which had made him an invalid during Betty’s previous visit.


      From Carter, who had beamingly greeted her at the station, to the pretty parlor maid who smiled as Betty entered her room to find her turning down the bed covers, there was not a servant who did not remember Betty and seem glad to see her.


      “It is so good to have you two here again,” Mr. Littell had said.


      “I never knew such people,” Betty repeated to herself twenty times that evening. “How lovely they are to Bob and me!”


      Mrs. Littell, who was happiest when entertaining young people, had put the six boys on the third floor in three connecting rooms. The girls were on the second floor, and Esther, the youngest, who had strenuously fought to be allowed to go to Shadyside with her two sisters, was almost beside herself with the effort to be in all the rooms at once and hear what every one was saying.


      “I’m so glad your uncle let you come,” said Bobby, as they waited for Betty to change into a light house frock for dinner. “I don’t know much about this school, except that mother went to school with the principal.”


      That was a characteristic Bobby Littell remark, and the other girls laughed.


      “I had a letter from a girl who lives in Glenside,” confided Betty, re-braiding her hair. “She and her sister are going—Norma and Alice Guerin. I know you’ll like them. Norma wrote her mother went to Shadyside when it was a day school.”


      “Yes, I believe it was, years and years ago,” returned Louise Littell. “The aristocratic families who lived on large estates used to send their daughters to Mrs. Warde. Her daughter, Mrs. Eustice, is the principal now.”


      Betty wondered if Norma Guerin’s mother had belonged to one of the families who owned large estates, but they went down to dinner presently and she forgot the Guerins for the time being.


      That was a busy week for the school boys and girls.


      The beautiful house and grounds of Fairfields were at their disposal, and the gallant host and gentle hostess gave themselves up to the whims and wishes of the houseful of young people.


      “Racket while you may, for school-room discipline is coming,” laughed Mr. Littell, when he went upstairs unexpectedly early one night and caught the abashed Tucker twins sliding down the banisters.


      Both Bob and Betty had wired Mr. Gordon of their safe arrival in Washington, and Bob had also telegraphed his aunts. While they were at Fairfields a letter reached them from Miss Hope and Miss Charity, describing in glowing terms the boarding house in which they were living and the California climate which, the writers declared, made them feel “twenty years younger.” So Bob was assured that the elderly ladies were neither homesick nor unhappy and that added appreciably to his peace of mind.


      He and Betty found time, too, to slip away from their gay companions and go to the old second-hand bookshop where Lockwood Hale browsed among his dusty volumes. He had set Bob upon the trail that led him West and brought him finally to his surviving kin, and the boy felt warm gratitude to the absent-minded old man.


      Mr. and Mrs. Littell rigidly insisted that the last night before the young folks started for Shadyside must be reserved for final packing and early retirement so that the gay band might begin their journey auspiciously. The Tuesday evening before the Thursday they were to leave for school, the host and hostess gave a dance for their young people.


      “I’m glad to have at least one chance to wear this dress,” observed Bobby, smoothing down the folds of her rose-colored frock with satisfaction. “The only thing I don’t like about Shadyside, so far, is that restriction about party clothes.”


      “I imagine it is a wise rule in many ways,” said Betty sagely, thinking particularly of the Guerin girls, who would probably be hard-pressed to get even the one evening frock allowed. “You know how some girls are, Bobby; they’d come with a dozen crêpe de chine and georgette dresses and about three clean blouses for school-room wear.”


      “Like Ruth Gladys Royal,” giggled Bobby. “I remember her at Miss Graham’s last year. Goodness, the clothes that girl would wear! The rest of us didn’t even try to compete. And, by the way, girls, Ruth Gladys is going to Shadyside. Her aunt telephoned mother last night while we were at the movies.”


      “That’s the girl we went to call on that day we saw Mr. Peabody tackle Bob in the hotel,” Louise explained in an aside to Betty. “I wonder why every one seems bent and determined to go to Shadyside this year.”


      “Because it is a fine school with a half-century reputation,” Bobby, who had studied the catalogue, informed her sister primly.


      “I’m not going,” objected Esther. “I think it’s mean.”


      “Mother and dad need one girl at home, dearest,” her mother reminded her, as she came in looking very handsome and kindly in a black spangled net gown. “All ready, girls? Then suppose we go down.”


      It was a simple and informal dance, as befitted the ages of the guests, but Mr. and Mrs. Littell knew to perfection the secret of making each one enjoy himself. There were a handful of outside friends invited, and Betty, to whom a party was a never-failing source of delight, felt, as she confided to Bob, as though she were “walking on air.”


      “You look awfully nice in that white stuff,” he said frankly, and Betty liked the comment on her pretty ruffled white frock which she had dubiously decided a moment before was too plain.


      Betty was what country folk call a “natural-born dancer,” and she quickly learned the new steps she had had no opportunity to practice since going West. All the girls and most of the boys were excellent dancers, too, and Bob was not allowed to beg off. Frances Martin, the last girl one would have named, had taught a dancing class in her home town with great success and she volunteered to lead Bob. To his surprise, the boy found he liked the music and movement and before the evening was over he was in a fair way to become a good dancer.


      The party broke up promptly at eleven o’clock, and a few minutes later the whir of the last motor bearing home the departing guests died away. There was a natural lingering to “talk things over,” but by twelve the house was silent and dark.


      Betty had just fairly dozed off when some one woke her by shaking her gently.


      “Betty! Betty, please wake up!” whispered a frightened little voice.


      CHAPTER VIII


      TOO MUCH PARTY


      Betty shared a room with Bobby. The single beds were separated by a table on which an electric drop light and the water pitcher and glasses were placed.


      Betty’s first impulse was to snap on the light, but as she put out her hand, Esther grasped her wrist.


      “It’s only me,” she whispered, her teeth chattering with fright. “Don’t wake Bobby up.”


      “Are you cold?” asked Betty, sitting up anxiously. “Perhaps you were too warm dancing. Do you want to get into bed with me?”


      It was a warm night for October, and Betty was at a loss to understand Esther’s shivering.


      “I can’t find Libbie!” Esther cried. “Oh, Betty, I never thought she would do it, never.”


      Betty reached for her dressing gown and slippers.


      “Don’t cry, or you’ll wake up Bobby,” she advised the sobbing Esther. “Come on, I’ll go back with you. Don’t make a noise.”


      The girls occupied three connecting rooms, and Esther and Libbie had slept in the end of the suite. To reach it now, the two girls had to go through the room where Louise and Frances lay slumbering peacefully. Betty breathed a sigh of relief when they gained Esther’s room and she closed the door carefully and turned on the light.


      Esther’s bed, madly tumbled, and Libbie’s, evidently occupied that night, but now empty, were revealed.


      Esther dropped down on the floor, wrapping her kimono about her, and regarded Betty trustfully. She was sure her friend would straighten things out.


      “Where is Libbie?” demanded Betty. “What is she doing?”


      “I don’t know,” admitted Esther unhappily. “But I tell you what I think—I think she’s eloped!”


      Esther was only eleven, and as she sat on the floor and stared at Betty from great wet blue eyes, she seemed very young indeed.


      “Eloped!” gasped Betty. “Why, I never heard of such a thing!”


      “She’s always talking about it,” the younger girl wailed, beginning to cry again. “She says it’s the most romantic way to be married, and she means to throw her hope chest out of the window first and slide down a rope made of bedsheets.”


      “Well, I think it’s very silly to talk like that,” scolded Betty. “And, what’s more, Esther, however much Libbie may talk of eloping, she hasn’t done it this time. All her clothes are here, and her shoes and her hat. Here’s her purse on the dresser, too.”


      “I never thought of looking to see if her clothes were here,” confessed Esther. “But then, where is she, Betty?”


      “That’s what I mean to find out,” announced Betty, with more confidence than she felt. “Come on, Esther. And don’t trip on your kimono or walk into anything.”


      They tiptoed out into the wide hall and had reached the head of the beautiful carved staircase when they saw a dim form coming toward them.


      Esther nearly shrieked aloud, but Betty put a hand over her mouth in time.


      “Who—who, who-o-o are you?” stammered Betty, her heart beating so fast it was painful.


      “Betty!” Bob stifled a gasp. “For the love of Mike! what are you doing at this time of night?”


      “Esther’s here—we’re hunting for Libbie,” whispered Betty. “She isn’t in her room.”


      “So that’s it!” For some reason unknown to the girls Bob seemed to be vastly relieved. “I was just going after Mr. Littell,” he added.


      “But Libbie is lost! Maybe she is sick,” urged Betty.


      “She’s all right,” declared Bob confidently. “You see, I couldn’t go to sleep, and after I’d been in bed about an hour I got up and sat by the window. I was staring down into the garden, and all of a sudden I saw something white begin to move and creep about. I watched it a few moments and I got the idea it was a burglar or a sneak thief, it kept so close to the house. I came down to call Mr. Littell and bumped into you.”


      “Do you suppose it is Libbie?” chattered Esther. “Why would she go into the garden in the middle of the night?”


      “Walking in her sleep,” explained Bob. “I’ve heard it is dangerous to waken a sleep-walker suddenly. Perhaps you’d better call Mrs. Littell, Betty, and I’ll sit here on the window seat and see that she doesn’t walk out into the road.”


      The two girls hurried off and tapped lightly on Mrs. Littell’s door. That lady hurriedly admitted them, her motherly mind instantly picturing something wrong.


      “It’s Libbie,” said Betty softly. “Bob saw her from his window in the garden and he thinks she’s walking in her sleep. We don’t want to frighten her. What can we do?”


      “I’ll be right out,” said Mrs. Littell reassuringly. “Libbie’s mother used to walk in her sleep, too. I think I can get the child into bed without waking her at all.”


      In a few moments she came out, a heavy corduroy robe and slippers protecting her against the night air.


      “Esther, lamb, you stay here in the hall with Bob,” she directed her youngest daughter. “You won’t be afraid with Bob, will you, dear? I don’t want too many to go down or we may startle Libbie.”


      Betty crept downstairs after Mrs. Littell, the soft, thick rugs making their progress absolutely noiseless. Not a step in the well-built staircase creaked.


      They found the chain and bolt drawn from the heavy front door. Libbie had evidently let herself out with no difficulty. From the wide hall window Bob and Esther watched breathlessly.


      “Just go up to her quietly and take one of her hands,” Mrs. Littell whispered to Betty. “I’ll take the other, and, if I’m not mistaken, we can lead her into the house.”


      Libbie stood motionless beside a rosebush as they approached her. Her eyes were wide open, and her dark hair floated over her shoulders. In her white nightdress, the moonlight full upon her, she looked very pretty and yet so weird that Betty could not repress a shiver.


      Mrs. Littell did not speak, but took one of the limp hands in hers, and Betty took the other. Libbie made no resistance, and allowed them to draw her toward the house. They crossed the threshold, led her upstairs, past the quivering Esther and Bob huddled on the windowseat, and into the bedroom she had so unceremoniously left.


      Then Mrs. Littell lifted her in strong arms, put her gently down on the bed, and Libbie rolled up like a little kitten, tucked one hand under her cheek and continued to sleep.


      “Now go to bed, children, do,” commanded Mrs. Littell. “Bob, I’m so thankful you saw that child—she might have wandered off or caught a severe cold. As it is, I don’t believe she has been out very long. What’s the matter, Esther?”


      “Can I come and sleep with you?” pleaded Esther. “I’m afraid to sleep with Libbie. She might do it again.”


      “I don’t think so—not tonight,” said her mother, smiling. “However, chicken, come and sleep with me if you’ll rest better.”


      Betty awoke and went in later that night to see if Libbie had vanished again, but found her sleeping normally. In the morning the girl was much surprised to find she had been wandering in the garden and betrayed considerable interest in the details. Betty decided that it would be better to omit Esther’s belief that she had eloped, and Libbie was allowed to remain in blissful ignorance of the action her youthful cousin attributed to her.


      The last day sped by all too soon, and what the Tucker twins persisted in pessimistically designating the “fateful Thursday” was upon them.


      “I don’t know why you sigh so frequently,” dimpled Betty, who sat next to Tommy Tucker at the breakfast table. “I’m very anxious to go to school. Don’t you really like to go back?”


      “It’s like this,” said Tommy, the “dark Tucker twin,” solemnly. “From four to ten p.m. (except on drill nights) I like it well enough, and from ten, lights out, till six, reveille, I’m fairly contented. But from nine to four, when we’re cooped up in classrooms, I simply detest school!”


      Teddy, the “light Tucker twin,” nodded in confirmation.


      “I suppose we have to be educated,” he admitted, with the air of one making a generous concession to public opinion, “but I don’t see why they find it necessary to prolong the agony. Any one who can read and write can make a living.”


      “Perhaps your father hopes you’ll do a bit more than that,” suggested Mr. Littell slyly.


      This effectually silenced the twins, for their wealthy father was a splendid scientist who had made several explorations that had contributed materially to the knowledge of the scientific world, and he had lost the sight of one eye in a laboratory experiment undertaken to advance the cause for which he labored.


      The Littell car carried the twelve to the station soon after breakfast, and though Shadyside and Salsette, unlike many of the large northern schools, ran no “special,” the few passengers who were not school bound found themselves decidedly in the minority on the “9:36 local” that morning.


      “Remember, Betty, you and Bob are to spend the holidays with us,” said Mrs. Littell, as she kissed her good-bye. “If your uncle comes down from Canada, he must come, too.”


      “All aboard!” shouted the conductor, who foresaw a lively trip. “No’m, you can’t go through the gate—nobody can.”


      The crowd of fathers and mothers and younger brothers and sisters pressed close to the iron grating as the train got under way. On the back platform the Tucker twins raised their voices in a school yell that would have horrified the dignified heads of the Academy had they been there to hear it.


      CHAPTER IX


      ADJUSTER TOMMY


      “I’m Salsette born!” trilled Tommy Tucker soulfully.


      “And Salsette bred!” chimed in his brother.


      “And when I die—” caroled Tommy.


      “I’ll be Salsette dead!” they finished together.


      Then, highly satisfied with this intelligible ditty, they burst into the car where the others were waiting for them.


      The boys had appropriated the seats at the forward end of the car, and unfortunately their selection included a seat in which an elderly, or so she seemed to them, woman sat. She fidgeted incessantly, folding and unfolding her long traveling coat, opening and closing a fitted lunch basket, and arranging and re-arranging several small unwieldy parcels and heavy books that slid persistently to the floor with the jarring of the train. When the conductor came through for tickets, she discovered that she had mislaid hers and it was necessary to flutter the pages of every book before the missing bit of pasteboard finally dropped from between the leaves of the last one opened.


      Bob, with instinctive courtesy, had offered to help her search, but she had rebuffed him sharply.


      “I don’t want any boy pawing over my belongings,” she informed him tartly.


      Bob flushed a little, it was impossible not to help it, but he said nothing. Meeting Betty’s indignant eyes, he smiled good-humoredly.


      “Sweet pickles!” ejaculated Tommy Tucker indignantly. “Here, you Timothy, hand me that suitcase at your feet—it belongs to the little dark girl.”


      Libbie, “the little dark girl,” smiled dreamily as Timothy passed her suitcase to Tommy. She and Timothy Derby, ignoring the jeers of their friends, were deep in two white and gold volumes of poetry. Timothy, Libbie had discovered, had a leaning toward the romantic in fiction, though he preferred his served in rhyme.


      The wicked Tommy had a motive in asking for Libbie’s suitcase. It was much smaller and lighter than any of the others, and he swung it deftly into the rack over the vinegary lady’s unsuspecting head. With a deftness, born it must be confessed of previous practice, he balanced the case on the rim so that the first lurch of the train catapulted the thing down squarely on the woman’s hat, snapping a shiny, hard black quill in two.


      “I must say!” she sputtered, rising angrily. “Who put that up there? If anything goes in that rack, it will be some of my things. I paid for this seat.”


      She set the suitcase out into the aisle with a decided bang, and lifted up the wicker lunch basket. To the glee of the watching young people, as she lifted it to the rack, two china cups, several teaspoons and a silver cream jug sifted down. The cups broke on the floor and the other articles rolled under the seats.


      “Get ’em, quick!” cried the owner. “My two best cups broken, and I thought I had them packed so well! Pick up those teaspoons, some of you—they’re solid silver!”


      “If you don’t mind boys pawing them—” began Teddy Tucker, but Betty intervened.


      “Oh, don’t!” she protested softly. “Don’t be so mean. Pick them up, please do.”


      So down on their hands and knees went the six lads, and if, in their earnestness, they bumped into the elderly woman’s hat box, and knocked down her books, that really should not be held against them.


      “Now for mercy’s sake, don’t let me hear from you again,” was her speech of thanks to them when the teaspoons had been recovered and restored to her.


      She might have been severely left alone after this, if Sydney Cooke had not discovered a remarkable peculiarity she possessed. Sydney was a great lover of games, and he had brought his pocket checkerboard and men with him. He persuaded Winifred Marion Brown to play a game with him, and the rest of the party crowded around to watch.


      “I’ll trouble you to let me pass,” said the owner of the teaspoons, when Sydney had just made his first play.


      The group parted to let her through, closed in again, and opened again for her when she came back. No one paid any attention to this until she had made the request four times.


      “What ails that woman?” demanded Sydney irritably.


      Each time she had passed him she had brushed his elbow, scattering his checkers about. Ordinarily sweet-tempered, Sydney was beginning to weary of this performance.


      “What do you think?” snickered Bobby Littell. “She takes a white tablet every five minutes. Honest! I’ve been watching her. She sits there with her watch in her hand, and exactly five minutes apart—I’ve timed her—she starts for the water cooler. She puts something on her tongue, swallows a glass of water, and comes back.”


      “Well, somebody carry her a gallon jug,” muttered Sydney impatiently. “I can’t get anywhere if she is going to parade up and down the aisle incessantly.”


      “Don’t worry,” said Tommy Tucker soothingly. “I’ll adjust this little matter for you.”


      If Sydney had been less interested in his game, he might have felt slightly apprehensive. The Tucker twins were famous for their “adjustments.”


      Tommy went down the aisle and slipped into the seat directly back of the woman who did not approve of boys. She turned and regarded him hostilely, but he gazed out at the flying landscape. The moment she turned around, he ducked to the floor.


      “What do you suppose he is doing?” whispered Bobby to Betty. “Tommy can think up tricks faster than any boy I ever knew.”


      Whatever Tommy was doing, he finished in a very few moments and sauntered back to the checker game, his eyes dancing.


      Sydney and Winifred were absorbed in their game, and the others, with the exception of Bobby and Betty, had not noticed Tommy’s brief absence.


      “Oh, look!” Betty clutched Bobby’s arm excitedly. “What has happened to her?”


      The woman, who had sat with her watch in her hand, snapped it shut, prepared to make another journey to the water cooler. She half rose, an alarmed expression flitted over her face, and she sank into her seat again. Tommy’s eyes were studiously on the checkerboard.


      With one convulsive effort, the woman struggled to her feet, grasped the bell-cord and jerked it twice, then dropped into her seat and began to weep hysterically.


      The brakes jarred down, and the train came to a sudden stop that sent many of the passengers m a mad scramble forward.


      In a few moments the conductor flung open the car door angrily. Behind him two anxious young brakesmen peered curiously.


      “Anybody in here jerk that bellcord?” demanded the conductor, scowling.


      “Certainly. It was I,” said the elderly woman loftily.


      “Oh, you did, eh?” he bristled, apparently unworried by her opinion. “What did you do that for? Here you’ve stopped a whole train.”


      “I considered it necessary,” was the icy reply. “Perhaps you will be good enough to call a doctor?”


      “Are you ill?” the conductor’s voice changed perceptibly. “I doubt if there is a doctor on the train, but I’ll see.”


      “Tell him to hurry,” said the woman commandingly. “I think I’m paralyzed.”


      “Paralyzed!” Tommy Tucker gave a loud snort and fell over backward into the arms of his twin.


      The conductor shot a suspicious glance toward him. He had traveled on school trains before.


      “You seem to be all right, Madam,” he said to the stricken one courteously. “There’s a doctor at the Junction, I’m sure. What makes you think you’re paralyzed?”


      “My good man,” said the woman majestically, “when a person in good health and accustomed to normal activity suddenly loses the power to use her—er—feet, isn’t that an indication of some physical trouble?”


      Her unfortunate and un-American phrase, “my good man,” had nettled the conductor, and besides his train was losing time.


      “We’ll miss connections at the Junction if we fool away much more time,” he said testily. “I wonder—Why look here! No wonder you can’t use your feet!”


      To the elderly woman’s horror he had swooped down and laid a not ungentle hand on her ankle in its neat and smart-looking shoe. Now he took out his knife, slashed twice, and held up the pieces of a stout length of twine.


      “You were tied to the seat-base by the heels of your shoes,” he informed the patient grimly. “One foot tied to the other, too. Well, Jim, take in your signals—guess we can mosey along.”


      “And who would have expected her to wear high-heeled boots!” exclaimed Bobby, with real amazement showing in voice and look.


      The few passengers in the car, aside from the school contingent, were openly laughing. The victim of this practical joke turned a dull red and the glare she turned on the back of the luckless Tommy’s head was proof enough that she knew exactly where to lay the blame.


      However, she said nothing, nor did she make another trip down the aisle and as Tommy philosophically whispered, this was worth all he had dared and suffered. Sydney and Winifred finished their game before the Junction was reached and that brought a wild charge to get on the train that would carry them to Shadyside station.


      To their relief, there was no sign of the elderly woman in the new car, and as they were all a bit tired from the journey and excitement the hour’s ride to Shadyside from the Junction was comparatively quiet.


      Betty looked eagerly from the window as the brakesman shouted, “Shadyside! Shadyside!”


      CHAPTER X


      SHADYSIDE SCHOOL


      “Isn’t it a pretty station!” said Louise Littell.


      Betty agreed with her.


      The lawn was still green about the gray stone building and the tiles on the low-hanging roof were moss green, too. The long platform was roofed over and seemed swarming with girls and boys. Evidently a train had come in from the other direction a few minutes before the Junction train, for bags and suitcases and trunks were heaped up outside the baggage room door and the busses backed up to the edge of the gravel driveway were partially filled with passengers.


      The blue and silver uniforms of the Salsette cadets were much in evidence, and Betty’s first thought was of how nice Bob Henderson would look in uniform.


      “There’s our friend!” whispered Tommy Tucker, directing Betty’s attention to the severe-looking elderly woman whom he had so bothered on the train. “Gee, do you suppose she goes to Shadyside? I thought it was a girls’ School!”


      “Oh, do be quiet!” scolded Bobby Littell “Tommy, you’ve got us in a peck of trouble—she’s one of the teachers!”


      “How do you know?” demanded Tommy. “Who told you?”


      “Well, if you’d keep still a minute, you’d hear,” said the exasperated Bobby.


      Sure enough, a pleasant, fresh-faced woman, hardly more than a girl, was escorting the gray-haired woman to a waiting touring car.


      “You’re the last of the staff to come,” she said clearly. Mrs. Eustice was beginning to worry about you. Will you tell her that I’m coming up in the bus with the girls?”


      “All right, you win,” admitted Tommy. “Why couldn’t she say she was a teacher instead of acting so blamed exclusive? Anyway, she probably won’t connect you girls with me—all boys look alike to her.”


      “She has a wonderful memory—like a camera,” surmised Bobby gloomily. “You wait and see.”


      “Girls, are all of you for Shadyside?” The young woman had come up to them and now she smiled at the giggling, chattering group with engaging friendliness. “I thought you were. We take this auto-stage over here. Give your baggage checks to this porter. I’m Miss Anderson, the physical instructor.”


      “Salsette boys this way!” boomed a stentorian voice.


      “Good-bye, Betty. See you soon,” whispered Bob, giving Betty’s hand a hurried squeeze. “We’re only across the lake, you know.”


      “You chaps, move!” directed the voice snappily.


      With one accord the group dissolved, the boys hastening to the stage marked “Salsette” and the girls following Miss Anderson.


      There were two stages for the Academy and two for Shadyside, and a smaller bus which, they afterward learned, followed the route to the town, which was not on the railroad.


      “Betty, darling!”


      A pretty girl tumbled down the stage steps and nearly choked Betty with the fervency of her embrace.


      It was Norma Guerin, and Alice was waiting, smiling. Betty was delighted to meet these old friends, and she introduced them to the Littell girls and Libbie and Frances in the happy, tangled fashion that such introductions usually are performed. Names and faces get straightened out more gradually.


      The stage in which they found themselves, for the seven girls insisted on sitting near each other, was well-filled. They had started and were lurching along the rather uneven road when Betty found herself staring at a girl on the other side of the bus.


      “Where have I seen her before?” she puzzled. “I wonder—does she look like some one I know? Oh, I remember! She’s the girl we saw on the train—the one that took Bob’s seat!”


      Just then a girl sitting up near the driver’s seat leaned forward.


      “Ada!” she called. “Ada Nansen! Are you the girl they say brought five trunks and three hat boxes?”


      “Well, they’re little ones!” said the girl sitting opposite Betty. “I wanted to bring three wardrobe trunks, but mother thought Mrs. Eustice might make a fuss.”


      So the girl’s name was Ada Nansen. Betty was sure she remembered their encounter on the train, if for no other reason than that Ada studiously refused to meet her eye. Betty was too inexperienced to know that a certain type of girl never takes a step toward making a new friend unless she has the worldly standing of that friend first clearly fixed in her mind.


      “What gorgeous furs she has!” whispered Norma Guerin. “Do you know her, Betty?”


      Betty shook her head. Strictly speaking, she did not know Ada. What she did know of her was not pleasant, and it was part of Betty’s personal creed never to repeat anything unkind if nothing good was to come of it.


      “I can tell Bob, ‘cause he knows about her,” she said to herself. “Won’t he be surprised! I do hope she hasn’t brought a huge wardrobe to school to make Norma and Alice feel bad.”


      Though both the Guerin girls wore the neatest blouses and suits, any girl could immediately have told you that their clothes were not new that season and that the little bag each carried had been oiled and polished at home.


      That Ada Nansen’s trunks were worrying Norma, too, her next remark showed.


      “Alice and I have only one trunk between us,” she confided to Betty. “Mother said Mrs. Eustice never allowed the girls to dress much. I made Alice’s party frock and mine, too. They’re plain white.”


      “So’s mine,” said Betty quickly. “Mrs. Littell wouldn’t let her daughters have elaborate clothes, and the Littells have oceans of money. I don’t believe Ada can wear her fine feathers now she has ’em.”


      Twenty minutes’ ride brought them in sight of the school, and as the bus turned down the road that led to the lake, many exclamations of pleasure were heard.


      A double row of weeping willows, now bare, of course, bordered the lake, and the sloping lawns of the school led down to these. The red brick buildings of the Salsette Academy could be glimpsed on the other shore. Shadyside consisted of a large brick and limestone building that the last term pupils in the busses obligingly explained was the “administration,” where classes were taught. The gymnasium was also in this building. In addition were three gray stone buildings, connected with bridges, in which were the dormitories, the teachers’ rooms, the dining room, the infirmary, and the kitchens. The administration building was also connected with the other buildings by a covered passageway which, they were to discover, was opened only in bad weather. Mrs. Eustice, the principal, had a theory that girls did not get out into the fresh air often enough.


      The main building possessed a handsome doorway, and here the busses stopped and discharged their passengers.


      “Ada, my dear love!” cried a girl from the bus behind the one in which Betty and her friends had ridden.


      An over-dressed, stout girl advanced upon Ada Nansen and kissed her affectionately.


      “Look quick! That’s Ruth Gladys Royal!” whispered Bobby. “I hope they room together—they’ll be a pair. Ada, my dear love!” she mimicked wickedly. “Libbie, let that be a warning to you—Ruth Gladys Royal is terribly romantic, too!”


      Miss Anderson, smiling and unhurried, marshaled her charges into the large foyer and announced that they would be assigned to rooms before luncheon.


      “Mrs. Eustice will speak to you in the assembly hall this afternoon,” said Miss Anderson. “And you will meet her and the teachers for a little social hour.”


      Two busy young clerks were at work in the office adjoining the foyer, and for those who were already provided with a room-mate the task of securing a room was a matter of only a few moments.


      Our girls, with the exception of Louise, had paired off when they had registered for the term. Bobby Littell and Betty Gordon were, of course, inseparable. Libbie and Frances, great friends in their home town, naturally gravitated together, though Betty would have chosen a less studious room-mate for the dreamy Libbie—she needed a girl who would know more accurately what she was doing. Norma and Alice Guerin were to share a room, and Louise felt forlornly out of things when Miss Anderson came up to her bringing a red-haired, freckle-faced girl with wide gray eyes and a boyish grin.


      “Louise Littell—you are Louise, aren’t you?” asked the teacher. “Well, here’s a girl who’s come to us from a Western army post. Her name is Constance Howard, and she doesn’t know a single girl. Don’t you think you two might be happy together?”


      Constance smiled again, and Louise warmed perceptibly. Louise was the least friendly of the three Littell girls.


      “I’ll let you play my ukulele,” offered Constance eagerly.


      “Let me. She doesn’t know a ukulele from a music box,” said Bobby, with sisterly frankness. “Come on, girls, let’s go up and see our rooms.”


      They tramped up the broad staircase and crossed one of the bridges to find themselves in a delightful, sunny building with corridors carpeted in softest green. The rooms apparently were all connecting, and the teacher who met them said the eight friends might have adjoining rooms as long as “they gave no trouble.”


      “I’m your corridor teacher, Miss Lacey,” she explained.


      “Let’s be glad she isn’t the one we saw on the train,” whispered the irrepressible Bobby, as they all trooped into the first room.


      CHAPTER XI


      FIRST IMPRESSIONS


      It was soon settled that Betty and Bobby were to have the center room in a suite of three and Libbie and Frances should be on one side of them, and Louise and Constance Howard on the other. There was a perfectly appointed bathroom opening off the center room which the six were to share. Norma and Alice Guerin were given a room that adjoined that occupied by Libbie and Frances, but nominally, Miss Lacey explained, they would be considered as a unit in the next suite of three connecting rooms. Fortunately two very friendly, quiet girls drew the room immediately next to the Guerin girls.


      “But, Betty, listen,” whispered Norma Guerin, drawing Betty aside as a great bumping and banging announced the arrival of the trunks. “Who do you suppose has the room next to the Bennett sisters? Ada Nansen and Ruth Gladys Royal!”


      “You are in hard luck!” commented Bobby, who had overheard, as she danced off to open the door to the grinning expressman.


      “All the porters are busy!” the man explained.


      “So I just told ’em Tim McCarthy wasn’t one to stand by and let work go undone. Where would ye be wantin’ these little bags put now?”


      He had a trunk on his back that, as Bobby afterward remarked to Betty, “would have done for an elephant.”


      “Girls, whose trunk is this?” demanded Bobby.


      “Not mine!” came like a well-drilled chorus.


      “‘Miss Ada Nansen,’” read Betty, examining the card. “Bobby, that’s one of the five!”


      They directed the perspiring expressman to the right door and, it is to be regretted, shamelessly peeped while he toiled up and down bringing the five trunks and three hat boxes. Then he began on the baggage consigned to Ruth Gladys Royal, and the watchers counted three trunks.


      Betty looked at the Guerin girls and laughed.


      “Eight trunks!” she gasped. “They can’t get that number in one room. Not and have any room for the furniture. Norma, do go and see what you can see.”


      Norma sped away, and returned as speedily, her eyes blazing.


      “What do you think?” she demanded furiously. “They’ve had some of ’em put in our room, three I counted, and two in the Bennett girls’ room. They’re as mad as hops!”


      “The Bennett girls are my friends,” declared Bobby Littell sententiously. “I only hope they’re mad enough to hop right down to the office and explain the state of things.”


      But the luncheon gong sounded just then, and a laughing, colorful throng of femininity swept down the broad stairs to the dining room.


      “How lovely!” said Betty involuntarily.


      There were no long tables in the large, airy room. Instead, round tables that seated from six to eight, each daintily set and with a slender vase of flowers in the center of each. Betty and Bobby had the same thought at the same moment.


      “If we could only sit together, all of us!” their eyes telegraphed.


      “They’re all taking the tables they want and standing by the chairs,” whispered Betty. “Let’s do that.”


      A table set for eight was close to the door. Betty, Bobby, Louise, Frances, Libbie, Constance, Norma and Alice gently surrounded this and stood quietly behind the chairs.


      Some one, somewhere, gave a signal, and the roomful was seated as if by magic.


      “I see—those four tables over by the window are for the teachers,” whispered Betty. “I see Miss Anderson and Miss Lacey, and that white-haired woman must be the principal. Yes, and girls, there’s that woman whom the boys tormented so on the train!”


      Sure enough, there she was, looking even more severe now that her hat was removed and her sharp features were unrelieved.


      “If this isn’t fun! I’m sorry for poor Esther at Miss Graham’s,” said Bobby, looking about her with delight. “Mercy, what do you suppose this is?”


      One of the young clerks from the office approached the table, a large cardboard sheet in her hand.


      “I’m filling in the diagram,” she explained. “You mustn’t change your seats without permission. Tell me your names, and I’ll put you down in the right spaces.”


      Betty looked over her shoulder as she wrote down their names. Like the diagram of the seating space of a theatre, the tables and chairs were plainly marked. Betty swiftly calculated that between one hundred and twenty-five and one hundred and fifty girls must be seated in the room. Later she learned that the total enrollment was one hundred and sixty.


      Just outside the dining room was a large bulletin board, impossible to ignore or overlook. When they came out from luncheon a notice was posted that Mrs. Eustice would address the school at two o’clock in the assembly hall in the main building. It was now one-thirty.


      “Let’s go look at the gym,” suggested Bobby. “We have time. Oh, how do you do?”—this last was apparently jerked out of her.


      “I didn’t know you were coming to Shadyside, Bobby,” said Ruth Gladys Royal effusively. “Do you know my chum, Ada Nansen? She’s from San Francisco.”


      “Constance Howard is from the West, too—the Presidio,” said Bobby.


      Gracefully she introduced the others to Ada and Ruth who surveyed them indifferently. The Littell girls they knew were wealthy and had a place in Washington society, but the rest were not yet classified.


      “Haven’t I seen you before?” Ada languidly questioned Betty. “You’re not the little waitress—Oh, how stupid of me! I was thinking of a girl who looked enough like you to be your sister.”


      Bobby bristled indignantly, but Betty struggled with laughter.


      “I remember you,” she said clearly. “You had the wrong seat on the train from Oklahoma.”


      Ada Nansen glanced at her with positive dislike.


      “I don’t recall,” she said icily. “However, I’ve traveled so much I daresay many incidents slip my mind. Well, Gladys, let’s go in and get good seats. I want to hear Mrs. Eustice; they say she is a direct descendant of Richard Carvel.”


      “We might as well go in, too,” said Bobby disconsolately. “She’s used up so much time we couldn’t do the gym justice.”


      Promptly at two o’clock, white-haired Mrs. Eustice mounted the platform and tapped a little bell for silence.


      The principal was a gracious woman of perhaps fifty. Her snow-white hair was piled high on her head and her dark eyes were bright and keen. Wonderful eyes they were, seeming to gaze straight into the youthful eyes that stared back affectionately or curiously as the case might be. Mrs. Eustice’s gown was of black or very dark blue silk, made simply and fitting exquisitely. Straight, soft collar and cuffs of dotted net outlined the neck and wrists, and her single ornament was a tiny watch worn on a black ribbon.


      “I wish Ada Nansen would take a good look at her,” muttered Bobby.


      “I am so glad to welcome you, my girls,” began Mrs. Eustice.


      Betty thrilled to the magic of that modulated voice, low and yet clear enough to be heard in every corner of the large room. Surely this lovely woman could teach them the secret of cultivated, dignified and happy young womanhood.


      The principal spoke to them briefly of her ideals for them, explained the few rigid rules of the school, and asked that all exercise tact and patience for the first week during which the rough edges of new schedules might reasonably be expected to wear off.


      “I want to have a little personal talk with each one of you,” she concluded. “Your corridor teachers will consult with me and will tell you when you are to come to me. And I hope you are to be very, very happy here with us at Shadyside.”


      A soft clapping of hands followed this speech, and Mrs. Eustice stepped down from the platform to be instantly surrounded by the girls who had spent other terms at the school.


      After the older girls had spoken to the principal, the newcomers began to move forward. They were presented by their corridor teachers, who seemed to possess a special faculty to remember names, and here and there Mrs. Eustice recognized a girl through the association of ideas.


      As Miss Lacey swept her girls forward, Ada Nansen and Ruth Gladys Royal happened to head the ranks. Mrs. Eustice put out her hand to Ada, then gazed down at her in evident astonishment.


      CHAPTER XII


      THE LOST TREASURE


      “Diamonds,” whispered Betty to Norma Guerin, who seemed depressed. “She wears three diamond rings and one sapphire and a square-cut emerald. And her wrist-watch is platinum set with diamonds.”


      Mrs. Eustice gazed at the soft little hand she held for a few moments, then released it. She said nothing.


      “Ah, your mother wrote me of you,” was the principal’s greeting to the Littell girls. “You look like her, Louise. And Bobby is much like her father as I remember him.”


      “This is Betty Gordon,” said the loyal Bobby, indicating her chum. “Mother wrote about her, too, didn’t she?”


      “Indeed she did,” assented Mrs. Eustice warmly. “I must have a special talk with Betty soon, for she has an ambitious program before her. And here are Libbie and Frances from the state I remember so affectionately from girlhood visits there.”


      But it was Norma and Alice Guerin, sensitive Norma and shy Alice, who were welcomed most cordially after all.


      “So you are Elsie Guerin’s daughters!” said the principal, putting an arm around Norma and holding her hand out to Alice. “My own dear mother taught your mother when she was a little girl with braids like yours. And your dear grandmother used to give the most wonderful parties. People talk about them to this day. It was at her Rose Ball I first met my husband. You must go up the north road some day and see the old Macklin house.”


      Norma and Alice fairly glowed as they went back to their rooms with the other girls. Ada Nansen had heard, and she was regarding them with evident respect.


      Norma and Alice might have been uneasy had they heard Ada’s comment when she and Ruth were once more in their own rooms.


      “They must have money,” argued Ada, “though I never saw such ordinary clothes. Giving balls and parties in the lavish Southern style costs, let me tell you. Probably they have some fine family jewels in that shabby trunk.”


      “I’ll tell you what I think,” said Ruth Gladys wisely. “I think the money is all used up. Probably they’re here as charity pupils for old friendship’s sake.”


      This speculation was duly stored up in Ada Nansen’s mind to be brought out when needed.


      After dinner Miss Anderson played for them to dance in the broad hall, but every one was tired from train journeys, and at nine o’clock they voluntarily sought their rooms.


      “Get into a kimono and brush your hair in here,” hospitably suggested Betty, and Bobby seconded her by flinging the suitcases under the beds. All of the rooms were fitted with pretty day-beds so that a cover quickly transformed them into couches and the bedrooms into sitting rooms.


      Four gay-colored kimono-wrapped figures came pattering in presently and curled up comfortably on the beds. Norma and Alice were the last to arrive, and when they did come they mystified their friends by prancing in silently and waltzing gaily about the room.


      “Oh, girls!” they chortled when they had tired of this performance, “what do you think?”


      “We couldn’t help hearing,” said Norma deprecatingly.


      “Laura Bennett called us in,” declared Alice.


      “Don’t sing a duet,” commanded Bobby sternly. “What are you talking about? One at a time. You tell, Norma.”


      “Laura Bennett called us into her room,” obediently recited Norma. “Miss Lacey was talking to Ada and Ruth. You could hear every word without listening—that is without eavesdropping—you know what I mean. Mrs. Eustice must have spoken to Miss Lacey, because she told the girls they would have to send all the trunks home except one apiece. Ada must put all her jewelry in the school safe and at the Christmas holidays she is to take it home and leave it there. Both of them have to wear their hair down or in a knot—you know they have it waved now and done up just like my mother’s. And Miss Lacey is to go over their clothes to-morrow and tell ’em what they can keep!”


      “I’m glad some one has some sense!” was Bobby’s terse comment.


      Something in Norma’s face told Betty that she would like to speak to her alone, so half an hour later when the girls had dispersed for the night, she made a bent nail file an excuse to go to the Guerins’ room.


      “I was hoping you’d come, Betty,” said Norma gratefully. “We have to put out the lights at ten, don’t we? I’ll try to talk fast. You see, Alice and I want to tell you something.”


      A fleecy old-fashioned shawl lay across the bed and Norma flung this about Betty’s shoulders.


      “Alice’s kimono is flannel and so is mine,” she explained in answer to the protest. “You never met Grandma Macklin, did you, Betty?”


      “No-o, I’m sure I never did,” responded Betty thoughtfully. “Does she live with you?”


      “Yes. But while you were at the Peabodys she was visiting her half-sister in Georgia,” explained Norma. “She is mother’s mother, you know.”


      “What was it Mrs. Eustice said about her?” questioned Betty with interest. “Did she live near here? Was that when your mother went to this school?”


      “It was a day school then, you know,” put in the laconic Alice.


      “Yes, and grandma lived in a perfectly wonderful big house,” said Norma. “It must be fully five miles from here. Uncle Goliath, an old colored man, used to drive her over every day and call for her in the afternoon. Mother has always been determined Alice and I should graduate from Shadyside.”


      “Well then, it’s lovely she is to have her wish,” commented Betty brightly.


      “Oh, goodness, I don’t see that we’re ever going to have four years,” confessed Norma. “If you knew what they’ve given up at home to send us for this term! And though we wouldn’t say anything, mother and grandma worked so hard to get us ready, Alice and I are positively ashamed of our clothes. You see, Betty, I think when you’re poor, you ought to go where you’ll meet other poor girls. Alice and I ought to have entered the Glenside high school, I think. But when I said something like that to dad he said it would break mother’s heart. But if she knew how hard it was to be poor and to have to rub elbows with girls who have everything—”


      “I don’t think you ought to feel that way,” urged Betty. “You have something that no amount of money could buy for you, and no lack can take away—birth and breeding. And the training your mother wants you to have is worth sacrificing other things for. Ever since I heard Mrs. Eustice talk I feel that I know what makes her school really successful.”


      A soft tap fell on the door.


      “Lights go off in ten minutes, girls,” said Miss Lacey pleasantly.


      “Do you know, Betty,” confessed Norma hurriedly, “dad has lost quite a lot of money lately. He’s such a dear he never can bear to press payment of a bill and half the county owes him. And a friend got him to invest what he did have in some silly stock that never amounted to a hill of beans, as the farmers say. So it’s no wonder the Macklin fortune worries mother whenever she thinks of it; a family like ours could use money so easily.”


      “Most families are like that,” said Betty, with a flash of Uncle Dick’s humor. “I didn’t like to ask, Norma, but your grandmother must have been wealthy.”


      “She was,” confirmed Norma. “Not fabulously so, of course. But even in those days when lavish hospitality was common Grandma Macklin was famous for the way she ran the estate. She was left a widow when a very young woman, and mother was her only child. Her husband didn’t believe women knew very much about money, and he left his fortune mostly in bonds and jewels—the most magnificent diamonds in three counties, grandma says hers were. And she had a rope of emeralds and two strings of exquisitely matched pearls. Besides, there were rose topazes and lovely cameos and oh, goodness, I couldn’t repeat the list; Alice and I have been brought up on the story.


      “Well, about the time mother had finished school, Grandma Macklin came to the end of her bank account. Several mortgages had been paid her in gold, and she kept this money with the jewelry and a lot of solid silver in a little safe in her room. Foolish, of course, but she says others did it in those days, too. She meant to take the gold and some of the diamonds to her lawyer and get a check which would take her and mother around the world on a luxurious cruise. And the day before she had the appointment with Mr. Davies—”


      A soft blackness settled down over the girls like a blanket. The electric lights had gone out!


      “Move closer, and I’ll finish,” whispered Norma.


      Betty snuggled up between the two, and shivered a little with excitement.


      “The day before she was to drive to Edentown,” repeated Norma, “a band of Indians from the reservation in the next state came through on their annual tramping trip and walked in on poor little grandma as she sat at her mahogany secretary turning over her jewels and counting her beautiful shining gold. Every darkey on the place fled in terror, and those rascally Indians simply scooped up everything in sight and locked grandma and mother in the room!”


      “Couldn’t any one stop them?” demanded Betty eagerly. “Surely a band of Indians could have been easily traced. Didn’t any one try?”


      “Oh, they tried,” admitted Norma. “That’s the maddening part. Suppose I told you, Betty, that I know where grandma’s inheritance is this minute?”


      CHAPTER XIII


      THE MYSTERIOUS FOUR


      “Well, for mercy’s sake!” said Betty in exasperation, “if you know where the property is, why don’t you claim it? Why doesn’t your mother? Where is it?”


      “At the bottom of Indian Chasm,” declared Norma calmly.


      “Where’s that?”


      “I don’t know exactly,” admitted Norma. “It’s around here somewhere. You see the Indians streaked for the woods, and mother got out by way of a window and ran to the next estate. The men and boys there armed themselves and took horses and chased the Redskins, and when they were almost up with them the robbers tossed everything down this great canyon in the earth. There was no way to get into it, and though they tried lowering men with ropes, they couldn’t find a solitary gold piece. As far as any one knows it is all at the bottom of the chasm now.”


      “And grandma had to mortgage the house and they couldn’t pay the interest and it was sold and all the lovely mahogany furniture,” mourned Alice. “And grandma and mother moved to New York and mother taught school and met dad, who was a medical student. And they were married when he graduated, and grandma came to live with ’em.”


      Betty crept away to her own bed when the story was finished. Bobby was asleep, for which her chum was thankful. Betty wanted to think. Surely there must be a way to recover the Macklin fortune, if it was still down in the big chasm.


      “I’ll tell Bob and we’ll go and find that place. Perhaps he can think of a plan,” was Betty’s last thought before she went to sleep.


      The next few days were very busy ones for every pupil. Ada and Ruth, in tears, submitted to having their wardrobes censored, and thereafter appeared in clothes that were not too striking.


      The appointments with Mrs. Eustice materialized, and Betty, after her interview, was conscious of a sincere affection for the woman who seemed to understand girls so thoroughly.


      Bobby was “crazy,” to quote her own expression, about the gymnasium classes, and Miss Anderson beamed approvingly upon her. Betty, too, was often to be found in the gymnasium after school hours, but Libbie had to be driven to regular exercise. She liked to dance, but unless some one was made responsible for her, she was prone to cut her regular gymnasium period and devote the time to some thrilling novel. When the other girls discovered this they good-naturedly made up a schedule for the week, assigning a different day to every girl whose duty it should be to “seal, sign and deliver” the reluctant Libbie at the gymnasium door at the appointed time.


      Mrs. Eustice, rather peculiarly some people thought—Ada Nansen’s mother among them—held the theory that school girls should spend a fair proportion of their time in study. She had small patience with the faddist type of school that abhorred “night work” and whose students specialized on “manners” to the neglect of spelling.


      “I dislike the term ‘finishing school,’” she had once said. “I try to teach my girls that what they learn in school fits them for beginning life.”


      So from seven to half-past eight every night, except Friday, the pupils at Shadyside were busy with their books. They might study in their rooms, provided their marks for the preceding week were satisfactory, but those who fell below a certain percentage were sentenced to prepare their lessons in the study hall under the eye of a teacher.


      The second Friday night of the term the new students were warned by little pink cocked notes to remain in their rooms after dinner until they had been inspected by the “Mysterious Four.”


      “It’s a secret society,” Bobby announced the moment she had read her note. “Well, let’s go upstairs and prepare to be inspected.”


      The eight gathered in Betty and Bobby’s room, and though they were expecting it, the knock, when it finally did come, made them all jump.


      “Come—come in,” stammered Betty and Bobby together.


      Four veiled figures entered, each carrying something in her hand. They spoke in disguised voices, though as they were upper classmen they were fairly safe from recognition; the new girls were hardly acquainted among themselves and knew few of the older students by name.


      “Freshmen,” said the tallest figure, “when we enter, rise.”


      The eight leaped to their feet at a bound.


      “Do you wish to become members of the Mysterious Four?” demanded the second figure.


      “Oh, yes,” chorused the willing victims.


      “It is well,” chanted the third figure.


      “It is well,” echoed the fourth.


      “I don’t,” said Libbie calmly.


      “Don’t what?” questioned the tallest figure, evidently appointed chief spokesman.


      “Want to be a member of the Mysterious Four,” announced Libbie, who had an obstinate streak in her make-up.


      “Unfortunately,” the spokesman informed her, “you haven’t any choice in the matter; you’re elected one already.”


      While Libbie was thinking up an answer, which considering the finality of that statement, was not an easy matter, the tall draped figure went on to explain to the interested girls that there were two degrees to be undergone before one could be a full fledged member of the Mysterious Four.


      “You must take the first degree tonight,” they were told. “The second will be several weeks later.”


      “Are we allowed to ask a question?” asked Betty respectfully.


      “Oh, yes. But we may not answer it,” was the cheering response.


      “Why is the society called the ‘Mysterious Four’?” asked Betty “All the freshman class received notes, so the membership must be large; where does the four enter?”


      “You’ll learn that at the close of your first degree,” said the spokesman with firm kindness. “Now you’re to remain here for five minutes, and then go down to the study hall. Five minutes, remember.”


      They departed majestically, and the girls were left to spend their five minutes in discussion of the visit.


      “I don’t see why I have to belong,” grumbled Libbie.


      “It will do you good,” said Bobby severely. “When I promised Aunt Elizabeth to look after you, I didn’t know that meant I would have to risk my head by sleeping under ‘Lady Gwendolyn’ in two volumes—and fat ones at that”


      Libbie had the grace to blush. Bobby, who was fond of books but whose taste ran to “Rules for Basketball” and “How to Gain Health Through Exercise,” had put up a small shelf directly over her bed to hold her literary treasures. Libbie, exhausting the space in her tiny corner bookcase had thoughtlessly placed the two heavy volumes of the story Bobby mentioned on top of her cousin’s books with the awful result that the shelf broke in the night and spilled the books on the wrathful Bobby.


      “Let’s go down to the study hall,” suggested peace-loving Louise. “The five minutes are up.”


      Down they trooped, to find a number of girls already there, for the most part looking rather frightened.


      At five minute intervals other groups entered, until all the freshman class was assembled.


      “I don’t care anything about this society,” whispered Ada Nansen to Ruth Royal. “I wouldn’t give fifty cents for an organization where no discrimination is shown in choosing the members. However, this is Mrs. Eustice’s pet scheme, they tell me, and I want to stand well with her. Next year I’m going to get elected to the White Scroll, you see if I don’t.”


      The Mysterious Four came in as the last group of girls were seated and slowly mounted the platform.


      “Candidates,” announced the leader, “you are summoned here to take your first degree. It is simple, but no shirking is to be permitted. You are to do the one thing that you do best. As your names are called, you will mount the platform and comply. Four minutes is allowed for decision—on the platform.”


      There was a gasp from the audience, and one could almost see the mental cog wheels of sixty girls going furiously to work.


      “Betty,” whispered the desperate Bobby, “what can you do best?”


      “Ride, I guess,” said Betty, recollections of Clover coming to mind.


      There was a crashing chord from the piano. One of the veiled figures had seated herself at the instrument and now proceeded to play “appropriate selections” as the candidates performed their turns.


      As the clever leader had foreseen, no one relished spending her allotted four minutes for reflection on the platform in full view of the audience, and the majority of the victims made up their minds with a rush.


      After they had entered into the spirit of the thing, it was fun, and their shrieks of laughter aroused sympathetic smiles in other rooms. No teachers and no member of the other classes were permitted to enter, but Aunt Nancy, the fat cook, and half a dozen young waitresses peeped in at the door and enjoyed the spectacle hugely.


      Betty Gordon obligingly cantered across the platform on a chair and won applause by her realistic interpretation of western riding. Bobby convulsed the room with her imaginary efforts to cut and fit a dress, her mistakes being glaring ones, for Bobby never touched a needle if she could help it. Clever Constance Howard had gone for her ukulele and played it charmingly. Libbie insisted on giving the “balcony scene” from Romeo and Juliet, in which she was supported by the unwilling Frances, who was certainly the stiffest Romeo who ever walked the stage.


      “Ada Nansen,” called the leader, when the eight chums had made their individual contributions to the program.


      CHAPTER XIV


      A SATURDAY RACE


      Ada had been watching the others with a contempt she made little attempt to conceal. When her name was called she walked to the platform and faced the leader defiantly.


      “What can you do best, Ada?” came the familiar question.


      Ada smiled patronizingly.


      “Spend money,” she said briefly.


      “Do that,” said the young leader calmly.


      “How can I spend money here?” demanded Ada angrily. “There’s nothing to buy. I call that silly.”


      “Then you admit you can’t spend money?”


      “No such thing!” Ada stamped her foot, furious at such stupidity. “I say I can’t spend it here where there is nothing to buy. You let me go to Edentown, and I’ll show you whether I can spend money or not.”


      “The order of the first degree of the Mysterious Four is that the candidate must do what she can do best,” repeated the veiled figure insistently. “What can you do best?”


      “Sing,” said Ada sullenly.


      “Then do that.”


      And now the watching girls had what Bobby later admitted was “the surprise of their lives.”


      The girl at the piano fingered a chord tentatively, then struck into a popular song, an appealing little melody, the words a lyric set to music by a composer with a spark of genius.


      “I picked a rose in my garden fair—” sang Ada.


      She sang without affectation. Her voice was a charming contralto, evidently partially trained, and promising with coming years to be worth consideration.


      “But it withered in a day—” went on the lovely voice.


      The girls were absolutely mute. When she had finished the song, and she gave it all, they burst into a spontaneous storm of applause.


      Ada barely acknowledged the hand-clapping. Her face had instantly slipped back into the old sullen lines.


      “When she can sing like that, shouldn’t you think she would be perfectly happy?” sighed Betty. “I’d give anything if I had a voice!”


      As a matter of fact Betty had a clear little contralto of her own and she sang as naturally as a bird. But there was no denying that Ada’s voice was exceptional.


      After the last girl had had her turn the veiled leader mounted the platform and threw back her swathing net.


      “She’s the president of the senior class, Mabel Waters,” whispered a girl near Betty.


      “I have the honor to welcome you all as members in good standing of the novice class, first-degree, Mysterious For,” announced Miss Waters. “That’s all there is to the name, girls—when we decided to form a new society here in school some one asked ‘What’s it for?’ So our organization became the Mysterious F-O-R, and you’ll find out as time goes on what the answer is. I might say, though, that happiness and good fellowship and a little spice of sisterliness are what we try to incorporate in the unwritten bylaws. And now I think Aunt Nancy has some cake and ice-cream for us.”


      Saturday was a busy day for the one hundred and sixty odd girls who were enrolled at Shadyside. Penance and pleasure had a way of marking off the hours. Those who were good were allowed to go twice a month to Edentown, chaperoned by a teacher, for shopping, moving picture treats, and such other simple pleasures as the small city afforded. There were always a number of girls sentenced to “within bounds,” which were the spacious school grounds, for minor sins of omission and commission. Bobby Littell was usually among these. She was impulsive and heedless, and got herself into hot water with amazing regularity.


      “Bobby,” announced Betty, one Saturday morning not long after the initiation into the Mysterious For, “don’t you think you could manage to have a good record this coming week? We want to go nutting a week from today, and if you have to stay in bounds it will spoil all the fun.”


      “I’ll try my best,” promised Bobby solemnly. “I never mean to do a thing, Betty. Trouble is, I think afterward. I did want to go to Edentown today, too, but Libbie and Frances have promised to get the wool for my sweater. Want to come down to the gym? I’m going to drill my squad this morning.”


      In the gymnasium they found Ada Nansen, also in charge of a squad.


      “She flunked twice in French and was impudent to Madame,” whispered Bobby, who knew all the school gossip. “Mrs. Eustice canceled her Edentown permit.”


      Ada frankly scowled at the newcomers. She had found the Littell girls slow to overtures of friendship, and they persisted in displaying an annoying fancy for the society of Betty and the Guerin girls, who, for all Ada knew, might be what she described to her mother as “perfect nobodies.” So Ada and Ruth Royal gradually formed a circle of their own to which gravitated the more snobbish girls, those who fought, openly or covertly, the rule for simple dressing, and those who found in Ada’s characteristics of petty meanness, worship of money, and social aspirations a response to similar urgings of their own natures.


      “Well, Bobby, I’m glad to see you and your ‘men,’” said Miss Anderson briskly. “I was just saying to Ada that today is too beautiful to waste indoors. I want you all to come out on the campus and we’ll have a race.”


      Bobby’s squad included Betty—who had refused to leave her chum—the Guerin girls (who refused to go to Edentown because it was almost impossible to avoid spending money for little luxuries and for treats), Constance Howard and Dora Estabrooke, a fat girl who was good-nature itself.


      “We’ll have to use elimination,” said the teacher when she had her pupils out on the green level that was back of the gymnasium and walled in by tall Lombardy poplars planted closely. “Let’s see, twelve of you” (for Ada’s squad numbered the same). “I think we’ll number off first.”


      The odd numbers in each squad fell out and were matched, and the even numbers were paired similarly. Betty’s rival was a near-sighted girl who delayed the next step because Miss Anderson discovered that she was wearing high-heeled shoes.


      “I don’t care for those flat things,” volunteered Violet Canby, as she departed lockerward at Miss Anderson’s stern insistence. “I have a very high instep, and they hurt me.”


      Nevertheless, she had to wear them, and the physical instructor put the others through a rigid inspection, but bloomers and sneakers were all properly donned.


      “Now,” said Miss Anderson when Violet had returned minus her pumps, “try to remember that it’s just like a spelling match, girls; gradually we’ll narrow down to the two best runners.”


      The trial “heats” resulted in leaving Betty, Bobby and Norma of the one squad, and Ada, Ruth and a girl named Edith Harrison, of the other.


      Norma was paired with Ruth Royal, and at the signal they got away nicely. Norma was an excellent runner, and she reached the tape fully three yards ahead of Ruth. Something in her glowing, happy face, prompted Ruth to resentment.


      “Oh, well,” she remarked disdainfully, taking care that her words should carry clearly, “I suppose a farmer’s daughter does a good deal of running after cows—they ought to be in training.”


      Norma flushed scarlet.


      “My father is a doctor,” she said hotly. “I’m not a farmer’s daughter, but I know splendid girls who are—girls too well-bred to say a thing like that.”


      Ruth walked away—she was out of the finals now—and Norma went back to the starting place. She had not recovered her poise when the time came for her to race Bobby, and that young person won easily only to be outdistanced by Betty.


      Rather to the latter’s regret, she found herself the opponent of Ada for the deciding race.


      “Go it, Betty—beat her!” whispered Bobby, proud of her chum. “She and Ruth Royal have dispositions like vinegar barrels!”


      Betty had often raced with Bob, and she ran like a boy herself—head down, elbows held in. She was running that way, against Ada, when something suddenly shunted her off sideways. She fell, landing in a little heap. High and sharp rose the shrill whistle of the starter.


      “Are you hurt, Betty?” demanded Miss Anderson, running up to the dazed girl and lifting her to her feet. “Ada Nansen that was absolutely the most unsportsmanlike trick I ever saw. You’ve lost the race on a foul. Betty was clearly winning when you tripped her.”


      “I didn’t,” muttered Ada, but she refused to meet her teacher’s eyes.


      “I don’t want a race on a foul,” argued Betty pluckily, for her skinned elbow was smarting madly. “Let’s begin over.”


      She had her way, too, and this time won without interference, though Ada was so furious that Bobby was seriously concerned.


      “She looks mad enough to put something in your soup,” she told Betty, as they went in to dress and have Betty’s elbow attended to. “What is it, Caroline?”


      “Two young gentlemen to see you, Miss Bobby and Miss Betty,” announced the maid importantly. “They is waiting in the parlor. Mrs. Eustice says you all should go right up.”


      In the parlor the girls found two slim, uniformed young figures who rose like well-set-up ramrods at their entrance.


      “Bob!” ejaculated Betty, her voice betraying her pleasure. “Bob, you look splendid!”


      Tommy Tucker glanced hopefully at Bobby.


      “Don’t I look splendid, too?” he asked.


      “You’re overshadowed by Bob,” said Bobby mischievously. “However, when not compared with him, I dare say you look rather well.”


      CHAPTER XV


      NORMA MAKES REPAIRS


      This had to content the Tucker twin who took Bobby’s chaffing good-humoredly.


      Bob Henderson did indeed look very well. The uniform was most becoming, and though he was studying hard to make up for lack of preparation, his clear eyes and skin and firm muscles told of a wise schedule that included plenty of outdoor exercise.


      “We want you girls to come over to a practice game,” announced Tommy Tucker presently. “We’ve got rather jolly rooms, and we thought if you brought Miss Thingumbob along we could have you in for tea and show you the sights. Do you think the powers that be will say yes?”


      “Well, I don’t know,” answered Betty thoughtfully. “I didn’t know you Salsette boys had much to do with girls. Of course the whole school goes to the big football games, but asking us to see a practice game is something new. Of course it will be difficult to get an afternoon when every one is free—”


      “Every one!” exploded Bob. “Who said anything about every one? We don’t want the whole school—just you and Bobby and Louise and Frances and Libbie and the Guerin girls.”


      “Sure, the same bunch that came up on the train,” said Tommy Tucker. “Lead me to Mrs. Eustice and I’ll ask her.”


      “Mrs. Eustice is not in this afternoon,” announced an extremely cold and disapproving voice. “Have you permission, young ladies, to see these er—callers?”


      It was the elderly teacher whom Tommy had tormented on the train!


      For once in his life that young man was thoroughly abashed. He threw Betty an appealing look that asked her to save him.


      “Miss Prettyman, may I present my friends?” said the girl with the formality that is subtly flattering to an older woman. “This is Bob Henderson, who came from the West with me and who is really like my brother, since my uncle is his guardian. And this is Tommy Tucker, who lives in Washington.”


      “How do you do, Robert and Thomas?” said Miss Prettyman austerely. “Did Mrs. Eustice know you had callers?” she persisted, turning to the girls. “She took the last bus to Edentown.”


      “Yes, she knew. It is all right. Caroline said so,” babbled Betty, in frantic terror lest the boys make the mistake of telling Miss Prettyman about the proposed visit.


      “What was it you wanted to ask Mrs. Eustice, young man?” the teacher demanded next. “I am her secretary and try to save her work whenever possible. Perhaps I can answer your question.”


      Behind Miss Prettyman’s narrow back Betty signaled wildly.


      “Don’t tell—hush!” she wig-wagged, laying her finger against her lips.


      Tommy stared at her idiotically, his mouth gaping.


      “Thank you, but only Mrs. Eustice could really give us an answer,” said Bob, coming to the rescue of his stricken chum. “Betty, will you deliver our message and perhaps you can telephone the answer?”


      “No Shadyside girl is allowed to telephone Salsette Academy,” announced Miss Prettyman, with grim satisfaction.


      Betty had not known of this rule, but she realized it was undoubtedly in existence.


      “We’ll let you know some way,” she promised.


      Still pursued by Miss Prettyman’s icy glare, the wretched boys backed out of the room and the unfortunate Tommy walked into a handsome china jardiniere with disastrous results. There was a sickening crash, a ladylike scream from Miss Prettyman, and Betty heard Bob’s voice in a tone of suppressed fury: “You’ve done it now, you idiot!”


      Bobby giggled, of course, but Miss Prettyman, who had followed the boys into the hall (“I think she thought we’d steal something on the way out,” Bob confided later to Betty) maintained her poise.


      “I’m—I’m awfully sorry,” faltered the culprit. “I hope it wasn’t very expensive. I’ll pay Mrs. Eustice, of course, or buy her another one—”


      “That jardiniere happened to be imported from Nippon,” remarked Miss Prettyman coldly. “I doubt if it can ever be replaced. It has stood in that exact spot for seven years. But then, naturally, our callers are accustomed to leaving a room gracefully. I’m sure I—”


      The agonized Tommy tried to get in a word, failed, and took a step toward the door. His foot caught in the rug, and for one dreadful moment he thought he was doomed to create another scene. As he recovered his balance, Ada Nansen came down the stairs.


      “What was that noise we heard a few minutes ago?” she asked sweetly, looking at the boys.


      Betty and Bobby, laughing in the doorway of the reception room, the unyielding Miss Prettyman, and the cool and curious Ada swam before Tommy’s eyes. Bob retained his presence of mind and, opening the door with one hand and pushing Tommy before him with the other, managed to effect their exit.


      “Gosh, Bob, wasn’t that awful!” sighed poor Tommy, when they were finally clear of the school portal. “Don’t I always have bad luck? How could I know we were going to walk smack into that dame? She remembered us, too.”


      “She remembered you,” said Bob significantly. “And you were within one of asking her to let the girls come over to the game, too! Didn’t you know, you poor fish, that she would jump for joy if she could have a chance to turn you down?”


      “Well, anyway,” replied Tommy more contentedly, “Betty will let us know. She can find a way.”


      Betty lost no time in putting the invitation before Mrs. Eunice when she returned from her town expedition. The principal knew all about Bob through Mr. Gordon’s letters and those from Mrs. Littell, and she knew most of the parents of the other lads Betty mentioned.


      “I see no reason, my dear,” she said graciously when she heard of the morning’s visit, “why you should not go. Get the consent of your chaperone and then settle on the afternoon. How many of you are invited?”


      “Seven,” answered Betty truthfully. “But I want Constance Howard to go, Mrs. Eustice. The boys didn’t know about her. She is Louise’s roommate you see, and we eight always do everything together.”


      “All right, Constance may go, too,” acquiesced Mrs. Eustice.


      Betty thanked her warmly and danced off to find Bobby. Then they flew to ask Miss Anderson to be their chaperone, a duty that young woman assumed cordially, and before bedtime Betty had written Bob a note to say that they would be over Friday afternoon about half-past four.


      Watched a little enviously by the others, the eight piled into the school bus the next Friday afternoon. Miss Anderson tripped down the steps, took her place among them, and they were off.


      “Did you see that lovely blouse Ada had on?” Norma Guerin whispered to Betty. “I do wish I could have one like that to wear with my suit.”


      “You look fifty times prettier than she does,” flared Betty loyally. “And you know I’ve told you to borrow anything of mine whenever you want to.”


      “I know it,” admitted Norma. “But I can’t borrow clothes! Silly or not, I just can’t seem to! I don’t mean to complain all the time, either, but I don’t believe mother or granny realized how difficult it was going to be. Alice cried so hard this afternoon when she started to get dressed I thought she’d never get her eyes right again. They look red yet.”


      Sure enough, Alice’s eyes were suspiciously pink about the corners. Betty knew that the Guerin girls were unhappy, not alone because they could not have as many or as pretty frocks as the other girls, but because they were constantly worried about financial affairs at home. They had both been made the confidantes of their parents to a greater degree than is customary in many families, and Betty shrewdly suspected that Norma had kept her father’s books for him.


      “I wish I could get hold of that treasure, or a part of it,” Betty thought. “Isn’t it maddening to think of a string of pearls at the bottom of a chasm and the girls to whom it should go struggling along on next to nothing!”


      They were half-way around the lake when the motor slowed down and the bus stopped.


      “What’s the matter, George?” Miss Anderson asked.


      “Don’t know, Ma’am,” answered the driver, a rather sleepy-looking middle-aged man. “Guess I’ll have to investigate her.”


      Scratching his head, he proceeded to “investigate,” and at the end of fifteen minutes hazarded an opinion that they were “out of luck.”


      “Looks like I’ll have to go back to the school garage and get ’em to send us a tow,” he announced pleasantly.


      “We want to go to the Academy!” chorused the girls. “We’re late now. Oh, George, can’t you fix it?”


      “Betty, don’t you know anything about cars?” appealed Miss Anderson, who had discovered that Betty was apt to be invaluable in an emergency of any kind.


      Betty had to confess that her experience had been confined to horses. The Littell girls had been used to cars all their lives, but like the majority of such fortunates, knew nothing about them beyond the colors suitable for upholstery.


      “I’ve helped my dad with his car,” ventured Norma diffidently. “This isn’t the same make, but perhaps I can tell what the matter is.”


      The beautiful, expensive school bus was in fact another type than the shabby, rattly affair Dr. Guerin made spin over the rough country roads. However, Betty remembered at least one night, and she knew her experience had been duplicated by many others, when the noise of the asthmatic little car had been like sweetest music in her ears.


      The doctor’s daughter took off her plain jacket, rolled back her white cuffs, and bent over the engine. George regarded her respectfully, and Miss Anderson and the girls watched anxiously. If Norma could not send them on their way it meant the trip must be given up.


      Norma put her slim hands down among the oily plugs, selected a tool from the kit George held out to her, and did something mysterious to the “innards.”


      “Start her,” she commanded briefly.


      Obediently George took the wheel and touched the self-starter. The engine purred contentedly.


      “By gum!” cried George inelegantly, “she’s done it!”


      He produced a towel from the box for Norma, who managed to rub off most of the grease from her hands. She put on her jacket and climbed into her place between Betty and her sister. George proceeded to make up for lost time at a speed that left them breathless.


      “Here’s the girl who got us here!” said Betty to Bob, when the group of cadets met their bus at the athletic field where several cars were drawn up on the sidelines.


      “Then she shall have my fur coat and my best curly chrysanthemum,” announced Tommy Tucker gallantly, throwing a handsome raccoon fur coat over Norma’s shoulders and presenting her with a magnificent yellow chrysanthemum.


      CHAPTER XVI


      THE NUTTING PARTY


      To the boy’s surprise Bobby, who was usually aloof and liked to tease him, squeezed his arm surreptitiously.


      “You’re a dear!” she told him enthusiastically.


      “Girls are a queer lot,” the dazed youth confided to Bob, as they went back to their quarters. “Here I handed over my coat to that Norma Guerin and gave her the flower I’d been saving for Bobby, just to pay Bobby back for being so snippy to me over at school. And she calls me a dear and is nicer to me than she’s been in months!”


      Bob briefly outlined something of the Guerin history, for Betty had told him of the lost treasure in her hurried note, and hinted his belief that the girls had very little money in comparison to Shadyside standards.


      “Shucks—money isn’t anything!” was Tommy’s answer to the recital, with the easy assurance of a person who has never been without a comfortable competence. “They’re nice girls, and we’ll pass the word that the boys are to show them a good time.”


      As a result, when after the conclusion of the game, the girls and Miss Anderson were ushered upstairs into the cozy suite of rooms the cadets occupied, Norma and Alice found themselves plied with attentions. Miss Anderson poured the hot chocolate and made friends with the shy Sydney Cooke, who had been dreading this visit all the afternoon. Indeed his chums had threatened to lock him in the clothes closet in order that they might be sure of his attendance.


      Winifred Marion Brown, in addition to his ability as a checker player, was a good pianist, and he obligingly played for them to dance. The piano belonged to the Tucker twins. Norma and Alice were “rushed” with partners, and they quite forgot their clothes in the enjoyment of dancing to irresistible music.


      Libbie had brought a book of poems for Timothy Derby, who solemnly loaned her one of his in exchange. This odd pair remained impervious to all criticisms, and certainly many of those voiced were frank to the point of painfulness.


      “But their natures can not understand the lyric appeal,” said Libbie sadly. Her English teacher moaned over her spelling and rejoiced in her themes.


      Finally Miss Anderson insisted they must go, and the bouquet of flowers on the tea table was plucked apart to reveal nine little individual bouquets, one for each guest.


      “Good-bye, and thank you for a lovely party,” said Miss Anderson gaily.


      “Do you know?” blurted Teddy Tucker, “you’re my idea of a chaperone! Most of ’em are such dubs and kill-joys!”


      Which tactful speech proved to be the best Teddy could have made.


      A week of small pleasures and hard study followed this “glorious Friday afternoon.”


      Bobby, for a wonder, remembered her promise of good behavior, and by herculean effort managed to be on the “starred” list for the Saturday set aside for the nutting expedition.


      “We’ll go after lunch,” planned Betty. “Miss Anderson says if we strike off toward the woods at the back of the school we ought to come to a grove of hickory nut trees.”


      The eight girls, ready for their tramp, came in to lunch attired in heavy wool skirts and stout shoes and carried their sweaters. Ada Nansen glanced complacently at her own suede pumps and silk stockings.


      “It’s hard to tell which is really the farmer’s daughter today,” she drawled. “Perhaps we all ought to assume that uniform out of kindness.”


      Ada sat at the table directly behind Norma, and not a girl at either table could possibly miss the significance of her remarks. Their import, it developed, had been plain to Miss Lacey who, on her way to her own table, had overheard. Miss Lacey was a quiet, rather drab little woman, misleading in her effacement of self. She knew more about her pupils than they often suspected.


      “Ada,” she said quietly, stopping by the girl, “you may leave the table. If you will persist in acting like a naughty little six year old girl, you must be treated as one.”


      Ada flounced out of her chair and from the room. Her departure created a ripple of curiosity. It was most unusual for a girl to be dismissed from table, and had Ada only known it, she had drawn the attention of the whole school to herself.


      Miss Lacey went on to her seat, without a glance at the flushed faces of Norma and Alice.


      “Some day,” said Bobby furiously, “I’m going to throw a plate at that girl!”


      “No, you’re not,” contradicted Betty. “Then Mrs. Eustice would rise up and send you from the room and you’d feel about half the size Ada does now. For mercy’s sake, don’t descend to anybody’s level—make ’em come up to fight on yours.”


      They were all glad to get through the meal and find themselves outdoors. It was a perfect autumn day, warm and hazy, and the red and gold of the leaves showed burnished from the hillside. They tramped rather silently at first, and then, as the tense mood wore off, their tongues were loosened and they chattered like magpies.


      “Here’s a tree!” shouted Louise and Frances, who were in the lead.


      When they had picked all the nuts on the ground, Bobby essayed to climb the tree. She made rather sad work of the effort, for a shag-bark hickory is not the easiest tree in the world to climb, and after she had torn her skirt in two places and mended it with safety pins, she gave up the attempt.


      “Let’s walk further,” she suggested. “We’ll mark our trail as we go like the Indians.”


      This idea caught the fancy of the girls, and they marked an elaborate trail, building little mounds at every turn and leaving odd arrangements of stones to mark their passing.


      “Come on, I’ll race you,” shouted Bobby suddenly. “I feel just like exercising.”


      Betty wondered what she called the scramble through the woods, but she, too, was ready for a run. They set off pellmell, laughing and shouting.


      “Look out!” shrieked Betty, stopping so suddenly that Libbie and Louise fell against her. “Look! I almost ran right into it!”


      She pointed ahead to where the ground fell away abruptly. A great chasm, like an angry scar, was cut through the earth, and on the side opposite to the girls a steep hill came down in an uncompromising slant.


      “What a dandy hill for coasting!” ejaculated Bobby. “Let’s come up here this winter. We can steer away from this hole.”


      “That’s no hole,” said Norma Guerin, in an odd voice. “That’s Indian Chasm. And it’s miles long.”


      Betty stared at her. She had thought Indian Chasm many miles away.


      “I didn’t realize we had walked so far,” said Norma, apparently reading her thoughts. “But I know I am right. Here are the woods and the steep hill, just as grandma has described them a hundred times. This is Indian Chasm.”


      The girls looked at her curiously. Betty had not told them the story, believing that Alice and Norma should have that sole right. Now Norma rapidly sketched the outlines for them and they listened breathlessly, for surely this true story was more thrilling than any piece of fiction, however highly colored.


      “I never heard of anything so romantic!” was Libbie’s comment.


      To which Bobby retorted with cousinly severity:


      “Romantic? Where do you see anything romantic in a band of Indians scalping a peaceful white family?”


      “Oh, Bobby!” protested Norma, laughing. “They didn’t scalp grandma. They stole everything she had.”


      “And is all that stuff down there now?” asked Constance Howard, round-eyed. “Perhaps if we look we can see something.”


      There was a concerted rush to the chasm’s edge, and the eight girls plumped down flat on their stomachs, determined to see whatever there was to be seen.


      The sides of the earth fell away sharply, down, down. Betty shouted, and the empty echo of her voice came back to her.


      “The ground’s so shaly and crumbly,” she said thoughtfully, “that it would be impossible to let a man down with a rope—the earth would cave in and bury him.”


      “I think I see a diamond,” reported Libbie. “Don’t you see something glittering down there?”


      “Can’t even see the bottom,” said Bobby curtly. “Much less a diamond. Oh, girls, to think of those valuables at the bottom of a chasm like this and none of us able to think up a way to get ’em out.”


      “Well, lots of people have tried,” said Alice reasonably. “If grown-up men couldn’t salvage ’em for grandma, I guess it’s nothing to our discredit that we can’t get them.”


      “We might push Libbie in,” suggested Bobby wickedly. “Then she could tell us how deep it is.”


      This had the effect of sending Libbie scurrying away from the dangerous place, and the others followed her more slowly to resume the search for nuts.


      “I wish we could think of a way, Norma, dear,” said Betty.


      “Oh, I don’t care—not so very much,” answered Norma bravely. But then she sighed deeply.


      CHAPTER XVII


      CAUGHT IN THE STORM


      The Shadyside gymnasium was equipped with a fine pool, and it was the school’s boast that every girl learned to swim during her first term. Perhaps the proximity of the lake and the lure of the small fleet of canoes and rowboats tied up at the wharf had something to do with the success of the swimming classes. No girl who could not swim was permitted on the lake, alone or with a companion.


      Betty and her chums awaited their final tests eagerly—so excited the last day or two they could scarcely keep their minds on their books or sit in patience through a recitation—and passed them with flying colors. Constance Howard was an excellent swimmer, and it was the sight of her paddling gracefully about the lake on sunny Saturday afternoons that spurred the seven who could not swim on to greater effort.


      “Come on,” cried Betty gaily, taking the gymnasium steps two at a time. “Come, girls—this afternoon we go rowing. I’ve my ‘stiffcut,’ as Mr. Peabody used to call it, and we’ve all passed. Oh, it’s cloudy!”


      She looked at the sky disappointedly. When they had gone into the pool an hour before the sun had been shining brightly, but now the gray clouds were thick overhead and the air was chilly.


      “Who cares for the weather?” said Bobby scornfully. “Guess it will take more than a little rain to stop me! I’ve been crazy to take a row-boat out for three weeks.”


      “Perhaps it will clear,” contributed the optimistic Louise.


      But after lunch the sky was still overcast.


      “Don’t be silly—it won’t rain,” urged Bobby, as her chums demurred. “Next Saturday it may be too cold. Oh, come on, girls.”


      Thus incited, they went down to the wharf and made their choice of boats. Norma and Alice wanted to take out a canoe, and they offered to paddle for Libbie, who seemed disinclined to exercise. Betty had wondered once or twice if the girl were ill, for she seemed very nervous, jumped if a door slammed or some one spoke to her suddenly, and in the morning looked as if she had not slept well.


      Betty and Bobby selected a flat-bottomed row-boat and for passenger they took Frances, who offered to help row if they became tired.


      Louise and Constance chose another canoe.


      They headed north, and once out in the center of the lake, paddled and rowed steadily. Betty’s rowing experience was limited, but Bobby was proud of her “stroke,” and soon taught her chum the secret of handling the oars.


      “Ship ahoy!” shouted Bobby presently.


      Libbie jumped and looked ahead anxiously.


      “It’s only the boys,” she said dully.


      An eight-oared rowing shell shot down to them, and the freckled-faced coxswain, Gilbert Lane, one of the boys the girls had met at Bob and Tommy’s “party,” grinned cheerfully.


      “Where you going?” he asked, resting a friendly hand on the rowboat’s rim.


      Bobby described an arc with her oar that incidentally showered the questioner with shining water drops.


      “We’re out for adventure,” she answered airily.


      “Just got our swimming certificates today,” volunteered Betty.


      Bob flashed her a congratulatory smile.


      “Race you to the end of the lake?” suggested Tommy Tucker.


      Bobby regarded him with magnificent scorn.


      “As if eight of you couldn’t beat two!” she said significantly. “I never heard such talk! Why you’d have a walk!” she added.


      The boys shouted with laughter.


      “You’re a poet, Bobby,” declared Tommy. “Tennyson had nothing on you—had he, Libbie?”


      Libbie turned her dark eyes on him and frowned a little.


      “I wasn’t listening,” she said indifferently.


      “Well, anyway, row up to the end of the lake, will you?” suggested Gilbert. “With drill night ahead of us, we want a little brightness to remember the day by.”


      Canoes, rowboat and shell swept on up the lake, and when the scrubby pines that bordered the narrow peak of the north shore were in sight, Bobby glanced back over her shoulder at Betty.


      “You’re spattering me,” she complained.


      “I thinks it’s beginning to rain,” said Betty mildly, and even as she spoke, Louise called to them:


      “Girls, it’s beginning to pour!”


      A sudden blast of wind struck them, blowing the rain against their backs.


      “Keep on rowing!” shouted Bob’s voice. “We’ll have to land and walk back. You girls can never beat back against this storm. We’re almost to the shore now.”


      A few minutes more and the boats touched shore. The boys were out in an instant and helped the girls to land.


      “We’ll carry up the boats—don’t you think that is best, Tommy?” shouted Bob. “If we carry them up high enough and leave them, they will be perfectly safe.”


      The wind and the rain made shouting necessary if one’s voice were to carry above the storm. The boys lifted the light boats and carried them into the woods, turning them over so that the keels were up.


      “Now the question is,” said Bob, who seemed by common consent to have been elected leader, “shall we walk along the shore and get drenched, or take a chance of finding our way through the woods?”


      To their astonishment, Libbie burst into a fit of hysterical weeping.


      “Don’t go through the woods,” she begged, her teeth chattering. “We’ll fall into that awful Indian Chasm.”


      Bobby’s heart reproached her for her thoughtless joke and she put an arm around her cousin.


      “Libbie, you never thought I was serious about pushing you into the chasm, did you?” she asked anxiously. “Is that what has been making you act so queerly ever since? I was only fooling.”


      So, thought Betty, Bobby, too, had noticed Libbie’s unnatural behavior.


      “Oh, it isn’t that,” sobbed Libbie. “I can’t explain—but if we go through the woods, I’m sure I shall go crazy.”


      “Well, then, that settles it,” said Bob comfortably. “Better to be drowned than to go crazy. Can you turn up your sweater collars, girls? I wish we’d brought some raincoats along.”


      Splashing and stumbling, they followed Bob down to the shore and began the weary walk that would lead them back to the school. After fifteen minutes’ steady walking they came to a dense undergrowth that was impossible to penetrate.


      “No use, we’ll have to make a cut through the woods,” announced Bob. “Up this way and over, ought to bring us out right.”


      He was so cheerful and patient that the tired, rain-soaked girls could not do otherwise than follow his example. Libbie was crying silently, but the others tramped along cheerfully, singing, at Betty’s suggestion, old college and school songs.


      “Look here, Bob,” said Tommy Tucker in an undertone, “I don’t think we’re going in the right direction. Don’t you say it would be better to take the girls to that deserted cabin we found the other day and leave them there while we explore a bit? They’re getting soaked through, and Libbie Littell is fixing to have hysterics. Leave a couple of the boys with ’em, so they won’t be afraid, and then we’ll locate the right trail and take ’em over it home in a hurry.”


      This suggestion sounded like good, common-sense to Bob, and he said so.


      “Betty could walk ten miles and be all right,” he declared proudly, “and I think Bobby is good for a hike, too. But Frances Martin can’t see when the rain gets on her glasses, and, as you say, something is the matter with Libbie. So let’s make for the cabin, quick.”


      The Salsette boys had explored the woods pretty thoroughly, and on a recent expedition Bob and his chums had stumbled on an old one-room cabin, buried deep in the woods and evidently unoccupied for years. It was not far from the end of the lake, and toward it they now led the girls, explaining as they went what they intended to do.


      “We’ll be all right,” said Betty at once. “I think if Libbie can sit down and rest she’ll feel better, too. And if you all want to go and hunt for the trail, you needn’t worry about us.”


      “Oh, Sydney and I intend to stay,” Gilbert Lane assured her quickly. (The boys had settled that among themselves.) “We’ll be handy in case any Indians or the like come after you.”


      Betty gave him a warning glance, for Libbie looked frightened. Surely something was wrong with the girl!


      The cabin door was open and the interior was comparatively dry. There was no furniture, but three or four old packing boxes furnished the girls with seats. Bob and five of his friends disappeared, whistling. Gilbert and Sydney were investigating the ramshackle fireplace to see what the prospects were for starting a fire when a shriek from Libbie brought them to their feet.


      “A ghost!” cried the girl. “A ghost! Over there in the corner!”


      Frances Martin gave a cry, and Betty and Bobby went white. Even Gilbert afterward confessed that his scalp prickled when a figure stepped forward from a narrow closet against the wall.


      “Ugh! Howdy!” he grunted, and they saw that he was a very old and very dirty Indian.


      “Rain,” he said slowly, pointing to the door. “Stop soon now. Go get supper.”


      He shuffled over the doorsill and at the edge he turned.


      “Howdy!” he said, apparently with some vague idea of farewell. “Much rain!”


      Petrified, they watched him hobble away through the woods.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      LIBBIE’S SECRET


      Gilbert Lane was the first to recover his voice.


      “Well, what do you know about that!” he ejaculated. “The old bird was here all the time.”


      “Are—are—are there any more of them?” stammered Louise.


      “No, that old fellow is the only Indian for miles around,” said Gilbert carelessly. “He was left behind, the fellows at school say, when that band stole the Macklin treasure. They had a grudge against him, it seems, and they tripped him and left him with a broken leg. He worked around on different farms for years and now does a day’s work often enough to keep him in food. Queer old dick, I guess.”


      “What makes you girls look so funny?” demanded Sydney. “You’re not afraid now, are you? That Indian won’t come back—he was more afraid of us than we were of him. I figure out he was asleep when we came in and the noise woke him up. What are you smiling about?”


      “My grandmother is Mrs. Marcia Macklin,” explained Norma. “And you see it was her gold and silver and jewels the Indians stole. I wonder what he would have said if we had told him?”


      “Gee, is that so?” asked Sydney, ignoring the latter half of Norma’s sentence. “And is all that stuff down in the chasm yet?”


      “As far as we know, it is,” said Norma. “And likely to remain there,” she added, with a sigh.


      Bob and the boys returned in less than half an hour, to announce that they had found the right road and were prepared to pilot the girls expeditiously homeward. Libbie’s cheeks were unnaturally flushed and she looked miserable, but she refused to let Bob and Tommy carry her by forming a “chair” with their hands.


      “I’m all right,” she insisted hoarsely. “I only want to get home.”


      Knowing the way positively saved much fumbling and time, and soon the familiar buildings of Shadyside loomed up before them. The boys had a long tramp still before them, and if they were not to be late for supper, must walk briskly. They continued on their way, while the girls ran up the steps of the dormitory building.


      “There’s no use talking, Libbie, you’ve got to see the infirmary nurse,” said Bobby resolutely. “I promised your mother to look after you, and if you’re going to be sick you’ll at least have the proper care. Wait till we get into some dry things, and I’ll take you.”


      Libbie looked rebellious, but she made no verbal protest, and when they were once more in dry clothes Bobby marched her cousin to the immaculate infirmary. She returned alone, saying that the nurse had detained Libbie for observation over night.


      “She thinks she’s getting a heavy cold, but it may be more serious,” Bobby reported. “Well, anyway, I’ve done my duty. But romantic people are always forgetting to wear their rubbers.”


      Betty had just drowsed off to sleep that night, the girls having gone to bed immediately after the study hour, for the afternoon in the wind and rain had made them extraordinarily sleepy, when a soft knock on the door startled her.


      She slipped out of bed and ran to the door, opening it carefully so as not to wake Bobby. Miss Morris, the school nurse, and Miss Lacey stood there.


      “Elizabeth isn’t worse,” said Miss Morris hastily, noting Betty’s look of alarm. “But she is very restless and wants to see you. Miss Lacey says you may come up. Get your dressing gown and slippers, dear.”


      Betty obeyed quickly. Libbie was probably lonely, she reflected.


      The infirmary consisted of three connecting rooms, fitted with two single beds in each, and Libbie happened to be the only patient. She was sitting up in bed, well wrapped up, when Betty saw her, her eyes unnaturally bright, her cheeks very red.


      “Now I’ll leave you two girls together for exactly half an hour,” said the nurse kindly. After that Elizabeth must go to sleep.”


      “Is the door shut—shut tight?” demanded Libbie feverishly, grasping Betty’s hand with both her hot, dry ones.


      “Yes, dear, yes,” affirmed Betty soothingly. “What’s the matter, Libbie—is your throat sore?”


      “Oh, Betty, I’m in such terrible trouble!” gasped Libbie, her eyes overflowing. “I’m so frightened!”


      “Tell me about it, dear,” soothed Betty. “I’ll help you, you know I will. Has it anything to do with school?”


      She was totally unprepared for Libbie’s next words.


      “I have to have some money—a lot of money, Betty. I’ve spent my last allowance and I can’t write home for more because they will ask me why I want it. I’ve borrowed so much from Louise that I can’t ask her again! I ought to pay it back. But I’ve got to have twenty dollars by to-morrow night.”


      “What for? What’s the matter?” asked Betty, in alarm.


      “You’ll promise not to tell Bobby?” demanded Libbie intensely. “Promise me you won’t tell Bobby? She’d scold so. And Mrs. Eustice would expel me. If you won’t tell Bobby or Mrs. Eustice, Betty, I’ll tell you.”


      Betty was now thoroughly aroused. She knew that impulsive novel-reading Libbie went about with her pretty head filled with all sorts of trashy ideas, and she didn’t know what lengths she might have gone to. If Mrs. Eustice would expel her, the affair must be serious indeed.


      “I’ll promise,” said Betty rashly. “Tell me everything, Libbie, and if I can I’ll help you.”


      “Well, you remember when we went nutting?” said Libbie. “I carried a bottle with me with—with my name and address written on a slip of paper inside. I read about that in a book. And I said to leave an answer in the same bottle. I—I buried it just at the foot of the hill, before we began to climb. Louise was with me, but she was hunting for specimens for her botany book.”


      “So that’s why you hung back, was it?” said Betty. “I wish to goodness Louise was more interested in what is going on around her. She might have stopped you. Go on—what happened to your silly bottle?”


      “I buried it,” repeated Libbie, “and two days after I went out and dug it up. And there was an answer in it.”


      “What did it say?” demanded Betty practically.


      “I’ve got it here—” Libbie reached under her pillow and pulled out a slip of paper.


      “It says ‘Leave ten dollars in this same place tonight, or Mrs. Eustice shall hear of this.’ And, of course,” concluded Libbie, “I put ten dollars in the bottle, because whoever found it had the slip with my name on it to show Mrs. Eustice.”


      Betty studied the paper. The handwriting was a strong backhand, not at all an illiterate hand.


      “Oh, dear, what shall I do?” wailed Libbie. “He keeps asking for more, and I won’t have any money till the first of the month. I only meant to do like the girl in the book—have a thrilling unknown correspondent. I never knew he would ask for money! Suppose he is a horrid, dirty tramp and he comes and tells Mrs. Eustice he found my note? I should die of shame!”


      “I’ll have the money ready for you in the morning,” said Betty firmly. “I have that much. But, of course, he’ll keep demanding more. I do hope, Libbie, that if you ever get out of this mess, you’ll be cured of some of your crazy notions!”


      “Oh, I will,” promised Libbie earnestly. “I will be good, Betty. Only don’t tell Bobby.”


      She was manifestly relieved by her confession, and when Miss Morris came in to send Betty back to her own room, Libbie curled down contentedly for a restful night.


      Not so poor Betty. She turned and tossed, wondering how she could get more money for her chum without arousing suspicion.


      “What ever made her do a thing like that!” she groaned. “Of all the wild ideas! The twenty will take every cent I have. I must see Bob and borrow from him.”


      Libbie was much improved in the morning—so well, in fact, that after breakfast in bed she was permitted to dress and go to her room, though strictly forbidden to attend classes or go out of doors. Betty brought her the twenty dollars and when school was in session, the benighted Libbie sped out to her buried bottle and put the money in it, regaining her room without detection.


      Two days later there was another demand for money, and two days after that, another. Libbie visited the bottle regularly, afraid to let a day pass lest the blackmailer expose her to the principal. Betty had seen Bob at a football game, and had borrowed fifteen dollars from him. She could not write her uncle, for communication with him was uncertain and her generous allowance came to her regularly through his Philadelphia lawyer.


      “He wants twenty-five dollars by to-morrow night!” whispered Libbie, meeting Betty in the hall after her last visit to the buried bottle. “Oh, Betty, what shall we do?”


      Both girls had watched patiently and furtively in their spare time in an effort to detect the person who dug up the bottle, but they had never seen any one go near the spot.


      As it happened, when Libbie whispered her news to Betty, they were both on their way to recitation with Miss Jessup whose current events class both girls nominally enjoyed. Today Betty found it impossible to fix her mind on the brisk discussions, and half in a dream heard Libbie flunk dismally.


      When next she was conscious of what was going on about her—she had been turning Libbie’s troubles over and over in her mind without result—Miss Jessup was speaking to her class about the “association of ideas.”


      “We won’t go very deeply into it this morning,” she was saying, “but you’ll find even the surface of the subject fascinating.”


      Then she began a rapid fire of questions to which Betty paid small attention till the sound of Ada Nansen’s name aroused her.


      “Key, Ada?” asked Miss Jessup.


      The answers were supposed to indicate definite ideas.


      “Key hole,” said Ada promptly.


      “Purse?”


      “Money.”


      “Bee?” asked Miss Jessup.


      To her surprise and that of the listening class, nine-tenths of whom were forming the word “honey” with their lips, Ada answered without hesitation, “Bottle.”


      “You must have thought I meant the letter ‘B,’” said the teacher lightly, passing on to the next pupil.


      Betty heard the dismissal bell with real relief. She cornered Libbie in the hall as the class streamed out and announced a decision.


      “I’ll have to go see Bob—I’ll paddle one of the canoes,” she said hurriedly.


      “If any one asks for me, say I’m out on the lake.”


      Betty was now an expert with the paddle, and the trip across the lake was easy of accomplishment. She had the great good fortune to meet Bob returning from a recitation, and though surprised to see her, he knew she must have come by boat or canoe. The boys had gone the next day and brought back the canoes from the woods where they had placed them during the storm.


      “I’m ever so sorry, Bob,” said Betty earnestly, “But—could you lend me twenty-five dollars?”


      Bob whistled.


      “I could,” he admitted cautiously. “What’s it for, Betsey?”


      “That,” said Betty, “is a secret.”


      Bob glanced at her sharply. His chin hardened.


      “Come down here where we won’t be interrupted,” he said, leading the way to the wharf. “You’ll have to give me a good reason for wanting the money, Betty.”


      CHAPTER XIX


      BOB’S SOLUTION


      “If you wanted twenty-five dollars and I had it,” said Betty persuasively, “I’d give it to you without asking a solitary question.”


      Rob’s lips twitched.


      “But, Betty—” he began. Then—“Oh, do play fair,” he urged. “You’re younger than I am. Uncle Dick expects me to look after you. Goodness knows I don’t want to pry into your affairs, but when you borrow fifteen dollars and then want twenty-five the same week, what’s a fellow to think? If some one is borrowing from you, it’s time to call a halt; you’re not fair to yourself.”


      Betty looked startled. How could Bob possibly guess so near the truth? She began to think that the better part of wisdom was to confide in this keen young man.


      “Come on, Betty, tell me what you want it for, and you shall have twice twenty-five,” said Bob earnestly. “I’ve most of my allowance in the school bank. It’s all yours, if you’ll let me have an inkling of the reason you need money.”


      “Well,” said Betty, slowly, “I didn’t promise I wouldn’t tell—only that I wouldn’t tell Bobby or Mrs. Eustice. It’s Libbie who has to have the money.”


      She sketched Libbie’s story for him rapidly, Bob listening in silence. At the end he asked a single question.


      “Have you any of those notes asking for money?”


      “Here’s one.” Betty thrust her hand into the pocket of her sweater and pulled out the crumpled paper that Libbie had shaken out of the bottle that morning.


      “Were they all written on this same kind of paper?” asked Bob, reading the note.


      “Ye-s, that is, I think so,” hesitated Betty. “I really haven’t noticed. Why?”


      “Because I don’t think any man wrote this,” announced Bob confidently. “I think some girl at school has done it, either as a joke or to torment Libbie.”


      “But it’s grown-up writing,” protested Betty. “Though, come to think of it, we don’t know any of the girls’ handwriting,” she added thoughtfully.


      “What girl would be likely to do it?” asked Bob. “Can you recall a practical joker? This is copy book paper torn from an ordinary theme book. Yes, I’ll bet a cookie a girl wrote it.”


      “Ada Nansen or Ruth Gladys Royal might do it to plague Libbie,” said Betty slowly. “They don’t like any of our crowd, and Libbie is so good at French she turns Ada green with envy. The more I think of it, the surer I am it is Ada. Ruth doesn’t dislike any one actively enough to exert herself.”


      “Ada Nansen?” repeated Bob. “Isn’t she that girl we saw on the train and who plumped herself down in my seat? I thought so—I remember you told me. Well, from the sidelight I have on her character, I believe she is the one at the bottom of this. That will explain, too, why you never catch any one digging up the bottle—she knows exactly when you are busy and when you are not.”


      “Bottle!” said Betty explosively, to Bob’s amazement. “Oh, Bob! this morning Miss Jessup was talking to us about association of ideas, and she asked Ada what bee meant to her. We thought she’d say ‘honey,’ of course, but she said ‘bottle.’ Doesn’t that show—”


      “I should say it did!” Bob’s voice was eager. “She took it for the letter ‘B’ and bottle was in her mind. You may depend upon it, that girl is at the back of all this fuss! Gee, when I’ve nothing else to do, I’m going to study up on this association of ideas stuff.”


      “You don’t need it—you can get at things without a bit of trouble,” Betty assured him affectionately.


      “How will you go about pinning down Ada?” Bob asked anxiously.


      “I’ll cut out Latin to-morrow afternoon when she has a study period,” planned Betty. “She’ll think Libbie is reciting, and she’ll not think of me at all, and I’ll slip out and watch to see if she goes near the bottle. But what can I do if she does prove to be the right one? She’ll tell Mrs. Eustice, and poor Libbie will be in a peck of trouble. I really think Mrs. Eustice would send her home if she knew.”


      “And serve Libbie right for being such an idiot!” pronounced Bob severely. “However, I think she has been pretty thoroughly punished through fear. I only wish you’d told me this before, Betty, because I know exactly how you can deal with Ada.”


      “You do? Oh, Bob, what should I ever do without you!” cried Betty, forgetting that a few moments before she had berated him for his insistence. “Tell me, quick.”


      “Well, a crowd of us fellows happened to be over in Edentown last Friday night, and we saw Ada and Ruth at the movies,” said Bob. “They didn’t see us, for we sat back. They were the only girls from Shadyside, and Tommy and I decided they had sneaked out after dinner and walked all that distance. Now threatening isn’t a very nice performance, Betty, but sometimes you have to meet like with like. I think, if when you see Ada digging up the bottle, you go to her and say that unless she returns the money and Libbie’s first note to you and promises to let the matter drop—forever—you will expose her Edentown trip to Mrs. Eustice, she will listen to reason.”


      “So do I,” agreed Betty. “I don’t think she has touched the money—she has plenty. But I must have the note so that Libbie can destroy it. Mrs. Eustice never lets us go to town at night, and I’m sure Ada and Ruth had to go down the fire-escape. Goodness, didn’t they take a chance of being discovered!”


      “Well, as I’ve already missed half an algebra recitation, and you know you have no business over here at this time of day, I move we begin our penance,” suggested Bob. “Paddle home, Betsey, and if our hunch turns out wrong, we’ll tackle another one.”


      “Oh, it won’t—I’m sure you’re right,” said Betty gratefully. “Thank you ever so much, Bob. And the next time I’ll tell you everything at the very first.”


      “Don’t let me hear of another time,” Bob called after her, with mock severity.


      “Well, I never!” gasped Libbie, astonished, when Betty told her of Bob’s suspicions. “Oh, Betty, wouldn’t it be wonderful if it should be true!”


      “I’m going to cut Latin this afternoon and find out,” said Betty vigorously. “If Miss Sharpe asks for me, you don’t know where I am; she never does anything but give you double lines to translate.”


      Betty knew that Ada had a study period, which she usually spent in her room, directly after lunch.


      Directly after she left the dining room that noon Betty sped away to the foot of the hill. There were several stubby bushes about half-filled with wind-blown leaves and old rubbish and affording an excellent screen. Betty crouched down behind one of these.


      She had not long to wait. Ada, in her beautiful mink furs, which she clung to persistently, though the fall weather so far had been very mild, was presently seen coming across the grass. She walked straight to the spot where the bottle was buried, and, stooping down, brushed away the leaves and dirt. She lifted the bottle.


      “Pshaw, it’s empty!” she said aloud.


      “Yes, it’s empty,” echoed Betty, stepping out from behind the bush. “And you are to give the money back to me, and Libbie’s note with it.”


      “Is that so?” said Ada contemptuously. “I have something to say about that. I intend to see that that note reaches the proper person—Mrs. Eustice.”


      Betty took a step nearer, her dark eyes blazing.


      “I can play the kind of game you play—if I must,” she said in a curiously repressed tone. “What about the trip you and Ruth Gladys made to Edentown last Friday night?”


      Ada glared at her.


      “Were you there? How did you know?” she stammered jerkily. “If you were up to the same trick, you’ll look nice tattle-telling on us, won’t you?”


      “I wasn’t there, but I have witnesses whom I can summon to say you were,” declared Betty, wishing her voice did not tremble with nervousness. “You were the only girls from Shadyside, and you must have climbed down the fire—”


      Ada raised her hand that held the bottle.


      “You—you tell-tale!” she screamed threateningly.


      Betty flung up her arm to knock the bottle aside, missed Ada’s hand and hit her shoulder. Ada went down, Betty on top of her.


      “Girls! For mercy’s sake!” Miss Anderson stood beside them, scandalized. “Betty, get up. Ada, what are you thinking of? I saw you from the gym windows. You’ll have the whole school out here presently. Betty, I thought you had Latin at this period?”


      “I have,” admitted Betty, so meekly that Miss Anderson looked away lest she laugh. “Only I had to see Ada.”


      “I don’t know what you were quarreling about,” said Miss Anderson, with characteristic frankness. “But I do know that both of you are old enough to know better than to revert to small-boy tactics. You’ve a hole in your stocking, Betty, that would do credit to a little brother.”


      “I ripped it on that stone,” said Betty regretfully.


      Ada stood sullenly, unconscious of two dead leaves hanging to her hat which completely destroyed her usual effect of studied elegance.


      “Go on in, Betty,” said the physical culture teacher, who labored under no delusions about the duties of a peacemaker. To tell the truth, she did not believe in forced reconciliation. “Ada will come with me.”


      “Ada has something I want,” said Betty stubbornly. “She has to promise to give it to me first.”


      Ada looked at the resolute little figure facing her. Betty, she knew, was capable of doing exactly what she had said. Mrs. Eustice had no more rigid rule than the one against going to town, day or night, without permission. Ada gave in.


      “I’ll leave it in your room before dinner—you didn’t think I carried it with me, did you?” she snapped.


      “Both?” said Betty significantly, meaning the note and the money.


      “Everything!” cried the exasperated Ada, on the verge of angry tears.


      “Then you have my promise never to say a word,” Betty assured her blithely.


      “Do you want this bottle?” Miss Anderson called after her, as she started for the school.


      Miss Anderson had been studying both girls as she waited quietly.


      Now Betty turned, smiled radiantly, and took the bottle the teacher held out to her. With careful aim, worthy of Bob’s training, she fixed her eye on a handy rock, hurled the bottle with all her strength, and had the satisfaction of seeing it dashed into a thousand fragments as it struck the target squarely.


      Then she trotted sedately on to her delayed recitation, and Miss Anderson and the scowling Ada followed more slowly.


      Just before dinner that night there came a knock on Betty’s door, and Virgie Smith, one of Ada’s friends, thrust a package at Bobby, who had answered the tap.


      Betty managed to turn aside her chum’s curiosity and to get away to Libbie and give her the note. They burned it in the flame of a candle, and counted the money. It was all there, folded just as Libbie had placed it in the bottle. Evidently Ada had never carried it.


      Libbie paid Louise the money she had borrowed of her and gave Betty the amount she owed her, most of which was Bob’s.


      “Now do try to be more sensible, Libbie,” pleaded Betty, turning to go back to Bobby. “When you want to do something romantic think twice and count a hundred.”


      “I will!” promised Libbie fervently. “I’ll never be so silly again, Betty.”


      But dear me, she was, a hundred times! But in a different way each time. Libbie would be Libbie to the end of the chapter.


      Betty, rushing back to brush her hair for dinner, heard a sound suspiciously like a sob as she passed Norma Guerin’s door. It was unlatched, and as no one answered when she tapped Betty gently pushed it open and stepped into the room.


      Norma lay on her bed crying as though her heart would break, and Alice, looking very forlorn and solemn, was holding a letter in her hand.


      CHAPTER XX


      THE SECOND DEGREE


      “My patience, what a world of trouble this is!” sighed Betty to herself, but aloud she said cheerily: “What’s the matter with Norma?”


      Norma sat up, mopping her eyes.


      “Oh, Betty,” she choked, “I don’t believe Alice and I can come back after Christmas! They’ve had a fire in Glenside and a house dad owns there burned. He hasn’t a cent of insurance, and the mortgagee takes the ground. So that’s the rental right out of our income. Besides, grandma has had an operation on her eyes and she has to spend weeks in an expensive Philadelphia hospital. Even with the small fees the surgeons charge because of dad, the board will amount to more than he can afford to pay. Alice and I ought to be learning stenography or something useful.”


      “Well, now, your father would say,” suggested Betty, with determined optimism, “that the Christmas vacation is too far off to make any plans about what you’re going to do afterward. You know Bobby Littell has set her heart on you and Alice spending the recess with them in Washington. Anyway, lots of things can turn up before Christmas, Norma—even the treasure!”


      Norma tried to smile.


      “I dream about that chasm nearly every night,” she said. “Sometimes I think the Indians came back and got the stuff, Betty. They’re so clever about climbing, and I know they wouldn’t easily give up.”


      “Nonsense!” chided Betty. “The treasure is there, and we’ve just got to think up a way to get it out. At all costs you mustn’t cry yourself sick about the future—you’ll spoil all the fun awaiting you in the weeks before Christmas. And you know you can’t study as well when you’re depressed, and, goodness knows! one has to study at Shadyside.”


      “I’ve a headache now,” confessed Norma, pushing her tumbled hair out of her eyes. “I can’t go down to dinner—I’m a perfect sight. There’s the bell!”


      “Just lie down and try to rest,” advised Betty, smoothing the tangled covers with a deft hand. “I’ll bring you up some supper on a tray. Aunt Nancy thinks you’re an angel on general principles, and she has a special soft spot in her heart for you because her mother used to cook for your grandmother. Come on, Alice, we’ll turn the light out and let her rest her eyes.”


      “I do wish some one would think up a way to get those pearls and the gold,” fretted Betty, turning restlessly on her pillow that night. “If Norma and Alice are ever going to be well-off now is the time. When they’re so old they can’t walk, money won’t do ’em any good!”


      Which showed that Betty, for all her sound sense, was still a little girl. Very old ladies, who can not walk, certainly need money to make them comfortable and keep them so.


      The next night was Friday, and Betty welcomed the prospect of the second degree necessary to stamp the freshmen as full-fledged members of the Mysterious For. The week had been noticeably tinged with indigo for at least two of Betty’s friends, and she hoped the initiation might take their minds from their troubles.


      The second degree, it was whispered about among the girls, was bound to be a “hummer.”


      “They say it’s a test of your character,” said Bobby, with a shiver. “Somehow, Betty, my character oozes out of my shoes when it knows it should be prancing up to the firing line.”


      “I guess you imagine that,” smiled Betty. “Speak sternly to it, Bobby, and explain that funking is out of the question.”


      However, more girls than Bobby found it necessary to clutch at their oozing courage when, upon assembling in the large hall, the lights suddenly went out. In the shadows, four white veiled figures were seen slowly to mount the platform.


      “Tonight,” said one of them, stretching out a long arm and pointing toward the fascinated and expectant audience, “we are your fates! You have come to the final tests. We have no choice in these tests, nor have you. You are to come forward, one at a time, and take a slip from this basket here on the table. Go directly to your room after drawing your slip, and there open it and follow the directions explicitly. Come to the platform in the order in which you are seated, please.”


      The lights did not come on, and one by one the girls stumbled up the steps to the platform, felt around in the basket, and drew a slip. Then they hurried away to their rooms to see what was to happen next.


      Bobby and Betty could hardly wait to open their notes, and before they had them fairly digested, Frances and Libbie and Constance and Louise and the Guerin girls were crowding in to compare notes.


      “I have to go and ask Miss Prettyman if I may telephone to Salsette Academy and ask for a lost-and-found notice on their bulletin board,” wailed Bobby. “I’m supposed to have lost a pair of gloves at the last football game. I always have the worst luck! Can’t you imagine how Miss Prettyman will lecture me? She’ll say that at my age I ought to have something in my head besides excuses to talk to the boys!”


      The girls laughed, recognizing the ring of prophecy in Bobby’s speech.


      “That’s nothing—I’m to row Dora Estabrooke twice around the lake,” mourned Louise. “She weighs two hundred, if she weighs a pound. Thank goodness, I don’t have to do it tonight.”


      Norma was instructed to walk three times around the cellar, chanting “Little Boy Blue” before ten o’clock that night. Frances Martin, to her horror, was enjoined to produce six live angle worms the following morning—“and you know I despise the wiggling things,” she wailed. Alice Guerin, the silent member of the octette, was condemned to recite “The Children’s Hour” in the dining room “between cereal and eggs.” And Constance Howard was told she must add up an unbelievably long column of figures and present the correct answer within half an hour. Constance’s bête noir was figures, and already these long columns danced dizzily before her eyes.


      “You needn’t tell me that chance made such canny selections,” observed Betty. “One of those girls manipulated the right notes into our hands. Libbie, what does yours say?”


      Libbie handed her slip of paper to Betty without a word.


      “Go to bed at once,” the latter read aloud.


      There was a gale of laughter. Libbie, the curious, who dearly loved to hear and see, to be sent off to bed in the middle of the most wildly exciting night they had known in weeks!


      “Hurry,” admonished Bobby. “You’re disobeying by staying up this long. Where’s your character, Libbie?”


      Libbie scowled, but departed, grumbling that she didn’t see why she couldn’t stay up and watch Norma walk down in the cellar.


      “Mine is the most spooky,” said Betty, when the door had closed behind Libbie. “Listen—I’m to climb the water tower at midnight and leave this card there to show I have complied.”


      She held out a little plain white card in a green envelope.


      “Hark! was that somebody at the door?” asked Bobby, and she ran over to it lightly and jerked it open.


      The corridor was empty.


      “We’re all nervous,” remarked Betty lightly. “I’ll set the alarm for eleven-forty-five and put the clock under my pillow so Miss Lacey won’t hear it. I’ll lie down all dressed, and then I won’t have to use a light. She might see that through the transom.”


      “Don’t you want some of us to go with you?” asked Constance. “We needn’t go up into the tower, if you say not. But at least we could go that far with you; you might fall off the roof.”


      “No, please, I’d rather go alone,” said Betty firmly. “It’s a test, you see, and the idea isn’t to make it easy. I’ll be all right, and in the morning the girls will find the card and know I didn’t flunk.”


      After the girls had gone away to their own rooms the clock was set for a quarter of twelve, but Betty and Bobby decided that they might as well stay awake till midnight. They would lie down on their beds—Betty insisted that Bobby should undress and go to bed “right”—and wait for the time to come. Within twenty minutes they were both sound asleep.


      The muffled whir of her alarm clock awakened Betty. For a moment she was dazed, then recollection cleared her mind. She slipped to the floor without waking Bobby and softly tiptoed from the room.


      A dim light burned in the corridor, and Betty knew the way to the water tower. To reach it, one had to mount to the roof of the dormitory building. Betty experienced a little difficulty with the obstinate catch of the scuttle cover, but she finally mastered it and stepped out on the tarred graveled roof. The water tower, a huge tank on an iron framework, had a little enclosed room built directly under it reached by an iron ladder. Here the engineer kept various plumbing tools. It was in this room that Betty was to leave the card.


      The night wind blew damp and keen, and the stars overhead seemed very far away. Betty had no sense of fear as she began to climb, mounting slowly and feeling for each step with her hands. The friendly dark shut in around her and somewhere in the distance a train whistle tooted shrilly.


      She knew she had reached the last step when her hands encountered wood, and she felt about till she touched the knob of the door. It opened at her touch and she pulled herself in over the sill.


      “Now the card,” she whispered, feeling in her pocket.


      A gust of wind fanned her cheek and something clicked.


      The door had blown shut!


      CHAPTER XXI


      DRAMATICS


      There are pleasanter places to be at midnight than the dark room of a strange water tower, but Betty was not frightened. She tripped over some tool as she felt for the door and discovered that she had lost her sense of direction completely.


      “I’m all turned around,” was the way she expressed it. “I must start and go around the sides, feeling till I come to the door.”


      Following this plan, she did come to the door and confidently turned the knob. The door stuck and she rattled the knob sharply. Then the explanation dawned on her.


      The door was locked!


      Could it have a spring lock? she wondered. Then she remembered a day when, on exploration bent, a group of girls had made the trip to the roof and the kindly Dave McGuire had taken a key from his pocket and unlocked the door of the little room for the more adventurous ones who wanted to climb up and see the inside.


      “It was a flat key, like a latch key,” Betty reflected. “The girls must have had the door unlocked for me tonight, but I don’t think they would follow me and lock it. That would be mean!”


      However, the door was locked and she was a prisoner. It was inky black and at every step she seemed to knock over something or stumble against cold iron. Gradually her eyes became accustomed to the lack of light, and she made out the outlines of something against the wall.


      “Why, there is a window—I remember!” she said aloud. “I wonder if I can reach it.”


      Cautiously she felt her way around and stretched up tentative fingers. She could barely touch the lower frame.


      Then, for the first time, Betty felt a little shiver of fear and apprehension. It was close in the tower room, and the smell of oil and dead air began to be oppressive. She had no wish to shout, even if she could be heard, a doubtful probability, for she had no mind to be rescued before the curious eyes of the entire school.


      “I’ll get out of it somehow, if I have to stay here all night,” she told herself pluckily. “Oh, my goodness, what was that?”


      A tiny sawing noise in one corner of the room sent Betty scurrying to the other side. She would have indignantly denied any fear of mice or rats, but the bravest girl might be excused from a too close acquaintance thrust upon her in the dark. Betty had no wish to put her fingers on a mouse.


      “How can I get out?” she cried aloud, a little wildly. “I can’t breathe!”


      In the uncanny silence that followed the sound of her voice, the sawing noise sounded regularly, rhythmically. In desperation Betty seized an iron crowbar she had backed into on the wall, and hurled it in the direction of the industrious rodents.


      “Now I’ve done it,” she admitted, as with a clatter and a bang that, she was sure, could be heard a mile away, an evident avalanche of tools tumbled to the floor. Her crowbar had struck a box of tools.


      But the silence shut down again after that. Betty did not realize that the water tower was so isolated that even unusual noises inside it would not carry far, and with the door and the window both closed the room was practically sealed.


      The sawing noise was not repeated, there was that much to be grateful for, Betty reflected. She wondered if she could batter down the door.


      “I’ll try, anyway,” she thought wearily.


      And then she could not find the crowbar! Around and around she went, feeling on the floor for the tools that had clattered down with such a racket and for the iron bar she had hurled among them. Not one tool could she put her hands on.


      “I must be going crazy,” she cried in despair. “I couldn’t have dreamed those tools fell down, and yet where could they have gone? There’s no hole in the floor—”


      Now Betty’s nerves were sorely tried by the lonely imprisonment, the bad air, the heat, and the darkness, and it is not to be wondered at that her usual sound common sense was tricked by her imagination. Her fancy suggested that the weight of the tools might have torn a hole in the floor, they might have dropped through to the roof, and Betty herself might be in momentary danger of stepping into this hole.


      Nonsense? Well, wiser minds have conceived wilder possibilities under similar trying conditions.


      “I won’t walk another step!” cried poor Betty, as she visioned this yawning hole. “Not another step. I’ll wait till it’s light.”


      But she waited, fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes, and the darkness if anything grew blacker. She had no idea how long she had been locked in the room, and she could not calculate how far off the morning might be.


      “I’ll put my hands out before me and creep,” she said finally. “That ought to be safe. Perhaps I can find something to stand on to reach that window. I guess I could drop to the roof from there.”


      Stiffly and painfully, she began to crawl, holding out her hands before her and starting back time and again as she fancied she felt an opening just ahead. But when she brought up against a step ladder she forgot her fears in the joy of her discovery.


      It was a short ladder, but she dragged it over to the window and put it in place and mounted it, all in the twinkling of an eye. By stretching to her full height, she was able to raise the creaky window, but to her dismay the roof offered a very long drop. She had not realized how high she had climbed.


      “Dave was fussing with ropes and buckets the other day,” she recalled. “Now I wonder—wouldn’t it be the best luck in the world if I could find a rope?”


      Hope was singing high in her heart now, but she almost despaired of such good fortune after a diligent search. Then something told her to feel about again on the floor. Round and round she went, getting her fingers into spider webs and sticky substances that renewed her inward shudders because she could not identify them. And when she found the rope, a tarry coil, she also solved the mystery of the tools. They had fallen down behind the coil of rope and were effectively fenced off from the circle of floor explored by the bewildered Betty.


      It was the work of a moment to tie one end of the rope to a heavy staple driven under the window sill, and then, closing her eyes to the pitch black void beneath her, Betty let herself slide down to the roof. Her hands were cruelly scratched by the rope fibres and she was too tired to care about the evidences of her flight.


      “If anybody wants to know about that rope and the locked door, let ’em!” she sighed defiantly.


      Bobby woke up as Betty came in the door, and then there were questions galore to be answered. Betty was covered with dust and her clothing was torn and rumpled. Bobby declared she looked as if she had been to war.


      “I feel it,” admitted Betty. “Let me take a hot bath and get into bed. And, Bobby, promise me on your word of honor that you’ll call me in the morning. Whoever locked me in expects me to stay there till I’m missed, and I want to walk into breakfast as usual.”


      She half regretted her instructions when Bobby called her at seven the next morning, but Betty was nothing if not gritty, and she sleepily struggled into her clothes. Ada Nansen’s look of utter astonishment when she saw Betty come into the dining room with the rest for breakfast told those in the secret what they had already suspected.


      “Bobby must have heard her listening at our door last night,” said Betty. “What am I going to do? Why nothing, of course! That was part of the stunt, or at least I’m going to consider it so. My card is there, so they’ll know I fulfilled my part.”


      Dave McGuire scratched his head when he found the rope and the open window, but he wisely said nothing. He had two keys, and one he had loaned at the request of the senior class president to a fellow student. The other key, for emergency use, hung on a nail in the fourth story hall. That was the key Dave found in the door lock when he made his early morning tour of inspection. “But the young folks must be having their fun,” he said indulgently, “and, short of burning down the place, ‘tis not Dave McGuire who will be interfering with ’em.”


      Mid-term tests were approaching. Bobby, who, with all her love of fun, was a hard student, felt prepared and went around serenely. Constance Howard had, most humanly, neglected, so far as the teacher of mathematics permitted, the study that was hardest for her, her algebra. She now spent hours in “cramming” on this, meanwhile complaining to those of her special chums who would listen to her of “the unfairness of being made to study algebra.”


      “I can add—with the use of my fingers—and subtract and divide and multiply—at least I know the tables up through the twelves. Of what use will a’s and b’s and x’s, y’s and z’s ever be to me?”


      “Constance, you know that’s nonsense,” Bobby told her. “We’re every one of us here because we want to play a bigger part in life than the two-plus-two-is-four people, and we’ve got to dig in and prepare ourselves. If you’d do your work when you ought to, you wouldn’t be in such an upset state now.”


      “Yes’m,” grinned Constance, and went back to her belated work.


      Betty had found that her year away from school had made it hard for her to concentrate her mind on her studies, and while she had not deliberately neglected her work, as Constance had in her algebra, she had not always kept up to the highest pitch. She was working furiously now, with the tests to face so soon, and with it went the resolve to be more studious from day to day during the rest of the school year. The concentration was becoming easier, too, as the term advanced, and, the teaching at Shadyside being of the best, she felt sure she would feel that she had accomplished something by the end of the year.


      The Dramatic Club of Shadyside woke to ambition as the term progressed. Soon after the mid-term tests, which all the girls, even Constance, passed successfully, by dint of threat and bribery, each student was “tried out” and her ability duly catalogued.


      Betty liked to act, and proved to have a natural talent, while Bobby, professing a great love for things theatrical, was hopeless on the stage. Her efforts either moved her coaches to helpless laughter or caused them to retire in indignant tears.


      “She is—what you call it?—impossible!” sighed Madame, the French teacher, shaking her head after witnessing one rehearsal in which Bobby, as the villain, had convulsed the actors as well as the student audience.


      “Well then, I’ll be a stage hand,” declared Bobby, whose feelings were impervious to slights. “I’m going to have something to do with this play!”


      Ada Nansen was eager to be assigned a part—the players were chosen on merit—and she aspired modestly to the leading rôle, mainly because, the girls hinted, the heroine wore a red velvet dress with a train and a string of pearls.


      But Ada, it developed, was worse than Bobby as an actress. She was self-conscious, impatient of correction, and so arrogant toward the other players that even gentle Alice Guerin was roused to retort.


      “I haven’t been assigned the maid’s part yet!” she flashed, when Ada ordered her to remove several stage properties that were in the way.


      “Give it to her, Alice!” encouraged the mischievous Bobby. “That girl would ruffle an angel.”


      Alice and Norma were both valuable additions to the Dramatic Club ranks. Norma especially proved to be a find, and she was given the hero’s part after the first rehearsal while Alice was the heroine’s mother. Betty, much to her surprise, was posted on the bulletin board as the “leading lady.”


      Down toward the end of the list of the cast was Ada Nansen’s name as “the maid.”


      “She’ll be furious,” whispered Bobby. “Miss Anderson told Miss Sharpe, when she didn’t think I could hear, that Ada wasn’t really good enough to be the maid, but that they hoped she would sing for them between the acts. Miss Anderson said if they didn’t let her have some part she’d be so sulky she wouldn’t sing.”


      A rehearsal was held in the gymnasium after school that afternoon, and as she went through her first act Betty was uncomfortably conscious of Ada’s glowering eyes following her. When the cue was given for the maid, Ada did not move.


      “That’s your cue, Ada,” called Miss Anderson patiently.


      “I’ve resigned, Miss Anderson,” said Ada clearly. “It’s a little too much to ask me to play maid to two charity students.”


      Norma and Alice shrank back, but Betty sprang forward.


      “How dare you!” she flared, white with rage. “How dare you say such a thing! It’s untrue, and you know it. Even if it were so, you have no right to say such an outrageous thing.”


      Betty was angrier than she had ever been in her life. She possessed a lively temper and was no meeker than she should be, but during the past summer she had learned to control herself fairly well. Ada’s cruel taunt, directed with such a sneer at the Guerin sisters that every girl knew whom she meant, had sent Betty’s temper to the boiling point.


      “Easy, easy, Betty,” counseled Miss Anderson, putting an arm about the shaking girl. “You’re not mending matters, you know.”


      Then she turned to Ada, who was now rather frightened at what she had done. She had not meant to go so far.


      “Ada,” said Miss Anderson sharply, “you will apologize immediately before these girls for the injustice you have done to two of them. What you have just said is nothing more nor less than a lie. I will not stoop to put my meaning in gentler phrases. Apologize to Norma and Alice at once.”


      Ada set her lips obstinately. The teacher waited a moment.


      “I will give you just three minutes,” she declared. “If at the end of that time you still refuse to obey me, I will send for Mrs. Eustice.”


      Ada shuffled her feet uneasily. She had no fancy to meet Mrs. Eustice, whose friendship for the Guerins was well known. Mrs. Eustice had a hot white anger of her own that a pupil who once witnessed it could never forget.


      “Well, Ada?” came Miss Anderson’s voice at the end of the three minutes.


      Ada hastily stumbled through a shame-faced apology, painful to listen to, and then, the angry tears running down her face, turned and dashed from the room.


      CHAPTER XXII


      ANOTHER MYSTERY


      “Ready, Betty,” said Miss Anderson briskly. “You enter at the left and begin ‘I thought I heard voices—’ Don’t look toward the auditorium. Remember you are supposed to be in a small room.”


      Betty managed to command her voice, and the rehearsal went on. Miss Anderson herself took the part of the maid and, as she had foreseen, by the time they had finished the hour they were in a normal, happy frame of mind.


      No reference was ever made by any one to Ada’s speech, but she never appeared at another rehearsal. After two weeks’ diligent practice, the players were pronounced perfect and a night was set for the performance of “The Violet Patchwork.”


      “Why don’t we go to the woods and get some leaves to trim the assembly hall?” suggested Betty two days before the time for the play. “Mrs. Eustice’s sister is coming to see her, and some other guests, and we want it to look nice. We might get some nuts, too. Aunt Nancy promised us nut cake with ice cream if we’ll get her enough.”


      “All right, I like to go nutting,” agreed Bobby. “But, for goodness’ sake, if we’re going to walk a hundred miles this time, let’s have something to eat with us. Sandwiches and a regular spread. How many have boxes from home?”


      A canvass showed that a round dozen of the girls had been favored that week, and, at Bobby’s suggestion, they donated their goodies to “the common cause.”


      “Not all the girls will want to go,” said Betty. “Some are such poor walkers, they’ll decline at the first hint of a hike. Every one in the V.P. will want to go, I think, and that’s eleven. Then, counting the girls with boxes and the others who have asked to come, we’ll have twenty. Twenty of us ought to manage to bring home enough leaves to trim the hall respectably.”


      “We might ask for a holiday!” Bobby’s face beamed at the thought. “We haven’t had a day off in weeks, and Mrs. Eustice said a long time ago she thought we’d earned one. Will you do the asking, Betty?”


      Betty was accustomed to “doing the asking,” and she said she would once more if Norma Guerin would go with her. Wherever possible, Betty drew Norma into every school activity, and she persistently refused to allow her friend to talk as though the Christmas holidays would end their days at Shadyside. Alice worried less than Norma, but both girls grieved at the thought of the sacrifice those at home were making for them and felt that they could not accept it much longer without vigorous protest.


      Betty and Bobby, on the other hand, were determined to see to it that the sisters spent their holidays in Washington, and while Bobby cherished wild plans of filling a trunk with new dresses and hats and forcing it in some manner upon her chums, Betty concentrated her attention on the subject of cash. She intended to consult her uncle, in person if possible, and if that proved impossible, by letter, and Bob as to the feasibility of persuading Norma and Alice to borrow a sum sufficient to see them through to graduation day at Shadyside. Betty was sure her uncle and Bob, in both of whom she had infinite faith, could manage this difficult task satisfactorily, though the Guerin pride was a formidable obstacle.


      Acting immediately on the decision to ask for a holiday, Betty and Norma went down to the office and preferred their request, which was cordially granted after an explanation of its purpose.


      “All day to-morrow off!” shouted Betty, bursting in upon the six girls assembled to hear the result.


      “We may go after breakfast and needn’t come back till four o’clock when Miss Anderson has called a dress rehearsal,” chimed in Norma.


      Libbie and Louise were dispatched to notify the other girls and to give strict instructions to those who had boxes not to eat any more of the contents.


      “Elsie Taylor had already eaten six eclairs when I requisitioned her box for the picnic,” said Constance Howard. “It’s lucky we’re going tomorrow, or there wouldn’t be much left to eat.”


      Betty and Bobby each had a box from Mrs. Littell, who sent packages of sensible goodies regularly to her girls in turn.


      “I hope the sandwiches will keep fresh enough,” worried Betty.


      But she might have saved her worry.


      Just as she and Bobby were going to bed that night Norma and Alice came in, wrapped in their kimonos, each carrying a large box under her arm.


      “What do you suppose?” asked Norma. “Good old Aunt Nancy heard we were going after nuts for her cake and leaves for the hall, and she’s made us dozens of sandwiches. She said she did it because Mrs. Eustice reserved one of the best seats for her at the play. Anyway, we’ll be glad to have them, shan’t we? And, oh yes, Aunt Nancy says she’ll make us a cake as big as ‘a black walnut tree’ and two kinds of ice cream!”


      “And she brought the sandwiches up to Norma and Alice because she was determined they should have something for the picnic,” thought Betty after the girls had gone. “Talk about tact! Aunt Nancy has the real thing.”


      The girls were all up early the next morning, and soon after breakfast they were on their way to the woods. Many of those who were not of the nutting party went to Edentown, some took canoes and went paddling, others “puttered” around the school grounds, enjoying the beautiful autumn weather and the luxury of a holiday.


      Ada Nansen and her friends had elected to go to Edentown, and passed the nutting party on the way. Betty took one glance into the bus and then looked at Bobby. That young person promptly giggled.


      “Did you see what I saw?” she asked.


      “Poor Ada!” said Betty. “She does have troubles of her own!”


      For of all the teachers, Miss Prettyman alone had been available as chaperone, and to go to town under Miss Prettyman’s eagle eye was anything but an exciting experience. She was usually bent on “improving” the minds of her charges, and she improved them with serene disregard of the victims’ tastes and interests. Betty and Bobby had seen her sitting bolt upright in the bus, reading a thin volume of essays while Ada scowled at the happy crowd tramping in the road.


      The woods reached, they separated, some to gather branches of leaves and others intent on filling their sacks with nuts. The boxes of lunch were neatly piled under a tree, and sweaters were left with them, for it was comfortably warm even in the shadiest spots.


      “I don’t believe we will have many more days like this,” remarked Frances Martin, her nearsighted eyes peering into a hollow tree stump. “Girls, what have I found—a squirrel?”


      “Plain owl,” laughed Betty. “Isn’t he cunning?”


      They crowded around to admire the funny little creature, and then, admonished by Bobby, whom Constance declared would make a good drill sergeant, set busily to work again. Nuts were not plentiful, but they filled half a sack, and then, a large pile of flaming branches having been gathered, they decided to drag their spoils back to the tree and to have lunch.


      “Girls, girls, girls!” shrieked Libbie, who was in the lead, “our lunch is gone—every crumb of it!”


      Sure enough, the sweaters were all tossed about in confusion and the boxes had disappeared.


      “Who took it?” demanded Bobby wrathfully. “You needn’t tell me that lunch walked off!”


      High and clear and shrill, a familiar whistle sounded back of them.


      “That’s Bob!” Betty’s face brightened. “Listen!”


      She gave an answering whistle, and Bob’s sounded again.


      There was a scrambling among the bushes, and a group of cadets burst through. Bob and the Tucker twins were first, and after them came Gilbert Lane and Timothy Derby and Winifred Marion Brown.


      “Hello, anything the matter?” was Bob’s greeting. “You look rather glum.”


      “So would you,” Betty informed him, “if you were starving after a morning’s work and your lunch was stolen.”


      “Gee, that is tough!” exclaimed Bob sympathetically. “Who stole it?”


      “We don’t know,” volunteered Bobby. “But all those boxes couldn’t take wings and fly away.”


      “You go back and get the fellows,” Bob commanded Tommy Tucker. “We were having a potato roast down by the lake, and while the potatoes were baking some of us came up for more wood,” he explained to the girls. “We thought we heard voices, and so I whistled.”


      Tommy Tucker was flying down to the lake before half of this explanation was given.


      “Have you a holiday, too?” Betty asked. “We’re out to get decorations for the play.”


      “It’s the colonel’s birthday,” explained Bob, “and the old boy gave us the day off. Here come the fellows.”


      Half a dozen more cadets joined them, all boys the girls had met at the games. They were loud in their expressions of sympathy for the disappointed picnickers and promptly offered their potatoes as refreshments when they should be done.


      “Oh, we’re going to get that lunch back,” announced Bob Henderson confidently. “Look here!”


      He pointed to some footprints in a bit of muddy ground.


      “Cadet shoes!” cried Tommy Tucker. “Jimminy Crickets, I’ll bet it’s that Marshall Morgan and his crowd!”


      “But this is a girl’s shoe,” protested Betty, pointing to another print. “See the narrow toe?”


      “Ada Nansen or Ruth Royal!” guessed Bobby quickly. “They’re the only ones who won’t wear a sensible shoe.”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      JUST DESERTS


      “Who,” demanded Betty, “is Marshall Morgan?”


      “He’s a pest,” said Tommy, with characteristic frankness. “He has one mission in life, and that is to plague those unfortunates who have to be under the same roof with him. He never does anything on a large scale, but then a mosquito can drive you crazy, you know.”


      “Dear me, he ought to know Ada,” rejoined Bobby. “Perhaps he does. She is a pestess, if there is such a word.”


      “There isn’t,” Betty assured her. “Anyway, this won’t get our lunch back. What are you going to do, Bob?”


      “A little Indian work,” was Bob’s reply. “We’ll send out scouts to locate the thieves and then we’ll surround them and let the consequences fall.”


      “I’ll be a consequence,” declared Bobby vindictively. “I’ll fall on Ada with such force she’ll think an avalanche has struck her.”


      Bob sent some of the boys to trace the steps, and while they were gone outlined his plans to the others. Once they knew where the marauders were, they were to spread out fan-shape and swoop down upon the enemy.


      “I figure they’ll get a safe distance away and then stop to eat the lunch,” said Bob. “It is hardly likely that they will take the stuff back to school with them.”


      “But Ada went to Edentown,” protested Libbie. “We saw her in the bus, didn’t we, girls? And Ruth, too.”


      “They could easily come back in the same bus,” said Betty. “Indeed, I’m willing to wager that is just what they did. Miss Prettyman as a chaperone probably killed any desire Ada had to go shopping.”


      The scouts came back after fifteen or twenty minutes to report that they had discovered the invaders camped under a large oak tree and preparing to open the boxes.


      “They were laughing and saying how they’d put one over on you,” said Gilbert Lane.


      “Well, they won’t laugh long,” retorted Bob grimly. “How many are there?”


      “Marshall Morgan, Jim Cronk, the Royce boys, all three of ’em, Hilbert Mitchell and George Timmins,” named Gilbert, using his fingers as an adding machine. “Then there are nine girls.”


      “Has one of them a brown velvet hat with a pink rose at the front and brown gaiters and mink furs and a perfectly lovely velvet handbag?” asked Betty. “And did you see a girl with black pumps and white silk stockings and a blue tricotine dress embroidered with crystal beads?”


      The boys looked bewildered.


      “Don’t believe we did,” admitted Gilbert regretfully. “But one of ’em called a skinny girl ‘Ada’ and somebody is named ‘Gladys.’”


      “Never mind the clothes,” Bobby told him gratefully. “We knew those two were mixed up in this.”


      They started cautiously, mindful of Bob’s instructions not to make a noise, and succeeded, after ten or fifteen minutes creeping, in getting within hearing distance of the despoilers.


      “You girls will have to tend to your friends,” grinned Bob. “You can’t expect us to discipline them. But we’ll give the boys something to remember!”


      The party spread out, and at his signal whistle they sprang forward, shouting like wild Indians. Straight for the oak tree they charged and closed in on the group beneath it. Those seated there rose to their feet in genuine alarm.


      “Rush ’em!” shouted Bob.


      Pushing and scrambling, those in the attacking party began to force the others down the narrow path. The boys were struggling desperately and the girls were resisting as best they could and some were crying.


      “Let us out!” wept Ada. “Ow! You’re stepping on me! Let us out!”


      She kicked blindly, and fought with her hands. The first person she grasped was Ruth, who was nearly choked before she could jerk her fur collar free.


      “I will get out!” panted Ada. “Push, girls!”


      The circle opened for them, and following Ada they dashed through straight into a tangle of blackberry bushes. Half mad with rage and blind from excitement they ploughed their way through, fighting the bushes as though they were flesh and blood arms held out to stop them. When they were clear of the thicket their clothes were in tatters and their faces and hands scratched and bleeding cruelly.


      There was nothing for them to do but to go back to the school and try to invent a plausible story for their condition. All the cold cream in the handsome glass jars on Ada’s dressing table could not heal her smarting face and thoughts that night.


      Bob and his friends continued on their resolute way, pushing the luckless cadets before them. Once out of the woods, they seized them by the jacket collars and rushed them down to the lake and into the icy waters. They generously allowed them to come out after a few minutes immersion, and the sorry, dripping crew began the long run that would bring them to dry clothes and, it is to be hoped, mended ways.


      “Now the potatoes are done,” Bob reported, after examining the oven hollowed out and lined with stones. “Why not combine forces and eat?”


      Every one was famished, and they found plenty of good things left in the boxes. The uninvited guests could not have had those packages open long before they were overtaken.


      After a hearty picnic meal the boys helped the girls gather up their branches and walked with them to the point where their boats were tied. They had rowed over because of the attraction of the woods—Salsette being located on the flat side of the lake—and now they must go back for the afternoon drill that was never omitted even for such an important occasion as the colonel’s birthday.


      Ada and her chums did not come down to dinner that night, and so did not help with the decorating of the hall. That was pronounced an unqualified success, as was the performance of “The Violet Patchwork” the following night and the nut cake and the chocolate and the pistache ice-cream that was served at the close.


      Both audience and players were treated to two surprises in the course of the evening. Bobby was responsible for one and, much to the astonishment of the school, Ada Nansen and Constance Howard for the other.


      True to her promise, the dauntless Bobby had accepted the humble rôle of stage hand rather than have no part in the play, and she trundled scenery with right good will and acted as Miss Anderson’s right hand in a mood of unfailing good humor. There was not an atom of envy in Bobby’s character, and she thought Betty the most wonderful actress she had ever seen.


      “You look lovely in that dress,” she said, as Betty stood awaiting her cue at the opening of the second act.


      Betty smiled, took her cue and walked on the stage.


      A ripple of laughter that grew to hilarity greeted her after the first puzzled moment.


      “Oh, oh!” cried Madame hysterically, in the wings. “See, that Bobby! Some one call her! She is walking with the tree!”


      The rather primitive arrangements of the background provided for the play called for a girl to stand behind each tree in the formal garden scene as support. In her admiration of Betty, Bobby had unconsciously edged after her to keep her in sight, and the startled audience saw the heroine being persistently pursued by a pretty boxwood tree. Bobby was recalled to herself, the tree became rooted in its place, and “The Violet Patchwork” proceeded smoothly.


      Between the third and fourth acts, the lights went out at a signal and to the general surprise—for the players had known nothing of what was to come—a velvety voice rolled out in the darkness singing the words of “A Maid in a Garden Green,” a song a great singer had made popular that season.


      “It’s Ada,” whispered the school with a rustle of delight. “No one else can sing like that.”


      They encored her heartily, and she responded. Then the lights flared up and died down again for the last act.


      “Constance got her to do it,” whispered Betty to Bobby. “I heard Miss Anderson telling Miss Sharpe. Ada’s face is so scratched she couldn’t, or rather wouldn’t, show herself, and Constance said why not sing in the dark the way they do at the movies? That tickled Ada—who’d like to be a movie actress, Connie says—and she said she would.”


      “Constance Howard has a way with her,” remarked Bobby sagely. “Any one that can persuade Ada Nansen to do anything nice is qualified to take a diplomatic post in Thibet.”


      Soon after the play the weather turned colder and skating and coasting became popular topics of conversation. There was not much ice-skating, as a rule, in that section of the country, but snow was to be expected, and more than one girl had secret aspirations to go from the top of the hill back of the school as far as good fortune would take her.


      “Coasting?” Ada Nansen had sniffed when the subject was mentioned to her. “Why, that’s for children! Girls of our ages don’t go coasting. Now at home, my brother has an ice-boat—that’s real sport.”


      “Well, Ada, I suppose you think I’m old enough to be your grandmother,” said Miss Anderson, laughing. “I wonder what you’ll say when I tell you that I still enjoy a good coast? If you girls who think you are too old to play in the snow would only get outdoors more you wouldn’t complain of so many headaches.”


      But Ada refused to be mollified, and she remained indifferent to the shrieks of delight that greeted the first powdering of snow. Thanksgiving morning saw the first flakes.


      The holiday was happily celebrated at Shadyside, very few of the girls going home. Mrs. Eustice preferred to add the time to the Christmas vacation, and the girls had found that this plan added to their enjoyment. Aunt Nancy and her assistants fairly outdid themselves on the dinner, and that alone would have made the day memorable for those with good appetites, and where is the school girl who does not like to eat?


      The Dramatic Club gave another play to which the Salsette boys were invited as a special treat, and a little dance followed the play.


      “You’re a great little actress, Betty,” Bob told her when he came to claim the first dance. “I’m almost willing to let you steer the new bobsled the first time it snows.”


      The bobsled, built by Bob and his chums, was an object of admiration to half of Salsette Academy. It was large and roomy and promised plenty of speed. The boys, of course, were wild to try it, and Betty and Bobby, who had been promised one of the first rides, joined them in earnestly wishing for snow. Betty had a sled of her own, too, a graceful, light affair her uncle had sent her.


      The desired snow did not come for several days. Instead the weather grew still and cold and the girls were glad to stay indoors and work on their lessons or on things they were making for Christmas gifts.


      “You may not have much money to spend, Norma,” remarked Bobby one afternoon, “but then you don’t need it. Just look at the things you can do with a crochet hook and a knitting needle.”


      Norma, bent over a pretty lace pattern, flushed a little.


      “I’d like to be able to give grandma the things she needs far more than a lace collar,” she said quietly.


      Betty knew that Mrs. Macklin was still in the Philadelphia hospital. Every letter from Glenside now meant “a spell of the blues” for Norma, who was beginning to have dark circles under her eyes. She looked as though she might lie awake at night and plan.


      When the girls put away their books and their sewing to go down to dinner, a few uncertain feathery flakes were softly sifting down and late that night it began to snow in earnest, promising perfect coasting.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      BETTY GOES COASTING


      It did seem a shame that lessons should be as exacting as ever when outside the trees bent beneath their white burden and eager eyes were fixed longingly on the hill back of the school.


      “You can’t coast through the woods, anyway, Betty,” Libbie whispered in the French period. “You may be a wonder, but how can you go through the tree stumps?”


      “Don’t intend to,” whispered back Betty. “There’s a cleared space in there—I’ll show you.”


      “Young ladies, if you please—” suggested Madame politely, and the girls jerked their thoughts back to translation.


      The moment lessons were over that afternoon, they dashed for their sleds. The eight who chummed together had four sleds between them which was enough for the enjoyment of all. Constance Howard had seen so little snow in her life spent in California that she was very much excited about it and had bought her sled in August to be ready for the first fall. Bobby had been to Edentown and bought a little toy affair, the best she could get there, and Frances Martin had sent home for her big, comfortable Vermont-made sled that made up in dependability what it lacked in varnish and polish. Counting Betty’s, this gave them four sleds.


      There was a conventional hill half a mile away from the school, toward which most of the girls turned their steps. On the first afternoon it was crowded. The Salsette cadets had come coasting, too, for on their side of the lake there was not so much as a mound of earth, and whoever would coast must perforce cross the lake.


      “We’ll go up to the woods,” announced Betty. “There will be more room, and it’s much more exciting to go down a steep hill.”


      So it proved. The cleared space to which Betty had referred demanded careful steering, and Frances Martin at the first glance relinquished the control of her sled.


      “I can’t judge distances,” she explained, touching her glasses, “and I’d be sure to steer straight for a tree. Libbie, you’ll have to be the skipper.”


      So Libbie took Frances, Betty took Bobby, Constance took Norma on her sled, and Alice steered for Louise, using Bobby’s sled.


      Such shrieks of laughter, such wild spills! If Ada Nansen had been there to see she would certainly have been confirmed in her statement that coasting was “for children.” They were coming down for the sixth time when Bob Henderson, the Tucker twins and Timothy Derby appeared.


      “We thought we’d find you here!” was Bob’s greeting. “Trust Betty to pick out a mystic maze for her coasting. It’s a wonder some of you girls haven’t shot down into Indian Chasm!”


      “Well, I like a steep coast,” said Betty defensively. “I wouldn’t give a cent a hundred for a little short coast down a gentle slope. Want me to take you down on my sled, Bob?”


      “I don’t believe I do, thank you just the same,” returned Bob politely. “Six of you can pile on the bob, though, and I’ll give you a thrilling ride, safety guaranteed. Who wants to come?”


      It ended by all taking turns, and by that time it was half-past four and they must start back to school.


      “I’m coming to-morrow,” declared Betty. “I think winter is the nicest time of the whole year.”


      “You say that of every season,” criticised Bobby. “Besides, I think it will rain to-morrow; it is much warmer than when we came out.”


      Bobby proved a good weather prophet for the next day was warmer and cloudy, and when lessons for the day were over at half-past two, a fine drizzle had begun to fall.


      “Just the same I’m going,” persisted Betty, pulling on her rubbers and struggling into a heavier sweater. “The snow hasn’t all melted, and there will be enough for a good coast. I think you’re a lazy bunch to want to stay cooped up in here and knit. A little fresh air would be good for you, Norma.”


      “I’ve a cold,” said Norma, in explanation of her red eyes. “Anyway, I don’t feel like playing around outdoors. And Alice has gone to bed with a headache and I’d rather not leave her.”


      Some had studying to do and others refused to be moved from their fancy work, so Betty and her sled finally set off alone. She knew, of course, that Norma’s red eyes were the result of crying, as was Alice’s headache. They had definitely decided the night before that they would not return to Shadyside after the Christmas holidays.


      “I think this is a funny world,” scolded Betty to herself, as she reached her favorite hill and put her sled in position. “Here are Norma and Alice, the kind of girls Mrs. Eustice is proud to have represent the school, and they can’t afford to take a full course and graduate. And Ada Nansen, who is everything the ideals of Shadyside try to combat, has oceans of money and every prospect of staying. She’ll probably take a P.G. course!”


      A wild ride through the slushy snow made Betty feel better, and when, as she dragged the sled up again, Bob’s whistle sounded, the last trace of her resentment vanished.


      “Something told me you’d be out hunting a sore throat today,” declared Bob, in mock-disapproval. “The fellows all said there wouldn’t be enough snow to hold up a sparrow.”


      “Silly things!” dimpled Betty. “There’s plenty of snow for a good coast. Take me, Bob?”


      “Well, if you’ll come on over where there’s a decent hill,” Bob assented. “With only two on the bob, we want to get some grade. Here, I’ll stick your sled in between these two trees and you can get it when we come back.”


      Together they pulled the heavy bobsled up the hill and crossed over the hollow, taking a wagon trail that led up over another hill.


      “It’s a long walk,” admitted Bob, panting. “But wait till you see the ride we’re going to get.”


      They reached the top of Pudding Hill presently, and Betty looked down over a rolling expanse of white country covered closely by a lowering gray sky that looked, she said to herself, like the lid of a soup kettle.


      “Bully coast!” exclaimed Bob with satisfaction, swinging the bodsled into position. “All ready, Betsey?”


      “Just a minute,” begged Betty, with a delightful little shiver of excitement as she tucked in her skirts and pulled her soft hat further over her eyes. “Ye-s, now I guess I’m fixed.”


      They started. The wind sang in their ears and sharp particles of snow flew up to sting their faces. Zip! they had taken one hill, and the gallant bobsled gathered momentum. Betty clung tightly to Bob.


      “All right?” he shouted, without turning his head.


      “It’s fine!” shrieked Betty. “It takes my breath away, but I love it!”


      The bobsled seemed fairly to leap the series of gentle slopes that lay at the foot of the long hill, and for every rise Betty and Bob received a bump that would have jarred the bones of less enthusiastic sportsmen. Then, suddenly, they were in the hollow, and the next thing they knew Betty lay breathless in a soft snow bank and Bob found himself flat on his back a few feet away. The sled had overturned with them.


      “Betty! are you hurt?” cried Bob, scrambling to his feet. “Here, don’t struggle! I’ll have you out in a jiffy.”


      He pulled her from the bank of snow and helped her shake her garments free from the white flakes.


      “I’m not hurt a bit, not even scratched,” she assured him. “Wasn’t that a spill, though? The first thing I knew I was sailing through space, and I’m thankful I landed in soft snow. Where’s the sled? Oh, over there!”


      “Want to quit?” asked Bob, as she began to help him right the overturned sled. “We can walk over to where we left your sled, you know, Betty.”


      “And miss the coast?” said Betty scornfully. “Well, not much, Bob Henderson. It takes more than one upset to make me give up coasting.”


      She seated herself behind Bob again, and with a touch of his foot they began the descent of the second hill. The snow had melted more here, and in some spots the covering was very thin. Bob found the task of steering really difficult.


      “I don’t think much of this,” he began to say, but at the second word the bobsled struck a huge root, the riders were pitched forward, and for one desperate moment they clung to the scrubby undergrowth that bordered what they supposed was the side of the road.


      Then their hold loosened and they fell.


      Slipping, sliding, tumbling, rolling, a confused sound of Bob’s shouts in her ears, Betty closed her eyes and only opened them when she found that she was stationary again. She had no idea of where she was, nor of how far she had fallen.


      “Bob?” she called timidly at first, and then in terror. “Bob!”


      “Look behind you,” said Bob’s familiar voice.


      Betty turned her head, and there was Bob, grinning at her placidly. His cap was gone and several buttons were ripped bodily from his mackinaw, but he did not seem to be injured and when he pulled Betty to her feet, that young person found that she, too, was unhurt.


      “What happened?” she asked. “Where are we?”


      “The bobsled balked,” explained Bob cheerfully. “Guess it knew where we were heading for better than I did. Anyway, you and I took a double header that was a beauty. If you want to see where we came down, just look up there.”


      Betty followed the direction of his finger and saw a trail gashed in the snow, a trail that twisted and turned down the steep, forbidding sides of a frowning gorge. Was it possible that they had fallen so far and escaped injury?


      “Know where you are?” asked Bob, watching her.


      Betty shook her head.


      “I must have been away off the road,” explained Bob. “Betsey, you and I are standing at the bottom of Indian Chasm.”


      CHAPTER XXV


      THE TREASURE


      Indian Chasm!


      Betty stared at Bob in dismay. Afterward she confessed that her first thought was of Indians who might capture them.


      “Indian Chasm,” repeated Bob firmly. “Come on, Betty, we mustn’t stand here. If you once get cold, there’s no way to warm you up. We must walk, and try to find a way out.”


      Betty stumbled after him, her mind a bewildered maze. She could not yet grasp the explanation that Bob, turned about by their spill in the hollow, had followed an old trail instead of the hill road. The trail had led straight to the border of the chasm.


      Bob ploughed along, head bent, a heavy sense of responsibility keeping him silent. He knew better than Betty the difficulties that in all probability lay before them.


      He glanced back at Betty, wearily toiling after him.


      “Want to rest a moment?” he suggested. “Sit on that rock till you begin to feel chilly.”


      Betty accepted the suggestion gratefully. She was very tired and she was hungry. Her rubbers had been torn on the stones she had encountered in her fall and her shoes were damp.


      “What a funny rock,” she said idly.


      It was a huge slab that had once been a part of another huge rock which still stood upright. Some force of nature had slit the two like a piece of paper—from the looks of it, the break was a recent one—and had forced a section outward, making it look like a wall about to topple over.


      Rested a little, Betty rose and walked around to the other side of the rock on which she sat, moved by an impulse of curiosity. She went close to the rock that stood upright like a sentinel.


      “What’s the matter?” called Bob as she started back.


      “I—I thought I kicked against something,” answered Betty. “There, did you hear that?”


      “Something clinked,” admitted Bob. “Wait, I’ll help you look.”


      He ran around to her and together they began to dig in the snow and dead leaves.


      “Bob! Bob!” Betty’s voice rose in delight. “Look!”


      She held up a small rusty iron box that, as she tilted it, yawned to disgorge a shower of gold coins.


      “The Macklin treasure! We’ve found it!” cried Betty, beginning to dig like an excited terrier. “Help me hunt, Bob! It must be Mrs. Macklin’s treasure, mustn’t it?”


      “Looks that way,” admitted Bob.


      As he spoke he drew something from under the shadow of the rock that settled the question immediately. Something that sparkled and glittered and slipped through his cold red fingers like glass.


      “The emeralds!” breathed Betty. “Oh, Bob, aren’t they beautiful!”


      “Look, Betty! That slab was forced outward not long ago. Before that this treasure was concealed in a narrow crack between the two rocks. That’s why no one was able to find it when the search was made soon after the loss! Isn’t it great that we have found it?”


      In a frenzy now, they dug, and when there seemed to be nothing more hidden under the accumulation of dirt and leaves, the two stared at each other in delighted amazement. At their feet lay little jewel bags containing the pearls of which Norma had talked, the rose topazes, the dozen cameos. Magnificent diamonds sparkled in a rusty case, ear-rings and rings lay in a little heap, and a handful of uncut stones was wrapped in a bit of chamois skin. Solid silver pitchers and goblets and trays, sadly battered by being flung against the rocks, lay just as they had fallen until Bob and Betty had uncovered the leaves which, had so long covered them.


      “How are we going to get it out of here?” asked Betty, when they had satisfied themselves there was nothing left undiscovered.


      “That’s the pressing question,” confessed Bob. “Incidentally, we have to get ourselves out, too. I think we’d better walk on a bit, and look for some trail out. One lucky thing, no one will take the treasure while we’re scouting.”


      “Where do you suppose that goes to?” said Betty, when they had been tramping about five minutes.


      She pointed to a rocky formation that led off into the side of the chasm. It was evidently the mouth of a cave.


      “I don’t know, of course,” admitted Bob. “But I think we had better take a chance and follow it. It will be dark, but so will the chasm in another half hour. I’ll go first and you come after me.”


      It was inky black in the cave, and there was no assurance that it would lead them anywhere and every prospect that they would have to retrace their steps. He was careful to hint nothing of this to Betty, however, and she, on her part, determinedly stifled any complaint of weariness that rose to her lips.


      It was an experience they both remembered all their lives—that slow, halting groping through the winding cavern, where the rocky walls narrowed or widened without warning and the roof rose to great heights or dropped so low they must crawl on hands and knees. The thought of the found treasure sustained them and gave them courage to keep on.


      “I see a light!” cried Bob after what seemed to Betty hours of this. “Betty, I do believe we’ve come to an opening!”


      The pin-spot of light grew and broadened, and, as they approached it, they saw it was the winter sky. The sun was setting, for the clouds had cleared, and never was a sight half so beautiful to the anxious eyes that rested on it. What did it matter that they were miles from the school, or that both were wet and cold and tired to the point of collapse? Just to get out of that awful chasm was enough.


      “I’ll go get your sled and pack the stuff on that,” proposed Bob, “I don’t suppose it would hurt to leave it there all night, but somehow I can’t. Will you go on ahead, Betty? You’re so tired.”


      “I’m going back with you,” said Betty firmly. “I couldn’t rest one minute, knowing you were crawling through that awful cave again. Oh, yes, I’m coming with you, Bob—you needn’t shake your head like that.”


      Bob realized that it was useless to try to persuade her to go on to the school alone. His common sense told him that it would be wiser to leave the treasure where it was and come after it the next day, but common sense does not always win out. It was actually impossible for Bob or Betty to abandon the Macklin fortune now that they had found it.


      Bob found Betty’s sled, after some search, where they had left it between two trees, and together they began to thread the tortuous maze of the cave again, Bob going ahead and dragging the sled after him. Betty thought despairingly that she had never known what it meant to be tired before.


      “I’ll wrap the little things in my middy tie,” she said when they came out in the chasm at last and found the heap of treasure where they had piled it, “and we can fasten down the rest of the stuff with the belt from my coat.”


      Their fingers were stiff with cold, but they managed to get everything on the sled and lash it securely with a rope and the leather belt from Betty’s coat. Then, once more, they started back through the cave.


      The sled was heavy and the way seemed twice as long as the first time they had followed it, but they kept doggedly on. It was dark when they emerged on the familiar hillside.


      “Sit on the sled, and I’ll pull you, Betty,” offered Bob, looking a little anxiously at his companion’s white face.


      But Betty resolutely refused, and she trotted beside him all the way, helping to pull the sled, till the gray buildings of Shadyside loomed up before them.


      She insisted that Bob must come in with her, and they told their story to Mrs. Eustice, breathlessly and disconnectedly, to be sure, but the rope of emeralds and the gleaming diamonds filled in all gaps in the narrative. Before she went to sleep Betty had the satisfaction of knowing that Norma and Alice had been told the good news and that a telegram was speeding off to the home folks.


      The discovery and recovery of the missing treasure created a wave of excitement when it became generally known. A few girls, who valued worldly possessions above everything else, made overtures of friendship to the sisters whom previously they had ignored. Their old friends heartily rejoiced with them and Norma and Alice went about in a dream of bliss compounded of joy for their grandmother and parents, plans for new frocks and the proposed holiday trip to Washington.


      “It’s the nicest thing that ever happened,” Betty wrote her uncle. “Now Norma and Alice can graduate from Shadyside, and Grandma Macklin can spend the rest of the winter in Florida and dear Doctor and Mrs. Guerin can doctor and nurse half the county for nothing, if they please.”


      * * * *


      Doctor Guerin and his wife wrote that Norma and Alice should go happily with the Littell girls for a visit and forget the “no longer depressing question of finances.” Both Doctor and Mrs. Guerin were enthusiastic in their praise of Betty and Bob, who began to feel that too much was made of their lucky discovery, especially when, at the direction of Mrs. Macklin, the Macklin family’s old lawyer (who had taken charge of the recovered treasure and appraised it at nearly twice its value when lost) sent Betty a pair of the diamond earrings and Bob one of the priceless old silver platters.


      “But you not only found it, you went through a lot to bring it to us,” said Norma affectionately. “No, Betty, you and Bob can’t wriggle out of being thanked.”


      The finding of the treasure was not the last of Betty’s adventures. What happened to her and her chums the following summer will be related in the next volume of this series.


      The remaining days of the term fairly flew, and almost before they realized it, school closed for the Christmas holidays. A merry party boarded the train for the Junction, where they could make connections for Washington, one crisp, sunny December morning.


      “Every one here?” demanded Bobby Littell. “I don’t want to run the risk of arriving home short a guest or two.”


      “I’m willing to be kidnapped,” suggested Tommy Tucker, who knew the story of Betty’s first meeting with Bobby.


      Both girls laughed, and Betty was still smiling as she held out her ticket to the conductor.


      “Have a good time, young ’uns,” chirped the grizzled little man cheerily. “Only one thing’s more fun than goin’ to school, and that’s goin’ home from school for a spell of play.”


      And with this happy prospect before her, let us leave Betty Gordon.

    

  


  
    
      BETTY GORDON AT MOUNTAIN CAMP, by Alice B. Emerson


      OR, The Mystery of Ida Bellethorne


      CHAPTER I


      THE GORED COW


      For lack of a better listener, Betty Gordon addressed the saucy little chipmunk that sat on the top rail of the old worn fence and stared at her with bright, unwinking eyes.


      “It is the loveliest vase you ever saw,” said Betty, busily sorting the tangled mass of grasses and flowers in her lap. “Heavy old colonial glass, you know, plain, but with beautiful lines.”


      The chipmunk continued to regard her gravely.


      “I found it this morning when I was helping Mrs. Peabody clean the kitchen closet shelves,” the girl went on, her slim fingers selecting and discarding slender stems with fascinating quickness. “It was on the very last shelf, and was covered with dust. I washed it, and we’re going to have it on the supper table tonight with this bouquet in it. There! don’t you think that’s pretty?”


      She held out the flowers deftly arranged and surveyed them proudly. The chipmunk cocked his brown head and seemed to be withholding his opinion.


      Betty put the bouquet carefully down on the grass beside her and stretched the length of her trim, graceful self on the turf, burying her face luxuriously in the warm dry “second crop” of hay that had been raked into a thin pile under the pin oak and left there forgotten. Presently she rolled over and lay flat on her back, studying the lazy clouds that drifted across the very blue sky.


      “I’d like to be up in an airplane,” she murmured drowsily, her eyelids drooping. “I’d sail right into a cloud and see—What was that?”


      She sat up with a jerk that sent the hitherto motionless chipmunk scurrying indignantly up the nearest tree, there to sit and shake his head angrily at her.


      “Sounds like Bob!” said Betty to herself. “My goodness, that was Mr. Peabody—they must be having an awful quarrel!”


      The voices and shouts came from the next field, separated from her by a brook, almost dry now, and a border of crooked young willow trees grown together in an effective windbreak.


      “Anybody who’ll gore a cow like that isn’t fit to own a single dumb creature!” A clear young voice shaking with passion was carried by the wind to the listening girl.


      “When I need a blithering, no-’count upstart to teach me my business, I’ll call on you and not before,” a deeper, harsh voice snarled. “When you’re farming for yourself you can feed the neighbors’ critters on your corn all you’ve a mind to!”


      “Oh, dear!” Betty scrambled to her feet, forgetting the bouquet so carefully culled, and darted in the direction of the willow hedge. “I do hope Mr. Peabody hasn’t been cruel to an animal. Bob is always so furious when he catches him at that!”


      She crossed the puttering little brook by the simple expedient of jumping from one bank to the other and scrambled through the willow trees, emerging, flushed and anxious-eyed, to confront a boy about fourteen years old in a torn straw hat and faded overalls and a tall, lean middle-aged man with a pitchfork in his hands.


      “Well?” the latter grunted, as Betty glanced fearfully at him. “What did you come for? I suppose you think two rows of corn down flat is something to snicker at?”


      They stood on the edge of a flourishing field of corn, and, following the direction of Mr. Peabody’s accusing finger, Betty Gordon saw that two fine rows had been partially eaten and trampled.


      “Oh, that’s too bad!” she said impulsively, “What did it—a stray cow?”


      “Keppler’s black and white heifer,” answered Mr. Peabody grimly. “Bob here is finding fault with me because I didn’t let it eat its head off.”


      “No such thing!” Bob Henderson was stung into speech. “Because the poor creature didn’t get out fast enough to suit you—and you bewildered her with your shouting till she didn’t know which way to turn—you jabbed her with the pitchfork. I saw the blood! And I say nobody but an out and out coward would do a thing like that to a dumb animal.”


      “Oh!” breathed Betty again, softly. “How could you!”


      “Now I’ve heard about enough of that!” retorted Mr. Peabody angrily. “If you’d both attend to your own business and leave me to mind mine, we’d save a lot of time. You, Bob, go let down the bars and turn that critter into the road. Maybe Keppler will wake up and repair his fences after all his stock runs off. You’d better help him, Betty. He might step on a grub-worm if you don’t go along to watch him!”


      Bob strode off, kicking stones as he went, and Betty followed silently. She helped him lower the bars and drive the cow into the road, then put the bars in place again.


      “Where are you going?” she ventured in surprise, as Bob moodily trudged after the animal wending an erratic way down the road.


      “Going to take her home,” snapped Bob, “Peabody would like to see Keppler have to get her out of the pound, but I’ll save him that trouble. You can go on back and read your book.”


      “Just because you’re mad at Mr. Peabody is no reason why you should be cross to me,” said Betty with spirit. “I wasn’t reading a book, and I’m coming with you. So there!”


      Bob laughed and told her to “come on.” He was seldom out of sorts long. Indeed, of the two, Betty had the quicker temper and cherished a grudge more enduringly.


      “Just the same, Betty,” Bob announced, as he skillfully persuaded the cow to forego the delights of a section of particularly sweet grass and proceed on her course, “I’m about through. I can’t stand it much longer; and lately I’ve been afraid that in a rage I might strike Mr. Peabody with something and either kill him or hurt him badly. Of course, I wouldn’t do it if I stopped to think, but when he gets me furious as he did today, I don’t stop to think.”


      “Well, for mercy’s sake, Bob Henderson,” ejaculated Betty in an instant alarm, “don’t kill him, whatever you do. Then you’d be put in prison for life!”


      “All right,” agreed Bob equably, “I won’t kill him—just nick him in a few places—how will that do?”


      “But I’m really serious,” insisted Betty. “Don’t let the cow turn up that lane. Think how awful you would feel if you were sent to prison, Bob.”


      Bob took refuge in a masculine stronghold.


      “If that isn’t just like a girl!” he said scornfully. “Who said I was going to prison? I merely say I don’t want to lose my temper and do something rash, and you have me convicted and sentenced for life. Gee, Betty, have a little mercy!”


      Betty’s lips trembled.


      “I can’t bear to think of you going away and leaving me here,” she faltered. “I’m not going to stay either, Bob, not one minute after I hear from Uncle Dick. I’m sure if the Benders knew how things were going, they would think we had a right to leave. I had the loveliest letter from Mrs. Bender this morning—but it had been opened.”


      Bob switched an unoffending flower head savagely.


      “You come out of that!” he shouted to the perverse cow that seemed determined to turn to the left when she was plainly asked to turn to the right. “Wait a minute, Betty; here’s Fred Keppler.”


      The half-grown boy who accosted them with “What are you doing with our cow?” grinned fatuously at Betty, showing several gaps in a row of fine teeth.


      “Keep your cow at home where she belongs,” directed Bob magnificently. “She’s been making her dinner off our corn.”


      “Oh, gee,” sighed the boy nervously. “I’ll bet old Peabody was in a tearing fury. Look, Bob, something’s tore her hide! She must have been down in the blackberry bushes along the brook.”


      “Well, see that it doesn’t happen again,” commanded Bob, gracefully withdrawing by walking backward. “Corn that’s as high as ours is worth something, you know.”


      “You never told him about the pitchfork,” said Betty accusingly, as soon as Fred Keppler and the cow were out of earshot. “You let him think it was blackberry bushes that scratched her like that.”


      “Well, his father will know the difference,” grinned Bob cheerfully. “Why should I start an argument with Fred? Saving the cow from the pound ought to be enough, anyway. Mr. Keppler has had to buy more than one animal out before this; he will not pay attention to his fences.”


      Betty sat down on a broad boulder and leaned up against an old hickory tree.


      “Stone in my shoe,” she said briefly. “You’ll have to wait just a minute, Bob.”


      Bob sat down on the grass and began to hunt for four leaf clovers, an occupation of which he never tired.


      “Do you think Mr. Peabody opened your letter?” he asked abruptly.


      Betty paused in the operation of untying her shoe.


      “Who else would?” she said thoughtfully. “It wasn’t even pasted together again, but slit across one end, showing that whoever did it didn’t care whether I noticed it or not. I’ll never mail another letter from that box. I’ll walk to Glenside three times a day first!”


      “Well, the only thing to do is to clear out,” said Bob firmly. “You’ll have to wait till you hear from your uncle, or at least till the Benders get back. We promised, you know, that we wouldn’t run away without telling them, or if there wasn’t time, writing to them and saying where we go. That shows, I think, that they suspected things might get too hot to be endured.”


      “I simply must get a letter from Uncle Dick or go crazy,” sighed Betty feverishly. She put on her shoe and stood up. “I wish he would come for me himself and see how horrid everything is.”


      CHAPTER II


      HOSPITALITY UNDER DIFFICULTIES


      Betty Gordon had come to Bramble Farm, as Mr. Peabody’s home was known, early in the summer to stay until her uncle, Richard Gordon, should be able to establish a home for her, or at least know enough of his future plans to have Betty travel with him. He was interested in mines and oil wells, and his business took him all over the country.


      Betty was an orphan, and this Uncle Dick was her only living relative. He came to her in Pineville after her mother’s death and when the friends with whom she had been staying decided to go to California. He remembered Mrs. Peabody, an old school friend, and suggested that Betty might enjoy a summer spent on a farm. These events are related in the first book of this series, called “Betty Gordon at Bramble Farm.”


      That story tells how Betty came to the farm to find Joseph Peabody a domineering, pitiless miser, his wife Agatha, a drab woman crushed in spirit, and Bob Henderson, the “poorhouse rat,” a bright intelligent lad whom the Peabodys had taken from the local almshouse for his board and clothes. Betty Gordon found life at Bramble Farm very different from the picture she and her uncle had drawn in imagination, and only the fact that her uncle’s absence in the oil fields had prevented easy communication with him had held her through the summer.


      Once, indeed, she had run away, but circumstances had brought her and Bob to the pleasant home of the town police recorder, and Mr. and Mrs. Bender had proved themselves true and steadfast friends to the boy and girl who stood sorely in need of friendship. It was the Benders who had exacted a promise from both Bob and Betty that they would not run away from Bramble Farm without letting them know.


      Betty had been instrumental in causing the arrest of two men who had stolen chickens from the Peabody farm, and at the hearing before the recorder something of Mr. Peabody’s characteristics and of the conditions at Bramble Farm had been revealed.


      Anxious to have Betty and Bob return, Joseph Peabody had practically agreed to treat them more humanely, and for a few weeks, during which the Benders had gone away for their annual vacation, matters at Bramble Farm had in the main improved. But they were gradually slipping back to the old level, and this morning, when Peabody had gored the cow with his pitchfork, Bob had thought disgustedly that it was useless to expect anything good at the hands of the owner of Bramble Farm.


      As he and Betty tramped back after delivering the cow, Bob’s mind was busy with plans that would free him from Mr. Peabody and set him forward on the road that led to fortune. Bob included making a fortune in his life work, having a shrewd idea that money rightly used was a good gift.


      “Where do you suppose your uncle is?” he asked Betty, coming out of a reverie wherein he bade Bramble Farm and all the dwellers there with a single exception a cold and haughty farewell.


      “Why, I imagine he is in Washington,” returned Betty confidently. “His last letter was from there, though two days ago a postal came from Philadelphia. I think likely he went up to see his lawyer and get his mail. You know it was held there while he was out West. I hope he has all my letters now, and last night I wrote him another, asking him if I couldn’t leave here. I said I’d rather go to the strictest kind of a boarding school; and so I would. I’ll mail the letter this afternoon in Glenside.”


      “It’s too long a walk for you to take on a hot afternoon,” grumbled Bob. “I’m going over to Trowbridge, and I’ll mail it there for you.”


      Betty pulled the letter from her blouse pocket and handed it to him.


      “Where’s Trowbridge?” she asked, as they came in sight of the boundary line of Bramble Farm and sighted Mr. Peabody in conversation with the mail carrier at the head of the lane. “Can I go with you?”


      “We’d better hurry,” suggested Bob, quickening his steps. “Trowbridge is four miles beyond Laurel Grove. You’ve never been there. No, you can’t go, Betty, because I have to ride the sorrel. I suppose in time old Peabody will buy another wagon, but no one can tell when that will come to pass.”


      The wagon house had burned one night, and the master of Bramble Farm could not bring himself to pay out the cash for even a secondhand wagon. As a result, the always limited social activities of the farm were curtailed to the vanishing point.


      “What are you going for?” persisted Betty, who had her fair share of feminine curiosity with the additional excuse that interesting events were few and far between in her present everyday life.


      Bob grinned.


      “Going to a vendue,” he announced. “Now how much do you know?”


      Betty tossed her head, and elevated her small, freckled nose.


      “A vendue?” she repeated. “Why, a vendue is a—a—what is it, Bob?”


      “A sale,” said Bob. “Some farmer is going to sell out and Peabody wants a wagon. So I have to ride that horse fourteen miles and back—and he has a backbone like a razor blade!—to buy a wagon; that is, if no one bids over me.”


      “And Mr. Peabody won’t pay more than six dollars; he said so at the supper table last night,” mourned Betty. “You’ll never be able to buy a wagon for that. I wish I could go, too. Bob, I never saw a country vendue. Please, can’t I?”


      “You cannot,” replied Bob with unaccustomed decision. Betty usually wheedled him into granting her requests. “Haven’t I just told you there is nothing to go in? If you see yourself perched on that raw-boned nag with me, I don’t, that’s all. But I tell you what; there’s a sale to-morrow at a farm this side of Glenside—I’ll take you to that, if you like. I guess Peabody will let me off, seeing as how there are wagons advertised. We can easily walk to Faulkner’s place.”


      This promise contented Betty, and she ate her dinner quietly. Bob rode off on the old horse directly after dinner, and then for the first time Betty noticed that Mrs. Peabody seemed worried about something.


      “Don’t you feel well? Won’t you go upstairs and lie down and let me do the dishes?” urged the girl. “Do, Mrs. Peabody. You can have a nice, long rest before it’s time to feed the chickens.”


      “I feel all right,” said Mrs. Peabody dully. “Only—well, I found this card from the new minister back of the pump this morning. It’s a week old, and he says he’s coming out to call this afternoon. There’s no place in the house I can show him, and I haven’t got a decent dress, either.”


      Betty swallowed her first impulse to say what she thought of a husband who would make no effort to see that his wife received her mail, and instead turned her practical mind to consideration of the immediate moment. The so-called parlor was hopeless she knew, and she dismissed it from the list of possibilities at once. It was a sparsely furnished, gloomy room, damp and musty from being tightly closed all summer, and the unpainted, rough boards had never been carpeted.


      “There’s the porch,” said Betty suddenly. “Luckily that’s shady in the afternoon, and we can bring out the best things to make it look used. You let me fix it, Mrs. Peabody. And you can wear—let me see, what can you wear?”


      Mrs. Peabody waited patiently, her eyes mirroring her explicit faith in Betty’s planning powers.


      “Your white shirtwaist and skirt,” announced the girl at length. “They’re both clean, aren’t they? I thought so. Well, I’ll lend you a ribbon girdle, and you can turn in the high neck so it will be more in style. You’ll see, it will look all right.”


      While Mrs. Peabody washed her dishes with more energy than usual because she had a definite interest in the coming hours, Betty flew to the shabby room that was titled by courtesy the parlor. She flung up the windows and opened the blinds recklessly. She would take only the plain wooden chair and the two rockers, she decided, for the stuffed plush furniture would look ridiculous masquerading as summer furnishings. The sturdy, square table would fit into her scheme, and also the small rug before the blackened fireplace.


      She dashed back to the kitchen and grabbed the broom. She did not dare scrub the porch floor for fear that it would not dry in time, but she swept it carefully and spread down the rug. Then one by one, and making a separate trip each time, she carried out the table and the chairs. With a passing sigh for the bouquet abandoned in the field and probably withered by this time, she managed to get enough flowers from the overgrown neglected garden near the house to fill the really lovely colonial glass vase she had discovered that morning.


      “It looks real pretty,” pronounced Mrs. Peabody, when she was brought out to see the transformed corner of the porch. “Looks as if we used it regular every afternoon, doesn’t it? Do you think it will be all right not to ask him in, Betty?”


      “Of course,” said Betty stoutly. “Don’t dare ask him in! If he wants a drink of water, call me, and I’ll get it for him. You must be sitting in your chair reading a magazine when he comes and he’ll think you always spend your afternoons like that.”


      “I’ll hurry and get dressed,” agreed Mrs. Peabody, giving a last satisfied glance at the porch. “I declare, I never saw your beat, Betty, for making things look pretty.”


      Betty needed that encouragement, for when it came to making Mrs. Peabody look pretty in the voluminous white skirt and stiff shirtwaist of ten years past, the task seemed positively hopeless. Betty, however, was not one to give in easily, and when she had brushed and pinned her hostess’s thin hair as softly as she could arrange it, and had turned in the high collar of her blouse and pinned it with a cameo pin, the one fine thing remaining to Mrs. Peabody from her wedding outfit, adding a soft silk girdle of gray-blue, she knew the improvement was marked. Mrs. Peabody stared at herself in the glass contentedly.


      “I didn’t know I could look that nice,” she said with a candor at once pathetic and naive. “I’ve been wishing he wouldn’t come, but now I kinda hope he will.”


      Betty gently propelled her to the porch and established her in one of the rocking chairs with a magazine to give her an air of leisure.


      “You’ll come and talk to him, won’t you?” urged Mrs. Peabody anxiously. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen a stranger I won’t know what to say.”


      “Yes, you will,” Betty assured her “I’ll come out after you’ve talked a little while. He won’t stay long, I imagine, because he will probably have a number of calls to pay.”


      “Well, I hope Joseph stays out of sight,” remarked Joseph Peabody’s wife frankly. “Of course, in time the new minister will know him as well as the old one did; but I would like to have him call on me like other parishioners first.”


      CHAPTER III


      BOB HAS GREAT NEWS


      The new minister proved to be a gentle old man, evidently retired to a country charge and, in his way, quite as diffident as Mrs. Peabody. He was apparently charmed to be entertained on the porch, and saw nothing wrong with the neglected house and grounds. His near-sighted eyes, beaming with kindness and good-will, apparently took comfort and serenity for granted, and when Betty came out half an hour after his arrival, carrying a little tray of lemonade and cakes, he was deep in a recital of the first charge he had held upon his graduation from the theological seminary forty years before.


      “There, that’s over!” sighed Mrs. Peabody, quite like the experienced hostess, when the minister’s shabby black buggy was well on its way out of the lane. “You’re dreadful good, Betty, to help me through with it. He won’t come again for another six months—it takes him that long to cover his parish, the farms are so far apart. Let me help you carry back the chairs.”


      Betty longed to suggest that they leave them out and use the porch as an outdoor sitting room, but she knew that such an idea would be sure to meet with active opposition from the master of Bramble Farm. Long before he came in to supper that night the chairs had been restored to their proper places and Mrs. Peabody had resumed the gray wrapper she habitually wore. Only the vase of flowers on the table was left to show that the afternoon had been slightly out of the ordinary. That and the tray of glasses Betty had unfortunately left on the draining board of the sink, intending to wash them with the supper dishes.


      “Whose glasses, and what’s been in ’em?” demanded Mr. Peabody suspiciously. “There’s sugar in the bottom of one of ’em. You haven’t been making lemonade?” He turned to his wife accusingly.


      Bob had not come home yet, and there was only Ethan, the hired man, Betty, and the Peabodys at the supper table.


      “I made lemonade,” said Betty quietly. “Those are my own glasses I bought in Glenside, and the sugar and lemons were mine, too. So were the cakes.”


      This silenced Peabody, for he knew that Betty’s uncle sent her money from time to time, and though he fairly writhed to think that she Could spend it so foolishly, he could not interfere.


      As soon as it was dark the Peabody household retired, to save lighting lamps, and this evening was no exception. Betty learned from a stray question Mrs. Peabody put to Ethan, the hired man, that Bob was not expected home until ten or eleven o’clock. There was no thought of sitting up for him, though Betty knew that in all likelihood he would have had no supper, having no money and knowing no one in Trowbridge.


      She was not sleepy, and having brushed and braided her hair for the night, she threw her sweater over her dressing gown and sat down at the window of her room, a tin of sardines and a box of crackers in her lap, determined to see to it that Bob had something to eat.


      There was a full moon, and the road lay like a white ribbon between the silver fields. Betty could follow the lane road out to where it met the main highway, and now and then the sound of an automobile horn came to her and she saw a car speed by on the main road. Sitting there in the sweet stillness of the summer night, she thought of her mother, of the old friends in Pineville, and, of course, of her uncle. She wondered where he was that night, if he thought of her, and what would be his answer to her letter.


      “Is that a horse?” said Betty to herself, breaking off her reverie abruptly. “Hark! that sounds like a trotting horse.”


      She was sure that she could make out the outlines of a horse and rider on the main road, but it was several minutes before she was positive that it had turned into the lane. Yes, it must be Bob. No one else would be out riding at that hour of the night. Betty glanced at her wrist-watch—half-past ten.


      The rhythmic beat of the horse’s hoofs sounded more plainly, and soon Betty heard the sound of singing. Bob was moved to song in that lovely moonlight, as his sorry mount was urged to unaccustomed spirit and a feeling of freedom.


      “When in thy dreaming,


      moons like these shall shine again,


      And, daylight beaming,


      prove thy dreams are vain.”


      Bob’s fresh, untrained voice sounded sweet and clear on the night air, and to Betty’s surprise, tears came unbidden into her eyes. She was not given to analysis.


      “Moonlight always makes me want to cry,” she murmured, dashing the drops from her eyes. “I hope Bob will look up and know that I’m at the window. I don’t dare call to him.”


      But Bob, who had stopped singing while still some distance from the house, clattered straight to the barn.


      Betty hurried over to her lamp, lit it, and set it on the window sill.


      “He’ll see it from the barn,” she argued wisely, “and know that I am not asleep.”


      Her reasoning proved correct, for in a few minutes a well-known whistle sounded below her window. She blew out the light and leaned out.


      “Oh, Betty!” Bob’s tone was one of repressed excitement. “I’ve got something great to tell you.”


      “Have you had any supper?” demanded Betty, more concerned with that question than with any news. “I’ve something for you, if you’re hungry.”


      “Hungry? Gee, I’m starved!” was the response. “I didn’t dare stop to ask for a meal anywhere, because I knew I’d be late getting home as it was. The horse was never cut out for a saddle horse; I’m so stiff I don’t believe I can move to-morrow. Where’s the eats?”


      “Here. I’ll let it down in a moment,” answered Betty, tying a string to the parcel. “Sorry it isn’t more, Bob, but the larder’s getting low again.”


      Bob untied the can and cracker box she lowered to him, and Betty pulled in the string to be preserved for future use.


      “Thanks, awfully,” said Bob. “You’re a brick, Betty. And, say, what do you think I heard over in Trowbridge?”


      “Don’t talk so loud!” cautioned Betty. “What, Bob?”


      “Why, the poorhouse farm is this side of the town,” said Bob, munching a cracker with liveliest manifestations of appreciation. “Coming back tonight—that’s what made me late—Jim Turner, who’s poormaster now, called me in. Said he had something to tell me. It seems there was a queer old duffer spent one night there a while back —Jim thought it must have been a month ago. He has a secondhand bookshop in Washington, and he came to the poorhouse to look at some old books they have there—thought they might be valuable. They opened all the records to him, and Jim says he was quite interested when he came to my mother’s name. Asked a lot of questions about her and wanted to see me. Jim said he was as queer as could be, and all they could get out of him was that maybe he could tell me something to interest me. He wouldn’t give any of the poorhouse authorities an inkling of what he knew, and insisted that he’d have to see me first.”


      “Where is he?” demanded Betty energetically. “I hope you didn’t come away without seeing him, Bob. What’s his name? How does he look?”


      “His name,” said Bob slowly, “is Lockwood Hale. And he went back to Washington the next day.”


      Betty’s air castles tumbled with a sickening slump.


      “Bob Henderson!” she cried, remembering, however, to keep her voice low. “The idea! Do you mean to tell me they let that man go without notifying you? Why I never heard of anything so mean!”


      “Oh, I’m not important,” explained Bob, quite without bitterness. “Poorhouse heads don’t put themselves out much for those under ’em—though Jim Turner’s always treated me fair enough. But Lockwood Hale had to go back to Washington the next day, Betty. There honestly wasn’t time to send for me.”


      “Perhaps they gave him your address,” said Betty hopefully. “But, oh, Bob, you say he was there a month ago?”


      Bob nodded unhappily.


      “He hasn’t my address,” he admitted. “Jim says he meant to give it to him, but the old fellow left suddenly without saying a word to any one. Jim thought maybe he had the name in mind and would write anyway. I’d get it, you know, if it went to the poorhouse. But I guess Hale’s memory is like a ragbag—stuffed with odds and ends that he can’t get hold of when he wants ’em. No, Betty, I guess the only thing for me to do is to go to Washington.”


      “Well, if you don’t go to bed, young man, I’ll come down there and help you along,” an angry whisper came from the little window up under the roof. “You’ve been babbling and babbling steady for half an hour,” grumbled the annoyed Ethan. “How do you expect me to get any sleep with that racket going on? Come on up to bed before the old man wakes up.”


      Thankful that it was Ethan instead of Mr. Peabody, Bob gathered up his sardines and the remnants of the crackers and tiptoed up the attic stairs to the room he shared with the hired man.


      Betty hastily slipped into bed, and though Bob’s news had excited her, she was tired enough to fall asleep readily.


      In the morning she watched her chance to speak to Bob alone, and when she heard him grinding a sickle in the toolhouse ran out to tell him something.


      “You must let me lend you some money, Bob,” she said earnestly. “I know you haven’t enough to go to Washington on. I’ve been saving, thanks to your advice, and I have more than I need. Besides, I could borrow from the Guerins or the Benders. You will take some, won’t you?”


      “I have enough, really I have,” insisted Bob. “You know Dr. Guerin sold every one of those charms I carved, and I haven’t spent a cent. It’s all buried in a little canvas bag under the rose bush, just like a movie. I hate to take money from a girl, Betty.”


      “Don’t be silly!” Betty stamped her foot angrily. “It’s only a loan, Bob. And you’d feel cheap, wouldn’t you, if you had to come back after you ran away because you didn’t have enough money? You take this, and you can pay it back as soon as you please after you have seen the old bookstore man.”


      She pushed a tight little wad of money into the boy’s perspiring hand.


      “All right,” he capitulated. “I’ll borrow it. I would like to know I had enough. Sure I’m not crippling you, Betsey?”


      Betty shook her head, smiling.


      “I’ve enough to buy a ticket to Washington,” she assured him. “That’s all we need, isn’t it, Bob? Oh, how I wish Uncle Dick would send for me!”


      CHAPTER IV


      AT THE VENDUE


      “You, Bob!”


      The shout awakened Betty at dawn the next morning, and running to the window she saw Bob disappear into the barn, Mr. Peabody close on his heels.


      “Oh, goodness, I suppose he’s scolding about something,” sighed the girl. “There always is something to find fault about. I hope Bob will keep his temper, because I want him to be able to take me to the vendue this afternoon.”


      Joseph Peabody came into breakfast in a surly frame of mind, a mental condition faithfully reflected in the attitude of his hired man who jerked back his chair and subsided into it with a grunt. Betty’s irrepressible sense of humor pictured the dog (the Peabodys kept no dog because the head of the house considered that dogs ate more than they were worth) tucking his tail between his legs and slinking under the table as a port in the storm. The dog, she decided, glancing at Mrs. Peabody’s timid face, was all that was needed to set the seal on a scene of ill-nature and discomfort.


      Bob, when he came in late with the milk pails, wore a black scowl and set his burden down with a crash that spilled some of the precious fluid on to the oilcloth top of the side table.


      “Be a little more careful with that,” growled Mr. Peabody, taking the last piece of ham, which left nothing but the fried potatoes and bread for Bob’s breakfast. “The cows are going dry fast enough without you trying to waste the little they give.”


      Bob, looking as though he could cheerfully fling the contents of both pails over his employer, sullenly began to pump water into the hand basin. This habit of “washing up” at the kitchen sink while a meal was in progress always thoroughly disgusted Betty, and Bob usually performed his ablutions on the back porch. This morning he was evidently too cross to consider a second person’s feelings.


      “Always ready enough to throw out what doesn’t belong to you,” went on Mr. Peabody grumbling. “Born in the poorhouse, you’re in a fair way to die there. If I didn’t watch you every minute, you’d waste more than I can save in a year.”


      Bob, his face buried in the roller towel, lost his temper at this point.


      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, shut up!” he muttered.


      But Mr. Peabody had heard. With a quickness that surprised even his wife, for ordinarily he slouched his way around, he sprang from his chair, reached the side of the unconscious Bob, and soundly boxed his ears twice.


      “I’ll take no impudence from you!” he cried, enraged. “Here, come back!” he yelled, as Bob started for the door. “You come back here and sit down. When you don’t come to the table, it will be because I say so. Sit down, I say!”


      Bob, his face livid, his ears ringing, dropped into a chair at the table. Ethan continued to eat stolidly, and Betty kept her eyes resolutely fastened on her plate.


      “Just for that, you stay home from the Faulkner sale!” announced Mr. Peabody who was more than ordinarily loquacious that morning. “I’ll find something for you to do this afternoon that’ll keep your hands busy, if not your tongue. Eat your breakfast. I’ll have no mincing over food at my table.”


      Poor Bob, who had often been forbidden a meal as punishment, now mechanically tried to eat the unappetizing food placed before him. Betty was terribly disappointed about the sale, for she had set her heart on going. There were few pleasures open to her as a member of the household at Bramble Farm, and, with the exception of the Guerin girls in town, she had no girl friends her own age. Bob had proved himself a sympathetic, loyal chum, and he alone had made the summer endurable.


      “Don’t care!” she cried, to console the boy, as Peabody and his helper went out of the house to begin the field work for the day. “Don’t care, Bob. I really don’t mind not going to the sale.”


      Mrs. Peabody was in the pantry, straining the milk.


      “We’re going,” whispered Bob. “You meet me right after dinner at the end of the lane. I’m sick of being knocked around, and I think Jim Turner will be at the sale. I want to see him. Anyway, we’re going.”


      “But—but Mr. Peabody will be furious!” ventured Betty. “You know what a scene he will make, Bob. Do you think we had better go?”


      “You needn’t,” said Bob ungraciously. “I am.”


      “Of course, if you go, so will I,” replied Betty, swallowing a sharp retort. Bob was badgered enough without a contribution from her. “Perhaps he will not miss us—we can get back in time for supper.”


      Immediately after dinner at noon Mr. Peabody sent Bob out to the hay loft to pitch down hay for the balers who were expected to come and set up their machine that night, ready for work the next day. He could not have selected a meaner job, for the hay loft was stifling in the heat of the midday sun which beat down on the roof of the barn, and there were only two tiny windows to supply air. Mr. Peabody himself was going up in the woods to mark trees for some needed fence rails.


      Bob departed with a significant backward glance at Betty, which sent her flying upstairs to get into a clean frock. Mrs. Peabody manifested so little interest in her activities that the girl anticipated no difficulty in getting safely out of the house. As it happened, her hostess made the way even easier.


      “If you’re going to Glenside, Betty,” she remarked dully, stopping in the doorway of Betty’s room as the girl pulled on her hat, “I wish you’d see if Grimshaw has any meat scraps. Joseph might get me a bit the next time he goes over. Just ask how much it is, an’ all—the hens need something more than they’re getting.”


      Betty knew that Joseph Peabody would never buy meat scraps for his wife’s hens. Indeed, she had priced stuff several times at Mrs. Peabody’s request and nothing had ever come of it. But she agreed to go to Grimshaw’s if she got that far in her walk, and Mrs. Peabody turned aside into her own room without asking any questions.


      “Gee! thought you never were coming,” complained Bob, when the slim figure in the navy serge skirt and white middy met him at the end of the lane road. “The sale starts at one sharp, you know, and we’ll miss the first of it. Lots of ’em will come in overalls, so I’ll be in style.”


      Before they had walked very far they were overtaken by a rattling blackboard, drawn by a lean, raw-boned white horse and driven by a cheerful farmer’s wife who invited them to “hop in,” an invitation which they accepted gratefully. She was going to the Faulkner vendue, she informed them, and her heart was set on three wooden wash tubs and seven yards of ingrain carpet advertised in the list of household goods offered for sale.


      “My daughter’s going to set up for herself next fall,” she said happily, “and that ingrain will be just the thing for her spare room.”


      When they reached the Faulkner farm, a rather commonplace group of buildings set slightly in a hollow, they found teams and automobiles of every description blocking the lane that led to the house.


      Bob tied the white horse to an unoccupied post for the woman, and she hastened away, worried lest the ingrain carpet be sold before she could reach the crowd surrounding the auctioneer.


      Betty, for whom all this was a brand-new experience, enjoyed the excitement keenly. She followed Bob up to the front porch of the house where the household effects were being put up for sale, Bob explaining that the live stock would be sold later.


      “Well, look who’s here!” cried a hearty voice, as a man, moving aside to give Betty room, allowed the person standing next to him to see the girl’s face. “Betty Gordon! And Bob, too! Not thinking of going to farming, are you?”


      Gray-haired, kindly-faced Doctor Guerin shook hands cordially, and kept a friendly arm across Bob’s thin shoulders.


      “Friends of yours coming home next Tuesday,” he said, smiling as one who knows he brings pleasant news. “The Benders are due in Laurel Grove. Mrs. Guerin had a postal card last night.”


      Betty was glad to hear this, for she did not want Bob to leave Bramble Farm without seeking the advice of the fine young police recorder who had been so good to them and whose friendship both she and Bob valued as only those can who need real friends.


      “I came to bid on a secretary,” Doctor Guerin confided presently. “It’s the only good thing in the whole house. Rest of the stuff is nothing but trash. That antique dealer from Petria is here, too, and I suspect he has his eye on the same piece. Don’t you want to bid for me Bob, to keep him in the dark?”


      Bob was delighted to do the doctor a service, and when the mahogany secretary was put up for sale the few other bidders soon dropped out, leaving the field to the Petria dealer and the lad in the faded overalls. The dealer, of course, knew that Bob must represent some buyer, but he could not decide for whom he was bidding, and so was in the dark as to how high his opponent would go. Had he known that Doctor Hal Guerin was bidding against him, he would have been enlightened, for the doctor’s collection of antiques was really famous and the envy of many a professional collector.


      “I suppose some rube wants the desk for his sitting room,” thought the Petria man lazily, his eye, keen as it was, failing to see the doctor in the crowd. “Let him have it, and I’ll buy it from him for ten dollars more before he leaves the sale. He can’t resist turning over his money quick like that.”


      So when the auctioneer boomed “Sold for forty dollars,” and in answer to his request for the buyer’s name Bob said clearly, “Doctor Guerin,” in his own language, the man from Petria was “just plain sick.”


      After the household things were sold—and Betty noted with satisfaction that the three tubs and the ingrain carpet went to the woman who had so coveted them—she and Bob went out to the barn and watched the horses and cows, wagons, harnesses and farm machinery sold. It was an absorbing and colorful scene, and the boy and girl, fascinated, lingered till the last item was checked off. Then, with a start, Bob heard a farmer announce that it was half past five.


      “Oh dear!” sighed Betty nervously, “you ought to be milking this minute. Oh, Bob, let’s not go home! Couldn’t we stay overnight with Doctor Guerin?”


      “Now don’t you be afraid, there won’t anything happen to scare you,” responded Bob soothingly. It must be confessed that the knowledge of the little sum of money tucked away under the rosebush gave him a bolder outlook on the future.


      Hiram Keppler, who owned the farm just beyond the Peabody place, gave them a lift as far as their lane, and as they hurried down the road Betty tried her best to master her dread of the coming interview. She had not a doubt but that Bob’s absence would have been noticed. Looking ahead fearfully, she saw a sight that confirmed her worst forebodings.


      Joseph Peabody stood at the barnyard gate, a horsewhip in his hand


      CHAPTER V


      CONSEQUENCES


      “Oh, Bob!” Betty clutched the boy’s sleeve in a panic. “And the balers have come!”


      “So!” began Mr. Peabody, in tones of cold fury. “That’s the way you carry out my orders! Not one forkful of hay pitched down, and the men ready to go to work to-morrow. You miserable, sneaking loafer, where have you been?”


      “To the vendue,” said Bob defiantly.


      “Flatly refuse to mind, do you? Well, I’ll give you one lesson you won’t forget!” the man reached over and gripped Bob by his shirt collar. Struggling violently, he was pulled over the five-barred gate.


      “I’ll learn you!” snarled Peabody, raising the whip.


      Betty sprang up on the gate, her eyes blazing.


      “How dare you!” she cried, her voice shaking with anger. “How dare you strike him! I’ll scream till some one comes if you touch him. Those men at the barn won’t stand by and see you beat a boy.”


      “Hoity toity!” sputtered the amazed farmer, confronting the angry girl in the middy blouse with the blazing cheeks and tangled dark braids.


      Bob tried to pull himself free, but was brought up short by a quick twist.


      “I’m not through with you,” Peabody informed him grimly. He glanced quickly toward the barn and observed the men watching him covertly. It was the better part of discretion, something told him, not to flog the boy before so many witnesses.


      “I’m through with you!” declared Bob through clenched teeth. “I’m going! You’ve had all out of me you’re going to get. Let go of me!”


      For answer, Peabody tightened his hold on the worn shirt collar.


      “Is that so?” he drawled. “Let me tell you, Mr. Smarty, you’ll go out to that barn and pitch down the hay you were supposed to do this afternoon or you’ll go back to the poorhouse. You can take your choice. The county has a place for incorrigible boys, and if you go far enough you’ll land in the reform school. Are you going out to the barn or not?”


      “I’ll go,” agreed Bob sullenly.


      “Then see that you do. And you needn’t bother to stop for supper—you’ve several hours’ lost time to make up,” said Peabody nastily. “Now go!”


      He shook the boy till his teeth rattled and then released him with a powerful sling that sent him spinning into the dust. Bruised and shaken, Bob picked himself up and started for the barn.


      “You hold your tongue a bit better, or something’ll come your way,” said Peabody shortly, eyeing Betty with disfavor and turning on his heel at a shout of “Ho, Boss!” from the foreman of the balers.


      “Hateful!” cried Betty stormily, climbing down from the gate. “He’s the most absolutely hateful man that ever lived! I wonder if he could send Bob back to the poorhouse?”


      The same thought was troubling Bob, she found, when after supper she went out to the barn and climbed the loft ladder to see him. She had brought him some bread and water, the latter contributed by the Peabody pump and the bread saved from Betty’s own meal.


      “Do you know, Betty,” confided the boy, wiping the heavy perspiration from his face with a distressingly hot looking red cotton handkerchief, “I’ve been thinking over what old Peabody said. He might take it into his head to send me back to the poorhouse. He really needs a younger boy, one he can slam about more. I’m getting so I can fight back. I don’t fancy hanging on here till he makes up his mind to get another boy, and running away from the poorhouse isn’t a simple matter. I’d better make the plunge while there’s good swimming.”


      It was stifling in the loft, and Betty felt almost giddy. She sat at the top of the ladder, her feet hanging over the edge of the floor and regarded Bob anxiously.


      “Well, perhaps you had better go early next week,” she said judiciously. “It would be dreadful if he did return you to the poorhouse.”


      “Therefore, I’m going tonight,” announced Bob coolly. “There’s an eleven-thirty train from Glenside that will make some sort of connection with the southern local at the Junction. Wish me luck, Betty!”


      “Tonight!” gasped Betty in dismay. “Oh, Bob! don’t go tonight. Wait just one night more, ah, please do!”


      Betty had the truly feminine horror of quick decisions, and she was frankly upset by this determination of Bob’s. Even as she pleaded she knew he had made up his mind and that it was useless to ask him to change it.


      “I don’t see how you can go—you’re not ready,” she argued feverishly. “Your shirts are on the line; I saw them. You’re dead tired after all this work, and it’s a long walk to Glenside. Wait just till to-morrow, Bob, and I won’t say a word.”


      “No, I’m going tonight,” said Bob firmly. “I haven’t so much packing to do that it will take me over fifteen minutes. I’ll help myself to the shirts on the line as I go in. By to-morrow morning I’ll be as far away from Bramble Farm as the local can take me.”


      “But—but—I’ll miss you so!” protested Betty, the catch in her voice sounding perilously close to tears. “What shall I ever do all alone in this hateful place!”


      “Oh, now, Betty!” Bob put a clumsy hand on her shoulder in an effort to comfort her. “Don’t you care—you’ll be going to Washington as soon as you get word from your uncle. Maybe I’ll be there when you come, and we’ll go sightseeing together.”


      “Are you going right to Washington?” asked Betty, drying her eyes. “And are you sure you have enough money?”


      “Oceans of cash,” Bob assured her cheerfully. “That’s right, brace up and smile. Think what it will mean to have one peaceful breakfast, for the last week Peabody has ragged me every meal. Sure I’m going to Washington to dig out a few facts from this Lockwood Hale. Now I’ll throw down a little more hay for good measure and we’ll go on in. Mustn’t rouse suspicions by staying out too long. Peabody will probably sit up for me to come in tonight.”


      Betty waited till the hay was pitched down, then followed Bob to the main floor of the barn.


      “Couldn’t I walk just a little way with you?” she asked wistfully. “How soon are you going to start? I could go as far as the end of the lane.”


      “I’d rather you went to bed and to sleep,” said Bob kindly. “You couldn’t very well traipse around at night, Betty, and I’m not going till it is good and dark. There’s no moon tonight, and you might have trouble getting back to the house.”


      “Well—all right,” conceded Betty forlornly. “There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do. Whistle under my window, please do, Bob. I’ll be awake. And I could say good-by. I won’t make a fuss, I promise.”


      The boy’s packing was of the simplest, for he owned neither suitcase nor trunk, and his few belongings easily went into a square of old wrapping paper. He had earned them, few as they were, and felt no compunctions about taking them with him.


      After the bundle was tied up he waited a half hour or so, purely as a precaution, for the Peabody household went to bed with the chickens and, with the possible exception of Mrs. Peabody, slumbered heavily. Bob slipped down the stairs, waking no one, unfastened the heavy front door, never locked and only occasionally, as tonight, bolted with a chain, and stepped softly around to the bush where his precious tin box was buried.


      This box was Bob’s sole inheritance from his mother, and he had only a vague knowledge of the papers entrusted to it. Among the yellowed slips was the marriage certificate of his parents, and he knew that there were one or two letters. When Joseph Peabody had taken him from the poorhouse, the lad had buried the box for safekeeping, and during the three or four years he had been with Mr. Peabody had never taken it up.


      It was not buried very deeply, and he easily uncovered it, smoothing down the earth to hide the traces of his hasty excavating. He went around to Betty’s window and whistled softly, half hoping that she might be asleep.


      “Hello, Bob dear!” she called instantly, leaning from the window, her vivid face so alight with affection and hope for him that it was a pity he could not see her clearly. “I’m wishing you the best of luck, and I hope the old bookstore man has splendid news for you. You wait for me in Washington.”


      “I will!” whispered Bob heartily. “And you tell Mr. Bender, won’t you? He’ll understand. I’ll write him the first chance I get, and Doc Guerin, too. Good-by, Betty—I—I—”


      To his surprise and confusion, Bob suddenly choked.


      “Here’s something to take with you,” said Betty softly, dropping a little packet that landed at his feet. “Good-by, Bob. I just know things will turn out all right for you.”


      The dark head was withdrawn, and Bob, picking up the little package, turned and began his long walk to the Glenside station. A hoot-owl screeched at mournful intervals, and the night sounds would have tried a city lad’s nerves in that long dark stretch that led him finally to the station. But Bob could identify every sound, and nature had always proved kind to him, far kinder than many of the people he had known. He trudged along sturdily, and, twenty minutes before the train was due, found himself the solitary passenger on the Glenside platform.


      He stood under the uncertain rays of the lamp to examine the parting gift Betty had given him. Tucked under half a dozen chocolate wafers was a five dollar bill folded into the tiniest possible wad. The choky feeling assailed Bob again.


      “She certainly is some girl!” he thought with mixed gratitude and admiration.


      CHAPTER VI


      THE RUNAWAY MISSED


      Bob’s absence was not discovered till breakfast time, for Ethan, who was a sound sleeper, when he woke and saw Bob’s empty cot, supposed the boy had risen earlier than usual and gone to the barn. Mr. Peabody, too, took it for granted that the boy was milking, and it was not until they were seated at the table and half way through the meal that anything out of the ordinary was suspected.


      “Why in tarnation doesn’t that good for nothing bring in the milk?” grumbled Mr. Peabody. “I declare he gets later and later every morning. The balers will be over to start work at seven, and if he thinks he’s going to spend half an hour dawdling over his breakfast after they get here, he’s much mistaken.”


      The men who were to bale the hay had slept at the adjoining farm, according to the agreement made, and would be at Bramble Farm for dinner and supper and to spend that night.


      “You’re finished, Ethan. Go hurry him up,” ordered Joe Peabody. “Send him in here flying and turn the cows out to pasture.”


      “He hasn’t milked!” Ethan cleared the porch steps at a single bound and burst into the kitchen, shouting this intelligence. Excitement was scarce in Ethan’s life, and he enjoyed the pleasurable sensation of carrying unusual tidings, even if unpleasant. “The barn door was shut and the cows were bellowing their heads off. Not a one of ’em’s been milked!”


      “I want to know!” said Joseph Peabody stupidly. “Was he in bed when you came down, Ethan?”


      “No, he wasn’t,” answered the hired man. “I thought he’d gone on out. Do you suppose something’s happened to him?”


      Mr. Peabody stepped to the porch and gave a quick glance at the bench where the milk pails were usually left to air and dry. They were there, just as they had been left the night before.


      “I think he’s cleared out!” he announced: grimly. “Betty, do you know what this young scoundrel is up to?”


      Betty’s eyes brimmed over, and she flung herself blindly into Mrs. Peabody’s arms which closed around her, though that good woman was unaccustomed to demonstrations of affection.


      “There, there.” She tried to soothe the girl, for Betty’s convulsive sobbing really alarmed her.


      “Don’t you go to feel bad, dearie. If Bob’s gone, he’s gone, and that’s all there is to it.”


      Peabody, milk pail in hand, motioned to Ethan to go out and begin milking.


      “That isn’t all there is to it, not by a long shot!” he growled at his wife. “If I get my hands on that boy he’ll rue the day he ever set foot off this farm. He’ll go back to the poorhouse and there he’ll stay till he’s of age.”


      Betty sat up, pushing the tumbled hair from her hot forehead.


      “I’m glad Bob ran away!” she cried recklessly. “He’s gone where you won’t catch him, either. You never treated him fairly, and you know it.”


      Peabody banged the kitchen door by way of relieving his feelings, but the latch did not fasten so that he heard Betty’s next sentence addressed to his wife.


      “I’m only waiting for a letter from Uncle Dick,” confided Betty. “Then I’m going to Washington. Things will never be any different here, Mrs. Peabody; you’ve said so yourself. I wish Uncle Dick would hurry and write. It’s been a good while since I heard.” And there was a catch in the girl’s voice.


      The man slouched off the porch, a peculiar smile on his lean, shrewd face. One hand, thrust into his ragged coat pocket, rested on a letter there. As he felt it beneath his fingers, his crafty eyes brightened with a gleam of mockery.


      Mrs. Peabody may have been curious about Bob’s departure, but she asked no questions, somewhat to Betty’s surprise.


      “I’m glad she doesn’t ask me,” thought Betty, helping mechanically in the preparations for dinner which were more elaborate than usual because of the presence of the three balers. “Bob must be half way to Washington by now, and I don’t believe they have the slightest idea he is headed for there.” The Peabodys, she reasoned, knew nothing of Lockwood Hale, and of the attraction the capital of the country held for the orphan lad.


      Betty insisted on doing a fair share of the extra work after the noon meal, and then ran upstairs to get ready to go over to Glenside. She wanted to tell the Guerins that Bob had gone, and from their house she knew she could telephone to those other good friends, the Benders. Laurel Grove was too far to walk, even for a practised hiker like Betty.


      To her dismay, as she left the house, Mr. Peabody joined her and fell into step.


      “I’ll go as far as Durlings with you,” he announced affably, Durling being their neighbor on the south, his farm lying along the road in the direction of Glenside. “Sorry the horses haven’t shoes, Betty, or you might drive.”


      Betty shot him a suspicious glance. The three horses never were shod, except when a certain amount of traveling had to be done on the stone road. In all the weeks she had spent at Bramble Farm a horse had never been offered for her convenience, and all of her trips to town had been either afoot, or taken with Bob in the rattling, shabby, one-horse work wagon.


      “Where did you say Bob was going?” came next.


      Betty bit her lip.


      “I didn’t say,” she said evenly. “I—I don’t think it’s fair to ask me.”


      “But you know,” snapped Mr. Peabody. “I guess I have a right to know where he’s gone. I’m responsible for him. I’ve got papers that show it. The poorhouse folks are going to ask me what becomes of him. You just tell me where he went, and I’ll satisfy ’em. I won’t follow him and try to bring him back, Betty. He’s too old for that. Making his bed, he’ll have to lie on it. I won’t follow him.”


      The girl twisted her handkerchief nervously. She was not afraid of the man. That is, she feared no physical violence at his hands, but he was capable, she knew, of forcing her back to the farm and locking her up in her room till she furnished him with the required information. And what harm could it do Bob? It was not likely that Peabody could find the boy in a large city.


      “He won’t be made to come back,” repeated her tormentor.


      “I wish I could believe you,” said Betty pitifully.


      She looked so young and helpless, trying to pit her girlish intelligence and strength against the wily miser, that another man would have been ashamed to press her. Not so Peabody—he had always considered that he was entitled to whatever he could get from others, information, cash, or work, it mattered not.


      They were approaching the Durling farm now, and suddenly Betty’s pointed chin lifted.


      “I won’t tell you!” she said firmly. “I do know where Bob went, but he was perfectly justified in leaving a place where he was treated worse than a dog. You would do him no good—I’m sure of that. And if the poorhouse authorities make a fuss about his running off, I’ll tell them what he had to endure.”


      Joseph Peabody’s mouth dropped in astonishment. He had seen Betty lose her temper before, but she had never so openly defied him.


      “You think you’re high and mighty,” he sneered. “Let me tell you, Miss, there’s more ways than one of getting what you want in this world. Joe Peabody isn’t checkmated very often, and it takes more than an impudent girl to do it. I’m going into Lem Durling’s and telephone Jim Turner, the poormaster. I kind of surmise he can give me a line on the direction Bob’s taken.”


      Betty walked on, disdaining to answer, her head very high in the air but her heart in her shoes. Jim Turner would be sure to tell of Lockwood Hale, and Mr. Peabody would be astute enough to guess that Bob’s destination was Washington.


      When she reached Doctor Guerin’s house, between the heat and the dust and the long walk and her anxiety, she was in a highly excited state, and the doctor’s wife made her lie down on the couch and rest before she would allow her to telephone to the Benders. Mrs. Bender’s sister answered the telephone. The recorder and his wife had made a detour on their homeward trip that would extend their absence for another week.


      “Betty, you’ll be ill if you’re going to get all worked up like this,” scolded Mrs. Guerin, for Betty was crying as she hung up the receiver. “I never saw you so unstrung, my dear. You won’t be fit to go to your uncle when he does send for you. I wonder if the doctor hadn’t better see you?”


      Norma and Alice Guerin, two pretty girls, the former about Betty’s age, the latter a year or two older, looked at her anxiously. Betty in tears was an unusual sight to them.


      “I’m all right,” gulped that young person, inwardly alarmed at the thought of being too ill to travel when the word came. “I didn’t sleep very well last night, thinking of Bob. Is that the secretary he bid on at the Faulkner sale?”


      Knowing that the quickest way for Betty to get control of her nerves was to forget her troubles, Mrs. Guerin entered into an enthusiastic description of the beauties of the old desk, showing the secret drawer and the half score of carved pigeonholes and dwelling on the doctor’s delight in securing such a treasure at a bargain. Mrs. Guerin succeeded in having Betty more like her old self before Doctor Hal Guerin came in from a round of calls.


      He was delighted to see Betty, who was an especial favorite of his, and much interested in her account of Bob’s flight.


      “Did the lad have money enough?” he growled. “I suppose he’d walk before he’d borrow from me.”


      “He had enough,” Betty assured him. “All the charms you sold for him amounted to quite a lot, and he had saved every cent of that.”


      “And you probably helped him out,” commented the doctor shrewdly. “Well, well, the lad may yet whittle his way to fame and fortune.”


      He referred to Bob’s knack for fashioning pretty and quaint little wooden charms and pendants, which he polished to satin smoothness and painted and stained in bright colors. Norma Guerin had worn one at boarding school, and it was through her and her father that Bob had secured a large number of orders which had netted him a tidy little sum.


      When the time came for Betty to go, the doctor insisted that he would take her as far as the lane, and on the trip she told him that as soon as she heard from her uncle she meant to pack her trunk and leave for Washington.


      “I don’t like the idea of your making the journey alone,” grumbled Doctor Guerin; “but I don’t see who there is to go with you. One thing, Betty girl, brushing up against the Peabodys has given you a practical fund of self-reliance. You’re better fitted than Alice to find your way about alone. Not that I would have chosen to have you get your knocks just in the manner they’ve been handed to you, but the results leave nothing to be desired. You’re standing squarely on your own feet, Betsey, and it’s this summer’s grilling training that has done it.”


      CHAPTER VII


      A BELATED LETTER


      The hay was all baled by the next morning, and the balers, atop the lumbering machine, caroled loudly if not musically as the fat horses dragged them slowly up the lane. Neat bales of hay were piled high on the barn floor, to be carted over to Hagar’s Corners and loaded on a freight car. That would be Ethan’s job, and he grumbled at the prospect of doing it without Bob’s help.


      Betty, coming in from the garden, stumbled over something in the narrow entry. It was a man’s coat—Mr. Peabody’s, she recognized when she picked it up and shook it slightly to free it from dust. A letter fell from the pocket as she replaced it on the hook where it usually hung, and, stopping to pick it up, she saw to her surprise that it was addressed to her.


      “From Washington!” she said aloud, deciphering the postmark. “And mailed five days ago! He’s carried it in his pocket ever since it came!”


      At first she feared it had been read, but evidently Mr. Peabody had not troubled to open it; so hastily tearing the envelope, she read the brief note. A check was enclosed for her, and Mr. Gordon suggested that she go to Pineville and visit old friends there for a week or two until his plans were definitely shaped.


      “I know the Arnolds are in California,” he wrote; “but the Bensingers will be glad to have you, or any of your mother’s old friends. You do not have to stay one minute where you are unhappy.”


      Betty looked up as a shadow fell across the sunny floor. It was Mr. Peabody, and he had the grace to show confusion when he saw the letter in her hand.


      Betty sprang to her feet.


      “Why did you keep my letter?” she demanded hotly. “How did you dare to hold back mail? This must have been in your coat pocket three or four days. It was mailed five days ago!”


      “Been rummaging in my coat pocket, have you?” sneered the farmer.


      “I have not! The coat was on the floor, and I fell over it. The letter fell out while I was trying to hang it up. No one has a right to hold back another person’s mail!”


      “Now hold your horses,” advised Peabody pacifically. “Who’s been holding back mail? If a body takes the mail out of the box and carries it around in his coat a day or two, because he doesn’t remember it, that ain’t such a crime that I ever knew. I just forgot there was a letter for you.”


      Betty turned away in disgust and went out to her favorite apple tree to think things over. She did not believe for one moment that Mr. Peabody had forgotten her letter. Indeed, absent-mindedness was far from being one of his traits. However, there was absolutely nothing to be gained by arguing, and the way was now clear for her to leave Bramble Farm. Surely the worst of her troubles were over.


      “I might go to Pineville,” she thought meditatively. “I’d love to see the Bensingers again and the dear little house where we lived. I’ll pack this afternoon.”


      Betty was an orderly little person, and at her work that afternoon she stopped frequently to sew on a button here, to mend a rip in this garment or to whip a frayed edge that might mar an otherwise dainty belonging. Singing softly over her task, a timid knock at her door wakened the girl from a happy reverie.


      “Come in, Mrs. Peabody,” she called cheerfully. “Do sit down and give me advice about where things should go. I thought I hadn’t bought anything this summer, but I seem to have a great deal more stuff than I brought with me.”


      “You’re packing then?” asked Mrs. Peabody, taking a chair near the bed and regarding Betty oddly. “Are you really going, Betty?”


      “Oh, yes,” Betty answered matter-of-factly, “Uncle Dick wants me to stop in Pineville and visit old friends for a bit. And there’s no use in pretending, Mrs. Peabody, that—that—”


      “No, I suppose not,” sighed the woman, understanding only too well. “Land knows, if I could get away I’d have no misgivings about the right of it. I’ll miss you, though. You’ve been a sight of company this summer, and no one could have been sweeter to me, Betty.”


      “Agatha!” came a stentorian shout from the front hall. “Are you going to stay up there all day?”


      “My stars, I forgot what I came up for!” Mrs. Peabody rose hurriedly. “Joseph sent me up to tell you he wanted to ask you something, Betty. And here I sit right down and him waiting there all this time!”


      Betty was far from concerned over Mr. Peabody’s wasted time, but she wondered uneasily what he could wish to ask her. Something connected with Bob, doubtless. She followed Mrs. Peabody downstairs and found the master of Bramble Farm striding up and down impatiently.


      “Never saw the beat of women,” he muttered. “Gabble, gabble, and an hour right out of a day’s work means nothing to ’em. Oh, here you are, Miss. You know that gray alpaca coat of mine you took the letter from this morning?”


      “The coat the letter fell out of?” corrected Betty, knowing that such quibbling was foolish On her part and might provoke serious irritation in her questioner, yet unable to refrain. “Of course I remember it; what about it?”


      Peabody accepted her description of the coat. He was plainly excited and nervous, and betrayed a curious disposition to conciliate Betty, instantly detected in his change of tone.


      “Did you pick up any other papers?” he asked quite politely. “Any folded sheets, I mean, or a long envelope? I thought you might have put them back of the clock or somewhere for safe keeping and forgotten to mention them to me.”


      Betty looked her astonishment. Automatically her eyes traveled to the clock which was pulled out of its place against the wall. So the man had actually looked there, believing that out of chagrin she might have concealed his papers from him!


      “Nothing fell out of your pocket except my letter,” she said earnestly and with a quietness that carried conviction. “I saw absolutely nothing else on the floor. If I had picked up other papers, I should have returned them to you, of course.”


      Mrs. Peabody cleared her throat, usually a sign of coming speech on the rare occasions when she did open her mouth in her husband’s presence.


      “What you lost, Joseph?” she asked eagerly. “Something missing out o’ your pocket?”


      “Yes, something out of my pocket!” said her husband savagely. “You wouldn’t know if I told you, but it’s an unrecorded deed and worth a good deal of money. And I’ll bet I know who took it—that measly runaway, Bob Henderson! By gum, he carried the coat up to the house for me from the barn the day before he lit out. That’s where it’s gone. I see his game! He’ll try to get money out of me. But I won’t pay him a cent. No sir, I’ll go to Washington first and choke the deed out of his dirty pocket.”


      “Did Bob go to Washington?” quavered Mrs. Peabody, her mind seizing on this concrete fact, the one statement she could understand in her husband’s monologue. “How’d you find out, Joseph?”


      “Not through Betty,” returned Peabody grimly. “She’s willing to take the scoundrel’s part against honest folks any time. Jim Turner told me. Leastways he told me of some old duffer who runs a crazy shop down there, and he thinks Bob’s gone looking him up to find out about his parents. Just let him try blackmailing me, and he’ll learn a thing or two.”


      Betty had kept still as long as she could.


      “Bob is no thief!” she said bravely. “You ought to be ashamed to say such a thing about him. I know he didn’t take your old deed. What earthly use would it be to him? Besides, Bob would never touch a thing that wasn’t his!”


      “I don’t believe he would take anything, Joseph,” urged Mrs. Peabody with perfectly amazing temerity. As a rule she took neither side in a controversy. “Besides, as the child says, what good would an unrecorded deed do him? Unless—Joseph, have you bought the Warren lots?”


      “You tend to your housework, and I’ll manage my own affairs,” snapped Peabody, turning a dull brick red, however. “I meant to put the thing in the safety deposit box over to the bank, and then that sick cow took my mind completely off it. If Betty didn’t take it, Bob did. It’s gone, and they’re the only two that could have put hands on it.”


      “I tell you that I haven’t seen the deed,” said Betty firmly. “And I am equally certain that Bob never took it. He’s the soul of honor, whatever you may think, and he would no more take what wasn’t his than he would lie to you about it.”


      Peabody caught hold of her right hand suddenly.


      “What you carrying?” he demanded suspiciously. “A trunk key? Looks mighty funny, doesn’t it, to be packing up with something pretty valuable missing? The law would likely give me the right to search your trunk.”


      “What a dreadful old man you are!” cried Betty, involuntarily, shrinking from the sinister face that grinned malevolently into hers. “You have no right to touch my trunk.”


      “Well, no call to look like that,” muttered Peabody, turning toward the door. “I knew that other young one took it, and I aim to make it hot for him.”


      “Bob didn’t take any deed!” stormed Betty to Mrs. Peabody, her packing forgotten for the moment. “Why does he keep insisting Bob stole it? And why, oh, why did that poorhouse man have to tell where Bob had gone?”


      Mrs. Peabody’s natural curiosity had to be satisfied, and as it was no longer a secret Betty told her of Lockwood Hale and Bob’s determination to find out more about himself.


      “He doesn’t want any deed,” she finished scornfully. “Can’t you make Mr. Peabody see how foolish such an accusation is?”


      Mrs. Peabody leaned against the kitchen table wearily.


      “I know what he’s thinking,” she said dully. “I know more than I want to know, Betty. Joseph has bought the Warren lots, and that means he’s got ’em for his own price. Old man Warren is in his dotage and these lots have been surveyed and cut up into building plots on the stone road over t’other side of Laurel Grove where the trolley’s coming through this spring. Joseph will probably sell ’em for three times what he’s paid for ’em. That’s why he doesn’t have the deed recorded; Warren’s children will get hold of it, and I doubt if the sale would hold in court. Everybody knows the old father isn’t competent to handle his property. There was talk of having one of the sons made his guardian some months ago. Joseph has just talked him into selling. If he wasn’t my husband, I should say the sale was a plain swindle.”


      CHAPTER VIII


      GOOD-BY TO BRAMBLE FARM


      Betty was still mystified.


      “What has Bob to do with it?” she urged. “I don’t see how the deed would be of any use to him; he couldn’t claim the lots.”


      “No, he couldn’t claim the lots,” admitted Joseph Peabody’s wife. “But he could hold the deed and threaten to notify George Warren, if Joseph didn’t pay him a good round sum of money. Mind you, I’m not saying he would do that, Betty, but he could. That’s what Joseph thinks he means to do.”


      “Well, I call that very silly,” said Betty briskly. “Bob Henderson isn’t a thief or a blackmailer, whatever Mr. Peabody chooses to think. That deed is probably in another coat pocket this minute, or else he’s lost it over in Glenside.”


      “I expect that worries him some, too,” confided Mrs. Peabody. “He would hate to have it known that he’s bought the Warren lots. But I guess it would have been better to have had the deed recorded than to run the risk of losing it and the whole town likely to pick it up on the street.”


      Before supper that night Betty had her trunk packed and her simple belongings gathered up. She knew that Peabody was fully aware of her intention to leave, but, as her board was paid for nearly a week in advance, he could make no possible objection. It was sheer perversity, she decided, that kept him from mentioning the subject to her.


      “I’m going to-morrow, Mr. Peabody,” she said pleasantly at the supper table, having waited till Ethan had gone to the barn to milk. “What time would be most convenient to take my trunk over to Glenside or to Hagar’s Corners?”


      “I’m not going to either place to-morrow,” was the composed answer. “Don’t know exactly when I shall be going over again, either. Ethan and me’s got our hands full right here with the late-season cultivating.”


      “But I have to get to the station,” protested Betty. “I can walk, of course, but some one will have to take my trunk. You met me at the station when I came, or rather Bob did, you know. Why aren’t you willing to help me go now that the summer is nearly over?”


      “You haven’t done me so many favors that I should put myself out for you,” retorted Peabody sourly. “I don’t care how you get to the station, but none of my rigs go off this place to-morrow, that’s flat. And you haven’t got that thieving nimble-fingers to plot and plan with you now. You’ll have to manage by yourself.”


      “What are you going to do, Betty?” asked Mrs. Peabody anxiously, following the girl to the door after the meal was over. “You’re not going to walk to Glenside tonight to try to get a team to come after you?”


      “No, I’m only going over to Kepplers,” replied Betty capably. “I’m sure one of the boys will drive me over, if not to Glenside, to Hagar’s Corners, where I can get some kind of train for the Junction. All the through trains stop at Hagar’s Corners, don’t they? I came that way. Perhaps that station is better than Glenside, after all.”


      The walk across the fields tranquillized her, and she was able to enlist the aid of the Keppler’s oldest boy without entering into too detailed an account of Mr. Peabody’s shortcomings. Indeed, the Kepplers, father and sons, having been the nearest neighbors to Bramble Farm for eleven years, had a very fair idea of what went on there.


      “Sure, I’ll take you, and the trunk, too,” promised Fred Keppler heartily. “Any time you say, Betty. There’s a good train for Pineville, not too many stops, at twelve-three. How about that?”


      It was settled that he should come for her about half past ten, and Betty walked home filled with thoughts of the little home town to which she would be speeding on the morrow.


      “If Uncle Dick knew the things I’ve had to endure, I’m sure he’d say that I haven’t lost my temper often, considering,” she mused. “Is that something sticking out of the mail box? Why. it is, and a newspaper. I guess Mr. Peabody forgot to come down to the box today.”


      She opened the box and found the paper was addressed to her. The familiar wrapper and type told her it was the _Pineville Post_, to which she had subscribed when she left the town, and, tucking it under her arm, she went on to the house, intending to read an hour or so before going to bed.


      Lighting the lamp in her room, Betty glanced toward her trunk mechanically. She had left it locked, but the lid was now ajar. Had some one been tampering with the lock?


      “He’s opened it!” she cried to herself, making a hasty examination. “How did he dare! And look at the mess everything’s in!”


      Alas for Betty’s hour of neat and careful packing! Dainty garments were tossed about recklessly, her shoes rested on her clean handkerchiefs, and it was plain that no attempt had been made to conceal the fact that a heavy hand had thoroughly explored the contents of the trunk.


      “I’m only thankful he didn’t break the lock,” said Betty, trying to find a ray of brightness. “Whatever he opened it with, nothing is broken. I suppose the only thing to do is to take everything out and do it all over. And to-morrow morning I’ll sit on the top till Fred Keppler comes.”


      Taking out her clothes and repacking was a tiresome job, and all thoughts of reading well gone from Betty’s mind when the task was completed and the trunk locked for a second time. With the feeling that, in view of what the next day might bring, she ought to go to bed early, she began at once to prepare for bed. Brushing her thick, dark hair, her eyes fell on the unopened paper.


      “I suppose I’ll be there to-morrow night,” she thought, picking it up and slitting the wrapper with a convenient nail file.


      She opened and smoothed out the first page. The first words that caught her attention, in large black headlines across four columns, were:


      GYPSY BAND STRICKEN WITH SMALL-POX: WHOLE TOWN QUARANTINED!


      Then followed the account of the discovery of illness among a band of gypsies camped on the outskirts of Pineville, of the diagnosis of smallpox, and of the strict quarantine immediately put in force. The issue of the _Post_ was only two days old.


      “Well, I never!” gasped Betty, doing some rapid thinking. “I’m glad it didn’t happen after I got there. I might be held up for weeks. I can’t stay here, that’s certain. There’s nothing to do but drive to Glenside and take the train for Washington. I guess Fred will be willing to change his plans.”


      She decided that she would say nothing to the Peabodys about the alteration of her traveling schedule, fearing that if Mr. Peabody heard she was going to Washington he might accuse her of a conspiracy with Bob in connection with the lost deed.


      Bright and early the next morning she was up, her pretty traveling bag, the gift of her uncle, packed, her room in perfect order. There was really no one or nothing to say good-by to, for she felt more pity than affection for Mrs. Peabody, and the Bramble Farm animals had been too unused to petting to respond readily to her overtures. Betty, at the breakfast table, had a swift conviction that she would be leaving with far different feelings if Bob had been there to stay behind.


      Mr. Peabody asked her no questions about her plans and stalked off as usual to the barn with Ethan when he had finished the meal.


      “I declare I’m going to miss you, Betty,” said Mrs. Peabody once, in the middle of the dishwashing, with which Betty insisted on helping.


      That was a good deal for her to say, and the girl, who had a natural longing to be missed, was grateful. And when Fred Keppler drove into the yard, promptly at half-past ten, and went upstairs for her trunk—for neither Peabody nor his hired man was in sight—Mrs. Peabody kissed her warmly and with tears in her eyes.


      “Hop right in, Betty,” said Fred cordially. “Got a nice day for your trip, haven’t you? All fixed? All right, then.”


      He gathered up the reins and had turned the horse’s head when, apparently from the clouds, Mr. Peabody appeared on the scene.


      “Long as you’re going over to Hagar’s Corners you won’t mind giving me a lift, will you?” he drawled. “I have an errand over at the station, and it won’t take me a minute. I can come right back with you. Go on, Fred; I’ll sit in here with the trunk and you and Betty needn’t mind me.”


      Without waiting for an invitation, he swung himself up on top of the trunk, and smiled pleasantly. He was saving his own horse a long drive and getting a necessary errand done at the expense of a neighbor, always a desirable consummation in the Peabody mind.


      Fred opened his mouth and closed it wordlessly. His father would have known what to do, but fifteen-year-old Fred did not know how to deal with such a display of assurance. There seemed nothing to do but to take this unwelcome passenger to Hagar’s Corners and back.


      Betty, for her part, could have cried with vexation. Gone was her chance of asking Fred to take her to Glenside, and with it the hope of getting to Washington. She knew that after the noon train at Hagar’s Corners there were no more till four o’clock. She wanted to say good-by to the Guerins and to cash her uncle’s check. No wonder she was assailed by a strong desire to tumble the satisfied Mr. Peabody out head over heels.


      The drive was taken almost in silence, each of the three busy with his own thoughts. At the station Betty and her trunk were put down, and then she had a few minutes to speak to Fred while Mr. Peabody was talking to the freight agent, who was also the passenger agent, the telegraph clerk and the janitor.


      “Don’t you want some money?” whispered Fred hurriedly. “Mother told me to ask you. And she sent you this.”


      He thrust into her hands a box of lunch.


      “I have a check I want to cash,” said Betty nervously. “Will the station agent do it, do you suppose? It’s for fifty dollars. And, Fred, Pineville is quarantined for smallpox and I want to go to Washington, but I didn’t want Mr. Peabody to know. Hush! Here he comes now!”


      Fred Keppler had what his fond mother called a “good head,” and as Peabody and the agent stopped in the station doorway to continue their discussion he proceeded to bear out her theory by thrusting a wad of bills into Betty’s hand.


      “Money for the calves,” he explained. “Just fifty there. Haven’t seen Dad to turn it over to him. Give me the check and it will be all right. And you ask Dan Gowdy, the agent, about trains. I guess he can dope out a way to get you to Washington. You still have ten minutes.”


      “Good-by, and thank you heaps!” cried Betty warmly, shaking his hand. “I don’t know what I should have done without you, Fred!”


      CHAPTER IX


      NEW FRIENDS


      Her hands filled with the bank bills Fred had thrust into them, her bag under one arm and the lunch box under the other, Betty stood forlornly on the platform and watched the horse and wagon out of sight. Mr. Peabody had merely nodded to her by way of farewell, and Betty felt that if she never saw him again there would be little to regret. As a matter of fact, she was to meet him again and not under much more favorable aspects. But of that she was happily ignorant.


      The whistling of the lanky young station agent, who was covertly staring at her under pretense of sweeping up the already neat boards before the door, roused her. She remembered that she did not want to go to Pineville.


      “Why, I guess I can fix it up for you,” said Dan Gowdy cheerfully, when she had stated her predicament, withholding only the reason for not telling Mr. Peabody. “Let me see—twelve-three stops at Centertown. But you don’t want to spend the night on the train. Going from Centertown, you’d get to Washington about ten in the morning.”


      “I’d rather not sleep on the train,” answered Betty timidly, hoping that she was not unreasonable. Aside from the expense, she was not used to traveling, and the idea of a night alone on the train for the first time rather daunted her.


      “Well, then—Wait a minute, I’ve got it!” shouted the agent enthusiastically. “You buy a ticket up the line to Halperin. That’s quite a town, and the through trains all stop. My brother-in-law’s telegraph operator there, and I’ll send him a message to look out for you, and he and my sister will keep you over night. They’ve got a pretty place right in the country—trolley takes you to the door—and a baby that’s named for me and some kid if I do say it. Then in the morning you can take the seven-forty-five for Washington and get there at five-fifty-two if it isn’t late. How’s that?”


      “But your sister!” stammered Betty. “She doesn’t know me. What will she say?”


      “She’ll say you have eyes just like Juliet, the little sister who died when she was about your age,” declared Dan Gowdy gently. “Don’t you fret, Sister, she’ll be glad to have you. Now here’s your ticket, and I’ll talk to Steve as soon as you’re on board the train. That’s her smoke now.”


      Betty was conscious that there was something else on her mind, but it was not until she was seated in the train and had had her ticket punched that she remembered. She had thanked kind Dan Gowdy rather incoherently, though as warmly as she could, and had only half heard his explanation that she was taking the 12:01 train up the line instead of the 12:03 down, and it was no wonder that in the bustle of boarding the train she had forgotten her intention of telegraphing to her Uncle Dick. He had given her his address as the Willard Hotel, and the letter was already six days old.


      “But I really think in the morning will be better,” decided Betty, watching the flying landscape. “He wouldn’t have given me the address if he didn’t expect to be there for some time. Before I take the Washington train I’ll telegraph him and let him know when to meet me.”


      The train made three stops before Halperin was reached, and Betty stepped down to find herself before a pretty, up-to-date station built of cream-colored brick, with a crowd of stylish summer folk mingling on the platform with farmers and townspeople. Several automobiles were backed up waiting for passengers, and there were one or two old-fashioned hacks. A trolley car was rounding the street corner, the motorman sounding his bell noisily.


      “Betty Gordon, isn’t it?” asked a pleasant voice.


      A round-faced man was smiling down at her, a young man, Betty decided, in spite of the white hair. His keen dark eyes were pleasant, and he held out his hand cordially.


      “Dan told me you had cornflowers on your hat,” he said quizzically, “and I, knowing that Dan calls all blue flowers cornflowers, picked you out right away. Only they are forget-me-nots, aren’t they?”


      “They’re supposed to be larkspur,” answered Betty, laughing and feeling at ease at once. “Perhaps the milliner didn’t have a garden.”


      “Well, anyway, they’re blue,” said the brother-in-law comfortably. “Don’t suppose Dan told you my name?”


      He was guiding her around the station toward the trolley tracks as he spoke.


      “He said the baby was named for him, but he didn’t say what your name was,” admitted Betty dimpling.


      “Just like him!” grinned her companion. “Dan’s so all-fired proud of that youngster he never lets a chance slip to tell we named him Daniel Gowdy Brill. Though Dan senior usually forgets to add the Brill.”


      “Does—does Mrs. Brill know I’m coming?” ventured Betty.


      “She sure does! I telephoned her the minute I heard from Dan, and I suspect she and the baby are sitting out on the fence now watching for you to come along. Sorry I can’t go with you, but I’ve just come on duty. You tell the conductor to let you off at Brill’s, and I’ll see you at supper tonight.”


      He helped her on the car, tipped his hat, and ran back to the station, leaving Betty with the comfortable feeling that the Brills were used to company and rather liked it.


      She repeated her instructions to the conductor, who nodded silently, and, after a quarter of an hour’s ride, signaled to her that her destination was reached. They had passed the town limits, and were in the open country. Betty had noticed several farmhouses, of the artistic remodeled type, evidently summer homes of the well-to-do, as the car rattled along.


      She saw one of these as she stepped from the trolley car, and also, under a tree, a young woman holding a beautiful, rosy baby. These two immediately swooped down upon her.


      “I’m so glad you’ve come!” Mrs. Brill kissed her unaffectedly. “Kiss Danny, too! Isn’t he a nice baby? We waited lunch for you, and if you’re half as starved as we are—”


      Still chattering, she led the way into the house. Mrs. Brill was an elder sister of the Hagar’s Corner’s agent and very like him in face, manner, and bright, cheery way of speaking. The house was tastefully furnished, and a white-capped maid could be seen hovering over the table as they went upstairs. Betty learned long afterward that Mr. Brill’s father was wealthy and idolized his son’s wife, who had given the younger man the ambition and spur his career had lacked until he met and married her. It was lovely Rose Gowdy who persuaded Steve Brill to take the job of telegraph operator, forgetting his prematurely white hair, and she who encouraged him to work his way to the top of the railroad business. Rose, and Rose’s son, were given all the credit of that ultimate success by the older Brill.


      “I had a little sister once who looked just like you,” said Mrs. Brill, as she watched Betty smooth her hair at the mirror in the chintz-hung guest room. “Her name was Juliet. Poor old Dan nearly broke his heart when she died.”


      “He said something about her,” replied Betty shyly. “Oh, look at that cunning baby! He thinks he can eat his own foot!”


      “He will, too, if he doesn’t get his bottle soon,” said the baby’s mother, rising. “Come, dear, we’ll go down. Danny has his bottle in his wheeler right in the dining-room.”


      The little maid served them a dainty meal, and the round-eyed baby fell asleep as they ate and talked, lying in blissful content in a white-enameled contrivance that was like a crib on four wheels, and sucking quietly on his bottle.


      “Now if you want to lie down, you may,” said Mrs. Brill when they had finished. “I’ll be busy for the next couple of hours with two of my neighbors who are planning a minstrel show for the country club. They had already planned to come when Steve telephoned. If you’re not tired, perhaps you’ll enjoy looking over our farm. Even if you’ve spent your summer on one, you may find things to interest you.”


      Betty was not tired, and she had been longing to explore the belt of green fields that encircled the old farmhouse. Hatless, but carrying her sweater over her arm, she went happily out.


      There was a small but well-kept poultry yard with some handsome white leghorns lazily sunning themselves; a gentle-eyed Jersey cow stood close to the first pair of bars; and a fat, lazy collie snoozed under a cherry tree but declined to accompany Betty on her explorations, though she petted and flattered and coaxed him with all her powers of persuasion. He wagged his tail cordially and beamed upon her good-naturedly, but as to getting up and walking about so soon after dinner—well, he begged to be excused.


      “You’re a lazy thing!” said the girl indignantly, finally giving up the task as hopeless and climbing the fence into a larger pasture.


      Over in one corner of the field she spied something that quickened her steps with pleasure. A baby colt, long-legged, sleek of head and altogether “adorable” as Betty would have said, ambled more or less ungracefully about enjoying the shade of a clump of trees and sampling the grass at intervals.


      “Oh, I do hope you’re tame!” whispered Betty softly.


      She was fond of animals, and Bramble Farm, with the exception of a few lambs, had had no young life in its pastures and stables. The little calves were always sold as early as possible that there might be more milk for butter, and Betty was fairly aching to pet something.


      She walked cautiously up to the colt, who sniffed at her suspiciously, but stood his ground. He pricked his ears forward and looked at her inquiringly.


      “You dear!” said the girl quietly. “You little beauty! You wouldn’t mind if I patted you, would you?”


      She put out one hand and touched the rough side of the little animal. He stood perfectly still, and she stroked him for a minute or two, speaking gently to him. Presently he nuzzled her playfully.


      “Oh, you darling!” she cried delighted. “Wouldn’t I love to take you with me and have you for a pet! If you wouldn’t grow any larger than you are now, I’d take you everywhere just like a dog.”


      She had both arms around the colt’s neck now, and he seemed to enjoy being petted. All at once Betty thought she heard hoof-beats on the ground, and at the same time the colt raised his head and whinnied.


      Betty looked up and across the field toward the house. She stood back from the colt and stared in dismay and astonishment at what she saw.


      Tearing across the ground, headed directly for her, was a fierce animal with flashing red nostrils, huge mouth open wide and showing two great rows of strong yellow teeth bared to the gums. Sparks seemed to fly from the hoofs and a coarse black tail streamed in the wind.


      “Good gracious!” gasped Betty weakly. “That must be the colt’s mother!”


      The colt whinnied again in welcome and delight, but Betty felt rooted to the earth.


      CHAPTER X


      FELLOW TRAVELERS


      It is sometimes said that in moments of danger one’s whole life passes swiftly in review through the mind, but Betty always declared that she had just a single thought when it seemed that in another moment she would be trampled under the mare’s hoofs; she had not telegraphed to her uncle and he would not know where she had gone.


      The horse continued to cover the ground rapidly, and then, when it had almost reached the terrified girl, fear lent sudden wings to Betty’s leaden feet. She turned and ran.


      Speeding over the field toward the fence at the other end, she could hear the steady pounding of the mare’s hoofs, though she did not dare to glance over her shoulder. Her thoughts worked busily, trying to figure out a way to climb over or under the fence, and she had a lively fear of those terrible teeth nipping her as she tried to climb. As the fence seemed to her strained vision to rise suddenly from the ground and come to meet her, a way to safety opened.


      Before she began to run she had unconsciously stooped to gather her sweater from the ground where she had dropped it, and now she turned and waved the garment frantically in the furious animal’s face. Bewildered and confused, the mare stopped, and, as Betty continued to flap the sweater, she turned and dashed back to her colt. Weakly the girl tumbled over the fence and the adventure was over.


      “She thought you were going to hurt Pinto,” said Mrs. Brill, when she heard the story. “Goodness, I certainly am glad you had the presence of mind to shake your sweater at old Phyllis. Wouldn’t it have been dreadful if she had bitten you!”


      The next morning, Betty said good-by to the hospitable family who had been so wonderfully kind to her, and, much refreshed after a luxurious hot bath and a night’s sleep in the pretty guest room, took the trolley car into town with Mr. Brill, who at the station door bade her farewell in his capacity of host and two minutes later as telegraph operator sent her message to Uncle Dick in Washington.


      The 7:45 was on time to the minute, and as the long train pulled in and the porter helped her on, Betty drew a long breath of relief. Surely there could be no more delays and in a comparatively few hours she might hope to be with her uncle and know the comfort of telling him her experiences instead of trusting their recital to letters.


      The train had been made up late the night before and many of the passengers were still sleepy-eyed after restless hours in their berths. A good many of them were at breakfast in the dining car, and as there was no parlor car Betty had to take half a section already occupied by a rather frowsy young woman with two small children.


      “We take on a parlor car at Willowvale,” the porter assured Betty, only too sympathetically, for he had been waiting on the woman and her children since the afternoon before. “I’ll see that you get a chair then, Miss.”


      Betty settled herself as comfortably as she could and opened her magazine.


      “Read to me?” suggested a little voice, and a sticky hand caressed her skirt timidly.


      “Now don’t bother the lady,” said the mother, trying to pull the child away. “My land, if I ever live to get you children to your grandmother’s I’ll be thankful! Lottie, stop making scratches on that window sill!”


      Lottie pursed her pretty mouth in a pout and drummed her small heels discontentedly against the green plush of the seat.


      Betty smiled into the rebellious blue eyes and was rewarded by a sudden, radiant smile. She closed her magazine and found the mother gazing at her with a look almost as childlike in its friendly curiosity as her little daughter’s.


      “You’ve got a way with children, haven’t you?” said the woman wistfully. “I guess everybody on this train will be glad when we get off. The children have been perfect torments, and Lottie cried half the night. We’re none of us used to traveling, and they’re so mussed up and dirty I could cry. At home I keep ’em looking as neat as wax. We’re going to see my husband’s mother, and I know she’ll think I started with ’em looking like this.”


      Betty was far older than many girls her age in some things. She was self-reliant and used to observing for herself, and she had a rich fund of warm and ready sympathy that was essentially practical. She saw that the mother of these lively, untidy children was very young, hardly more than a girl, and worn-out and nervous as a result of taking a long journey with no help and little traveling experience. She was probably, and naturally, anxious that her children should impress their father’s mother favorably, and it took little imagination to understand that in her home the young mother had been used to praise for her excellent management. Betty, added to her qualities of leadership and sound judgment, had a decided “knack” with children. In Pineville she had been a general favorite with the little ones, and many a mother had secretly marveled at the girl’s ability to control the most headstrong youngster. Now she seized the opportunity presented to help a fellow-passenger.


      “Have you had your breakfast?” she asked. “No? I thought not. Well, I had mine before I got on the train. If you are willing to trust the children with me, I’ll amuse them while you go into the diner and have a quiet meal. You’ll feel much better then.”


      “Oh, it’s been a nightmare!” confided the young mother with a sudden rush of feeling. “Nobody ever told me what it would be like to travel with two children. Lottie upset her milk and Baby spilled her supper on the floor. And people just glare at me and never offer to help. It will be heavenly to eat my breakfast without them, but I feel that I’m imposing on you.”


      Betty managed to send her off convinced that everything was as it should be, and to the mother’s surprise the children snuggled down like little mice to listen to the honorable and ancient story of the Three Bears. By the time a rested and radiant mother came back to them, for she had stolen a little time in the dressing room and rearranged her fair hair and adjusted her trim frock, something she had found it impossible to accomplish with two restless children clinging to her skirts, Lottie and Baby were firm friends with Miss Betty.


      “I never knew any one as lovely as you are!” The gratitude of the woman was touching. “I was just about crazy. My husband tipped the porter, and he did try to look after me, but he didn’t know what to do. Usually there is a maid on this train, they told us, but she was taken sick, and there wasn’t time to get any one to fill her place. Now don’t let the children bother you. They had their breakfast early, and I can read to them till we get to Willowvale where their grandmother will meet us.”


      But Betty had not finished. She loved the feel of soft little arms about her neck and there was not much connected with a baby’s welfare she did not know about. Many a Pineville baby she had washed and dressed and fed as correctly as a model baby should be.


      “Let me take them one at a time and tidy them up?” she suggested. “They’ll take to it kindly, because I am new and that will lend to the washing a novelty. If we go in relays, we can’t upset the whole car.”


      So first with Lottie, and then with Baby, who seemed to be without other name, Betty went into the dressing-room and there washed pink and white faces and hands till they shone, and brushed silk locks till they lay straight and shining. Clean frocks were forthcoming, and two spick and span babies emerged to beam upon a transformed world no longer seen through a veil of tears. This new friend could tell the most wonderful stories, invent delightful games, and sing dozens of foolish little rhymes in a low sweet voice that disturbed no one and yet allowed every word to be distinctly understood.


      Both children went to sleep during the morning, and then Betty heard that Mrs. Clenning, as the mother introduced herself, lived in the West and that this journey to Willowvale was the first she had taken since the birth of the babies.


      “My husband’s mother is crazy to see them because they are her only grandchildren,” she explained. “I didn’t want to come without Mr. Clenning, but he couldn’t get away for a couple of months. He is to come after us and take us home. If he didn’t, I’m sure I’d live East the rest of my days, or at least till the children are grown up. I’ll never have the courage to try a long train trip with them again.”


      Before Willowvale was reached Betty helped Mrs. Clenning get her wraps and bags together and tied the babies into bewitching white bonnets with long fluted strings. The porter came for the bags, but Betty carried the younger child to the car door and handed her down to the mother, who had gone first with Lottie. She saw a tall, stately, white-haired woman, dressed all in white from her shoes to her hat, gather all three into her arms, and then went back to her seat satisfied that the mother’s troubles were over.


      “Parlor car’s ready, Miss,” announced the porter, coming up to her. “Shall I take you on in?”


      Betty followed him, to be established comfortably on the shady side of the car, with the window adjusted at the most comfortable height. She did not hear the porter’s comment to the conductor when he passed him in the vestibule of the parlor car.


      “That girl in seat fourteen, she’s one perfect little lady,” said the dusky porter earnestly. “You jest observe her when you takes her ticket. ‘Member that lady with the two children what racketed all day and all night? Well, she done fix those two kids up till you wouldn’t know ’em, and cheered their mother up, too. And all jest as pretty and like a lady. That mighty fine lady in the red hat (I give her a seat on the sunny side of the car a-purpose) wouldn’t do nothing yesterday when I axted her to hold a glass of milk while I went to get a extra pillow. Said she wasn’t going to be nursemaid to no stranger’s brats!”


      So Betty was zealously looked after by the whole train crew, for the story had spread, and the siege of Clenning had been a protracted one with a corresponding fervency of gratitude for release; and at six o’clock that night the attentive porter handed her down the steps to the platform of the beautiful Union Station in Washington.


      She had only her light traveling bag to carry, so she followed the crowd through the gates, walking slowly and scanning the faces anxiously in order that she might not pass her uncle. She did not wish to go through the station out on the plaza, lest she make it more difficult for him to find her, and she was keenly disappointed that he had not been at the gate, for the train was half an hour late and she had confidently expected him to be waiting. She took up her stand near the door of the waiting room and scanned the eddying circles of travelers that passed and repassed her.


      “Something must have delayed him,” she thought uneasily. “He couldn’t miss me even in a crowd, because he is so careful. I hope he got the telegram.”


      She had turned to compare her wrist-watch with the station clock when a voice at her back said half-doubtfully, “Betty?”


      CHAPTER XI


      A SERIOUS MIX-UP


      “You are Betty, aren’t you?” the girlish voice insisted, and this time Betty identified it as belonging to a girl a year or two older than herself who stood smiling uncertainly at her.


      “Yes, of course I’m Betty,” said Betty Gordon smiling.


      The face of her questioner cleared.


      “All right, girls,” she called, beckoning to two others who stood a little way off. “She’s Betty. I was sure I hadn’t make a mistake.”


      Betty found herself surrounded by three laughing faces, beaming with good-will and cordiality.


      “We must introduce ourselves,” said the girl who had first spoken to her. “This is Louise,” pointing to a gray-eyed miss apparently about Betty’s age. “This is Esther.” A girl with long yellow braids and pretty even white teeth bobbed a shy acknowledgment. “And of course I’m Roberta, Bobby for short.”


      “And if we don’t hurry, we’ll be late for dinner,” suggested the girl who had been called Louise. “You know Carter isn’t as patient as he once was; he hates to have to wait.”


      Bobby thrust her arm through Betty’s protectingly.


      “Come on, Betty,” she said comfortably. “Never mind about your trunk check. Carter will drive down after it early in the morning.”


      Betty’s bewildered mind was vaguely appreciative of the wide sweep of open plaza which lay before them as they came out on the other side of the station, but before she could say a word she was gently bundled into a handsome automobile, a girl on either side of her and one opposite, and the grim-faced, silver-haired old chauffeur, evidently slightly intolerant of the laughter and high spirits of his young passengers, had started to thread his way through the lane of taxicabs and private cars.


      Betty was intensely puzzled, to put it mildly. Her uncle had mentioned no girls in his letters to her, and even supposing that she had missed some letters, it was hardly possible that he should not have let fall an explanatory word or two from time to time.


      “I thought Uncle Dick would come down to meet me,” she said, voicing her surprise at last.


      “Oh, poor dear, his heart is almost broken to think he has to stay cooped up in the house,” answered Bobby, who seemed to be the general spokesman. “But how stupid of us—of course you don’t know that he hurt his foot!”


      “Is he hurt?” Betty half rose from her seat in alarm. “Is he badly injured? When did it happen?”


      Bobby pulled the excited girl down beside her.


      “You see it happened only yesterday,” explained Louise, finding her voice with a rush. “You’d better believe we were frightened when they brought him to the house in the ambulance. His foot has some little bones broken in it, the doctor says, but he’ll be all right in a month or so. He has to hobble around on crutches till the bones knit.”


      “But it isn’t serious, so don’t look like that,” urged Bobby. “Why, Betty, your lips are positively white. We’re so thankful it was his foot and not his head—that would have been something to worry about.”


      “How—how did it happen?” gasped Betty, anxious and worried in spite of these assurances. “Was he in an accident?”


      “He was the whole accident,” announced Bobby cheerfully. “You see he’s completely wrapped up in these new buildings they’re putting up on the outskirts. We’ll take you out to see ’em while you’re here and perhaps you’ll understand the construction, which is more than I do. Anyway, the whole firm and every workman is absorbed in the experiment, and they’re burnt as red as the bricks from working outdoors all day.”


      “Uncle Dick does love to be outdoors,” murmured Betty.


      “He sure does,” agreed Bobby. “Well, nothing would do yesterday but that he must climb up on the roof of one they’ve just started and take a peek at the chimney. I guess it needed looking after, for the whole thing tumbled over on him, coming down full-weight on his right foot. Forcet, the foreman, had an awful time getting him down from the roof, and instead of telephoning for the car, some nervous person sent for the ambulance and scared us all into fits.”


      Betty blinked again. No mention of building houses had been made in Uncle Dick’s letters to her.


      “Did he get my telegram?” she asked, leaning forward to look at a monument they were passing.


      “A little before noon,” replied Bobby. “Louise and Esther and I had such a violent argument as to which of us should come to meet you that we didn’t even dare draw lots; it seemed safer for us all to come along.”


      Esther, who sat opposite Betty, had noticed her interest in the Washington Monument.


      “We’re going to take you sightseeing to-morrow,” she promised. “Aren’t we, Bobby? And I don’t see why we don’t go home by way of Fort Myer. It doesn’t take any longer, and dinner isn’t till seven, you know.”


      “All right.” Bobby leaned forward and spoke to the chauffeur. “Take us round by Fort Myer, please, Carter,” she directed.


      The car turned sharply, and in a few minutes they were rattling over an old bridge.


      “We live out in the country, Betty, I warn you,” said the voluble Bobby. “But it has its compensations. You’ll like it.”


      Betty, a stranger to Washington, decided that the Willard must be a country hotel. It would be like Uncle Dick, she knew, to shun the heart of the city and establish himself somewhere where he could see green fields the first thing every morning.


      “What is Fort Myer?” she asked with lively curiosity, as the car began to climb a steep grade. “Is that where they had training camps during the war?”


      “Right,” said Bobby. “It’s an army post, you know. See, here are some of the officers’ houses. I only hope we live here when Louise and I are eighteen—they give the most heavenly dances and parties.”


      Betty looked with interest at the neat houses they were passing. The names of the officers were conspicuously tacked on the doorsteps, and there was a general air of orderliness and military spic and spanness about the very gravel roads. Occasionally a dust-colored car shot past them filled with men in uniform.


      “Do you ride?” asked Betty suddenly. “Uncle Dick has always wanted me to learn, but I’ve never had a good chance.”


      “Well, you can begin to-morrow morning,” Bobby informed her. “We’ve three ponies that are fine under the saddle. Betty, I do wish you’d make up your mind to live in Washington this winter. There’s no reason in the world why you shouldn’t, and we were talking it over last night, making plans for you.”


      “Why! that’s entirely as Uncle Dick says,” returned Betty, surprised. “I haven’t any say in the matter.”


      Bobby shot a triumphant glance toward the other girls.


      “He said he hadn’t much right to dictate, but I told him I knew better,” she said with satisfaction. “He wants you as much as we do, and that’s considerable, you know.”


      Again a wave of doubt swept over Betty. Uncle Dick had said he had not much right to dictate! When he was her only living relative!


      “Uncle hasn’t a fever or anything, has he?” she asked apprehensively. “I mean the injury to his foot hasn’t, it didn’t—” she floundered.


      “Oh, that old hurt to his head never amounted to anything,” declared Bobby with convincing carelessness. “No, indeed, he’s perfectly well except for the crutches, and the doctor says keeping him indoors for a few days will give him a much-needed rest.”


      Betty recalled the accident in which her uncle had been stunned when he had slipped down a bank into an excavation made along a road on which they had been driving. Bobby evidently referred to that old injury.


      “Now you can begin to watch for the house,” said the silent Esther, as Carter swung the car around another curve in the beautiful road. “I don’t see why I couldn’t have been named Virginia!”


      “Esther has a personal grievance because she’s the only one of us born in the South, and she had to be named for an aunt like the rest of us,” laughed Bobby. “Every tenth girl you meet down here seems to be named Virginia.”


      “But was she born in Virginia?” asked Betty. “Where did you live then?”


      Bobby stared. Then she laughed.


      “Oh, I see,” she said. “We lived at Fairfields. Of course you know that. But, like so many friends, you have always thought of us as living in Washington. We’re in Virginia, Betty, didn’t you know that?”


      “No.” Betty’s puzzlement was plainly written on her face.


      “When we crossed the bridge, we left the District of Columbia,” explained Bobby. “Of course we’re very close to the line, but still we are not in Washington.”


      “There’s the house!” exclaimed Louise. “I wonder if mother got back from shopping. I don’t see her on the porch.”


      Betty saw a beautiful white house, dazzlingly white against a background of dark trees, with a broad lawn in front circled by a wide white driveway. A terraced garden at the side with a red brick walk was arranged with wicker chairs and tables and a couple of swings protected with gay striped awnings. It was a typical Southern mansion in perfect order, and Betty reveled in its architectural perfections even while she told herself that it did not look in the slightest like a hotel. What was it Bobby had called her home? “Fairfields”—that was it; and she, Betty, wanted to go to the Willard. Had they made a mistake and brought her to the wrong place?


      There was no time to ask for explanations, however. The girls swept her out of the car and up the low steps through the beautiful doorway. A well-trained man servant closed the door noiselessly, and the three bore Betty across the wide hall into a room lined with books and boasting three or four built-in window seats, in one of which a gentleman was reading.


      “We found her! Here she is!” shouted the irrepressible Bobby. “Don’t tell us we can’t pick a girl named Betty out of a crowd!”


      The gentleman closed his book, and, steadying himself with a cane lying near by, rose slowly. There was no recognition in the gaze he fastened on Betty, and she for her part hung back, staring wildly.


      “You’re not Uncle Dick!” she gasped accusingly.


      CHAPTER XII


      STRAIGHTENING THINGS OUT


      Betty’s speech was shock number one. Another quickly followed.


      The gentleman tugged quizzically at his short gray mustache.


      “And you,” he announced quietly, “are not my niece, Betty Littell!”


      Esther and Louise stared, round-eyed, while Bobby collapsed dramatically on a convenient couch.


      “Have we kidnapped anybody?” she asked, a bit hysterically. “Good gracious, Dad, don’t tell me I’ve forcibly run off with a girl? Haven’t you made a mistake? She must be Betty—she said so.”


      “My darlings, I’m sorry to be late,” said a new voice, a rich, sweet contralto, and a stout woman with a kindly, florid face swept through the doorway. “Why, what is the matter?” she demanded hurriedly, confronting the tense group.


      “Momsie!” exclaimed Bobby, hurling herself upon the newcomer. “Oh, Momsie, isn’t this Betty Littell? We went to meet her and she said her name was Betty, and all the way home she talked about Uncle Dick, and now she says dad isn’t her uncle! I’m afraid I’ve made a mess of things.”


      “Yes, I think you have,” said Betty, with blazing cheeks. “I came to Washington to meet my uncle, Mr. Richard Gordon, who is stopping at the Willard. Of course my name is Betty. I’m Betty Gordon, and he’s my Uncle Dick. And goodness only knows what he is doing now—he’ll be about crazy if he came to meet me.”


      Bobby began to laugh uncontrollably.


      “I never heard of such a thing in my life!” she giggled, wiping her eyes. “Dad’s name is Richard Littell, and we’ve been expecting our cousin Betty Littell to arrive today from Vermont for a long visit. We haven’t seen her since she was six years old, but I took a chance on recognizing her. And then there was the name! How could I guess there would be two Bettys looking for two Uncle Dicks! Don’t be mad, Betty; you can see a mix-up like that wouldn’t happen twice in a life time.”


      “She isn’t mad,” interposed Mr. Littell, lowering himself carefully to the window seat, for he had been standing all this time and his foot began to pain again. “After she knows you a little better, Bobby, she will expect this sort of denouement to follow whatever you undertake. I say we ought to have some dinner, Mother, and then talk at the table.”


      “Of course, of course,” agreed motherly Mrs. Littell. “The poor child must be famished. Take Betty—you don’t mind if I call you Betty, do you, dear?—up to your room, Bobby, and when you come down dinner will be served.”


      “But my uncle!” urged Betty. “He will be so worried. And the other girl—where do you suppose she is?”


      “By George, the child has more sense than I have,” said Mr. Littell energetically. “I’d give a fortune if Bobby had half as level a head. Our Betty is probably having hysterics in the station if she hasn’t taken the next train back to Vermont.”


      His keen eyes twinkled appreciatively at Betty, and she knew that she liked him and also sensed instinctively that his eldest daughter was very like him.


      “Why, Father, how you do talk!” reproved Mrs. Littell comfortably. “I’ll call up the station while the girls are upstairs and then Betty shall call the Willard, or you do it for her, and then perhaps we can eat dinner before the souffle is quite ruined.”


      The girls took Betty upstairs to a luxurious suite of rooms they shared, and when she had bathed her face and hands and brushed her hair, they came down to find that Mr. Littell had called up the Union Station and discovered that because of a freight wreck the Vermont express had been delayed and would not be in before nine o’clock that night.


      “So our Betty is probably having a comfortable dinner on the train,” he announced. “Now just a minute, and I’ll have the Willard for the other Betty. We’ll tell your uncle you are safe and that we’ll bring you into Washington tonight.”


      In a few minutes he had the connection, and they heard him ask for Mr. Richard Gordon. His mobile face changed as the clerk answered, and Betty, watching, knew that he had disconcerting news. He turned to them, covering the mouthpiece with his hand.


      “Mr. Gordon left early this morning for Oklahoma,” he said. “He left an address for mail, and there’s a telegram which came after he left. It was sent from Halperin and was received at eleven-thirty this morning.”


      “That’s the one I sent!” answered Betty. “And Uncle Dick’s gone to Oklahoma! What on earth shall I do?”


      “Do!” repeated Mr. and Mrs. Littell in concert. “Why, stay right here with us, of course! Do you suppose we’d let a young girl like you knock around alone in a city? We’ll be glad to have you stay as long as you will, and you mustn’t be uncomfortable another second. When you hear from your uncle there’ll be plenty of time to make other plans.”


      Betty did not try to express her gratitude to these new kind friends, for she knew that she could never say one-half the thanks she felt toward them. They were cordiality itself, and did everything in their power to make her feel at home. An excellent dinner was served in the charming dining-room with a mixture of formality and simple home courtesy that was as unusual as it was delightful, and in this atmosphere of good breeding and tact, Betty bloomed like a little rose.


      “A charming girl, whoever she is,” said Mr. Littell to his wife, as he smoked his cigar after dinner and the girls drew Betty to the piano. “She has plenty of spirit, but lacks Bobby’s boisterousness. It will be a good thing for the girls to have some one like her, self-reliant and quiet and yet with decided snap, to chum with.”


      “I like the idea of five girls in the house,” beamed Mrs. Littell, who was the soul of hospitality and fairly idolized her three daughters. Whatever discipline they had came from their father. “And now I think I had better go to the station, after our Betty, don’t you?”


      “Oh, Mother!” came in concert from the piano, where Bobby was rattling off a lively waltz. “We all want to go. Please? There’s plenty of room in the car.”


      Mrs. Littell looked undecided.


      “One of you may go with your mother,” said Mr. Littell decisively. “I think it had better be Louise. Now, there is no use in arguing. One girl is enough. Betty will be tired after traveling all night and all day, and she will be in no mood for talking and carrying on. I’ll tell Carter to bring the car around, Mother.”


      Bobby pouted for a few moments after her mother and sister had gone, but her good-nature was easily restored and she and Betty and Esther were deep in an exchange of confidences when Mrs. Littell returned bringing the missing Betty with her.


      “Now stand up for a minute, you two Bettys,” commanded Bobby, when greetings had been exchanged and explanations made. “I want to see if I made such a dreadful mistake in taking Betty Gordon for Betty Littell.”


      The two girls stood side by side, and though they both had dark eyes and hair, there the resemblance ceased. Betty Littell was a dumpling of a girl with curly hair, a snub nose and round face. She looked the picture of good-nature, and her plumpness suggested a fondness for sweets that subsequent acquaintance with her fully sustained.


      Betty Gordon had grown tall through the summer, and she was of a slender, wiry build that hinted of a fondness for outdoor life. Her heavy straight hair was wrapped around her well-shaped little head in braids, and her exquisite little hands and feet, so far her one claim to beauty, though later promises lay in her glowing face, gave her, as Louise afterward confided to her mother, “an air like an Indian princess.”


      “No, you don’t look much alike,” conceded Bobby, after a prolonged scrutiny. “But Betty Gordon looks the way I thought Betty Littell would look, so I don’t see that I am to blame.”


      “Trust Bobby to excuse herself from a scrape,” chuckled her father. “By the way, how are you going to arrange about names? Two Bettys in the family will involve complications.”


      “I think we’ll have to call Betty Littell, ‘Libbie’” suggested Mrs. Littell, smiling. “That was your mother’s name at home, always, Betty.”


      “Yes, I know it; and that’s why they called me Betty,” replied the Littell girl. “Two names, the same names, I mean, do make confusion. I’m willing to be called Libbie, Aunt Rachel, if you let me have a little time to get used to it. If I don’t answer right away, you’ll understand that I’m listening for ‘Betty.’”


      “Well, Mother, I think at least two of these girls need sleep,” announced Mr. Littell. “Betty Gordon looks as if she couldn’t keep her eyes open another moment, and Betty Littell has yawned twice. I should say we all might retire—it’s after eleven.”


      “Goodness, so it is,” said his wife hastily. “Time does fly so when you’re talking. Come, girls, if you are going sightseeing to-morrow, you’ll need a good night’s rest.”


      There were three bedrooms and a private bath at the disposal of the girls, and separate beds in all the rooms. Betty Gordon shared a room with Bobby, Louise and Betty Littell had the one adjoining, and Esther slept alone in the third room, which was also connected with the others.


      Long after the other girls were asleep Betty lay awake, thinking over the happenings of the day. Finally she worked around to the suggested change in names.


      “They must expect me to stay if they plan to avoid confusion of names,” she thought. “I must talk to Mr. Littell in the morning and ask him if it’s really all right. I feel as if it were an imposition for me, a perfect stranger, to accept their hospitality like this.”


      In the morning she was up and dressed before the rest, fortunately having a fresh blouse in her bag so that, although she had nothing but her suit skirt, she looked well-groomed and dainty. Betty Littell was also without her trunk, though Bobby promised that both trunks should be brought from the station that morning.


      “I’d like to speak to your father a minute,” said Betty, when she was dressed.


      Bobby, on the floor tying her shoes, blew her a kiss.


      “You’ll find him on the terrace probably,” she said confidently. “Go ahead, dear, but it won’t do you any good. We’re determined to keep you to play with us.”


      So the astute Bobby had guessed what she wanted to say! Nevertheless, Betty was determined to carry out her resolution. She went slowly down the wide staircase and stepped out through double screen doors on to the bricked terrace. Sure enough, there sat Mr. Littell, smoking comfortably and reading his morning paper.


      CHAPTER XIII


      WASHINGTON MONUMENT


      “You’re up early!” the gentleman greeted Betty cordially. “Guess you’re ahead of even Esther, who usually leads the van. Sleep well? That’s good,” as she nodded. “No troubles this bright morning?”


      Betty gave him a grateful glance.


      “I can’t help it,” she said bravely. “You know how I feel, coming here like this—you don’t know me—”


      “No-o,” drawled Mr. Littell, pulling forward a gay-cushioned chair and motioning for her to sit down. (“Can’t have any manners when your foot is smashed,” he explained in an aside.) “No, Betty, it’s true we don’t know you. But mother and I think we know a nice girl when we see her, and we’re glad to have you stay with us just as long as you can feel comfortable and at home. If I were you, I’d just bury these uneasy feelings you speak of. Fact is, I’ll give you two good reasons why you should make us a little visit. One is that if we had had the pleasure of your acquaintance you would have had a regular letter from mother weeks ago, asking you to come and spend the summer with us. The second is that I know how your uncle would feel to think of you alone in the city or the country. Guess how I’d take it if one of my own daughters was waiting for word from me and no one made things pleasant for her. Won’t you shake hands and make a bargain with me that you’ll try to see our side of it, your uncle’s and mine, and then just plan to have a happy time with the girls until we can reach him in the West?”


      Betty placed her small hand in the larger one held out to receive it, and smiled back at Mr. Littell. He had a smile very few people could resist.


      “That’s better,” he said with satisfaction. “Now we’re friends. And, remember, I’m always ready to give advice or listen. That’s what fathers and uncles are for, you know. And I’d like to have you look on me as a second Uncle Dick.”


      Thus encouraged, Betty briefly outlined for him her story, touching lightly on her experiences at Bramble Farm, but going into detail about Bob Henderson, her uncle, and her pleasant recollections of Pineville.


      By the time she had finished, the four girls had joined them on the terrace and presently a table was brought out and spread with a cloth, and, Mrs. Littell following the maid with a silver coffee urn, breakfast was served.


      “The girls will want to go into town today, I suppose,” said the motherly lady, selecting the brownest muffin for Betty and signaling her husband to see that the maid served her an extra portion of omelet. “I have some shopping to do, so I’ll go in with them in the car. But I absolutely refuse to ‘do’ the Monument again.”


      “Poor mother!” laughed Bobby. “She hates to ride in an elevator, and yet I know by actual count she’s gone up in the Monument a dozen times.”


      “I suppose every one who comes to Washington wants to go sightseeing,” said Betty Littell, or, as she must begin to be called now, Libbie, “I know how it is in our little town at home. There’s just one monument—erected to some Revolutionary hero—and I get fairly sick of reading the inscription to all the visiting aunts and uncles.”


      “Well, I like to go around,” declared the energetic Bobby. “But just once I had an overdose. We had a solemn and serious young theological student who made notes of everything he saw. He was devoted to walking, and one of his favorite maxims was never to ride when he could walk. He dragged me up every one of those nine hundred steps in the Washington Monument and down again, and I was in bed for two days.”


      “Wait till you see the steps, and you’ll understand,” said Louise to Libbie and Betty. “If you try to walk down you’re apt to get awfully dizzy.”


      After breakfast Carter brought the car around, and Mr. Littell hobbled to the door to see them off.


      “Betty wants to send a telegram to her uncle,” he said in an aside to his wife, while she stood at the long glass in the hall adjusting her veil. “Better help her, for she’ll feel that she is doing something. If Gordon is in the oil regions, as I think from what she tells me he is, there isn’t much chance of a telegram reaching him any quicker than a letter. However, there’s no use in dampening her hopes.”


      “Now we’ll drop you at the Monument,” planned Mrs. Littell, as the car bore them down the driveway. “You can walk from there to that pretty tea-room—what is its name, Bobby?—can’t you?”


      “The Dora-Rose, you mean, Mother,” supplied Bobby. “Of course we can walk. But Carter is taking the longest way to the Monument.”


      “We’re going to the station first,” answered her mother. “Betty wants to send her uncle a telegram, and Carter is going to leave directions to have the trunks sent up to the house. You have your baggage checks, haven’t you, girls?”


      They produced them, and Carter slipped them into his pocket. Betty had leisure and opportunity to enjoy the beauty of the handsome building as they approached it this perfect morning, and she could not help exclaiming.


      “Yes, it is fine, every one says so,” admitted Bobby, with the carelessness of one to whom it was an old story. “Finer, daddy says, than the big terminals in New York.”


      Libbie had the advantage of being the only one of the girls who had been to New York.


      “This has lots more ground around it,” she pronounced critically. “Course in a city like New York, they need the land for other buildings. But you just ought to see the Pennsylvania Station there!”


      “All right, take your word for it,” said Bobby. “Where do we go to send a telegram, Momsie?”


      Mrs. Littell smiled.


      “Betty and I are all who are necessary for that little errand,” she said firmly. “The rest of you stay right in the car.”


      Carter opened the door for them and then went in search of the baggage man. Betty and Mrs. Littell found the telegraph window and in a few minutes a message was speeding out to Richard Gordon, Flame City, Oklahoma, telling him that his niece was in Washington, giving her address and asking what he wished her to do.


      “I’ll write him a letter tonight,” promised Mrs. Littell when this was accomplished. “Then he’ll know that you are in safe hands. You must write to him, too, dear. Flame City may consist of one shack and a hundred oil wells and be twenty miles from a post-office, you know.”


      Carter reported that the trunks were already on their way to Fairfields, and now the car was turned toward the gleaming Monument that seemed to be visible from every part of the city, Betty, her mind relieved by the sending of the telegram, abandoned herself to the joys of sightseeing. Here she was, young, well and strong, in a luxurious car, surrounded by friends, and driving through one of the most beautiful cities in the United States. Any girl who, under those circumstances, could remain a prey to doubts and gloom, would indeed be a confirmed misanthrope.


      The car was stopped at one of the concrete walks leading to the base of the Monument, and with final instructions as to the time and place they were to meet her, Mrs. Littell drove away.


      “Why, there’s a crowd there!” cried Libbie in wonder.


      “Waiting to be taken up,” explained Louise. “Come on, we’ll have to stand in line.”


      The line of waiting people extended half way around the Monument. The girls took their places, and when the crowd streamed out and they were permitted to go inside, Betty and Libbie, the two strangers, understood the reason for the delay. The elevator seemed huge, but it was quickly filled, and when the gates were closed the car began to mount very slowly.


      “We’d be sick and dizzy if they went up as fast as they do in department stores and office buildings,” said Bobby. “It takes about fifteen minutes to reach the top. Watch, and you’ll see lots of interesting things on the floors we pass.”


      Betty was wondering how Bobby had ever survived the climb up the stairs and the trip down again with the enthusiastic theological student, when a cry somewhere in the back of the car startled her.


      “What’s the matter?” demanded the elevator operator, without turning his head.


      “John isn’t here!” declared a hysterical feminine voice. “Oh, can’t you stop the car and go down and get him? He pushed me in, and I thought he was right behind me. Aren’t you going back?”


      “Can’t, Madam,” was the calm answer. “Have to finish the trip. You can go right back with the next load.”


      “Oh, goodness gracious,” moaned the voice. “What’ll I do? If I go back I may miss him. If I wait at the top it will be half an hour. Suppose he walks up? Maybe I’d better start to walk down to meet him.”


      Bobby stifled a giggle with difficulty.


      “Bride and groom,” she whispered to Betty. “Washington’s full of ’em. Guess the poor groom was lost in the shuffle. Is she pretty—can you see?”


      Betty tried to look back in the car, though the press of passengers standing all about her made it difficult. The bride was easily identified because she was openly crying. She was an exceedingly pretty girl, modishly gowned and apparently not more than twenty years old.


      “We’ll get hold of her and persuade her to wait,” planned Bobby. “I’ll show her the sights to amuse her while we’re waiting for the next elevator load to come up. Here we are at the top.”


      A crowd was waiting to descend, and as they walked from the elevator, the bride meekly following, Bobby plucked her sleeve.


      “Excuse me,” she said bluntly, but with a certain charm that was her own, “I couldn’t help hearing what you were saying. Your husband missed the elevator, didn’t he?”


      The bride blushed and nodded.


      “Well, don’t try to walk down,” advised Bobby. “I did it once, and was in bed for two days. He’ll come up with the next load. No one ever walks up unless they are crazy—or going to theological seminary. Your husband isn’t a minister, is he?”


      “Oh, no, he’s a lawyer,” the bride managed to say.


      “All right,” approved Bobby, noting with satisfaction that the elevator gate had closed. “Come round with us and see the sights, and then when your husband comes up you can tell him all the news. This is Betty Gordon, Libbie Littell and Louise, Esther and Bobby Littell, all at your service.”


      “I’m Mrs. Hale,” said the bride, stumbling a little over the name and yet pronouncing it with obvious pride.


      CHAPTER XIV


      LIBBIE IS ROMANTIC


      The girls, marshaled by Bobby, made a tour of the windows, and though Betty was fascinated by the views of the city spread out before her and bought post cards to send to the Pineville friends and those she knew in Glenside and Laurel Grove, her mind was running continuously on young Mrs. Hale’s announcement.


      “She couldn’t be the old bookstore man’s wife,” she speculated, her eyes fixed on the Potomac while Bobby cheerfully tangled up history and geography in a valiant effort to instruct her guests. “Lockwood Hale was an old man, Bob said. He didn’t say he had a son, but I wonder—Oh, Bobby, the Jesuit fathers didn’t sail down the Potomac, did they?”


      “Well, it was some river,” retorted Bobby. “Anyway, Miss, you didn’t seem to be listening to a word I said. What were you thinking about in such a brown study?”


      Betty made a little face, but she had no intention of revealing her thoughts. She wanted to find out about the bookshop quietly, and if possible get the address. Always providing that Mrs. Hale was related to the man who had shown such an interest in Bob Henderson’s almshouse record.


      “Of course Hale is an ordinary enough name,” she mused. “And yet there is just a chance that it may be the same.”


      The girls were planning to take the next car down, and yet when it came up they lingered diplomatically to catch a glimpse of the bridegroom. “John” proved to be a good-looking young man, not extraordinary in any way, but with a likeable open face and square young shoulders that Libbie, who startled them all by turning poetical late that night, declared were “built for manly burdens.”


      Louise, Esther and Bobby were the last to squeeze into the car, Libbie, the prudent, having ducked earlier. As Betty turned to follow them, the gate closed.


      “Car full!” said the operator.


      “Oh, Betty!” Bobby’s wail came to her as the car began to disappear. “We’ll wait for you,” came the parting message before it dropped from sight.


      Mrs. Hale laughed musically.


      “Now you know something of how I felt,” she said merrily. “May I present my husband? John, those five girls have been so nice to me. And now you’ll go round with us, won’t you?”


      But Betty knew better than that.


      “I’m going to write some of my post cards,” she said. “But I would love to ask you a question before you go. Do you know a man in Washington who keeps a bookshop? His name is Lockwood Hale.”


      Mr. and Mrs. Hale exchanged glances.


      “Know him?” repeated the young man. “Why, I should think we did! He’s my great-uncle.”


      “I’m very anxious to see him to ask about a friend of mine,” explained Betty. “Mr. Hale thought he might be able to tell him something of his parents who died when he was a baby. As soon as I heard your name I hoped you could tell me where to find the bookstore.”


      “Yes, uncle is a wizard on old family records,” admitted the nephew. “Sometimes I think that is why he hates to part with a book. He keeps a secondhand bookshop, you know, and he’s positively insulting to customers who try to buy any of the books. The old boy is really queer in his head, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. He wouldn’t hurt a flea, would he, Elinor?”


      Mrs. Hale said doubtfully, no, she supposed not.


      “Elinor didn’t have a very good impression of him,” laughed her husband. “We’re on our wedding trip, you know,”—he blushed slightly—“and mother made us promise we’d stop in to see the old man. He hasn’t seen me since I wore knickerbockers, and we had a great time making him understand who we were. Then he said that he hoped we liked Washington, and went back to his reading.”


      “And the shop is so dirty!” shuddered the bride. “I don’t think she ought to go to such a place alone, John.”


      “I won’t,” promised Betty hastily. “If you’ll let me have the address, I’ll be ever so grateful and it may be a great help to my friend.”


      Young Mr. Hale wrote down the street and number on the back of the brand-new visiting card his wife pulled from her brand-new purse, and Betty thanked them warmly and turned to her card writing, leaving them free to enjoy each other and the view to their hearts’ content. She had directed post cards to a dozen friends before the elevator returned, and this time both she and the bridal couple made sure that they were among the first to step in.


      Betty felt of the little slip in her purse several times during the afternoon, inwardly glowing with satisfaction. If she could find Bob Henderson in Washington through the old bookseller, or learn something definite of the lad, she would find it easier to wait for word from her uncle.


      After luncheon, which was calculated to please healthy appetites of five girls to a nicety, they went into several of the large shops with Mrs. Littell, and then, because it had begun to rain and did not promise pleasant weather for driving, they went to a moving picture show.


      “Had a full day?” asked Mr. Littell at dinner that night. “Libbie, what did you see?”


      Libbie’s answer provoked a gust of laughter. She was so essentially a matter-of-fact little personage in appearance and manner that when she opened her red mouth and announced, “A bride and groom!” the effect was startling.


      That started Bobby, and she told the story of the lost John, told it as her father would have, for neither Bobby nor Mr. Littell were at all inclined toward sentimentality.


      “Well, Betty,” Mr. Littell beckoned to her afterward when they were all in the pleasant living-room across the hall, “think you’re going to like Washington, even if it is overrun with brides and grooms?”


      “It’s lovely,” Betty assured him fervently. “We’ve had the most perfect day. And, Mr. Littell, what do you think—I’ve found out something important already.”


      She had told him about Bob that morning, and he was interested at once when she narrated what the bride and groom had told her of old Lockwood Hale.


      “Why, I know where his shop is. Everybody in Washington does,” said Mr. Littell when she had finished. “He has lots of rare books mixed in with worthless trash. Funny I didn’t take in you meant that Hale when you spoke of him. I suppose you’ll want to go there to-morrow Carter will take you in the car, and you’d better have one of the girls go with you. Bobby is all right—she may be scatter-brained but she doesn’t talk.”


      For some reason none of the girls was sleepy that night, and after going upstairs they all assembled in Bobby and Betty’s room to talk. Libbie could not keep her mind off the bride.


      “I wonder how I’d look in a lace veil,” she said, seizing the fluted muslin bedspread and draping it over her head. “It must be lovely to be a bride!”


      “You’ve been reading too many silly books,” scolded Bobby. “Anyway, Libbie, you’re too fat to look nice in a veil. Better get thin before you’re old enough to be married, or else you’ll have to wear a traveling suit.”


      Libbie eyed her scornfully and continued to parade up and down in her draperies.


      “Betty would look pretty in a veil,” said Louise suddenly. “Come on, girls, let’s stage a wedding. Libbie won’t sleep all night if she doesn’t have some romantic outlet. I’ll be the father.”


      She seized a pillow and stuffed it in the front of her dressing gown so that it made a very respectable corpulency.


      “I’ll be the mother!” Esther began to pin up her hair, a dignity to which she secretly aspired.


      “I’m your bridesmaid, Libbie,” announced Betty, catching up the bride’s train and beginning to hum the wedding march under her breath.


      “If you _will_ be silly idiots, I’m the minister,” said Bobby, mounting the bed and leaning over the foot rail as if it were a pulpit.


      The bride stopped short, nearly tripping up the devoted bridesmaid.


      “I don’t think you should make fun of ministers,” she said, looking disapprovingly at her cousin. “It’s almost wicked.”


      “I’d like to know how it’s any more wicked than to pretend a wedding,” retorted Bobby wrathfully. “Weddings are very solemn, sacred, serious affairs. Mother always cries when she goes to one.”


      Betty began to laugh. She laughed so hard that she had to sit down on the floor, and the more the two girls glared at each other, the harder she laughed.


      “I don’t see what’s so funny,” resented Bobby, beginning to snicker, too. “For goodness sake, don’t have hysterics, Betty. Mother will hear you and come rapping on the door in a minute.”


      “I just thought of something.” The convulsed Betty made a heroic effort to control her laughter and failed completely. “Oh, girls,” she cried, wiping her eyes, “here you are bickering about the bride and the minister, and not one of us thought of the bridegroom. We left him out!”


      Louise and Bobby rolled over on the bed and had their laugh out. Libbie collapsed on the floor, and Esther leaned against the bureau, laughing till she cried.


      “They say the bridegroom isn’t important at a wedding, but I never heard of ignoring him altogether,” gasped Bobby, and then they were off again.


      They made so much noise that Mrs. Littell tapped on the door to ask why they were not in bed, and when Bobby told her the joke, she had to sit down and laugh, too.


      “I’ll send you up some sponge cake and milk if you’ll promise to go right to sleep after that,” she told them, kissing each one good night all over again. “Libbie shall at least have the wedding cake, if she can’t have a wedding.”


      CHAPTER XV


      OFF TO INVESTIGATE


      Drip! drip! drip!


      Betty listened sleepily, and then, as she raised herself on one elbow to hear better, she knew the noise was made by the rain.


      “If that isn’t too provoking!” Bobby sat up with an indignant jerk and surveyed Betty across the little table at the head of the beds. “I thought we’d all go down to Mount Vernon today, and now it’s gone and rained and spoiled it all. Oh, dear! I don’t think I’ll get up”; and she curled down in a dejected heap under the white spread.


      “Well, I’m going to get up,” announced Betty decidedly, springing out of bed with her accustomed energy. “Rainy days are just as much fun as sunny ones, and there’s something I have to do today, weather or no weather.”


      “She’s a dear,” said Louise warmly, smiling as the sound of Betty’s carolling came to them above the sound of running water in the bathroom. “Mother says she likes her more and more every day. I wish her uncle would never write to her and she’d just go on living with us all the time.”


      “And go to school with us in the fall. That would be nice,” agreed Bobby reflectively. “But, of course, Betty’s heart would be broken if she never heard from her uncle. However, we’ll be as nice to her as we can, and then maybe she will want to stay with us anyway, even if he does send for her.”


      “What are you two plotting?” asked Betty gaily, emerging warm and rosy from her vigorous tubbing. “Do you know, I’ve just remembered that I promised to show Libbie how to make mile-a-minute lace before breakfast? I hope there is time.”


      “What on earth do you want to make lace for?” demanded the practical Bobby, as her cousin appeared in the doorway, rubbing sleepy eyes. “It’s too early to begin on Christmas presents.”


      Libbie was not at all confused in her ideas, and she had a very clear reason for wishing to add this accomplishment to her rather limited list.


      “It’s for my hope-chest,” she informed Bobby with dignity, and not even the shout of laughter which greeted this statement could ruffle her. “You may think it’s funny,” she observed serenely, “but I have six towels and three aprons made and put away all ready.”


      “My aunt!” sighed Bobby inelegantly, shaking her head. “You believe in starting young, don’t you? Why, I’m fourteen, and I’ve never given a thought to a hope-chest.”


      Here Esther, the early riser of the family, created a diversion by coming in fully dressed and announcing that Mammy Lou was willing to teach as many girls as cared to come after breakfast how to make beaten biscuit.


      “Take Libbie,” giggled Bobby, whose sense of humor was easily tickled. “She’s collecting stuff for her hope chest and I should think biscuit recipes would be just the thing. Do you want to learn to cook, Betty? Esther has a kitchen hobby and rides it almost to death.”


      “I do not!” retorted Esther indignantly. “Do I, Louise? Mother loved to cook when she was a girl, and she says she likes to see me fussing in the kitchen.”


      Betty was showing Libbie how to hold her crochet hook, and now she looked up from her pupil.


      “Why, I’d love to learn to make those wonderful biscuits Mammy Lou makes,” she said slowly, “but I really have to go into Washington today. That is, if it will not upset any one’s plans? I can easily walk to the trolley line, and I won’t be gone longer than a couple of hours.”


      A trolley line ran about half a mile from the house, and to Betty who had frequently walked ten miles a day while at Bramble Farm, this distance seemed negligible.


      “Let me go with you, Betty?” coaxed Bobby. “Carter will take us in the machine. I won’t bother you, and if you have personal business to attend to, I’ll wait for you in the library or some place. Cooking and making lace drives me wild, and if you leave me at home as likely as not I’ll pick a quarrel with some one before the morning is over.”


      “Worse than that, she’ll insist on singing while I’m trying to practice,” said Louise. “I’m three or four days behind with my violin, and a rainy morning is a grand time to catch up. Do take her with you, Betty.”


      “Why, goodness, she will be taking me,” insisted Betty. “Of course you know I’ll love to have you, Bobby. As a matter of fact, I wanted to ask you to go with me because it is a strange place and your father said not to go alone. Only I didn’t want to disturb any plans you might have made for today. I’ll tell you about it on the way,” she added noting the look of growing curiosity on Bobby’s face.


      After breakfast the girls scattered to their chosen occupations, and Mrs. Littell settled herself to read to her husband on the glass enclosed piazza that extended half way across the back of the house. The car was brought round for Betty and Bobby and, commissioned to do several small errands in town, they set off.


      “Now where are we going?” demanded Bobby bouncing around on the seat cushions more like a girl of seven than fourteen. “Do tell me, for I’m simply devoured with curiosity.”


      So Betty briefly outlined for her a little of Bob’s history and of what she knew Lockwood Hale had told the poorhouse master. She also explained how she had obtained the old bookshop man’s address from the bride they had met in the Monument the day before.


      The rain came down steadily, and the country road was already muddy, showing that it had stormed the greater part of the night. Carter was a careful driver, and the luxurious limousine had been substituted for the touring car so that the girls were protected and very comfortable. Quite suddenly Carter brought the car to a stop on a lonely stretch of road just above a sharp turn.


      “Goodness, I hope he hasn’t a puncture,” said Bobby. “I was so interested in listening to you I never heard anything. What’s wrong, Carter?” she called.


      “There’s a little dog in the road, Miss Bobby,” said Carter slowly and distinctly, as he always spoke. Bobby had once declared that she did not believe a fire would shake Carter from his drawling speech. “A puppy, I guess you’d call it. I’ll have to move it to one side before we can drive past, because it is in the middle of the road.”


      Bobby leaned out to look.


      “It must be hurt!” she cried. “Bring it in here, quick, Carter. Why, it’s just a tiny puppy, Betty,” she added; “a black and white one.”


      Carter, mingled pain and reproach in his face, brought the dog to them, holding it gingerly away from him so as not to soil his coat.


      “It’s very muddy, Miss Bobby,” he said disapprovingly. “Your mother won’t like them nice gray cushions all stained up.”


      “Well, couldn’t you lend me your handkerchief, Carter?” suggested Bobby gently. “I’ll wipe him off. There now, he’s all right. My handkerchief’s so small it wouldn’t have done one of his paws.”


      Carter, minus his handkerchief, started the car and they rounded the curve. The puppy seemed to be all right except that he was wet and shivering, and Bobby and Betty had decided that he was very young but otherwise in perfect health when the car stopped again.


      “There’s another one of ’em, Miss Bobby,” groaned Carter. “You don’t want this one, do you?”


      The girls thrust out their heads. Sure enough, another black and white puppy lay abandoned in the roadway.


      “Certainly, we’ll pick it up,” said Bobby indignantly. “Do you suppose we’re going to go past a dog and let it die in the rain? Bring it here, please, Carter.”


      The old man got down stiffly and picked up the dog. This time he handed over a second handkerchief with a ludicrous air of “take-it-and-ruin-it.”


      “That’s the last handkerchief I have with me, Miss Bobby,” he announced feelingly, watching his young mistress mopping water and mud from the rescued puppy.


      “Well, there won’t be any more puppies, Carter,” Bobby assured him cheerfully.


      But they had not gone twenty rods when they found another, and, after that, a few rods further on, a fourth.


      “Here’s where we use our own handkerchiefs,” giggled Bobby. “And what are we going to do with a car full of dogs?”


      The problem was solved, however, before they crossed the bridge into Washington. On the hill leading to the bridge they overtook a small colored boy weeping bitterly. Bobby signaled Carter to stop, and leaning out asked the child what the matter was.


      “I done lost my dawgs!” he sobbed. “We-all is moving, and I had ’em in a basket with a burlap bottom. I done tol mammy that burlap was rotten.” He held up the basket for them to see the hole in the cloth tacked across the bottom. “I was going to sell them dawgs for fifty cents apiece when they was bigger,” he finished with a fresh burst of grief.


      His joy when the girls showed him the puppies and explained how they had found them was correspondingly noisy. He had an old gingham apron with him, and into this the dogs were unceremoniously bundled and securely knotted. Betty and Bobby each gave him a shining ten-cent piece, and a blissful boy went whistling over the bridge, his world changed to sunshine in a few brief minutes.


      The car threaded a side street, turned twice, and brought up before a quaint old house with a basement shop tucked away under a bulging bay-window.


      “This is Hale’s bookshop, Miss,” said Carter respectfully to Betty,


      CHAPTER XVI


      WHAT HALE HAD TO TELL


      The door of the bookstore opened with a loose old-fashioned latch, and one fell down two steps without warning into a long, narrow room lined with books. Betty went first, and Bobby, stumbling, would have fallen if she had not caught her.


      “Gracious! I’m a little bit scared, aren’t you?” Bobby whispered. “It seems like such a spooky place.”


      It was certainly very quiet in the shop, and for a few moments Betty thought they must be alone. Then some one stirred, and, looking down the room, they saw an old man bent over a book open on a table near a dusty window. He wore big horn spectacles and was evidently extremely nearsighted, for he kept his face so near the book that his nose almost touched the pages.


      “That must be Mr. Hale,” said Betty. “I wonder if it’s all right to interrupt him?”


      “I should say the only way to make him understand you’re here, would be to go up and take that book away,” rejoined Bobby.


      “He can’t be very anxious to sell anything, or he’d pay more attention to his store,” giggled Betty.


      “I’ll wait here,” said Bobby hastily, as Betty moved toward the rear of the store. “I’d probably say the wrong thing anyway. Let me see, I’ll be reading this fat brown book. They all look alike to me, but this may be thrilling in spots.”


      Betty approached the motionless old man, whose lean brown forefinger traced the curious black characters in the book before him so slowly that it did not seem to budge at all.


      “I beg your pardon?” she said tentatively.


      No response.


      “I want to ask you—” Betty began again, a little breathlessly. “I want to ask you about a boy named Bob Henderson.”


      “Name’s Hale,” said the old man, without looking up and speaking in a cracked, hoarse voice. “Lockwood Hale, dealer in new and secondhand books. Just look around on the tables and you’ll likely come across what you want. I’ll wrap it for you when you find it. Just now I’m busy.”


      Betty looked desperately at Bobby, who was listening over the top of her book, and stifled a desire to laugh.


      “I don’t want a book,” she insisted gently. “I want to ask you a question. About Bob Henderson. You know you were interested in the records of the Oliver County almshouse, and you thought you might know something of his people.”


      The old man pushed his spectacles up on his forehead fretfully and regarded the girl impatiently from a pair of near-sighted blue eyes.


      “The books weren’t worth anything,” he told her seriously. “I spent near a day going over ’em, and there wasn’t a volume worth bringing back with me. Folks get the idea in their heads that a book’s worth money just because it is old. ‘Tain’t so—I could fill my tables and shelves with old trash and still not have any stock. Jim Turner don’t know a valuable book from a turnip.”


      Mr. Hale gave every indication of returning to the absorbing volume before him, and Betty plunged in hastily with another question.


      “You know a boy named Bob Henderson, don’t you?” she urged.


      “Yes, he was in here some time last week,” answered Hale calmly. “Was it Wednesday, or Tuesday—that load of old almanacs was delivered that same afternoon.”


      “Well, I’m a friend of his.” Betty almost stuttered in her eagerness to explain before the old man should be lost again in his book. “He worked on the farm where I spent the summer, and he told me about you and how anxious he was to see you and find out about his people. I’ve been anxious, too, to learn if he reached Washington and whether he is here now. Do you know?”


      Now that the shopkeeper’s mind was fairly detached from his printed page he seemed to be more interested in his caller, and though he did not offer to get Betty a chair, he looked about him vaguely as though he might be seeking a place for her to sit.


      “I don’t mind standing. I mustn’t stay long,” she said hurriedly, afraid to let him fix his attention on outside objects. “Didn’t Bob Henderson say where he was going? Did he mention anything about leaving Washington?”


      “Well, now let me see,” considered the old man. “Bob Henderson? Oh, yes, I recollect now how he looked—a manly lad with a frank face. Yes, yes, his mother was Faith Henderson, born a Saunders. That’s what caught my eye on the almshouse record book. Years ago I traced the Saunders line for a fine young lady who was marrying here in Washington. She wanted a coat of arms, and she was entitled to one, too. But there was a break in the line, one branch ending suddenly with the birth of Faith Saunders, daughter of Robert and Grace. I never forget a name, so when I read the almshouse record and saw the name of this lad’s mother there I knew I had my chart complete. Yes, the boy was interested in what I could tell him.”


      Betty, too, was interested and glad to know that Bob had succeeded in finding the old bookseller and learning from him what he had to tell. But if Bob was still in Washington, she wanted to see him. He could doubtless tell her what to do in case she did not hear from her uncle within a few days—and Betty was growing exceedingly anxious as no answer came in reply to her telegram. And above all, she wanted to see an old friend. The Littells were kindness itself to her, but she craved a familiar face, some one to whom she could say, “Do you remember?”


      “Didn’t Bob say where he was going?” she urged again.


      “Going?” Mr. Hale repeated the question placidly. “Oh, I believe he went to Oklahoma.”


      Oklahoma! Betty had a sudden wild conviction that her thoughts had been so centered on that one locality that she was beginning to lose her mind and imagine that every one repeated the word to her.


      “Did you—did you say Oklahoma?” she ventured. “Why, how funny! I have an uncle out there in the oil fields. At least we think he is in the oil fields,” she added, a sudden look of worry flashing into her eyes. “It seems so funny that Bob should go away off there.”


      The old man peered up at her shrewdly.


      “Aye, aye, funny it may be,” he croaked. “But suppose I should tell you I advised the lad to go there? Would that seem funny, eh?”


      Betty stared in complete bewilderment.


      “Oh, it isn’t always in the story books, sometimes it happens to real boys,” he nodded exultantly. “Suppose I told you, in strictest confidence, young lady, for I think you’re a true friend to him, that he has relatives out there? His mother’s two sisters, both of ’em living on the old homestead? Neither of ’em married and without near kith or kin so far as they know? Suppose I tell you that the old farm, as I locate it, is in the oil section? Suppose the lad is entitled to his mother’s interest in the place? Eh? Suppose I tell you that?”


      He made a question of each point, and emitted a dry cackle after every assertion.


      “I told the lad to go out there, and if he had any trouble proving who he was to come back here to me,” said Hale importantly. “I can help him straighten out the tangles. I’ve untied many a knot for families more tangled up than this. So he may be back, he may be back. Drop in any day, and I’ll tell you whatever I know.”


      Betty thanked him warmly and he followed the girls to the door, repeating that he would be glad to tell them everything he knew.


      They were going to one of the large shops to do a few errands for Mrs. Littell, and since their visit to the bookstore had taken so long they agreed to separate and each do one or two commissions and then meet at the door within half an hour.


      Betty’s mind was busy with the astonishing revelations Lockwood Hale had made, and as she deftly matched wool for a sweater, she turned the information over in her mind.


      “I don’t believe Bob has gone so far West at all,” she said to herself firmly. “He wouldn’t have money enough, I’m sure. I suppose he has written to me, but my mail will go to the farm, of course, and Mr. Peabody would be the last person to forward it. I must write the postmaster to hold and redirect my mail—when I know where I am to be.”


      Although she had promised herself not to worry, Betty was becoming very anxious to hear from her uncle. She had written to the Benders in Laurel Grove and to Norma Guerin at Glenside, explaining her situation and asking them to let her know as soon as the quarantine in Pineville should be lifted. She knew that she could visit friends there indefinitely. But that did not much lighten the burden. Anxiety for her uncle and growing fear that she might never again hear from him, it had already been so long a time since his last letter, at times oppressed her.


      Their chopping finished, she and Bobby were reunited and were glad to enter the car and drive quietly home to luncheon. It was still raining, and they found the other girls impatient for their return.


      “We know all about beaten biscuit,” boasted Esther. “And I stirred up a gold cake every bit myself.”


      “Practising all done,” reported Louise. “And I’m just aching for a good lively game. No wedding stuff, Libbie, I warn you. I can see a romantic gleam in your eye.”


      Libbie said nothing then, but after lunch when they were debating what to do, she had a suggestion.


      “Let’s play hide-and-go-seek,” she said enthusiastically.


      “Well, I didn’t know you had that much sense,” approved Bobby, who was blunt almost to a fault but undoubtedly fond of her younger cousin. “Come on, girls, we’ll have one more good game before the family begin to hint I’m too old for such hoydenish tricks. We’ll go up to the attic and make as much noise as we can.”


      CHAPTER XVII


      MORE SIGHTSEEING


      Libbie waited till they were safely in the attic before she followed up her suggestion.


      “I read the loveliest story last summer,” she said dreamily. “It was about a bride—”


      A shout of laughter from the listening girls interrupted her.


      “I knew there would be a bride in it somewhere,” rippled Bobby. “Now, Libbie, once and for all, this is hide-and-go-seek, not a mock wedding.”


      “You might let me finish,” protested Libbie. “I only meant to say this story was about a bride who ran away from her wedding guests for fun and hid in a great carved chest; the chest had a spring lock and it closed tight when she pulled it down. Her husband and all the guests hunted and hunted, and they never found her. Years and years after, when they opened the chest, there were only some bones and the wedding dress and veil.”


      “And you call that a lovely story!” Bobby’s scorn was immeasurable. “Well, I think it’s gruesome. And what kind of housecleaning did they have in those days? My mother opens every chest and trunk and box in the house at least twice a year.”


      The game started merrily, and, forewarned by Libbie’s story, the girls knew exactly where to find her when she hid from them and unerringly pulled her out of every chest into which she hopefully squeezed her plump self.


      “You never should have mentioned ‘chest’ to us,” laughed Betty, when Libbie was “it” for the third time. “We know your line of reasoning now, you see.”


      Libbie good-naturedly began her counting, and Betty looked about for a good place to hide. The attic was long and wide and a splendid place to play. It was rather too well lighted for hide-and-seek, but the trunks and boxes arranged neatly around the walls offered a fair chance to escape detection. A peculiar fan-shaped box near a window attracted Betty’s attention, apparently being a built-in box.


      “I’ll hide there,” she resolved, running lightly over to it.


      Louise and Esther and Bobby were already stowed away in various corners, and Betty slipped into the box noiselessly. Libbie ceased counting.


      The three Littell girls reached “home” without being detected, and then perched merrily on an old trunk to watch Libbie prowl about after Betty. A five-minute search failed to reveal her, and Libby gave up.


      “All safe, you may come in!” they called in unison.


      No Betty appeared, and they shouted again.


      “Well, if that isn’t queer!” Louise looked at Bobby in doubt. “Where do you suppose she is hiding?”


      Bobby, a furrow of anxiety between her eyes, searched the attic with level glances, her sisters and cousin watching her apprehensively.


      “Something must have happened to her,” Louise was beginning, when Bobby gave a cry and raced for the door.


      “I’ll bet I know where she went,” she flung over her shoulder. “Haven’t time—to stop—don’t bother me—” She flew down the stairs, the others after her at top speed.


      Down, down, down, through the third, second and first floors, the four girls fled like a whirlwind, down, always following flying Bobby, to the laundry in the basement where modern electric equipment made washing clothes a scientific process.


      Bobby brought up her mad flight before a tall cupboard in one corner, turning the catch on the door, opened it and out tumbled—Betty!


      “Are you hurt?” demanded Bobby, helping her to her feet. “Oh, Betty, darling, do say you’re all right! It’s a wonder you weren’t suffocated or didn’t break any bones.”


      “I’m all right,” said Betty, smoothing out her skirts. “But I’m still a bit dazed. It was such a sudden drop. What have I done that I shouldn’t, Bobby?”


      Libbie, too, was bewildered, and stared at the disheveled Betty with puzzled wonder.


      “Why, my dear child,” explained Bobby, with a funny maternal manner, “you fell down the laundry shoot. It opens into the attic for good ventilation. I’m glad there were some soiled clothes at the bottom for you to land on, otherwise you might have had a bad bump. Sure you’re all right?”


      “Yes, indeed,” insisted Betty. “I thought I was climbing into a box and went in feet first without looking. Instead of hitting the floor, I slid gently on and on. I hadn’t any breath to scream with I went so fast. Anyway, there wasn’t time to scream. I just sat here for a time after I landed. And I was wondering where I was and how I could get out when you opened the door for me.”


      That ended the game for the day, and the rest of the afternoon the girls were content to spend quietly, Betty in writing a long letter to Mrs. Arnold, one of her mother’s old friends who had moved to California, and the others with books and sewing.


      The next morning was fair and sunny, and before breakfast Bobby had it planned that they should spend the day at Mount Vernon. Of course Betty and Libbie were very anxious to see the famous place, and the three sisters were glad to have the opportunity to take them for the first time.


      “It’s never the same again,” explained Louise, obligingly tying Esther’s hair-bow for her. “There’s a wonderful thrill you get when you see the things that really were Washington’s and were handled by him that never comes again. Though we love to go there and never tire of looking at the rooms.”


      “What a chatter-box you are, child!” expostulated her mother, who had come up to tell them breakfast was ready. Indeed the gong had sounded fully fifteen minutes before. “How nice you look, all of you! I’ll be proud to take five girls to Mount Vernon. We’re going today, aren’t we?”


      Dear Mrs. Littell! Betty already loved her dearly, as indeed did every member of the household. She was so unaffected, so affectionate and generous, and she allowed money to change her simple, happy nature not at all. The Littells had not always been wealthy, and the mistress of the beautiful mansion did not hesitate to tell of the days when she had done all of her own housework and taken care of two babies.


      Soon after breakfast the party started, the plan to go by motor being abandoned in favor of the trip down the river. It was decided that Carter should come down later with the car and bring a basket luncheon, taking them home in the afternoon.


      Mount Vernon is sixteen miles below Washington, and the sail down the Potomac was delightful in the cool of the morning, and Betty thought she had never seen anything more beautiful than the deep greens of the trees and grass on either bank. By common consent the boatload of chattering people became silent as they came in sight of Mount Vernon, and as the glimmer of the house showed white between the trees. Betty’s heart contracted suddenly. Louise, who was watching her, squeezed her arm sympathetically.


      “I know how you feel,” she whispered. “Mother told me that the first time she went abroad and dad took her to see the Colosseum she cried. You’re not crying, are you, Betty?”


      Betty shook her head, but her eyelashes were suspiciously damp.


      Libbie was staring in unaffected enjoyment at the scene before her and fairly dancing with impatience to be off the boat.


      “I do want to see Martha Washington’s things,” she confided, as they went ashore. “Her ivory fan and her dishes and the lovely colonial mahogany furniture.”


      “George Washington’s swords for mine,” announced Bobby inelegantly. “I’ve seen ’em every time I’ve been here, and I’d give anything to have one to hang in my room.”


      “Bobby should have been a boy,” remarked Mrs. Littell indulgently. “You’re mother’s only son, aren’t you, dear?”


      “Well, my name is as near as I’ll ever come to it,” mourned Bobby. “However, I manage to have a pretty good time if I am only a girl.”


      Mrs. Littell led them first to the tomb of Washington. The plain brick building was directly at the head of the path leading from the landing, and a reverent group stood, the men with bared heads, for a few moments before the resting place of the Father of his Country.


      High above the river, overlooking the land he loved, stands the Mount Vernon mansion. From the tomb the Littell party went directly to the house.


      Each of the girls, although interested in the whole, showed her personality distinctly in her choice of special relics.


      It was Betty who lingered longest in the library, fascinated by the autographed letters of Washington, his tripod used in surveying, and his family Bible. Bobby had to be torn bodily from the room which contained the four swords. Esther spent her happiest hour in the old kitchen, admiring the huge fireplace and the andirons and turnspit.


      Louise and Mrs. Littell were able to go into raptures over the old furniture in Martha Washington’s bedroom and sitting room, though they, of course, had seen it all many times before.


      Mrs. Littell herself had a collection of antique furniture of which she was justly proud, and mahogany furniture was sure of her intelligent appreciation. Strange to say, Libbie remained cool toward the very things she had voiced a desire to see, and in the middle of the morning they missed her.


      They were on their way to the barn Washington’s father had built, and Betty volunteered to run back and see if the missing girl had stayed behind in the house.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      BETTY UNDERSTANDS


      Betty hurried back and began a hasty inspection of the rooms. She recollected seeing Libbie upstairs at the door of Washington’s room the last time she had definitely noticed her, and she ran upstairs to see if she might not be there.


      No Libbie was in any of the rooms.


      Downstairs she searched hurriedly, peeping under people’s elbows, trying not to annoy others and yet to make a thorough hunt in a short time so as not to keep the others waiting. Then in the music room, or East Parlor, as it is often called, she found the truant, gazing with rapt eyes at the quaint old harpsichord which had belonged to Nellie Custis.


      “Every one is waiting for you,” announced Betty, pulling her gently by the sleeve. “Come on, Libbie, we’re all going. We’ve seen the whole house.”


      Libbie followed in a sort of daze, and when they rejoined the others she seemed to be still in a brown study.


      “For goodness sake,” prodded Bobby impatiently, “what were you doing back there? We nearly went off and left you. Where did you find her, Betty?”


      “I was in the music room,” announced Libbie with dignity. “I wanted to see the harpsichord. Say, girls, did you know Washington gave that to Nellie Custis when she was married? He wore his uniform when he gave her away, and—”


      “Well, for pity’s sake!” Bobby’s disgust was ludicrous. “Trust Libbie to dig up a romance wherever she goes. What else did you find connected with weddings, Lib?”


      Libbie was inclined to be ruffled, but Mrs. Littell soothed the troubled waters by telling them that the old barn, which they had reached by this time, was built in 1733 by Washington’s father and that the bricks were supposed to have been imported from England.


      The beautiful old formal garden further mellowed their tempers, for it was impossible to say sharp things walking along the very paths which George Washington had often trod and between the rows of box brushed by the silken skirts of Mrs. Washington. Where her rose bushes used to be are planted others, and Mrs. Littell assured the girls that it was one of the great pleasures of the First Lady of the Land to gather rose leaves for her potpourri jars and to make a perfumed unguent for which she was famous among her friends.


      “She was a wonderful housekeeper,” added Mrs. Littell, smiling at Libbie, whose momentary resentment had quickly faded, “and a very fine manager. We are told that she was thoroughly domestic in her tastes and that she made her husband ideally happy.”


      Presently Carter came with a hamper of luncheon and their appetites did full justice to Mammy Lou’s dainties. Betty wondered, sitting on the grass, the Potomac flowing lazily several feet below, whether she was dreaming and might not wake up to find herself at Bramble Farm with Mr. Peabody scolding vigorously because something had not gone to suit him. She often had this odd feeling that her present happiness could not be real.


      This, too, brought the thought of her uncle to her mind, and again she wondered if she would ever hear from him—if something dreadful had not happened to him, leaving her almost as much alone in the world as Bob Henderson. She shivered a little, then resolutely threw herself into the chatter of the other girls and soon forgot all but the present pleasure and excitement.


      After rambling about the grounds another hour or so, the party from Fairfield was ready to go, and they all found it restful to lean back in the comfortable car and spin back to the city.


      “If you’re not too tired I think we might drive down Pennsylvania Avenue,” suggested Mrs. Littell. “Our guests haven’t seen the White House yet, have they?”


      Neither Betty nor Libbie had, and as the car turned into the famous thoroughfare both girls sat up alertly so as not to miss a single sight of interest. Carter slowed down as they approached a high iron fence, and at the first glimpse of the white mansion separated from the fence and street by a wide stretch of lawn, Libbie shouted joyfully.


      “The White House!”


      “Well, you needn’t tell everybody,” cautioned Bobby. “Think of the weddings they’ve held in there, Libbie!”


      “I imagine any one who has ever seen a picture of the White House recognizes it instantly,” said Betty, fearing a resumption of cousinly hostilities. “How beautiful the grounds are.”


      “You must go through it some day soon,” said Mrs. Littell. “And now we’ll drive to the Capitol. Day after to-morrow would be a good time for you to take the girls to the Capitol, Bobby.”


      The Capitol reminded Libbie of a pin tray she had at home, and awoke recollection in Betty’s mind of a bronze plaque that had been one of Mrs. Arnold’s treasures in the stiff little parlor of the Pineville house. All good Americans know the White House and the Capitol long before they make a pilgrimage to Washington.


      On their arrival at Fairfields they found Mr. Littell playing solitaire, and something in his undisguised relief at seeing them made Betty wonder if time did not hang heavily on his hands.


      After dinner Bobby proposed that they turn on the phonograph and have a little dance among themselves.


      “Oh, that will be fine!” cried Betty.


      “Then you can dance?”


      “A little—mother taught me.”


      So the girls danced and had a good time generally for an hour or more, with Mr. and Mrs. Littell looking on. Then Betty sank down on the arm of Mr. Littell’s chair.


      “I’ve been thinking of something,” she half whispered. “Do you like to play checkers? If you do, I know how.”


      Maybe Mr. Littell understood that she was doing it largely to keep him company. But he said nothing, and they played checkers for nearly two hours. Betty was a fairly good player and managed to land several victories.


      “With a little more practice you’ll make a very good player,” declared Mr. Littell. “I appreciate your staying to play with a cripple like me,” he added gratefully. “Does your Uncle Dick play?”


      “I don’t really know,” replied the girl, and now her face clouded for an instant. Oh, why didn’t she hear from Uncle Dick?


      The next few days were filled with sightseeing trips. Betty was kept too busy to have much time to worry, which was fortunate, for no word came from her uncle and no word reached her from Bob Henderson. The Guerins and the Benders wrote to her, and each letter mentioned the fact that Bob had sent a postal from Washington, but that no later word had come from him.


      “I met Peabody on the road yesterday,” ran a postscript to Norma Guerin’s letter, written by her doctor father. “He hinted darkly that Bob had done something that might land him in jail, but I couldn’t force out of him what fearful thing Bob had done. I hope the lad hasn’t been rash, for Peabody never forgives a wrong, real or fancied.”


      Betty knew that the farmer’s action had to do with the unrecorded deed, but she did not feel that she should make any disclosures in that connection. Of Bob’s innocence she was sure, and time would certainly clear him of any implication.


      The girls visited the Capitol, seeing the great bronze doors that are nineteen feet high and weight ten tons. Betty was fascinated by the eight panels, and studied them till the others threatened to leave her there over night and call for her in the morning. Then she consented to make the tour of the three buildings. But the historical paintings again held her spellbound. When she reached the Senate chamber, which was empty, except for a page or two, the Senate not being in session, she dropped into a gallery seat and tried to imagine the famous scenes enacted there. They spent the better part of a day at the Capitol, and saw practically everything in the buildings. They were so tired that night that Libbie went to sleep over her dessert, and Betty dreamed all night of defending the city with a shotgun from the great gilded dome. But she and Libbie agreed that they would not have missed it for anything.


      CHAPTER XIX


      AN UNEXPECTED MEETING


      “That’s twice you’ve made a wrong play, Betty,” observed Mr. Littell. “What lies heavy on your mind this evening?”


      Betty blushed, and attempted to put her mind more on the game. She was playing checkers with Mr. Littell, whose injured foot still kept him a prisoner most of the time, and she had played badly all the evening, she knew. Truth to tell, she was thinking about her uncle and wondering over and over why she did not hear from him.


      After the rubber was played and the other girls who had been around the piano, singing, had gone out to get something to eat, for the maids had the evening off, Betty spoke to her host.


      “I suppose you think I’m foolish,” she ventured; “but I am really worried about Uncle Dick now. He has never answered the telegram and the two letters I’ve written. His Philadelphia lawyer writes that he is waiting to hear from him. He seems to have dropped out of the world. Do you think he may be sick in some hospital and not able to communicate with us?”


      “That’s a possibility,” admitted Mr. Littell soberly. “But I tell you honestly, Betty, and not simply to relieve your mind, that I consider it a very remote one. Business men, especially men who travel a great deal, as you tell me your uncle does, seldom are without somewhere on their person, their names and addresses, and directions about what is to be done in case of sickness or accident. I never travel without such a card. Ten to one, if your uncle were ill or injured, his lawyer would have been notified immediately.”


      A weight of anxiety slipped from Betty’s heart, for she immediately recognized the sound common sense in this argument. Still, something else was troubling her.


      “Don’t you think,” she began again bravely, “that I had better go to Pineville? The quarantine is lifted, I hear, and the Bensingers will take me in till I can hear from Uncle Dick. You and Mrs. Littell and the girls have been so lovely to me, but—but—” her voice trailed off.


      Mr. Littell leaned back in his chair and lit a fresh cigar.


      “Well, now of course,” he said slowly, “if you feel that you want to go to Pineville, we really have no right to say anything. But if I were you, I’d stay right here. Your uncle may be intending to come back to Washington. In any case, he will address his letter to you here. Of that much we are certain. You’ll hear more quickly if you don’t move about. Besides, there is that Henderson lad. I’m counting on making his acquaintance. He’s likely to bob up any day—though I didn’t mean to pun. If you want my advice, Betty, it is to stay here quietly with us and wait as patiently as you can. We like to have you, you know that. You’re not a stranger, but a friend.”


      He went on to explain to her in his quiet, even, matter-of-fact way, that to the disturbed girl was inexpressibly soothing, his belief that her uncle was on an exploration trip for oil and might easily find a month’s accumulation of mail awaiting him on his return.


      “It’s only here, in the heart of civilization, that we think we can’t live without four mails a day,” Mr. Littell concluded. “I’ve been out of touch with a post-office for three weeks at a time myself, and our sailors, you know, often go much longer without letters.”


      On one particularly lovely morning the four girls, with Mrs. Littell, started off on the pleasant mission of seeing the White House. Betty’s and Libbie’s acquaintance with it was confined solely to the glimpses they had had from the street, but Louise and Bobby had attended several New Year’s receptions and had shaken hands with the President.


      The party spent a delightful morning, visiting the famous East Room, admiring the full length portraits of George and Martha Washington, about which latter the story is told that Mrs. Dolly Madison cut it from its frame to save it from the approaching enemy in 1814. They were also fortunate to find a custodian taking sightseers through the other official apartments so that they saw more than the casual visitor does in one visit. They visited in turn, the Green Room, the Red Room, and the Blue Room, saw the state dining-room with its magnificent shining table about which it was easy to imagine famous guests seated, and enjoyed a peep into the conservatory at the end of the corridor. They did not go up to the executive offices on the second floor, knowing that probably a crowd was before them and that an opportunity to see the President on the streets of the city was likely to present itself.


      “Well, I shouldn’t want to live there,” sighed Betty, as they came down the steps, “It is very grand and very stately, but not much like a home. I suppose, though, the private rooms of the President and his family are cozy, if one could see them.”


      “Beyond a doubt,” agreed Mrs. Littell.


      They lunched at one of the large hotels, and afterward Mrs. Littell had a club engagement. The girls, she announced, might spend the afternoon as they chose, and she would pick them all up at five o’clock with Carter and the car.


      “Esther and I want to see ‘The Heart of June,’” announced Libbie, who found romance enough to satisfy her in the motion-pictures.


      Louise was interested, too; but Betty had promised to take some papers for Mr. Littell and see that they reached an architect in one of the nearby office buildings. Bobby elected to go with her, and they decided that, that errand accomplished, they might do a little shopping and meet the others at the theater door at five o’clock.


      “Mr. Waters won’t be in till three o’clock,” announced the freckle-faced office boy who met them in the outer office of the architect’s suite.


      “Then we’ll have to come back,” decided Betty, glancing at her watch. “It is just two now.”


      “You can leave anything with me,” said the boy politely. “I’ll see that he gets it as soon as he comes in.”


      “Yes, do, Betty,” urged Bobby. “Dad would say it was all right to leave that envelope of papers. They’re not terribly important.”


      “We can do our shopping and then come back,” insisted Betty, to the evident disgust of Bobby and the hardly less concealed impatience of the office boy.


      “Why wouldn’t you leave ’em?” demanded Bobby, when they were once more in the street.


      “Dad hasn’t any secret service stuff, I’m sure of that. Now we have to come all the way back here again, and that means hurrying through our shopping.”


      “You needn’t come,” said Betty mildly. “Your father asked me to give those papers personally to Mr. Waters. He didn’t say they were important; I don’t know that they are. But if I say I am going to give an envelope personally to any one, I don’t intend to give that envelope to a third person if there’s nothing in it more valuable than—hair nets!”


      The window they were passing suggested the comparison, and Bobby laughed good-naturedly and forebore to argue further. Promptly at three o’clock she and Betty entered the elevator in the office building and were whirled up to the fifth floor to find Mr. Waters in his private office.


      “Mr. Littell telephoned half an hour ago,” he told them, taking the envelope and running over the papers with a practised eye as he talked. “He hoped to catch you before you left here. I believe he wants to speak to his daughter. There’s a booth right there, Miss Bobby.”


      Bobby had a brief conversation with her father and came out in a few minutes in evident haste.


      “He wants us to do a couple more errands, Betty,” she announced. “We’ll have to hurry, for it’s after three.”


      The architect had written a receipt for the papers, and Bobby now hurried Betty off, explaining as they went that they must take a car to Octagon House.


      Octagon House proved to be the headquarters for the American Institute of Architects, and Bobby’s errand had to do with one of the offices. Betty admired the fine woodwork and the handsome design of the house while waiting for her companion, and in less than fifteen minutes they were back on the street car bound for “the tallest office building in Washington,” as Bobby described it.


      “Dad wants an architectural magazine that’s out of print, and he thinks I can get it there,” she said. “Afterward, if we have time, we’ll go to the top of the building. The root is arranged so that you can step out, and they say the view is really splendid. Not so extensive as from the Monument, of course, but not so reduced, either. I’ve always wanted to get up on the roof and see what I could see.”


      Finding the office her father had specified did not prove as easy a task as Bobby had anticipated, and she said frankly that if she had been alone she would have given up and taken another day for the search.


      “But if you can keep a promise down to the last dot of the last letter, far be it from me to fall short,” she remarked. “Oh, Betty, do you see any office that looks like Sherwood and David on this board?”


      At last they found it under another name, which, as Bobby rather tactlessly told the elevator boy, was not her idea of efficiency. The copy of the magazine Mr. Littell especially wanted was wrapped up and placed safely in Bobby’s hands.


      “And now,” declared that young person gaily, “as the reward of virtue, let’s go up on the roof. It is after four, but we’ll have time if we don’t dawdle. We can get from here to the theater in fifteen minutes.”


      They started for the elevator, and as a car came up and the gates opened a boy got off. He would have brushed by without looking up, but Betty saw him at once.


      “Bob!” she cried in amazement “Why, Bob Henderson!”


      CHAPTER XX


      MUTUAL CONFIDENCES


      “Betty! Oh, Betty! _Betty!_” Bob Henderson’s familiar, friendly voice rose to a perfect crescendo of delight, and several passengers in the elevator smiled in sympathy.


      Bobby Littell, who had entered the car, backed out hastily and the gate closed.


      “Bobby, this is Bob Henderson,” Betty performed a hasty introduction. “And, Bob, this is Roberta Littell, always called Bobby.”


      The latter held out an instant cordial hand to Bob.


      “I know about you,” she proclaimed frankly. “Betty thinks you are fine. We ought to be good friends, because our names are almost alike.”


      “I must talk to you, Bob,” said Betty hurriedly. “Where are you going? Have you heard from Bramble Farm or Uncle Dick? How long have you been in Washington? Did you get out to Oklahoma?”


      Bobby laughed and touched Betty on the arm.


      “There’s a seat over by the elevator,” she suggested. “Why don’t you sit there and talk? I’ll come back and get you at a quarter to five—I want to get some new hair-ribbons for Esther.”


      “But you wanted to go up on the roof!” protested Betty, longing to talk to Bob and yet mindful of Bobby’s first plans.


      “Plenty of other days for that,” was the careless response. “See you quarter to, remember. Good-by, Bob—though I’ll see you again, of course.”


      She disappeared into a down elevator, and Betty and Bob sat down on the oak settle in the corridor.


      “Wasn’t it lucky we met you!” exclaimed Betty, getting a good look at the boy for the first time. “Seems to me you’re thinner, Bob. Are you all right?”


      “Couldn’t be better!” he assured her, but she noticed there were rings under his eyes and that his hands, white enough now in contrast to the tan which still showed at his wrists, were perceptibly thinner. “Fact is, I work in this building, Betty. Kind of junior clerk for a man on the fourth floor, substituting while his clerks are away on vacation. Hale got me the place.”


      Betty told him of her interview with the old bookshop man, and Bob listened intently.


      “So that’s how you heard about Oklahoma,” he commented. “You could have knocked me down with a feather when you said it. I guess Hale forgot I was working here—he really is dreadfully absent-minded—or else he thought you weren’t to be trusted with so important a secret. He’s as queer as they make ’em, but he was very good to me; couldn’t seem to take enough pains to trace out what he knew of my mother’s people.”


      Bob went on to explain that his money had given out and that he had to work in order to get together enough to pay his fare out to the West and also to board himself and pay for some new clothes. Betty guessed that he was scrimping closely to save his wages, though she did not then suspect what she afterward learned to be true, that he was trying to live on two meals a day, and those none too bountiful. Bob had a healthy boy’s appetite, and it took determination for him to go without the extra meal, but he had the grit to stick it out.


      “When Bobby comes back you must go with us and meet Mrs. Littell,” observed Betty. “She’ll want to take you home to dinner. Oh, Bob, they are the loveliest people!”


      Bob shifted his foot so that the patch on one shoe was hidden.


      “I’ll go with you to meet her on one condition,” he said firmly. “I won’t go to dinner anywhere tonight—that’s flat, Betty. My collar isn’t clean. And who are the Littells?”


      That led to long explanations, of course, and Betty told in detail how she had left Bramble Farm, of the mix-up at the Union Station, and her subsequent friendship with the hospitable family. She also told him of Mr. Gordon’s sudden trip to Oklahoma and his almost inexplicable silence, but kept to herself her worry over this silence and as to her own future if it continued. She gave him the latest news of the Benders and the Guerins and handed over the two letters from these friends she happened to have in her purse that he might read and enjoy them at his leisure. In short, Betty poured out much of the pent-up excitement and doubt and conjecture of the last few weeks to Bob, who was as hungry to hear as she was to tell it.


      “They certainly are fine to you!” he exclaimed, referring to the Littells. “There isn’t another family in Washington, probably, who would have been as kind to you. I think you’ll hear from your uncle soon, Betty. Lots of times these oil wells, you know, are miles from a railroad or a post-office. You take that Mr. Littell’s advice—he sounds as if he had a heap of common sense. And whatever they’ve done to you, you’re looking great, Betty. Pretty, and stylish and—and different, somehow.”


      Betty blushed becomingly. She had brightened up amazingly during her stay in Washington, despite her anxiety about her uncle and, lately, Bob, The serene and happy life the whole household led under the roof of “Fairfields” had a great deal to do with this transformation, for the bickering and pettiness of the daily life at Bramble Farm had worn Betty’s nerves insensibly. She tried to say something of this to Bob.


      “I know,” he nodded. “And, Betty, what do you think? I met the old miser right here in Washington!”


      Instinctively Betty glanced behind her.


      “You didn’t!” she gasped. “Where? Did he—was he angry?”


      “Sure! He was raving,” replied Bob cheerfully. “What do you think he accused me of this time? Stealing an unrecorded deed! Did you know anything about that, Betty?”


      Betty described the incident of her delayed letter and told of the morning she had picked it from the floor and hung up Mr. Peabody’s coat.


      “He insists you took it, but I never believed it for one moment,” she said earnestly. “I’m sure Mrs. Peabody doesn’t either; and I didn’t think Mr. Peabody really thought you took it. You know how he flies into a temper and accuses any one. But if he came down to Washington and said pointblank to you that you took it, it looks as if he thought you did, doesn’t it?”


      “You wouldn’t have any doubts if you had heard him,” Bob said grimly. “He had me by the coat collar and nearly shook my teeth loose. Perhaps he expected to shake the deed out of my pocket. What on earth does he think I could do with his old deed, anyhow?”


      Betty explained the transaction of the lots as Mrs. Peabody had explained it to her, and Bob understood that the farmer, basing his reasoning on his own probable conduct under similar conditions, suspected him of intended blackmail.


      “How did you get away from him?” asked Betty presently. “Where did he shake you? Couldn’t you call a policeman?”


      “He wanted a policeman,” said Bob, chuckling. “He walked me about two blocks, hunting for a cop. Then a crowd collected and I decided it was better to wriggle out, and I did, leaving the only coat I owned in his hands. But I never go out without looking up and down the street first. I don’t want to be arrested, even if I didn’t steal anything. Besides, with Peabody, I have a feeling that he might be able to prove whatever he wanted to prove.”


      “You’ve bought a new suit,” said Betty irrelevantly. “You don’t suppose Mr. Peabody will stay in Washington, hunting for you, do you?”


      “If he doesn’t have to pay too much for board he will,” said Bob. “That deed evidently means a lot to him. I wish I could find it, if only to send him back to the farm. I’ll bet a cookie it’s in some of his coat pockets this minute, and he hanging down here to nab me. Sure, I bought a new suit—had to, before I could get a job. By the way, Betty, if you need some cash—” He patted his pocket invitingly.


      “Oh, I have enough,” Betty assured him hastily. “I’d feel better if the Littells would only let me spend a little money. Why, what’s this?”


      For Bob had put a small white envelope into her reluctant hands.


      “That’s the loan,” he said gravely. “I’ve carried it just like that for days, ready to give you the first time I saw you. You’re a great little pal, Betty. If it hadn’t been for you, I never should have got to Washington.”


      Betty put the money away in her purse, conscious that it meant self-denial on the lad’s part, but knowing that she would hurt his pride irreparably did she refuse to take it.


      “Have you written to Mr. Bender?” she prodded gently. “You promised to, Bob.”


      The police recorder had taken a warm interest in Bob, and Betty knew from his wife’s letters that he was anxious to hear from him.


      “I will write,” promised Bob. “I’m tired at night, Betty, and that’s the truth. I never seem to get enough sleep. But I will write, perhaps this Sunday.”


      “Well, folks, all talked out?” called Bobby’s gay voice, and she came smilingly up to them. “Betty, mother and the girls are downstairs in the car. I met them on the way and they know all about our meeting with Bob. Mother wants him to come home to dinner.”


      Bob replied that while he appreciated Mrs. Littell’s kindness, he could not come that night, and, as he followed Bobby to the elevator, gave Betty a significant glare which, correctly interpreted, read: “Don’t forget what I told you!”


      Mrs. Littell took to Bob at once, and the bevy of girls, simple and friendly and delightfully free from selfconsciousness, adopted him at once as Betty’s friend and theirs. When the mother found that he could not be persuaded to come home with them that night—and Betty loyally supported him, mindful of the collar—she would not be satisfied until she had arranged for him to spend the next Saturday afternoon and Sunday with them at “Fairfields,” promising to send the car in for him at noon, so that he might have lunch with them.


      “Betty hasn’t tried her riding habit on once,” said Mrs. Littell when Bob had promised to come. “Perhaps when you come out the girls will find time to give her, her delayed riding lesson. They’ve been doing Washington pretty thoroughly.”


      This reminded Betty of Bobby’s plan to visit the roof of the office building, and Bob had the same thought.


      “Couldn’t you all come in to-morrow morning and let me take you up on the roof?” he asked them. “The view is really worth while, and I’m up there anyway half the morning looking after my employer’s experiments. He is head of a dye house, and is always trying the effect of sunlight on new shades.”


      So it was decided that the girls should come in again in the morning. Then they drove away home, and Bob went on his errand. Luckily he had been told that he need not return to the office that afternoon after its completion, or he might have found himself involved in a maze of explanations and excuses for his lengthy absence.


      CHAPTER XXI


      THE ACCIDENT


      “I’d like to live up here!” It was Esther who spoke so enthusiastically, as she stood, with Bob Henderson and the four girls, on the roof of the building proudly pointed out as the tallest in Washington.


      A soft breeze was blowing, and it was a cloudless day so that the city was clearly spread before them.


      “Wouldn’t I like to go up in an airplane!” exclaimed Betty. “See, they’re flying over the Navy Yard now. I’d give anything to know how it feels to fly.”


      “If you go much nearer that edge you’ll know how it feels all right,” Bob warned her. “Come down here and I’ll show you our drying racks. Perhaps that will keep your mind off airplanes.”


      The wooden racks held lengths of silk and cloth, weighted at the ends to keep them from blowing away. The materials were dyed in crude, vivid colors, and Bob explained that they were brought from the factory after being dipped so that his employer might personally observe the changes they underwent after exposure to strong sunlight.


      “We only take orders and send out salesmen from the office downstairs,” he said. “The factory is near Georgetown and employs about two hundred hands.”


      After they had made the circuit of the roof, picking out familiar landmarks and wrangling lazily over distances and geographical boundaries, they were ready to go down. Bob must return to work, and the girls had planned a trip to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.


      “I tell you I was glad our office wasn’t on the top floor this morning,” Bob casually remarked as they stood waiting for the elevator. “Something was the matter, and everybody had to walk up. The fourth floor was plenty far enough up for us then.”


      “Mother always says we don’t appreciate conveniences till we have to do without them,” said Bobby. “Here comes the car.”


      The grinning negro boy who operated the elevator smiled a wide smile as they filed into his car.


      “You-all get a nice view?” he asked sociably.


      They assured him that they had, and he seemed pleased, but his red light glowing at that moment, he gave all his attention to stopping at the next floor. Two women got on and, at the next floor, two men.


      The gate had just closed after this last stop, and Betty had opened her mouth to tell Bobby that her hat was tipped crookedly when with a sickening speed the car began to drop!


      “We’s slipping! I can’t stop her! Oh, good gracious, the brakes or nothin’ don’t work!” The frenzied wail of the negro who was working valiantly at his levers gave the first intimation of danger.


      Betty saw Bob spring to his aid, saw Esther sink in a miserable little white heap to the floor, Bobby put her hands up to her eyes as if to shut out the light, and Louise mechanically try to defend herself from the strangle hold of the woman who stood next to her. It seemed minutes to Betty that the car was falling, and she watched the others’ behavior with a curious, semi-detached interest that was oddly impersonal. One of the men passengers began to claw at the gate frantically and the other kept muttering under his breath, softly and steadily, biting off his words crisply and quite unconscious of what he was saying. The woman who had clutched Louise was silent at first, but her companion instantly screamed, and in a fraction of a second she, too, was screaming.


      Now Betty had never heard the sound of women in terror, and she was unprepared for the wild anguish of those shrill voices.


      The experience was terrifying, but it was all over very swiftly. The mechanism jammed between the third and second floors and the elevator came to a stop with a suddenness that jarred the teeth of the passengers. It had begun to fall after leaving the seventh floor.


      For a moment every one stared at every one else stupidly. Bobby Littell was the first to find her voice.


      “Well, I guess we’re all here,” she observed matter-of-factly. “Esther, are you hurt?”


      “No-o, I think not,” said Esther slowly. “Wasn’t it awful! Let’s get out of here, quick.”


      A hasty investigation proved that no one was injured, and as one of the men said, shaken nerves could not be allowed to count.


      “That was a narrow escape, a mighty narrow escape!” said the other man. “I fully expected to be smashed in the wreck of the car when it struck the concrete well.”


      “I’ll never ride in another elevator, never!” ejaculated the woman who had seized Louise. “Why, I’ll dream of this for weeks to come.”


      The girls said nothing, though their lips were white and Betty’s knees were trembling. She was rather angry that she should feel this loss of control after everything was over, but it was natural.


      “How do we get out?” Bob addressed the operator briskly. “Can you open the doors? Come on now, nothing is going to hurt you—the danger is over.”


      The poor darky was actually gray with fright, and his face was bruised where he had been thrown against the grating when the car stopped.


      “I doan know how you-all kin get out, Boss,” he said tremulously. “We’s stuck between the floors.”


      “Hello! Hello you, down there! Anybody hurt?” a friendly bellow came down to them from the grating of the floor above.


      A crowd had collected on each floor, having heard the screams, and all these people now ran downstairs to get as close to the stranded car as they could. They collected about the gate on the third floor, and many from the street, hearing that there had been an accident, crowded around the shaft on the second floor. They were advised that no one was hurt and what was needed was a way of escape from the brass cage.


      “Knock a hole in the roof,” some one advised cheerfully. “You can crawl out on the top of the car and then shinny your way up to us. Or we’ll let down a rope to you.”


      “What’ll we knock a hole in the roof with?” demanded Bob, and when offers were made to drop an axe down to him he had difficulty in calming the woman who had so nearly strangled Louise, and who had visions of being accidently decapitated.


      “I cain’t get the doors open,” announced the darky, after tinkering vainly with them. “I reckon the lock’s done got jammed. If I could get ’em open the lil girl under the seat could shinny up the wall and that would be one out, ‘tannyrate.”


      Attention thus focused upon her, Libbie crawled from under the seat where she had dived, following an ostrich-like impulse to hide her head from coming danger. Her confusion was increased by the tactless comment of the operator who, seeing her “full view” for the first time, exclaimed:


      “Lawsy, Missie, you couldn’t shinny up no wall. You is too fat.”


      Many suggestions were forthcoming, all of them impractical, and the already frayed nerves of the passengers began to show evidence of reaching the snapping point. Bob’s employer was among those who had gathered in the corridor, and he decidedly favored the axe idea.


      The plan to chop their way out gained in favor, and a boy had been dispatched for one of the fire axes when the woman who had grasped Louise created a diversion by going into hysterics and declaring that she would not have them dropping axes on her head. Her companion tried in vain to soothe her, but she was in a highly nervous state and it was impossible to explain or reason with her. She began to scream again, and this was more than those imprisoned in the car with her could be expected to stand.


      “That settles it—call off the axe!” shouted the older man, exchanging a desperate glance with Bob. “If this goes on much longer we’ll be floated out on a river of salt tears. It’s all right, Madam, they are not going to send any axes down.”


      The women continued to sob violently for a time, but at last they got her quieted and were free to consider other ways and means of escape.


      Pat Kelly, the genial engineer of the building, was sent down to the basement to see what he could do with the refractory machinery, for although the elevator people had been telephoned to, their men had not yet put in an appearance. Pat’s contribution was to create a horrible din by hammering on every pipe he came to, stopping at three-minute intervals to yell, “Can ye be moving now?”


      “Call that man off!” shouted the younger of the two men passengers. “What do you think this is—a boiler factory? About all the good he’ll do will be to dislodge the car, and we’ll fall the rest of the way.”


      This was a bad suggestion, and only by hard work were two more cases of hysterics averted.


      “I think what we need is a drink of water,” declared Betty timidly. “Do you think they could get some down to us? And, Bob, why don’t they send for the fire department?”


      “I suppose because we are not on fire,” answered Bob seriously. “What good could the firemen do?”


      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Betty vaguely. “Only in Pineville the firemen get people out of all sorts of scrapes. They can climb you know, and they have long ladders and ropes—”


      “By George, the girl is right!” The elder man looked at Betty admiringly. “Hey, some of you who want to help! Go and ‘phone the fire department. And say, send us down some water—we’re dry as dust after this rumpus.”


      Half of the waiting crowd scattered to telephone to the fire department and the other half ran for the water coolers. Their zeal outstripped their judgment in this latter service, and the result was an icy stream of water that poured into the car.


      CHAPTER XXII


      BEING RESCUED


      The water struck the lady given to hysterics, and she promptly opened her mouth and shrieked again.


      “We’re drowning!” she cried, her terrified mind picturing a broken water pipe. “I tell you, we’re drowning!”


      “And I tell you we’re not!” Betty stifled a desire to laugh as one of the men contradicted her. “Some idiot—”


      The crash of the water cooler against the top of the car as it slipped from the hands of the person holding it interrupted his assurance and weakened it hopelessly. A chorus of shrieks arose from those in the car.


      “Well, there’s your drink, Betty,” grinned Bob, assisting the girls to crowd on to the one seat, for the floor was soaked with ice-cold water. “And here come your firemen—maybe they’ll have better luck.”


      Some of the firemen went to the third floor and others obeyed orders to stay on the second.


      “I’d say knock ’er down,” said the grizzled old fire chief after a careful inspection of the wedged car. “We’ll fix it up to break the fall. And, anyway, a drop from the third to the basement would not be dangerous.”


      But the occupants of the elevator protested vigorously against this plan. They made it quite clear that they had had all the “drop” they wanted for that day, and some of them intimated that they preferred to spend the night there rather than be experimented with.


      “Women is like that,” they heard the fire chief confide sadly to his lieutenant. “You can’t reason with ’em. Well, we’ll have to dope out another scheme.”


      After a consultation, it was proposed, via the chiefs voice which had a carrying quality that was famous throughout the city, to let a ladder down from the third floor, have a fireman chop a hole in the top of the car, and assist the prisoners up the ladder to safety.


      This plan met with the approval of all but the two rather prim and elderly women who flatly refused to walk up a ladder, even to get out of their present unpleasant predicament.


      “Well, then, you’ll have to stay here,” announced the fire chief disgustedly. “The others are willing, and we can’t hang around here all day. If there was a fire you wouldn’t be consulted. A fireman would have you up or down a ladder before you could open your mouth to object. I ain’t used to arguing with anybody.”


      “There’s another way that might work, chief,” suggested his aide. “If we can fix ropes and rig up a windlass, we can maybe hoist the car up to the level of the gate.”


      It was decided to try this plan, but the wily chief first extracted a promise from every one in the car that if the scheme failed, they would submit to a ladder rescue.


      “’Cause I ain’t saying this will work, and I don’t aim to cook up a different plan every minute till you’re all suited,” he declared, with commendable precaution. “You all agree to the ladder if this ain’t a go?”


      An unanimous chorus assured him that they did.


      It took some time to arrange the ropes, but at last, creakingly and slowly, the car began to make its ascent.


      “Bless the Lord!” ejaculated the darky operator fervently, “I done guess our troubles is ovah!”


      He changed his mind in a minute when it was discovered that the car gates were jammed. There the eleven imprisoned passengers stood, on a level with the third floor, a crowd gathered in the corridor as far as the eye could see, a thin iron grating separating them from escape.


      “I don’t know but I’d just as lief stay here as to face that mob,” murmured Bob, but some one heard him.


      “You’re among friends, bub,” a man called. “Keep up a stout heart.”


      There was a general laugh, and some one was dispatched to get a file. Ten minutes’ work with this, and the stubborn catch was filed through, the gates slid back and those behind them found themselves once more on good solid mosaic tiling.


      Bob’s employer came up to him, and was presented to the girls. He was a pleasant, prosperous-looking man, middle-aged, and evidently fond of Bob. He immediately offered him the rest of the day off, insisting that after such an experience he should rest quietly for a few hours.


      “By the way,” he remarked _sotto voce_, “those two young men over there at the head of the stairs are newspaper reporters. One has a camera. I imagine they want to get a story on your morning’s sensations.”


      Bob had not yet met Mr. Littell, but he had a lively idea of what that gentleman might say should he find his daughters’ pictures spread over the first page of the evening papers, accompanied by a more or less accurate analysis of their emotions during the trying period through which they had just passed.


      “Whisk us into your office, can’t you, Mr. Derby?” he urged, “They’re stopping people as they go down; they’ll take no notice of us if we go on up to the fourth floor.”


      The crowd, satisfied that no one had been killed or was likely to be, had drifted down the staircase, the two alert youths questioning each one in an effort to get the stories of those who had been in the stalled car. The negro operator had already furnished enough copy for a half-column of thrills.


      Mr. Derby managed to usher the girls and Bob upstairs to his office without exciting suspicion, and once there the question of how to get to the street was considered. There were still enough people in the corridors to make a quick run down impossible, and the elevator was, of course, out of commission.


      “I’ll tell you,” said Mr. Derby suddenly. “Go down the fire escape to the second floor and get in at the hall window. It’s always open. I’ll have to wait here for Anderson, Bob. He had an appointment at eleven, but telephoned he was delayed. But perhaps the nerves of the young ladies are not equal to a climb down the fire escape? In that case you could all remain here and I’ll have lunch sent in.”


      The girls, however, ridiculed the idea of nervousness. And indeed, with the elasticity of youth, they had already dismissed the accident from their minds except as an exciting story to tell at home that afternoon or evening.


      “I’ll go first,” said Bob, stepping out on the fire escape. “All there is to do is to take it easy, don’t hurry, and don’t push. There’s only two flights, so you can’t get dizzy.”


      “Isn’t this a lark!” chuckled Bobby, as she and Betty waited for the younger girls to go first after Bob. “I never had so much fun in my life. What’s Bob stopping for?”


      Bob was working with the window directly over the fire escape on the second floor. The girls caught up with him before he turned with a flushed face.


      “The blame thing’s locked,” he announced. “Isn’t that the worst luck! It’s a rule of the building that all hall windows be left open unless there’s a storm. Well, I suppose we might as well go back. There’s no window on the first floor.”


      “We could climb in there,” suggested Betty, pointing to another window, half-opened. “See, Bob, I can reach it easily.”


      She drew herself up before Bob could stop her, and, raising the window as high as it would go, scrambled over the sill.


      “It’s fine—come on in,” she laughed back at the others. “Cunning office and no one in it. I suppose the owner has gone out to see us rescued.”


      Bob lifted up Libbie, who was the shortest, and, one after the other, the girls climbed in, Bob following last.


      It was a finely furnished office and one Bob had never been in, though he had a speaking acquaintance with many of the tenants in the building. A pair of tiny scales and a little heap of yellow dust lay on the highly polished mahogany desk.


      The door into the corridor was partly open, and as they had to pass the desk to reach the door, it was natural that the group should draw nearer and glance curiously at the pair of scales.


      “No nearer are you to come!” snapped a sharp voice with the precision of a foreigner who is not sure enough of his English to speak hurriedly. “I warn you not to put a finger out.”


      Libbie squawked outright in terror, and the others fell back a step. A little man with very black eyes stood facing them, and at them he was leveling a small, businesslike looking revolver. The door had closed noiselessly, and he had evidently been behind it.


      “I saw you all to enter,” he informed them sternly. “I, of all in the building, remembered that it is in excitement that sneak thieves do their best work. Mr. Matthews is trusting, but I—I stood on guard. It is well. You are not to move while I telephone to the police.”


      “Look here,” said Bob determinedly, almost overwhelmed with his responsibility and blaming himself for having placed the girls in such an awkward position. “We’re no thieves. You can telephone upstairs to Mr. Derby and he’ll vouch for us.”


      “I know no Mr. Derby,” said the little man stubbornly. “Why should you pick out a jeweler’s office and creep in through the window? Answer me that! Are there not stairs?”


      “Well we wanted to avoid some—er—men,” blurted Bob.


      “Yah—already the police seek you!” triumphed their captor. “Well, they will not have long to seek.”


      “They were not the police.” Betty found her voice and spoke earnestly. “They were reporters, and we didn’t want to be interviewed. We came down the fire escape from the fourth floor, and found the hall window locked. This window was open, and we crawled in, intending to get out into the hall. That is the absolute truth.”


      CHAPTER XXIII


      ANOTHER RESCUE


      The black eyes of the little man suddenly disappeared. They were so bright and glistening that their disappearance was noticeable. He had closed them tight and was laughing!


      As suddenly as he had laughed, his mirth stopped, and he stared sternly at the anxious Betty.


      “You expect me to believe that?” he asked incredulously.


      “It is true,” she said quietly.


      “True—bah!” The vehemence of his tone quite startled her. “True! When all you had to do to reach the first floor—had access to the street been your object—was to let down the folding flight to the ground.”


      Betty’s jaw dropped. She and Bob looked at each other helplessly.


      “We—we never thought of that!” she faltered.


      It was true. In her excitement she had not noticed the folding flight of steps that let down to the ground in an emergency, and for protection against sneak thieves was always drawn up except during fire drills. Bob had been equally careless. As for the Littell girls, like docile sheep, they had never thought to question their leaders.


      Still keeping the revolver pointed at them, the little man took down the telephone receiver.


      “Bob!” whispered Betty. “Oh, Bob, this is dreadful! What will Mrs. Littell say? And those reporters! If they get hold of this, the elevator story will be nothing.”


      Bobby and Louise and Esther and Libbie stood in a forlorn group, their gaze fixed trustingly on Bob and Betty, whom they trusted to get them out of this scrape somehow.


      As for Bob, he was handicapped by numbers. He could easily have planned a way to get himself and one girl out of the room, but to hope to spirit away five substantial maidens under the black eyes fastened unwaveringly upon him, was too great a problem for quick solution. He did not fear trouble in establishing their innocence, but the notoriety accompanying such an episode could not be otherwise than distinctly unpleasant.


      “I suppose that’s gold dust in the tray,” thought Bob wretchedly. “Of all the poor luck, to pick out an office with gold dust floating around as free as air! Why didn’t the dub lock it up in his safe?”


      The little man was having trouble to get “Central.” He jiggled the hook frantically in flat defiance of all telephone rules, and he shouted loudly into the transmitter, as though enough noise could rouse the number he sought.


      Just at this moment the outer door opened and a man entered. He was a man of middle age with a closely clipped gray moustache and kindly gray eyes. It was Mr. Matthews, the owner of the business.


      The little man, seeing him, flung the receiver into the hook with a bang and poured forth a volley of French, emphasized by wild gestures.


      After listening for a few moments, Mr. Matthews turned a wondering gaze on the group of subdued looking young people. His expression soon turned to one of amusement.


      After a word or two in French to the little man, evidently of thanks for his zeal, he said to Bob and the girls:


      “Won’t you please tell me your side of the story? I find it hard to believe that you have set forth to rob and steal.”


      The tale came out with a rush, Bob, Betty, and Bobby taking turns or all talking together, the others, fortunately, being content to let the three tell the story.


      Mr. Matthews was sympathetic and apologetic, but he was also amused, and he laughed heartily. It seemed he knew Mr. Littell. The “robber band,” as Bobby afterwards named them, laughed with him; in fact, in their relief, laughing till the tears came. The black-eyed man, meanwhile, left the room, still, evidently, suspicious of them.


      “Monsieur Brissot,” explained Mr. Matthews, “is a Belgian diamond cutter who has just come to this country. He seems to be suspicious of everybody, and, I fear, does not always use judgment in his handling of such matters. I am grateful, however, for the interest he takes in my business, and trust you young people will overlook his excess of zeal.”


      Mr. Matthews showed them to the door, and as by this time the reporters were well away intent on other affairs, they went out of the building in the regular way-a more seemly way than scuttling down fire escapes and breaking into jewelry shops, so Betty declared.


      “Well, good gracious!” observed Bobby, when they were once outside. “If this hasn’t been an exciting morning! First we get nearly killed, then we’re rescued, and next we’re almost arrested.”


      They boarded a street car and went to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, where they spent an interesting afternoon touring the immense plant, the best equipped of its kind in the world.


      The recital of their adventures at the dinner table that night provoked mingled merriment and concern.


      “Never mind, it will teach ’em self-reliance,” Mr. Littell insisted, when his wife protested that the girls would have to be more closely chaperoned on subsequent trips. “Falling into scrapes is the finest lesson-book ever opened to the heedless.”


      Sunday morning the girls and Mrs. Littell motored to Washington and attended services in one of the fine old churches. There they had an excellent opportunity to observe the President of the United States and his wife, who, as Libbie said disappointedly at dinner that day, “looked just like anybody.”


      “I hope you didn’t expect them to get up and make a speech?” teased her uncle. “However, I’m glad you saw them, my dear. A country where the head of the government ‘looks just like anybody’ and goes to church as simply and reverently as any one else is the finest in the world.”


      Early in the new week Bobby announced that it was their duty, meaning the girl contingent, to go into the city and pay a call upon a friend of the Littells’ who was staying with an aunt at one of the large hotels. They had met them at church, and a tentative promise had been given, which Bobby was determined should be kept.


      “If it wasn’t for me this family would have no manners,” she scolded. “Now, I don’t like Ruth Gladys Royal a bit better than you do, Louise; but I hope I know what is the right thing to do.”


      Mrs. Littell, who was hopelessly unfashionable as far as conventions that were merely polite went, announced serenely that she was going to her sewing circle and that if the girls chose they might go calling. Her engagement stood.


      “Mother thinks Ruth Royal is snobbish,” commented Bobby, as her mother serenely departed for the little sewing circle of the country church in which she maintained a keen interest and which she virtually supported. “As far as that goes, I think she is. But Louise told her we’d come and call on her, and I think a promise ought to be kept.”


      “Well, I’ll go with you if Betty will,” said Louise. “I don’t see why you pick out a perfectly lovely afternoon to martyr us all in, but if it must be done, let’s get it over with. Esther and Libbie have wheedled dad into taking them to the movies, and I suppose we can go in the car with them.”


      The three ascended the stairs to put on their best bibs and tuckers and came down again to find Mr. Littell and the other two girls joyously arranged on the back seat, with Carter having hard work to keep from smiling at their jokes and quips.


      “How elegant we look,” jeered Mr. Littell, whose injured foot was still stiff but who began to talk about returning to his office. “I don’t suppose you could be persuaded to go to see ‘The Rose-Pink Curtains’ with us, and have a sundae afterward?”


      Bobby shook her head sternly.


      “Don’t tempt us when we’re having a hard time to do our duty,” she admonished. “We have to go to see Ruth Royal; honestly we do. But we’ll meet you for the sundae; won’t we, girls?”


      It was arranged that they should meet at quarter to five, and then the three callers were set down before the ornate hotel entrance. Just off the lobby was a pretty, richly furnished parlor where they decided to wait while they were being announced.


      “Let’s hope she isn’t in,” suggested the irrepressible Louise. “Then we’d still have time to see ‘The Rose-Pink Curtains.’”


      Betty sat nearest the door and from her seat she could see a section of the lobby and one of the elevators. The boy who had taken their names came back in a few minutes with the information that Miss Royal and her aunt were out.


      “The clerk says they left word at the desk that they expect to be back about half-past seven tonight.”


      “All right, that excuses us,” declared Bobby cheerfully, hardly waiting till the boy had left the room. “Come on, girls, we’ll go to the movies. Betty, for mercy’s sake, what are you staring at?”


      Betty had risen and was peering through the velvet portieres. She turned and put a finger to her lips, then drew Bobby close to her.


      “Look out there in the corridor, over by the desk,” she whispered. “See that man who is shouting at the clerk?”


      “I hear him,” admitted Bobby, screwing up her eyes and peeping through the curtains. “What do you suppose he is arguing about?”


      “That,” announced Betty, unintentionally dramatic, “is Joseph Peabody!”


      The girls had heard about Joseph Peabody, a little from Betty, and more from Bob, who had spoken freely to their father. They knew about his miserly nature and they were acquainted with the fact that he believed Bob had stolen something that did not belong to him. The real story of the unrecorded deed both Bob and Betty had told only to Mr. Littell. It was characteristic of Bobby’s loyal nature that her first thought should be for Betty.


      “You don’t suppose he is down here after you, do you?” she whispered, clutching Betty by the elbow in a sudden panic. “Oh, Betty, suppose he wanted to drag you back to Bramble Farm?”


      Betty had to laugh, in spite of the anxiety she was feeling.


      “He has no authority over me,” she explained. “Besides, he would have no earthly use for me if my board wasn’t paid in advance.” Her face clouded involuntarily as the thought of her missing uncle thus came to her mind. “No,” she went on, “I’m terribly afraid that he is here looking for Bob. You know he threatened to have him arrested that time Bob managed to escape him. I wonder if I can’t get to a ‘phone booth without being seen and telephone to Bob or Mr. Derby.”


      Louise rather impatiently pushed her sister aside that she might take a peep at the unconscious Mr. Peabody. As she put her eye to the crack between the curtains she uttered a little shriek that she tried to stifle with her hand.


      “Betty!” she cried so shrilly that those in the lobby must have heard her if the harsh call of a siren outside had not sounded opportunely. “Betty, here comes Bob!”


      Sure enough, in through the revolving door, neatly dressed and looking every inch the intelligent young junior clerk, came Bob Henderson, his eyes glued to a letter he had taken from his pocket.


      Betty would have given even her hope of a letter from Oklahoma to have been able to call a warning. Instead, she had to stand helplessly by and watch the lad walk directly to the desk, where he put a question to the clerk. Instantly Joseph Peabody whirled and had the boy by the collar.


      “Got you at last, you young imp!” he chortled gleefully. “This time I don’t calculate to let go of you till I land you where you’re going—behind the bars. That is, unless you hand over what you’ve got of mine!”


      Several people turned to stare curiously, and Betty sympathized acutely with the crimson-faced Bob, who was protesting hotly that he had nothing belonging to Peabody.


      “You stay here,” she ordered Louise and Bobby. “There’s no need of you mixing in this. I’m going to see if I can help Bob.”


      She sped across the hall to the desk, followed by her two faithful shadows, who were determined to stand loyally by.


      “Well, I swan, if it isn’t Betty!” ejaculated the farmer when he caught sight of her.


      CHAPTER XXIV


      BOB IS CLEARED


      “Betty, you stay out of this,” commanded Bob sternly. “If there’s going to be a scene, two actors will be a-plenty. You go away and take the girls with you.”


      The clerk who had been regarding them curiously over his ledger now took a hand.


      “If this argument is likely to be prolonged,” he suggested sarcastically, “I’d advise you either to go up to your room, Mr. Peabody, or into that card room there. That’s deserted in the day time.”


      “Yes, come on in here,” said Betty, anxious to get away from the gaze of the other guests. She led the way into the card room which opened off the lobby and was preferable to making a public journey in the elevator. “Close the door, Louise.”


      Mr. Peabody kept his hold on Bob’s collar and from time to time he shook him vigorously, whether with the idea of shaking the stubbornness out of him or merely to indicate that he held the whip hand, Betty was undecided.


      “You can let go of Bob,” she said heatedly, as soon as they were in the room with the door shut. “He isn’t going to run away.”


      “I’ll see that he doesn’t,” was the grim reply. “You hand over that deed, young man, or I’ll call a policeman in two minutes.”


      “I tell you I haven’t got it!” protested Bob desperately. “I never saw the thing. What would I be doing with a paper of yours? I haven’t got it, and that’s all there is to it.”


      “Of course he hasn’t!” For the life of her Betty could not keep still, though perhaps caution dictated that she hold her tongue. “I know he hasn’t that deed, Mr. Peabody. And having him arrested won’t give you what he hasn’t got.”


      “How do you know he hasn’t got it?” demanded the farmer. “Deeds don’t walk off and hide themselves, young lady. Bob happens to know why I want that deed. And if he doesn’t produce it, and that mighty quick, he’ll find himself where they can shake the truth out of him with no fooling.”


      Bobby sprang to her feet from the leather chair where she had curled up to listen to the proceedings.


      “I’ll telephone my father,” she cried. “He’ll help Bob to sue you for false arrest. If you have some one arrested and it is found he didn’t do what you said he did, he can sue you for damages. I’ve heard my father say so. Don’t you care, Bob, Daddy will find a way to beat this horrid old man.”


      An unpleasant smile spread over the mean, shriveled face.


      “Is that so?” queried Joseph Peabody. “Well, I don’t know who you are, Miss, but you need a lesson on how to keep a civil tongue in your head. All the fine friends Mister Bob has picked up in Washington won’t stand by him long when they find out he’s a poorhouse rat and a runaway at that. There’ll be some explaining for you to do before the almshouse authorities are satisfied, young man.”


      Betty’s anger flamed as the familiar odious phrase fell from the farmer’s lips, and added to her anger was the crystallized fear that had been haunting her for weeks. She did not know whether Bob could really be returned to the poor-house or whether it was another trick of Peabody’s, but she feared the worst and dreaded it.


      “You try to return Bob to the poorhouse!” she cried, her cheeks blazing, her hands clenched. She took a step toward Peabody and he fell back, dragging Bob with him so that a chair stood between them and the furious girl. “You try to return Bob to the poorhouse, and I’ll tell every one what I know about that deed,” flared Betty. “I know all about the Warren lots and the kind of sale you forced through. You—you—” to her distress and amazement, Betty burst into tears.


      “Don’t cry, dear,” whispered Bobby, putting her arm around her. “Daddy won’t let them do anything to Bob. You see if he does.”


      Joseph Peabody was apparently impervious to verbal assaults and tears.


      “Once more I ask you,” he shook Bob violently, “are you going to hand over that paper? Yes, or no?”


      “I tell you I haven’t got it,” said Bob doggedly. “Shaking my teeth out won’t help me get a paper I never saw in my life. As for having me arrested, you keep up this racket much longer and the hotel authorities will send for the police on their own responsibility.”


      Peabody picked up his hat.


      “All right, you come along with me,” he said sourly. “You won’t go before a soft-headed police recorder this time, either. You’ll find out what it means to face a real judge.”


      He was marching Bob toward the door when a sharp rap sounded. Louise, nearest the door, had the presence of mind to open it. A bellboy stood there with a telegram on a tray.


      “Telegram for Mr. Joseph Peabody,” he announced impassively, his alert eyes darting about the room from which such angry voices had been coming for the last quarter of an hour.


      “All right—give it here.” The farmer snatched the yellow envelope and shut the door in the boy’s face without making a motion to tip him.


      His back against the door, to prevent Bob’s escape, Joseph Peabody slit the envelope and read the message. The others saw his jaw drop and a slow, painful flush creep over his face and neck.


      “I’m called back to Bramble Farm right away,” he mumbled, refusing to meet their gaze. “Being hurried, and having so much to tend to, I’m willing to drop the matter of having you arrested, Bob. But let this be a lesson to you, to hoe a straight row.”


      Bob stared at the man stupidly, frankly bewildered. But Betty’s quick wit solved the sudden change of front. She had seen how quickly Peabody folded up the telegram when he had read it.


      “Isn’t that a message from Mrs. Peabody?” she demanded crisply. “And doesn’t she say she’s found the deed? Where was it—in one of your coat pockets?”


      The farmer was taken by surprise, and the truth was shocked out of him.


      “She’s found it under the seat in the old market wagon,” he blurted. “I recollect I put it there for safe-keeping, meaning to take it over to the deposit box the next day. Well, I’ve wasted more time an’ money in Washington than I like to think of. Got to go home and make up for it.”


      Without another word or glance, without the shadow of an apology to Bob, he swung out of the room and strode over to the desk. In a moment they heard his harsh voice demanding the amount of his bill.


      Bob looked at Betty, who stared back. Louise and Bobby were equally silent. Then Betty snickered, and the tension was broken. Peal after peal of laughter rang out, and they dropped helplessly into chairs and laughed till they could laugh no longer.


      “Oh, dear!” Betty sat up, wiping her eyes. “Did you ever see anything like that? He never said good-by, or admitted that he’d made a mistake, or—or anything! What do you suppose people in the hotel must think of him?”


      That reminded Bobby of the girl they had come to see and who was really responsible for their visit to the hotel.


      “The first kind thing Ruth Royal ever did for me,” she declared frankly. “I wouldn’t have missed seeing Mr. Peabody for worlds.”


      “How did you ever happen to come here, Bob?” asked Betty, who had been wondering about this ever since she had seen Bob walk right into the one man he most wished to avoid.


      “I brought a letter from Mr. Derby for one of the guests stopping here,” explained Bob. “That reminds me, I haven’t delivered it yet. Peabody threw me off the track. I’ll turn it in, and then I’ll have to hurry back to the office; they’ll think I’ve been run over for sure.”


      He went off, promising again to see them on Saturday, and the girls, feeling too upset to settle down to the quietness of a motion picture house, went out to walk up and down in the sunshine of Pennsylvania Avenue until it was time to meet Mr. Littell and Libbie and Esther.


      Of course they had much to tell them, and Mr. Littell in particular was a most appreciative listener. He was genuinely fond of Bob and interested in him, and he got quite purple with wrath when he learned of the indignity he had suffered at the hands of the ill-bred farmer.


      “Then he went off and never had the grace to ask the lad’s pardon!” sputtered the builder when Betty reached the end of her recital. “I wish I had him by the collar—just for three minutes. Perhaps I wouldn’t drive a little of the fear of justice into his narrow mind!”


      They had lingered over their ice-cream, and although Carter drove at a good speed, they found that unless they hurried they would be late for dinner. It was one of Mrs. Littell’s few unbreakable rules that the girls must change into simple, light frocks for the evening meal, and they went directly upstairs to take off their street clothes.


      When they came down dinner had been announced and they went directly to the table. They had so much to tell Mrs. Littell and she was so interested that it was not until they were leaving the table that she remembered what she had meant to ask Betty as soon as the girl came in.


      “Betty, darling,” she said comfortably, “you found your letter on the hall table all right, didn’t you?”


      “Why, I never thought to look for mail,” returned Betty in surprise. “No, Mrs. Littell, I didn’t stop in the hall. Was there a letter for me?”


      Mrs. Littell nodded and swept her family across the hall into the living-room, saying something to her husband in a low voice. Betty hurried to the console table where the mail was always laid on a beaten silver tray. The solitary letter lying there was addressed to her. And the postmark, she saw as she picked it up, was a town in Oklahoma!


      CHAPTER XXV


      FUTURE PLANS


      Betty’s first impulse was to run up to her room and close the door. Then she sat down on the edge of the bed and tore open the envelope eagerly. She read the half dozen closely written sheets through twice, thrust them back into the envelope, and ran down to tell the Littells the good news.


      “I’ve heard from Uncle Dick!” she cried radiantly, facing them as they turned at her entrance. Betty’s vivid personality often betrayed her mood without a word, and tonight she was vibrant with happiness so that she fairly glowed. “He has just got back to Flame City, where he found the telegram and my letters. And he wants me to come out to him, as he expects to be there for the next few months. He’s been on a long prospecting trip, and he can’t get East till his company sends out another representative. You may read the letter!”


      She thrust it into Mr. Littell’s hands and buried her head on Mrs. Littell’s broad shoulder.


      “I’m so happy!” she choked, while the motherly hands smoothed her hair understandingly.


      “It’s been so long, and I was afraid he might have died—like my mother. I don’t think I could stand it if Uncle Dick should die—he’s the only one who belongs to me.”


      “Why, Betty, child!” Mrs. Littell gathered her into her lap and rocked her gently as though she had been a little child. “You’re nervous and unstrung. We ought to have taken better care of you and not let this waiting wear you out so.”


      “If you’re going to cry, Betty, so’ll I,” promised Bobby, putting an awkward arm around Betty’s neck. Bobby was as undemonstrative as a boy and rarely kissed any one. “What in the wide world are we going to do without you?”


      Betty sat up and pushed the damp hair from her forehead. The four girls were regarding her dolorously.


      “I won’t stay forever,” she assured them. “Uncle Dick doesn’t intend to live out there, you know. The company he represents will likely send him East this very winter.”


      “Well, that’s a mighty interesting letter,” commented Mr. Littell, folding up the missive and returning it to Betty. “Though you’re going to leave a hole in this household, Sister, when you set sail. You see, he’s been out of sight and hearing of trains and post-offices for a long time. I’d like to be able to lose myself in the desert or a wilderness for a month or two. Think of having no telephone bell to answer!”


      The next morning a letter came to Mr. Littell from Mr. Gordon, thanking him warmly for his kindness to Betty, containing the assurance of the writer’s lasting gratitude, and asking him if he and his wife would oversee her preparations for the journey, help her engage a berth, and start her on her way. A generous check was enclosed, and Mrs. Littell and the girls immediately set about helping Betty do the necessary shopping, while Mr. Littell engaged her reservations on the Western Limited. She had decided to leave the following Wednesday, and when Bob came out to spend the week-end, he immediately announced his intention of going too.


      “I figure out Flame City is the nearest station to my aunt’s old place. I have enough money saved now, and there’s no reason why I should stay on here. Hurrah for Oklahoma!”


      The preparations went forward merrily after that, and Wednesday found Betty on the Western Limited, bound for Flame City. What happened to her there and her experience in the great oil fields will be told in another volume to be called, “Betty Gordon in the Land of Oil; or, The Farm That Was Worth a Fortune.”


      Bobby insisted that they make the week-end at Fairfields a farewell celebration to be remembered, and the six young people managed to get the maximum of enjoyment out of every hour. Bob had been brought out to Saturday luncheon, and as soon as he had heard about the Oklahoma trip and announced his own plans, Louise insisted that Betty was to have a lesson in riding.


      “Of course you’ll want to ride out West,” she said. “They all do in pictures. Come on out to the barn, and we’ll get the ponies out.”


      A stable boy brought out a gentle, coal-black pony, and Betty mounted him trustingly.


      “Why, it’s lovely!” cried Betty, enjoying the sensation to the full. “He goes like a rocking chair, bless his heart! I’m sure I can learn to ride.”


      “Of course you can!” Bobby encouraged her swiftly. “You must try him at a slow canter in a minute. Here comes Esther with the camera.”


      A picture of Betty was taken, and then the lesson was resumed. At the close of the afternoon Bobby announced that Betty was in a fair way to become a good horsewoman.


      Mr. and Mrs. Littell took them into Washington to the theater that night, and to make up the hours of lost sleep all the young people slept late the next morning.


      Instead of going into Washington to church, they all went to the little country church that Mrs. Littell attended and loved, and after the service they spent a quiet, pleasant day about the house and grounds of Fairfields.


      That evening the five girls and Bob gathered on the spacious white steps of the house to watch the beautiful Virginia sunset.


      “Let’s promise each other,” suggested Betty, her pretty face serious and thoughtful, “to meet five years from now, wherever we may be, and compare notes. We’ll be almost grown up then and know what we’re going to be.”


      “No matter how often we meet, or how seldom, five years from today we’ll promise to come together,” agreed Bobby. “Here’s my seal.”


      She put out her hand and the hands of the six interlocked in a tower.


      “To our close friendship,” murmured Betty, as they unclasped.


      Then, the sun having set, they went into the glow and welcome of the lighted lamps.

    

  


  
    
      THE ADVENTURE GIRLS AT THE K BAR O, by Clair Blank [Part 1]


      CHAPTER I


      Arrival


      The thing that went under the name of automobile wheezed into the ranchyard and rattled to a halt. With creaks and groans in every joint the car discharged its six very dusty, very weary occupants.


      At the same time, the screen door of the ranch house banged shut and a flying figure descended on the new arrivals.


      “Oh, Gale, but I’m glad to see you,” the girl from the ranch house declared hugging the foremost one of the visitors.


      Gale Howard returned the hug with equal warmth. The two were cousins, and Gale and her friends, The Adventure Girls, had traveled West to spend the summer on the K Bar O Ranch, owned by Gale’s uncle.


      “But don’t tell me you traveled all the way West in that!” Virginia Wilson murmured aghast, when the introductions and first greetings were over.


      “We wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale,” declared Carol Carter. “I never knew a car that had so many bumps in it.”


      “We came West to Phoenix on the train,” Gale explained. “It was there we bought the car and drove up here.”


      “You wouldn’t think we bought it second hand, would you?” Janet Gordon murmured.


      “No,” Phyllis Elton agreed with a twinkle in her eyes. “It looks as though we made it ourselves.”


      The last two of the new arrivals, Madge Reynolds and Valerie Wallace, who had been busy unstrapping luggage and tumbling bags onto the ground, turned now to the ranch girl.


      “What shall we do with our stuff?” Madge asked.


      “I suppose you will want to change from your traveling suits,” Virginia suggested, “so just bring along what you want now. Leave the rest here. Tom can bring it in later.”


      Tom was her elder brother and as the girls walked toward the ranch house he crossed the yard from the corral. Behind him came Gale’s uncle. Virginia called her mother and more greetings and introductions followed.


      “But how did you manage to leave home without a chaperon?” Virginia asked from her position on the bed in the room shared by Gale and Valerie.


      “It was all we could do to get away without one,” a laughing voice in the adjoining room declared, and Janet appeared on the threshold.


      “Finally our parents decided that Gale and Valerie, being the only sane and level-headed ones among us, could be trusted to see that we behaved properly,” Carol added, hanging over Janet’s shoulder.


      “That shows how much they really know Gale and Valerie,” added Janet mischievously. “If they had any sense at all, they would have appointed me guardian angel of the troupe.”


      “Then we would never have gotten this far,” Valerie declared, struggling to pull on a brown riding boot.


      “Yes, Virginia,” Gale laughed, “when we did let Janet drive for a little while, she ran us into a ditch, went the wrong way on a one way street in a little town below here, talked back to a policeman and nearly landed us all in jail.”


      “Yes, we had to let Gale drive thereafter for self preservation,” Carol murmured.


      “That is all the gratitude I get,” Janet mourned in an injured tone. “I do my best to make our trip a success and you don’t appreciate me.”


      “What? Aren’t you dressed yet?” Phyllis demanded as she and Madge entered the other girls’ room. “Slow pokes!” she teased.


      “Yes, do hurry,” Janet pleaded. “I want to get outside and see the horse I’m to ride.”


      “I’ll wager you don’t even know what side of a horse to get on,” declared Carol as the latter two disappeared into their own room.


      “Well—ah—um—we won’t go into that,” Janet evaded.


      Virginia laughed and the other girls smiled sympathetically.


      “Don’t mind anything they say,” Madge advised Virginia. “They don’t mean a word of it.”


      “I gathered that much,” Virginia said, rising as Janet and Carol returned, this time fully dressed and eager to get outside.


      The Adventure Girls were dressed alike in brown breeches, leather boots, and khaki shirts with brown silk ties to match. Some of them wore crushable felt hats while the others carried them. They had been delighted with the prospect of spending a summer in the open air on the ranch, looking forward to unknown adventures with keen anticipation. The six had dubbed themselves the Adventure Girls when on school hikes and outings they had usually managed to stir up some kind of excitement. It was their desire to spend their summer becoming better acquainted with the country out here, rather than spend their months free from school in loafing about home. They wanted to get out in the air, see new wonders, and enjoy new adventures.


      When, in response to a letter from Virginia, Gale had suggested to the other five girls that they come West and spend the summer in Arizona it had seemed delightful and intriguing, but not probable. Gradually the girls had won round parental objections and collected the things they would need. Now they were here, with a full summer of freedom before them.


      The K Bar O Ranch was one of the biggest in the state. This the girls did not fully realize until later, when they began to ride around the countryside. Henry Wilson, Virginia’s father, dealt in cattle and his herds were large and of the finest stock. There were horses too, and it was these that the girls were most interested in.


      Virginia led the way to the corral. Tom was there, talking to a cowboy and when he saw the girls, brought up three saddled mounts, the cowboy following with a string of four more. The western ponies were sturdy little animals, sure-footed and fast.


      The girls claimed their mounts and Gale and Valerie, already experienced riders, mounted their horses immediately.


      Janet looked her horse over with speculative eyes. “Well, horse,” she said, “I think we are about to become better acquainted and I hope you are as nice as you look.”


      “They’re all tame,” Tom assured the girls, assisting Carol into her saddle.


      “Hey,” Carol called to Janet. “You’ll never get on that way!”


      Virginia had her horse and by the time Tom had helped Janet into the saddle, the girls were moving forward. Virginia rode ahead with Gale, the two setting their ponies at an easy trot over the trail.


      “We won’t go far,” Virginia said, “it will be suppertime shortly and I know you wouldn’t want to miss it. The lunch you had wasn’t very substantial.”


      “And this Arizona air certainly gives one an appetite,” Gale declared. “What’s that?”


      They had come to the crest of a hill and in the green valley below could be seen a slowly moving herd of the K Bar O cattle. But it was not to the cows that Gale called her friend’s attention. Off to the left had sounded a series of sharp explosions, as a fusillade of rifle shots.


      Virginia had grown a little pale under her tan, and the hand that gripped her horse’s reins was clenched tightly, but she summoned a smile for Gale’s benefit.


      “Just some of the boys having target practice, I reckon,” she said easily.


      But Gale was not to be deceived. Target practice would not cause Virginia to appear suddenly so nervous. However, Gale did not press the subject at the time. She knew if there was something wrong at the K Bar O she would know it before long.


      CHAPTER II


      Robbery


      “I’m going into town, ride along?” Virginia asked, coming into the ranch house living room the next morning.


      “I will,” Gale said immediately.


      “And me,” agreed Valerie.


      “Did you say ride?” groaned Janet. “On a horse?”


      “Of course,” Virginia laughed.


      Janet made a wry face and with the greatest care eased herself into a chair piled with cushions.


      “Not this morning, my dear Virginia. I don’t believe the horse likes me.”


      Carol laughed from her position before the fireplace. “For once in my life I agree with Janet. You won’t get me on a horse today.”


      “I shall stay right here, too,” Madge murmured. “Somehow I appreciate comfort this morning.”


      “I’ll go with you,” Phyllis said, “if you will go nice and slowly.”


      Accordingly the four mounted and rode away, leaving the other three comfortably fixed with books and magazines. It was almost an hour’s ride into the little town of Coxton at the pace the girls went, but they enjoyed it. They found a lot of things to talk about and besides they were in no great hurry.


      “I’m going to get me a rope,” Gale proposed as the girls left their horses and mounted the sidewalk. “If I’m going to be a westerner, I’m going to learn to rope.”


      “And I want a pair of gloves,” Valerie added.


      “I have to see a man at the bank on business for Father,” Virginia said, “do you want to come along? Or do you want to do your shopping and meet me here in a few minutes?”


      “We’ll meet you here,” said Gale. “We won’t get lost,” she added with a smile, taking in the few stores and buildings on the single street the town afforded.


      “No danger,” laughed Virginia. “See you here then.”


      With a cheery wave of the hand she was off across the street. The girls sauntered along, regarding the stores and one of two lounging cowboys with interest.


      “I wish we’d seen an Indian,” murmured Phyllis. “Just to prove that we are in the West.”


      Valerie laughed. “I doubt if you would know one if you did. They don’t wear war paint any more, you know.”


      “Of course I’d know one,” Phyllis said indignantly. “I—look, there is a general store. Perhaps you can get your rope in there, Gale.”


      The girls mounted the single wooden step to the store and stepped into the queerest conglomeration of articles they had ever seen. It developed that Gale got her rope, Valerie got her gloves; in fact, they could get anything they wanted. Even postcards, of which they took a goodly supply.


      There were few people on the street when they left the store. An automobile drew up before the bank and two men stepped out, a third remained at the wheel.


      “Guess Virginia hasn’t come out of the bank yet,” Phyllis said, looking the length of the street and not seeing the western girl.


      The three of them strolled to the bank and waited outside. Suddenly from inside the bank came the sound of shots and a scream. Two men appeared in the doorway with drawn revolvers. One man faced the crowd on the street, the other the people in the bank. The people on the street had become tense, fearful.


      Valerie grasped one end of Gale’s rope and sprang across the pavement. Gale, realizing immediately her friend’s intention, grasped her end of the rope more securely. The bandits, running from the bank to their waiting car, tripped headlong over the rope. The first man’s gun flew one way and the black bag in which was the money from the bank flew the other.


      Phyllis reached over, picked up the gun, and leveled it calmly at the bandits. Valerie secured the black bag. It had been alarmingly easy and so quickly done that the spectators did not at first realize that a robbery had been committed and foiled almost on the same instant. Then there arose a buzz of excited talk while two men stepped from the group of spectators and took charge of the thieves. Unnoticed, the car that had been meant for the bandits’ means of escape, sprang away from the curb and was gone in a cloud of dust.


      In the bank all was disorder and excitement. One of the shots that had been fired was lodged in the teller who had attempted to resist the thieves. His condition was not serious, however, and he was able to add his incoherent story to the other tales told by the people who had been present.


      Virginia, when she joined the girls to go home, was flushed and excited.


      “You certainly acted quickly,” she declared admiringly. “The town owes you a vote of thanks. They would have gotten away sure if you hadn’t tripped them.”


      “Catching bandits is just one of the things we do,” laughed Phyllis. “You ought to really see us in action.”


      “I had use for my rope before I thought I would,” Gale said smilingly. “I haven’t even learned how to use it yet—when we catch two bandits.”


      Back at the ranch the three of the Adventure Girls would have said nothing about their part in the robbery, but Virginia promptly declared them heroines and told with harrowing details every bit of the robbery, including the shooting of the bank teller.


      The girls who had remained at home were utterly chagrined to think that they had missed any excitement whatever and promptly began to think of means to have some more.


      CHAPTER III


      Gale’s Adventure


      The Arizona night was cool, the sky studded with stars. In the living room the girls from the East were toying with the radio and dancing. Gale and Valerie stepped out onto the porch into the cool darkness. Walking a short distance from the house they were enveloped in silence, interrupted only now and then by the noise from the radio. They sauntered to where a giant pine tree spread its sheltering branches overhead.


      Valerie coughed as she leaned against the sturdy trunk and a sympathetic gleam entered Gale’s eyes. The girls all knew that Valerie’s health was not of the best, and it was hoped that this month they were to spend here in Arizona would do her good. She liked fun and excitement as well as any of them, but she could not stand too much. She needed to build up a stranger constitution and her friends were sure the western air would help as no medicine could.


      “Nice, isn’t it?” Valerie asked dreamily.


      “So quiet!” Gale agreed. “It would be a relief to hear a noise.”


      In the distance a coyote howled mournfully and the girls shivered. Arm in arm they strolled toward the corral.


      “I wish Virginia’s parents would let us take that camping trip,” Valerie said. “It would be fun.”


      At supper Janet and Carol had proposed a camping trip which the others received with enthusiasm. The idea was to take their horses and camping equipment and go camping up in the mountains, or down across the desert to Mexico. The girls, Virginia included, and Tom were decidedly in favor of it, but Mr. Wilson had demurred. It was dangerous, he said, for a party of young people to go camping about the hills just now. Too many bandits and disturbances along the Mexican border. However, the girls had refused to drop the subject.


      “Are you sure it wouldn’t be too much for you?” Gale asked anxiously. “You can’t do too much, you know.”


      “We could take our time,” Valerie answered. “I think it would be good for me, sleeping in the open air and all.”


      The girls had been walking along the corral fence and now stopped in the darkness. Around the corner from them two men were talking. The girls recognized the voices of Mr. Wilson and Tom.


      “I tell you it would be a perfect cover for Jim and me,” Tom was saying excitedly.


      “But I don’t want to run the girls into danger,” Mr. Wilson insisted.


      In the darkness Gale and Valerie exchanged wondering glances. Their curiosity was caught and without realizing they were doing so, they eavesdropped.


      “No one would know,” Tom continued. “We could act as guides for the girls and at the same time perhaps discover a clue to the hideout of the rustlers.”


      “But it is dangerous, Tom,” Mr. Wilson said slowly.


      “Listen, Dad,” Tom said earnestly. “The rustlers have been stealing your cattle and a lot of other people’s for a long time, haven’t they?”


      “Yes.”


      “You admit that if a stop isn’t put to this robbing, soon it will ruin you?”


      “I’m getting desperate,” Mr. Wilson agreed heavily, “But I can’t permit you or Jim or any of those girls to run the risk.”


      “But I tell you there isn’t any risk,” Tom argued. “No one would ever suspect us. Even the girls won’t know. We will be just a camping party.”


      “But if someone should find out what you are doing—you would have no protection, there would be nothing you could do.”


      “We’ll figure something out,” Tom said. “Don’t you see, Dad? It is the best way to attempt to find the bandits. They would never suspect a party of girls.”


      The two voices trailed away as Tom and his father moved toward the cowboys’ bunkhouse. The girls stood perfectly still until they saw the bunkhouse door opened and closed again behind the two.


      “Well,” Valerie said, “it appears we are to be lures for rustlers.”


      “I knew there was something wrong here at the K Bar O,” Gale said thoughtfully as the girls walked toward the house. “So it’s cattle thieves. No wonder Virginia’s mother and father look constantly worried. Even Virginia herself seems to be always watching for something when we are out riding.”


      “We’d better say nothing to the others,” Valerie said as they mounted to the porch.


      “No,” Gale agreed. “If Uncle finally agrees to let us go on the trip, we are not to let on we know what Tom and his cowboy friend are up to.”


      “Just keep our eyes and ears open,” murmured Valerie.


      The next morning at breakfast Tom announced to the girls that his father had agreed to the proposed camping trip. The news was received with whoops of joy from Janet and Carol. Gale and Valerie exchanged a quiet glance.


      “We’ll take two tents for you girls,” Tom continued. “Jim, the rider who is going with us, and I will sleep in blankets. We’ll leave tomorrow.”


      A clatter of hoofs and shouting outside brought them all away from the breakfast table. A rider was flinging himself from his weary horse. Both the rider and the horse looked played out.


      “What’s up, Bert?” Mr. Wilson asked, striding from the ranch house and confronting the rider.


      The others eagerly crowded forward, intending to miss not one word. From the man’s appearance and the appearance of his horse something important had happened.


      “The two fellows who robbed the bank the other day broke outa jail last night and got clean away!” the rider said, mopping his face with a handkerchief. “I been out for hours with the Sheriff and his posse lookin’ for the trail. Didn’t come this way, did they?”


      Mr. Wilson shook his head. “If they did, Bert, we didn’t see ’em. Come in and have some breakfast?”


      “Shore will,” the man replied gratefully. “A fella gets all fired hungry ridin’ around.”


      “Didn’t the thieves leave any trail at all?” Tom asked when the man had joined them and they were all seated once more about the table.


      “Wal, son,” the rider said, “we figger they separated, one goin’ north and the other south. Leastways, they were seen apart. Hank Cordy saw one tryin’ to swim the creek. He chased him but the fella got away. That was the short, dark haired one. The tall one was seen ridin’ out this way.”


      “If he passed the K Bar O none of us saw him,” Mr. Wilson declared.


      “Wal,” the man sighed as he pushed his chair away from the table and the rest followed him into the ranch living room, “that was shore the most appetizin’ meal I ever ate. Reckon now I’ve got to be gettin’ along.”


      “We’ll let you know if we see anything of the robbers,” Tom called after him.


      Madge and Phyllis declared their intention of writing letters while Carol and Janet rode with Tom and Virginia out to the valley where the largest of the K Bar O’s herds was grazing. Valerie was not looking so well this morning and the other girls had coaxed her to lie down for a while. It would be a tragedy if she were not well enough for them to go on the proposed camping trip the next day.


      Gale, rope in hand, found her way to the corral where Jim, she knew him by no other name, the cowboy who was to accompany the girls on their trip, was waiting to give her her first lesson with the use of her lasso. She learned first to make the slip knot, how to coil her rope, then how to grasp it for throwing.


      “I never knew there was so much to it,” she declared after an hour had flown by.


      “It won’t take you long to learn,” he assured her.


      A little while later Mr. Wilson appeared and had an errand for Jim to do. Gale wandered off by herself across the valley and up the hillside. The sun was warm and it was tiring work climbing through the grass and tangled undergrowth, so when she came to a tree which offered a large patch of shade from the sun she sank down to rest. Pretty soon she lay back, her arms under her head, gazing up at the little spot of blue sky that she could see through the branches of the tree.


      Gale did not know when she fell asleep or for how long she slept, but when she opened her eyes the sun was blazing down into her face. It must be hours she thought instantly since she had sat down here to rest for a few minutes. Then the thought of what had awakened her made her prop herself up on an elbow and gaze around.


      Her throat went suddenly dry and a half smothered scream rose to her lips. It had been a heavy pressure on her right leg that had brought her back from her dreams, and now as she looked down at her foot horror overcame her. Its scaly body wound about her boot, the flat head swaying from side to side, was a huge rattlesnake. Gale dropped back on the grass with closed eyes, trying to erase from her mind the sight of that reptile, the bite of which meant death.


      What was she to do? Scream? There was no one about to hear her. She was too far from the ranch house to summon help by calling aloud. Raising her head a few inches she took one look and let it drop back again. The gimlet eyes of the snake were coming closer. It would not be long before it struck, or had it done so already? It could scarcely send its poisonous fangs through her heavy boot, she reminded herself desperately. But what was she to do? Nothing, she told herself hopelessly, a sinking in her heart. There was nothing she could do. She might struggle for her freedom, but she could not hope to avoid the darting, poisonous fangs of the snake. It would surely strike soon, and when it did—


      She caught her underlip between two rows of white teeth to quell the groan of helplessness. Tears of impotence sprang to her eyes. If only there were something she could do—some way she could— Was it her imagination or did she hear a sound? Quickly she raised her head and a voice spoke from behind her.


      “Don’t move! Keep quiet!” the man, for it was a man’s voice, commanded.


      Gale wondered hysterically if he expected her to do anything else. She couldn’t move if she wanted to. Terror made her lifeless.


      “Please hurry!” she murmured.


      A revolver shot was her answer and when next she looked down at her boot she shivered. The sight of the headless, mutilated body was sickening.


      “Don’t look,” Jim whispered as he lifted Gale’s boot clear of the snake. “Did it bite you?”


      “I don’t think so,” Gale murmured fighting to control her nerves. Now that it was all over she felt as if she must scream. It was the natural reaction and as she stood up she leaned weakly against the tree. “How did—you happen—along just in time?”


      The cowboy replaced his revolver in the holster at his belt. It was the first time Gale had noticed that he wore a gun. How lucky it had been for her that he did!


      “I came lookin’ for you for some more practice with yore rope,” he drawled, as he sometimes did.


      “You saved my life,” Gale said gratefully.


      “Shucks,” the cowboy said, flushing deep red. “How did the snake ever come to wind itself about yore leg?”


      “I was asleep,” Gale said. “I’ll never forget the sight of that snake when I awoke. It was horrible!” She trembled involuntarily.


      Jim patted her shoulder with clumsy kindness. “Do you reckon you can come back to the house now?”


      “Of course,” Gale said and turned to follow him down the slope, sternly keeping her eyes away from that slippery, scaly, headless thing lying in the long grass.


      “Do you always wear a gun, Jim?” she asked. “I never noticed it before.”


      “No, Miss Gale, none of us cowboys do,” he answered. “Guns belong to the old, bad West. But here lately we been havin’ trouble and I kinda got used to havin’ one along when I go ridin’.”


      “Probably on account of the cattle thieves,” Gale said to herself. Aloud she said:


      “Trouble? What kind?”


      “Oh, like these bank robbers,” he said evasively. “There’s always somebody willin’ to steal and honest folk have to protect themselves.”


      “How did they get out of jail?” she asked as they reached the bottom of the hill and started along the trail to the ranch house.


      “Sawed clean through the bars on the window,” he answered. “Probably had help from outside.”


      “Has the Sheriff discovered either of them yet?”


      “I reckon not. The Sheriff is good at trailin’ crooks, but these fellas are probably experienced in hidin’ out. I ’spect they’re almost to the border by now.”


      “Which way are we going to travel tomorrow?” Gale asked.


      “Up into the hills would be the prettiest country,” he answered.


      At the corral fence they separated, Gale going on to the ranch house and Jim into the cowboys’ bunkhouse. The girls were on the porch, Janet and Carol perched at perilous angles on the railing, Virginia and Valerie on the top step, and Madge and Phyllis in chairs.


      “Where have you been?” Janet demanded.


      “What’s wrong?” Valerie asked.


      “Wrong?” Gale questioned. She did not realize that her recent experience with the deadly rattlesnake had left her face pale and a tinge of shadow in her eyes.


      “You look as though you had seen somebody’s ghost,” Carol declared.


      “I came near to being one,” Gale answered, squeezing between Valerie and Virginia.


      “What do you mean?” Madge asked. “Did you meet the bank robbers?”


      Gale described with all the terrifying details her adventure with the snake and the girls were all speechless with amazement. When she had finished they regarded her wonderingly, fully appreciating what a close call she had had.


      “I’ll bet that was the only rattlesnake in this part of the country for weeks,” Virginia declared. “But you would have to meet him.”


      “Hereafter you don’t go off by yourself,” Janet said determinedly.


      Gale laughed. “You needn’t caution me now. One experience is enough. You can be sure I won’t fall asleep like that again!”


      CHAPTER IV


      Discovery


      The ranch house was astir early the next morning. The girls dashed about in mad last minute haste. Horses were saddled and waiting. The few necessities the girls were taking were rolled in slickers and strapped behind their saddles. Tents, cooking utensils, and eating supplies were loaded on two pack horses which Tom was to lead behind his own mount. As the girls were about to mount, Mr. Wilson called Gale and Phyllis over to where he was giving some last minute instructions to Tom and Jim.


      Mr. Wilson handed a small caliber revolver each to Gale and Phyllis.


      “What—” Phyllis began wonderingly.


      “I think you ought to have them for protection,” Mr. Wilson explained. “Against rattlesnakes—and jack rabbits. I’m trusting you two with these because I think you are the steadiest ones.”


      “Gale knows about the rattlesnakes,” Tom said smiling. “I’ll bet she would have given a fortune for a gun yesterday.”


      “I’ll say I would,” Gale said with a shudder. “But we will have to have some target practice, so we know which end of the gun to aim.”


      “Tom can take care of that,” Jim interposed, “he’s right handy with a gun.”


      “I don’t like this,” Phyllis said to Gale as the girls walked back to their horses. “Why should we need guns for protection? We are going on a peaceful trip.”


      “What with bank robbers running loose,” Gale smiled. “We might be glad we have them.”


      The guns were stored in the girls’ slickers and soon the party was ready to start. They waved gay farewells to Mr. and Mrs. Wilson as their horses trotted down the trail. Jim rode in front to guide them and directly behind him came Gale, Virginia, and Valerie. The other three Adventure Girls followed and Tom brought up the rear with the pack horses.


      The sun was slowly creeping higher in the sky pouring its warm rays on the world below. Three hours after their start the party halted for luncheon which they ate cold from their saddle bags, pushing on immediately. Jim had a camping place in mind and he wanted to make it in plenty of time to pitch their tents by the light of day.


      Gale and Virginia watched Valerie with growing alarm. The girl was looking paler and more tired with the passing of the minutes. But Valerie was too plucky to call a halt on her own account. Once she swayed visibly in her saddle. Gale, reining her horse in beside Valerie’s, put an anxious arm about her friend.


      “Too tired to go on, Val? Just say so. Jim won’t mind camping right here.”


      “No, don’t stop because of me,” Valerie pleaded. “I’ll stick it out.”


      She would stick it out, Gale agreed admiringly, but it would take all her courage to do so. Certainly Valerie deserved to conquer the ill health that was robbing her of so much of the zest of living.


      The horses mounted to the ridge of a hill and there Jim called a halt. He gestured with his arm to the valley below where a cool stream of water dashed over rocks on its way to join a bigger tributary.


      “There’s our camp site,” he said, beaming, “and we’ve made it with a good hour of daylight left.”


      “Thank goodness we made it at all!” Janet said vigorously, voicing the relief most of them felt. “I’ll be as stiff as a board tomorrow.”


      “I was going to suggest that we camp all day tomorrow,” Virginia added. “It looks like a nice spot, water and everything.”


      “As you say,” Tom said cheerily. “Let’s get going, Jim, down to our camp site. I want to get settled and smell something cooking over the fire.”


      It took them about ten minutes to work their way down to the little stream and when they descended from their horses there was a chorus of groans. All of them were stiff from their positions in the saddle. It was worse because it was the first time most of them had ever ridden all day.


      “Get the tents up first,” Virginia proposed. “You and Jim can do that, Tom, while we gather some wood for a fire.”


      After Tom and Jim had unsaddled the horses they set about erecting the girls’ tents. It was not long before a fire was crackling cheerily and bacon was spitting in a frying pan over the blaze.


      Directly the tents were erected and the girls’ beds made with a blanket spread over pine boughs, Valerie lay down utterly worn out. Gale brought her supper and then left her alone to fall asleep early and get as much rest as she could. The others gathered about the campfire, despite their weariness, to talk and to sing songs. Tom had his harmonica and it seemed the fire gave him inspiration for he played until the others begged for mercy.


      As Gale and Phyllis lay down on their bed of boughs in the tent with Valerie, a coyote howled dismally in the distance. From afar came an answering cry.


      “I’ll never get used to that noise if I stay here a hundred years,” declared Phyllis. “It will keep me awake all night.”


      But five minutes after she had spoken Gale heard her regular breathing and knew she was asleep.


      The next morning the girls were awakened by the aroma of coffee and by Tom banging on the frying pan.


      “Wake up, sleepy-heads!” he roared.


      The girls tumbled from their tents stiff and only half awake. The cold creek water, dashed in their faces, though, served to put life into them with its tingling properties. Breakfast was more delicious than they had ever remembered that meal to be. Perhaps it was the invigorating air, the exercise of the day before, or the excitement prevailing over this trip, but they all had big appetites.


      “What are we going to do today?” Virginia asked.


      “I am going to rest, rest, and rest some more,” Janet said loudly, as if daring someone to contradict her. “I shall never, never forget that ride yesterday.”


      “I’m going to do the same,” Valerie declared. She was looking a little weary this morning, but she seemed in good spirits.


      “Me likewise!” vouchsafed Carol.


      “Well, I think I’d like to take a walk,” Madge said. “How about it, Virginia?”


      “Just the thing,” Virginia declared.


      “Jim and I are going to follow the creek a ways and see if there could possibly be any fish in it,” Tom said.


      The latter two started off and Madge and Virginia started to walk along the creek in the opposite direction.


      “Let’s cross the creek and see what’s over the hill on the other side,” proposed Phyllis to Gale.


      The two crossed the creek on a series of stones placed just right for the purpose. From the other side they waved gayly at their remaining camp mates and started forward. Here the undergrowth was thick. In her hand Gale held the gun Mr. Wilson had given her. It was not her intention to be confronted unprepared by any more rattlesnakes. Jim had explained the working mechanism of the little gun and Gale was sure she knew enough about it not to hurt herself at least.


      “Oh!” Phyllis jumped as something darted across in front of them.


      “Only a jack rabbit,” Gale laughed.


      “You never can tell,” Phyllis murmured, treading through the grass more warily. “I knew of a man once who tread on a snake.”


      “That’s not as bad as finding one wound around your leg,” Gale declared. “Look, what’s that up there?”


      Half hidden by a growth of cactus and tangled vines, yawned a dark cavernous hole.


      “Let’s investigate,” proposed Phyllis. “It rather looks like a cave. I didn’t know they had caves in Arizona.”


      “I know there were a lot of huge subterranean caves discovered in 1909,” Gale answered. “But I don’t know in what part of the state they were. Phyllis, look!” The last words had come with a gasp of incredulity.


      They were closer to the cave now and could clearly see the man who stood in the opening. He was gazing away from them, toward the other side of the valley.


      “One of the bank robbers!” Phyllis gasped.


      The man, as though he had heard her, turned and looked in their direction. The next minute he had turned and disappeared into the cave.


      “C’mon,” Phyllis said excitedly, “let’s see where he goes.”


      The girls covered the few remaining yards to the cave in a run. Once at the cave, caution overtook them. The desperado might be lying in wait for them, and it would be well for them to proceed slowly and carefully.


      As they entered the mouth of the cave, darkness, black and impenetrable, dropped on them like a cloak.


      CHAPTER V


      Pursuit


      Gale’s left hand clasped tightly in that of Phyllis and with Gale holding her gun tightly and ready for instant action should the need arise, the two walked forward. They tried to make as little noise as possible, but though they walked on tiptoe, the sound echoed back to them dully. The ground underfoot was rough and uneven. On both sides of them the earth walls were damp and cold. The air was heavy and musty and the girls shivered as they tried to walk bravely forward. From up ahead of them came a sudden sound as of a boot heel striking against stone.


      “There he is!” Phyllis said in a sharp whisper. “What’ll we do?”


      “Follow him and see where he is hiding,” Gale returned.


      Slowly and with the utmost caution the girls crept forward. Once when they came to a turn in the passage they were unprepared for it and stumbled into the wall. Thereafter as they walked along, Phyllis kept one guiding hand against the wall. Suddenly her hand came in contact with something round and small set in a large niche in the wall.


      “Hold on, I’ve found something, Gale,” she said. “I wish we had a flashlight.”


      “What is it?”


      “I guess it’s a candle. It is a candle, and it’s been lit recently, too, because the end is still warm and the wax isn’t hard yet.”


      “Keep it, maybe we’ll find some matches,” Gale laughed.


      They came to a turn in the passage and for a moment a little speck of light showed ahead of them. But suddenly it flickered and died out.


      “I’ll bet it was another candle,” Phyllis whispered. “But if that was the man we are after who blew it out, he is awf’ly far away from us.”


      Gale stood still and Phyllis stopped also. Over and about them was silence. As they stood there they seemed to imagine all sorts of sounds, footsteps, whispers from unseen antagonists, scurrying of mice in the passageway.


      “I don’t like this,” Phyllis said nervously. “Let’s go back to camp and get Tom or Jim.”


      “If you will lead the way out,” invited Gale.


      “You mean to say we are lost in here?”


      “Well, I haven’t the faintest knowledge in which direction the entrance lies,” Gale said candidly. “Do you?”


      “It is back of some place,” Phyllis said uneasily. “We’ve got to find it.”


      “We’ve got to find it if we want to get out,” Gale agreed. “Suppose we turn around and walk the other way.”


      A mocking laugh arose from somewhere in the passage and echoed loudly and weirdly. Both girls shivered from the ominous tone of it. They walked along, Phyllis’ hand against the wall to guide them, but soon her hand touched empty air.


      “There’s a turn here,” she cautioned.


      “It’s a cross passage,” Gale said. “Passages on both sides of us, but which one do we take?”


      Again that taunting laugh rumbled from behind them.


      “Whichever way we go, I hope it is away from him,” Phyllis declared trembling. “That laugh gives me the jitters, it is so melodramatic. Soon he will be telling us we are in his power.”


      Gale laughed nervously as the girls continued along the right hand passage. Phyllis stumbled wildly over something and shrieked madly as her exploring fingers came in contact with something cold and hard.


      “What is it?” Gale demanded.


      “It f-feels like a s-skull,” Phyllis murmured with difficulty.


      “Don’t be silly,” Gale said, repressing a shudder. “Probably only a rock. Come along, the girls will begin to worry about us soon.”


      “They would worry more if they knew we were lost in here,” Phyllis declared.


      They walked on for what seemed hours, straining their eyes into the darkness for that bit of light which would mean they were near the entrance, straining their ears to catch unfamiliar sounds.


      “G-Gale, do you really think we will find the way out?” Phyllis asked after a long while.


      “Of course,” Gale said staunchly, with far more cheerfulness than she felt. “We can’t stay in here forever.”


      “No,” Phyllis said and her voice shook uncontrollably. “Soon we would starve.”


      Gale, her own nerves on edge with the darkness and their hopeless search for the opening, recognized the hysteria in her friend’s voice. But before she could remonstrate, there arose that maddening, taunting laugh.


      “Gale,” Phyllis said hysterically, “I can’t stand it! I can’t! If we don’t find the entrance soon, I’ll—”


      Gale shook her sternly. “Phyllis! Pull yourself together! Don’t you see, that is just what he is trying to do, get us rattled? Of course we’ll find the entrance. We’ve got to, but for goodness sake don’t go to pieces now. Wait until we get back to camp and then we’ll scream and tear our hair.”


      The picture of the two of them screaming and tearing their hair was a little too much for Phyllis’ sense of humor and she laughed jerkily.


      “It wouldn’t be so bad,” she said, Gale’s arm about her shoulders, “if Relentless Rudolph would stop laughing.”


      “That’s a good name for him,” Gale smiled.


      They stood together in the darkness, trying to fathom a way out of their predicament.


      “Gale, do you suppose—” Phyllis began.


      “What?” her friend encouraged.


      “This sort of thing was what your uncle was thinking of when he gave us those revolvers?”


      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Gale said slowly.


      “I wish I had mine now,” Phyllis wailed. “A lot of good it does us in my slicker.”


      “I’ve got mine,” Gale reminded her, “but we haven’t seen anything to shoot at yet.”


      “Why do you suppose he, Relentless Rudolph, is trying to scare us so?” was Phyllis’ next question.


      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Gale answered. “Unless he is trying to scare us so we will be afraid to send the police after him.”


      “Not much chance,” Phyllis said indignantly. “I’d like to lead the police here, myself. If this cave didn’t give me the jitters,” she added. “Let’s get going—some place.”


      Hand in hand they started off again. This passage had a more hollow sound than the others. Their footsteps, for they no longer bothered to tread silently, sounded like thunder in their ears. The ground was getting more uneven and suddenly they bumped ignominiously into the wall.


      “That’s the end of that,” Phyllis said in a tired voice. “We’ll wear ourselves out before long.”


      They went back the way they had come and when they came to the cross passages, chose one going in the opposite direction. Their steps were lagging, and their eyes burned from straining them to catch one glimpse of daylight.


      “Phyllis! Look! The entrance!” Gale cried joyously.


      “Hurray! Let’s run!” Phyllis said eagerly.


      All their tiredness was gone now. They raced eagerly for the patch of light ahead of them and burst out upon a valley of green.


      “I was never so glad to leave any place,” Phyllis said, sinking down beneath a tree and leaning wearily against the trunk. “Rest a couple of minutes and then we’ll go back to camp.”


      “Phyllis,” Gale said slowly, gazing about them first this way and then that. “This isn’t the same place where we went in.”


      “No,” Phyllis agreed thoughtfully, after looking around, “it isn’t. Don’t tell me we’re lost again! At that,” she said calmly, “I’d rather be lost out here in the open than in those underground passages.”


      “Come on,” Gale said impatiently, “we can’t sit here all day. We have to find the camp.”


      The sun was high overhead. It was hours since they had left their camp site. What must the others be thinking? Had Tom or Jim started out to find them?


      “Maybe we could stay here and let ’em find us,” Phyllis said, relaxed and lazy.


      “We can’t stay here,” Gale said decidedly. She hit upon a sudden inspiration to make her friend bestir herself. “We are too close to the cave, the bandit might pursue us,” she added smilingly.


      That was enough. Phyllis jumped to her feet and started to climb over the uneven ground through the trees. At the top of the rise they saw their camp nestling beside the little creek in the valley. The subterranean passages they had been in led directly through the hill which they had started to climb earlier in the day. From where they stood now, they could see the partly hidden entrance which they had first discovered. On their way down the hillside they took particular care not to go near the mouth of the cave, lest they should see and be seen by the bank bandit.


      When they returned to the camp the others greeted them with mingled exclamations of curiosity and thankfulness.


      “We had about decided that you were lost,” Carol declared.


      “You would have been right—” Gale began.


      “Hold on!” Phyllis exclaimed. “Who is that with Jim?”


      The girls saw Jim approaching the campfire where they were all gathered, and with him was the man who two days before had brought the news of the escape of the bank bandits to the K Bar O.


      “Are you still hunting for the escaped robbers?” was Phyllis’ eager question the minute the two men came within hearing distance of the girls and Tom.


      “Shore!” he answered promptly.


      “Well,” Phyllis smiled over the sensation she knew her words would create, “we saw one of them this morning.”


      “You what? Where? Are you sure it was one of them?” The questions poured from all present.


      “Oh, we’re sure all right,” Phyllis said. “He scared us out of a month’s sleep. I’ve christened him Relentless Rudolph the way he followed us and laughed at us.”


      “Followed you? Laughed at you?” Janet echoed. “What do you mean?”


      “Explain yourself,” urged Carol.


      So while the others listened Gale let Phyllis tell of their morning’s adventure. Phyllis recreated vividly with words the suspense they had felt while fumbling around in the dark of the passages. The other girls were quite beside themselves with excitement when she had finished.


      Armed with flashlights and the revolvers they always carried now Tom followed Jim and the special deputy into the cave when Gale and Phyllis had shown them the entrance.


      The girls returned to the camp to await the return of the three and their prisoner. They had no doubts that if the bandit was still in the cave, the three men would find him and bring him back to face justice.


      “But there might be another exit to the cave that you don’t know about,” Virginia mused to Phyllis and Gale. “Even now he might be miles away.”


      “Well,” Phyllis said uncomfortably, remembering the thief’s laughter, “the farther he stays away from me, the better.”


      “I hope nothing happens to Tom,” Virginia said with a worried frown for her brother. “If there is any danger, he is bound to rush right into it.”


      “Don’t worry,” Gale consoled her, “Tom is old enough to take care of himself. While we are waiting, I’m going to have some target practice so I’ll know how to handle this revolver.”


      “A good idea,” Phyllis declared jumping to her feet. “We’ll have a shooting match.”


      Virginia tacked a large piece of paper to a tree and paced off twenty-five feet. From her mark Gale tried her luck at hitting their target. When she had finished they discovered that one of her six bullets had just nicked the edge of the paper. The others had gone clear past the tree. Phyllis was not even as lucky. None of her tries was successful.


      “You couldn’t hit a barn door if you were inside the barn,” Carol teased.


      “You couldn’t do any better!” was Phyllis’ spirited retort. “Give us a chance, we’ll show you.”


      The sun fell farther and farther in the west. The girls nervously idled away the time, keeping anxious eyes on the hill opposite where they expected Tom and his companions to reappear. But the minutes flew and the others did not come. The sun dropped from sight, leaving a trail of glorious colors in his wake. From the east, night like a pearly gray blanket covered the sky.


      Virginia sliced bacon in the frying pan over the fire. Gale made coffee and soon inviting aromas of their supper drifted on the air.


      “The smell of food will bring Tom if nothing else does,” Virginia declared laughingly.


      But it grew later. Darkness with its impenetrable shadows closed down. The girls huddled about the campfire, watching the fantastic shadows the flames threw over the tents. They had had their supper and put aside things to be warmed when the others returned.


      “Do you suppose they could have gotten lost like we did?” Phyllis asked after a long and heavy silence.


      “They had flashlights,” put in Madge. “They shouldn’t have.”


      “Ah, but you don’t know that place!” Phyllis shivered, “It gives me the creeps to think of it.”


      “What’s that?” Virginia cried suddenly.


      They listened attentively. A stick cracked as a heavy foot trod on it. In the fitful firelight’s gleam they could see three shadowy figures crossing the creek.


      “Tom?” Virginia called uncertainly.


      “All safe,” Tom’s hearty voice assured her.


      “But where is the bandit?” Valerie asked excitedly.


      “That’s what we’d like to know,” grumbled Tom. “We searched that place all through but there was no one in there.”


      “But we did see him,” Phyllis insisted. “He must have escaped before you got there.”


      “That’s what we figgered,” Jim put in. “We found footprints of a man, but escaping the law seems to be that fella’s strong point.”


      “He won’t escape all the time,” murmured the deputy. “We’ll catch up with him some day.”


      The girls, Virginia and Gale, warmed the supper for the three men and before they all turned in for the night, the deputy took his leave, declaring he could not spend the night at their campfire, but had to be miles away by morning.


      The girls slept peacefully and dreamlessly, storing up energy for the day’s ride ahead of them, for it was Tom and Jim’s plan to continue on to a new camp site the next day.


      CHAPTER VI


      Ghost Cabin


      “Ah, me, the joys of camping in the open!” Carol said to the world at large.


      Rain had been steadily pouring down on the file of riders since early morning. Clad in shining slickers they were riding on through the downpour. It was decidedly uncomfortable and to make it worse, they had had to have a cold lunch because everything was soaked and neither Tom nor Jim could make a fire. Such conditions had led to Carol’s declaration.


      The others smiled but Janet was the only one who grumbled in reply.


      “When do we get to this cabin, Jim?” she called over the heads of Gale, Valerie and Virginia.


      Jim knew of a cabin where he promised them they could spend the night in comparative dryness and warmth. It was an old miner’s shack, long since deserted by its owner, but no matter how ramshackle and tumbledown, it beckoned as a heavenly haven to the wet, weary riders because it promised shelter from the rain.


      “In ’bout an hour, I reckon,” Jim replied. “Mebbe less.”


      “I hope it’s less,” Gale murmured to Virginia.


      Her cousin smiled at her. “Feeling disgusted with camping in the open? I wouldn’t blame you. This isn’t a nice experience for newcomers to our state.”


      “It isn’t me,” Gale said with a surprised glance, as though the mere thought of her own comfort had never entered her head. “It’s Val. She’s looking rather—peaked.”


      “She’s bearing up marvelously well,” Virginia replied with equal concern. “I hope today isn’t too much for her. I don’t want to spend more than one night in this cabin Jim is taking us to.”


      “Why not?” Gale asked.


      “Well,” Virginia shifted uncomfortably, “I—just don’t that’s all.”


      “Come on, out with it,” Gale said gayly. “Don’t go keeping secrets from me. Is the place haunted?” she asked hopefully.


      “It’s known as Ghost Cabin,” Virginia said reluctantly.


      “How interesting!” Gale declared. “Tell me more! How did it come by that name?”


      “It is near the entrance to an old silver mine,” Virginia explained. “Years ago this region was thought to hold valuable silver deposits. Some miners came and camped here. The owner of the cabin worked his mine for a year or so. Some people said he made a lot of money out of it. I don’t know. Anyway, the miner was found murdered in his cabin, supposedly killed by thieves.”


      “Where does the ghost come in?” Gale wanted to know.


      “The miner is supposed to come back to his cabin at night to wait for the thieves who murdered him,” Virginia told her.


      “Cheerful thought,” Gale grimaced wryly. “Do you suppose he’ll come tonight?”


      “I don’t know,” Virginia said doubtfully, albeit a bit hopefully. “It would be fun, wouldn’t it, to meet a ghost?”


      “A lot of fun,” Gale agreed dryly. “I’m not particularly fond of the things myself. I’ll have to pass this tale on to the others.”


      While they rode, Gale, with Virginia’s help, told the rest of the Adventure Girls the story about the cabin to which they were going. They were a little dubious about the night and its outcome, but all agreed it would be highly exciting. Tom and Jim promptly declared the tale a myth, that there were no such things as ghosts.


      “You’re just trying to spoil our prospect of an exciting evening,” declared Janet loftily to Tom. “I shall look for ghosts just the same.”


      “Go ahead,” he grinned, “and may you find a lot of them.”


      “Oh, not a lot,” she said hastily. “One healthy one is about all that I could handle.”


      “We’ll all be there to help you—handle him,” Carol assured her friend. “Don’t tell me we have finally reached our goal!” This last as the party rounded a clump of trees and through the rain saw a low, ramshackle cabin ahead of them. A little distance from the cabin was a shed and Carol demanded to know what it was.


      “Entrance to his mine,” Tom replied, “Don’t go near it or you will probably fall down a shaft or something.”


      Carol frowned on him. “I will not fall down anything,” she declared with dignity.


      “See that you don’t,” he laughed. “Come along, Ambitious,” he urged one of the pack horses who was lolling behind.


      Jim was the first to approach the cabin and when they crowded behind him there were mingled exclamations of disgust and disappointment. A layer of dust lay over everything and there were dirt and filth in abundance. But the sight of a fireplace and plenty of dry wood ready to flame up at the spurt of a match heartened them somewhat.


      “First of all,” Jim said, “I’ll sweep the place. There’s a makeshift broom over there in the corner. You all wait outside.”


      So there was nothing for the others to do but go back out into the rain until Jim and Tom could restore the place to some semblance of cleanliness.


      “We’ll tie the horses back of the cabin,” Virginia proposed, to keep them busy.


      “Feeling tired?” Gale asked anxiously of Valerie as the two walked side by side, leading their mounts.


      Valerie nodded, forcing a smile. “No worse than you, I expect.”


      Again Gale felt a thrill of admiration for her friend who was so cheerfully determined to fight her way back to strong, ruddy health.


      “The minute the cabin is respectable, you shall sit down and not stir again tonight,” she declared.


      “I’ll help get supper,” Valerie corrected.


      “No you won’t,” Gale said.


      “But I want to,” Valerie insisted. “I don’t want the girls to wait on me. I didn’t intend to be a burden when I came on this trip and I won’t be one!”


      “Darling, you could never be that!” Gale said tenderly. She continued humorously: “Here we want to give you service and you won’t have it. I wish somebody—”


      “All clear,” Tom called, and there was a sudden rush of wet figures for the poor sanctuary of the tumbledown shack.


      A fire crackled cheerily in the fireplace and the tired riders were gathered around it gratefully, yielding to the comfort of its warmth and to the laziness a good supper had instilled in them.


      “And still no ghosts,” Madge sighed, leaning her head cozily against Janet’s shoulder.


      “No, and I can’t say that I miss them,” that individual added, stifling a yawn.


      “It has stopped raining,” Jim volunteered from his post at the door. “Tom and I will put up a tent outside for the night.”


      “You girls can roll in your blankets on the floor here in front of the fire,” Tom continued. “We—”


      All of them came to attention. From somewhere, they were not certain of the exact position, came three slow, measured knocks.


      “Ah, the ghost has arrived!” murmured Carol.


      “Where was he?” demanded Virginia. “It sounded as though he were beneath the floor, but the place has no cellar.”


      “It came from the ceiling,” contradicted Phyllis.


      “Do you really think it is a ghost?” whispered Janet.


      The others motioned for silence as the knocks were resumed. Three more were followed by a low, gurgling scream that rose and wavered on the night air, dying slowly away. The girls exchanged glances, their faces white and troubled. Tom was frowning fiercely. Jim’s eyes were darting about the room to find the source of the ghostly knocks and scream.


      “This isn’t funny any more,” Janet said fearfully.


      “Do you think we can stay here all night?” Valerie added.


      “It will take more than knocks and a scream to scare us away,” Virginia declared staunchly.


      “But suppose it is the old miner come back to wait for the thieves?” Carol began. “What are—”


      Her voice died away as the distinct rattling of chains filled the air.


      “All the desired sound effects,” Tom growled.


      “It seemed to come from right under our feet,” Gale declared.


      “Rattling chains indeed!” sniffed Phyllis. “We can be sure it isn’t a real ghost now. He has too much to be true. Somebody is trying to scare us.”


      “You’re right,” Jim agreed.


      “But where is he? Why can’t we see him?” demanded Virginia.


      “He can’t be on the roof,” Tom said thoughtfully, “there is no cellar—”


      “He certainly isn’t here with us,” Carol declared. “There goes that scream again!” She shivered. “It gives me the creeps. Do you suppose he could be on the outside?”


      “No, he isn’t anywhere in sight,” Jim said firmly, returning from a quick circle of the cabin.


      “We haven’t heard him for some minutes now,” Virginia said encouragingly. “Maybe he has gone.”


      “Just a slight intermission,” murmured Janet calmly.


      They waited, but nothing happened. Tom and Jim set a tent up before the cabin. The girls spread their blankets before the fire, all but Valerie. The girls had insisted that she take possession of the low bunk the cabin afforded. It would be slightly more comfortable than the floor.


      She was tired, but rolled in her blanket in the silent cabin, Gale found she could not sleep. All desire for sleep had left her and her mind was active. The other girls were sleeping, she supposed Tom and Jim were too, out in their tent. But her ears magnified a thousandfold each crackling of a log and each creak of the floor sent expectant shivers along her spine. She realized then she was waiting for the ghost of the cabin to return. She was sure he would. No self-respecting ghost would stop after such a mild attempt to frighten them away if he was really anxious to be rid of them. But who was it that was playing ghost? The bank bandit? Hardly. Whoever it was, why did he want people to stay away from the cabin? From where she lay, she looked around at the room. She could see nothing that anyone might wish to keep from prying eyes.


      Quietly she threw back her blanket and stood up. Tiptoeing, she went to the door and stepped outside. Stentorian snores were coming from the little tent. Tom and Jim were in dreamland. Smiling, she leaned against the door and stared up at the stars overhead. The storm had cleared and there was not a cloud in the sky. The stars hung low like brightly lighted lanterns. The moon cast its silver light on the earth, causing huge black shadows under trees and behind the cabin and the shanty set apart.


      Standing in the darkness, the wind ruffling her hair, gray eyes alight with a hint of the brightness of the stars in their depth, Gale sighed with sheer enjoyment of the scene. She had never before realized that a spot such as this, away from the noise and the people of the world, could be so lovely. It was almost like standing on the edge of the world. Behind her towered high and mighty mountains, before her lay a sea of moon-swept valley. Born and brought up in the little town of Marchton, Gale had known some outdoor life, but never the breathless beauty and limitless quiet of a night in Arizona. Quiet had she thought? Far away a coyote howled and yet another. She shivered. The sound was so—uncivilized. The cry of that animal was like a call straight from the wild untamed world of which she knew nothing.


      Gale was staring at the dark little shanty that Tom had said was doubtless the entrance to the old miner’s mine. She wondered if the man had ever realized his dream of great wealth, the dream he doubtless had when he settled here and began to dig. A shadow, a moving shadow, had detached itself from the spot of darkness which was the shanty and was going toward a thick clump of trees. Instantly Gale stiffened to attention. Who was it? Certainly it was no ghost, for no ghost was ever so solid. Was it the one who had tried to frighten them from the cabin? Certainly he had not tried very hard. Perhaps he was coming back later for a second attempt. Were there more mysterious men in the shaft to the mine? Gale had a sudden impulse to call Tom or Jim to investigate that shadow. No, she would investigate it herself, she decided. The man was out of sight now, lost in the blackness of the trees and she moved forward.


      It was not far from the shadow of the cabin to the protecting darkness of the shanty and Gale covered it quickly. She did not want to be seen by that other sleuthing person. She preferred to do her detecting unseen and unknown. Her exploring fingers found the latch, consisting of a nail and a piece of string, and in a minute the shanty door swung to behind her. It was dark and silent in here. From her jacket pocket she took a small flashlight. Ever since she and Phyllis had been lost in the cave she had carried her light with her, rather than leaving it rolled in her slicker. Now she was glad she had it. The little circle of light revealed a pair of worn wooden steps leading downward. Gale listened intently and when she heard nothing that indicated another’s presence, descended into the passage. It was nothing like the big coal mines she had read and seen pictures of. It was merely a tunnel that had been hewed out of the ground with pick and shovel. If the ground had once held a fortune of silver, it gave no evidence of it now. She had to stoop, so low was the ceiling, as she picked her way along over rocks and débris.


      Suddenly the thin ray of light from her lamp wavered and she noticed that it had grown dim. The battery was growing weak and would not last much longer. She switched it off. She must save it so she would have at least enough light to find her way back to the entrance. That was where she made her mistake. Creeping along in darkness, she did not see the black hole ahead and when her foot touched empty air, fell head foremost down—down—several feet.


      For a moment she lay stunned with the unexpectedness of her fall. Too, the jar of landing had knocked all collected thought from her head. Slowly she sat up and felt for an injury. Nothing but bruises, thank goodness. She had dropped her flashlight and had to feel out with her hands along the damp earth until she found it. She hoped fervently that the drop had not put it entirely out of commission. No, when she pressed the little button, a feeble ray of light shot out. The light was bright enough to see that she had fallen into a pit of some sort that stretched away out behind her into darkness which the lamp would not penetrate.


      She got to her feet and endeavored to shake some of the dirt from her clothes. It was a risk to go forward without a light, but a glance at the wall of dirt and rock had shown her that she could never hope to climb up to where she had been before her fall. There was no course but to explore this passage here and to hope that that mysterious shadow did not decide to come back into the mine immediately. But perhaps he had friends in here, friends that would not welcome her intrusion. The very thought that any minute she might stumble upon some mysterious, fearful unknown made her nervous and she proceeded with greater caution.


      Gale endeavored to readjust her sense of direction, which had been somewhat confused with her fall, to find in what direction this passage led. If she was correct, and she believed she was, it should lead across to directly beneath the cabin where her friends were sleeping. In that case, the man she had seen might have been the “ghost” who with his mysterious knocks and screams had frightened them. But, remembering the fall which she had had, how did he get down to this lower passage, and once down here, how did he get up again? She had not been able to find any means of gaining the higher level. She halted and switched her flashlight on again. The light was failing rapidly and she dared to keep it on only a moment. But in that moment she had switched it overhead and seen the row of four or five boards which she was sure were part of the floor of the cabin. She sought a rock and hurled it up against the boards, ducking as it rebounded back at her. She followed it with another and then another.


      “The ghost is back again,” said a nervous voice which she recognized as Janet’s.


      Certainly it was the floor of the cabin and she had discovered how the ghost had done his mysterious knocking. His voice from here would have been clearly audible to them, too, just as she could hear the girls now.


      “Gale’s gone!” she heard Valerie cry in alarm.


      “Gone!” the others echoed.


      She was just about to call out to reassure them when a sound in the passageway behind her made her hold her breath in suspense. Someone was coming along the tunnel. That must mean that the mysterious ghost had returned to do some more of his haunting. With quick and as quiet steps as possible, she retreated back the way she had come, and directly toward that unknown. Standing flattened against the earth wall, her heart thumping so she was sure he would hear it, Gale waited for the ghost to pass her. He did so, actually brushing against her in the darkness. He carried no flashlight and it was this fact alone that had saved her from discovery. Evidently he knew his way about in the darkness.


      Aided now by fear, she sped along the narrow, low tunnel to where she had had her fall. The man certainly had not been in here when she fell, hence there must be some way he had entered since. She had to find that entrance to gain her freedom. Now that the others had discovered her absence, they would be alarmed and a search would be begun. She must get back and reassure them. She must also send Tom and Jim to find this mysterious stranger.


      Flashing on the last faint rays of her flashlight, she saw the wall down which she had fallen and against it hung a crude rope ladder. So this was how he entered and left this lower tunnel! With one foot on the ladder, she slipped her flashlight into her jacket pocket. It had failed entirely now and she would have to depend on her memory to lead her to the entrance. It took but a few moments to climb the ladder and once at the top she pulled it up behind her. That would keep the ghost in the lower passage until Tom and Jim could come along and investigate him. There must be some reason why he “haunted” the cabin with his mysterious knocks.


      Swiftly as possible she went along the tunnel and after several minutes stumbled against the steps leading up to the door.


      CHAPTER VII


      Landslide


      “But I can’t understand how he got out!” Gale said again with a puzzled frown. “I purposely pulled the ladder up behind me to keep him in there.”


      “There must be another way out that’s all,” Tom said.


      “He’s gone and now we shall never know who the ghost was,” said Janet.


      Tom and Jim exchanged a fleeting glance that only Gale seemed to see.


      “Well, Gale gives a good imitation of a spook,” was Carol’s declaration. “Imagine, throwing rocks at the floor to scare us all out of our well earned sleep.”


      “I was only demonstrating how it was done for my own satisfaction,” Gale laughed.


      The nine of them were jogging along on their horses. They had had their breakfast while they discussed the disappearance of the ghost. For the man whom Gale had thought imprisoned in the lower tunnel had gone when Jim and Tom let themselves down on the rope ladder. They had not explored the tunnel to its full length so they were not sure, but they surmised that there must be another exit some place along the passage and it was this that the mysterious stranger had used. They had all endeavored to go back to sleep, but their rest was fitful and broken. They had eaten an early breakfast and now, two hours later, found them picking their way through cactus and undergrowth to the distant hills.


      “Git along little dogie, git along, git along,” Janet sang lustily.


      “I wish I had brought some cotton,” Carol commented darkly, “for my ears,” she added at Janet’s curious glance. “Then I wouldn’t have to listen to you sing.”


      “Oh, you don’t appreciate a good voice when you hear it,” was Janet’s retort.


      “A good voice, I do,” Carol declared, and moved her pony so that Gale was between her and Janet. “But who ever told you—”


      “What? Not another musical person?” Madge demanded as Tom blew vigorously on his harmonica.


      “If riding affects them like that,” Virginia laughed, “it is time we called a halt. What do you say, Jim?”


      “For ten minutes,” Jim nodded.


      They fell from their mounts, grateful for the respite. Tom promptly stretched out on the ground, his hat over his face to shut out the sun. Jim led the horses to a little stream of water as the girls stamped the stiffness out of their cramped legs.


      “Where’s Jim?” Virginia wanted to know at the end of the allotted ten minutes for Jim was not in sight. The horses were standing ready for their riders, but they could not proceed without the guide.


      Virginia went over and poked her brother into wakefulness.


      “What’s the matter?” he asked drowsily.


      “Jim hasn’t come back yet,” Virginia informed him, “and if we don’t get started, we won’t make our next campsite before dark.”


      Tom stretched lazily. “Well, stay here an’ I’ll find him.”


      Gale and Virginia mounted their horses and the others did likewise.


      “You know, I’m either going to wear the horse out or he is going to wear me out,” Janet declared with a grimace as she lowered herself into the saddle. “I’m afraid it is the latter.”


      They waited for fully fifteen minutes before either Tom or Jim came into sight. The horses had caught the impatience of their riders and were fidgeting to be off.


      “We thought you had deserted us for sure!” Virginia declared. “Where were you?”


      To Gale it seemed that the two men had the air of conspirators. There was a gleam in their eyes that had not been there before. The minute they came within earshot of the girls they stopped talking and came on silently.


      “Virginia,” Tom said immediately, “we want you to lead the girls to Bear Rock and have lunch. Wait there for us.”


      “But where are you going?” Virginia demanded.


      “Jim has found a trail that looks strange so we are going to follow it,” Tom explained. “But we’ll catch up to you at Bear Rock. You camp there until we come, understand?”


      “No,” Virginia said firmly. “I don’t understand. What is so strange about this trail? Why can’t we all ride that way?”


      “We couldn’t follow the trail with all of you along,” Tom declared. “It would be obliterated in no time.”


      “But, Tom, if we get lost up here we could never find each other again,” Virginia continued.


      “But Miss Virginia, you’ve been to Bear Rock lots of times,” Jim put in. “Yore Dad would want us to follow this trail, too. It shore looks mighty strange. You won’t get lost.”


      “You don’t know what you might be getting into,” Virginia said. “I think you should let that trail alone and mind your own business.”


      Tom shook his head, tightening his saddle strap.


      “We’re goin’ so you might as well save your breath. See you at Bear Rock,” he added as he and Jim swung their horses about and were off in a cloud of dust.


      The girls stared after them in surprise, then Virginia, with a shrug of her shoulders, turned her horse and led the way at an abrupt angle from the road taken by Jim and Tom. Gale undertook to bring up the rear with the pack horses. As the girls jogged forward, Phyllis rode directly behind Virginia with Janet and Carol following. Valerie had dropped behind with Gale.


      “Do you suppose that mysterious trail was left by the bank bandits?” Valerie murmured in a low tone to her friend.


      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Gale answered. “You know, Val, that is what they are really looking for. I believe that is why Jim has a definite camping place in mind for each day and doesn’t let us loiter much along the way. He and Tom must think the rustlers and robbers are connected.”


      Valerie nodded. “Do you think the bandit might have been the man you saw at the mine last night?”


      Gale frowned. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about that. It might have been, but I can’t be sure because I didn’t get a close enough look at him. He might have been using the cabin as a hiding place.”


      “That’s why he tried to scare us away,” added Valerie. “I believe that’s it!”


      “What are you two chattering about?” Janet wanted to know.


      “About having broiled rattlesnake for supper,” Valerie retorted. “I’ve heard it is very good with mustard.”


      It was but a short ride to Bear Rock, so named because a huge boulder so resembled the head of a ferocious grizzly. Once there, the girls dismounted and gathered wood for a fire. They would eat a cold luncheon, but insisted on at least having hot coffee to drink. The horses were tethered and the girls gathered about the fire. Seated on stones, for the ground was still damp from the heavy rains of the day before, the girls waited for the two men to join them. They drank their coffee and had long finished their lunch before the clatter of hoofs reached them and Jim and Tom rode up.


      “We’ll have a new campsite tonight,” Tom said at once. “Jim and I want to do a little more sleuthing so we might as well go along and camp when it gets dark, no matter where we are.”


      “That’s better than leaving us behind at any rate,” Carol declared. “I’m rather anxious to get a look at this trail.”


      “Just a lot of hoof marks,” Tom answered blandly.


      That was all it proved to be and the girls were disappointed. They didn’t know what they had expected to find, but certainly more than this. Unexperienced in trail reading they didn’t realize what a wide, easy-to-read trail had been left. If they had, they might have been suspicious. Even so, Tom and Jim, western bred and experienced in trailing both men and animals, should have been suspicious. But they weren’t.


      In the northern region of Arizona are plateaus broken by high mountains. Between the foothills of a high range was a winding trail and it was this that the Adventure Girls and their friends followed, winding in and out through forests thick with pine trees and cottonwoods, jack rabbits darting across the trail, making the horses prance and rear, and the girls getting so weary they could hardly stay in their saddles.


      At last Jim called a halt beside a small stream. The sun was sinking swiftly. Darkness was creeping into the east. When they had pitched their tents and supper was started, the girls took time out to admire the scenery of their surroundings. They were camped on the base of a rugged plateau broken in two by a narrow pass through which they proposed to ride on the morrow. Overhanging the pass was a huge boulder, balanced precariously on the edge of the jutting cliff.


      “Just one push is all that needs to block up that whole pass,” Tom declared.


      “Let’s hope nobody pushes it tomorrow when we are going through there,” commented Janet cheerfully.


      “Let’s see what is on the other side of the mountain,” proposed Gale to Valerie.


      “All right,” she agreed readily, getting up from her knees where she had been putting another piece of wood on the fire.


      “Or are you too tired?” Gale asked suddenly, remembering that Val couldn’t keep going as incessantly as the rest of them.


      “Of course I’m not too tired for that short walk,” Val said stoutly. “Come along.”


      “When supper is ready give us a halloo,” directed Gale as the two started out.


      “You’re taking awful chances,” Carol declared mischievously, “we might eat all the supper without you.”


      “You had better not!” Gale warned laughingly.


      The two walked leisurely, enjoying the glorious hues of the sunset. In the west the sky was a maze of colors as the last rays of the sun flashed on the banked clouds. The gurgling of the little stream by which they walked was the only sound other than that of their footsteps that they heard. Yet Gale had the uncanny feeling that eyes were watching them. Once she turned to look back at the others in camp. They were all busy with something or other. No one was watching her and Val. Yet that peculiar feeling persisted.


      Directly beneath the overhanging boulder they paused to look up at it. It hung menacingly over them. They took a few steps forward when something made Gale look up again. Certainly her eyes had not played a trick on her! The rock had actually wavered. It was falling!


      “Run, Val, run,” she shouted, at the same time grasping her friend’s arm and pulling her along.


      “What in the world—” Valerie began.


      “The rock—it’s falling!” Gale panted.


      Thereafter she did not need to urge Val to exert speed to get away from the spot toward which the rock was rushing. The two of them flung themselves forward while certain destruction hurtled down almost on them. The boulder crashed into the earth with such force that it half buried itself. On top of it poured earth that had been loosened in its descent.


      “What if we had been under it?” gasped Val when the girls, at a safe distance, viewed the wreckage behind them.


      “We would look like pancakes now,” Gale said humorously. “With that landslide, can you tell me how we are going to get out of here for our supper?”


      Valerie looked around. What they had thought was a trail leading through the mountains was just a trail that led to the basin here, a valley on all sides of which rose steep hills. Their only means of entrance and exit had been through the pass, and now that was effectively stopped.


      “I wish we would have waited for supper,” Gale said, attempting to keep lighthearted.


      “You can join us,” said a suave voice behind the girls.


      They whirled and were grasped in rough hands.


      “Well, two are better ’n none, eh, boss?” a rumbling voice laughed. “Maybe we couldn’t get ’em all, but these two will do us.”


      Both Gale and Valerie struggled, but what was the use? They were soon subdued, not too gently, and led away, their hands tied behind their backs, to a cabin, hidden entirely from the trail in a clump of trees.


      CHAPTER VIII


      Prisoners


      “What are you going to do with us?” Gale demanded, summoning as much courage to her voice as she could.


      In the untidy, sparsely furnished room on the first floor of the cabin the girls faced their abductors, three of the most dangerous, most crafty looking individuals they had ever seen. It was with a pang of fear that both Gale and Valerie recognized the leader as one of the bandits who had robbed the bank in Coxton.


      The leader leered at them with a wide grin. “You, my fine young ladies, are to be our safe ticket across the border.”


      “You mean—to hold us as hostages?” Gale asked.


      “Call it anything you like,” he retorted. “We’re goin’ to put the proposition up to your friends. If they don’t agree, you don’t go back to ’em—that’s all.”


      “You wouldn’t dare to harm us!” Gale said staunchly.


      He laughed and exchanged glances with the other two men.


      “Take ’em upstairs, Mike,” he ordered, and stamped from the cabin.


      None too gently one of the other outlaws pushed the girls before him to where a makeshift ladder led to a loft above the first floor. They entered through a trap door and it was slammed shut after them. A rusty bar slithered into place and they were prisoners.


      Gale endeavored to stand upright and sat down again abruptly as her head bumped against a beam in the ceiling.


      “Well, we’ve landed ourselves in a fine mess, haven’t we?” she grumbled.


      “What are we going to do, Gale?” Valerie asked.


      Gale heard the tremble in Val’s voice and frowned gloomily. It was all her fault that they were in this predicament. If she hadn’t suggested the walk they wouldn’t be here now, they would be back with their friends eating a good supper.


      “The first thing seems to be to get loose,” Gale said, keeping her voice perfectly normal. “Can you get your hands out?”


      “No,” Val said after a few moments of futile struggling. “They made a good job of it.”


      “Back up against me,” Gale directed, “and let me see if I can get the rope off your hands first.”


      Valerie did as directed, but it was impossible. Not able to see the knot and working under such a handicap was too hard. Gale had to give it up. Below them everything was silent. Had the men really gone to the camp of the girls’ friends as they said they intended to do? If so, there must be a way out of the valley other than climbing over all that newly fallen rock and dirt. The landslide hadn’t blocked them in then at any rate! If once they got out of this cabin, Gale knew they would be all right. She had the means in her possession to guarantee safe conduct of their abductors—or so she thought.


      In the wall just above their heads was a window, large enough for them to squeeze through Gale reflected when she saw it. Large enough to squeeze through if once they got their hands free and could open it.


      “Gale—even if we get free what will we do?” Valerie asked. “The window will be too high from the ground to jump. Then, too, those men will be back soon—”


      “If we get free,” Gale gritted through clenched teeth, tugging at the rope, “things will be simple. I’ve got my revolver in my boot.”


      “You haven’t!” Val gasped.


      Gale laughed. “Sure I have. I haven’t been without it since my uncle gave it to me. I intended to save it for rattlesnakes—but now we’ve got something else to use it on.”


      “You wouldn’t actually shoot one of them, would you?” Val asked.


      “What would you do?” Gale retorted. “With enough provocation, I s’pect I would. After all, they’re bandits—and we’re not exactly safe in their hands.”


      “You’re right!” Val said with sudden spirit. “Shoot the whole three—they need it. I wonder when they will be back?” she added tremulously.


      Gale had gained her feet, keeping her head low this time so as not to bump it, and standing with her back to the window, her exploring fingers had encountered the window catch.


      “Ouch!” she said suddenly.


      “What’s the matter?” Valerie demanded.


      “This window catch—it’s as sharp as a knife.” Endeavoring to turn the catch, her finger had been cut by the edge of the lock. “Sharp as a knife,” she murmured again under her breath. “Hold everything, Val!” she cried excitedly.


      It was an awkward, uncomfortable position Gale had to assume in order to be able to work the edge of the rope that bound her hands together over the catch. It was tiring and so slow, but it was accomplishing the task. The threads of the rope were being cut through and in a few moments she would be free. When finally the rope fell away, her arms were stiff and her wrists sore from where the rope had cut into the flesh. Then it was only a matter of minutes until she had Val free, too.


      “Listen!” Val said, rubbing her wrists to restore circulation.


      The sound of heavy footsteps and the murmur of voices drifted up to them. The three men reentered the room below and the girls held their breath. Almost subconsciously Gale secured her tiny revolver from the top of her boot and grasped it ready in her hand. But the trap door did not lift. No one came up to see if they were safe.


      “What are we going to do now?” Valerie whispered frantically.


      Gale went to the window and looked out. A porch had been added to the cabin and the roof sloped away from the window where she stood. With a protesting squeak the window swung inward when she opened it. The girls waited lest the faint noise attract the attention of their abductors. But the voices continued in their indistinguishable hum and in a minute Gale was through the window on the roof. She helped Valerie and the two of them clung to the window sill. Inch by inch they eased themselves over the short roof to the edge. There, Gale lay face downward and hung over.


      “You’ll fall!” Valerie hissed, holding firmly to her friend’s belt.


      “Shshsh,” Gale cautioned. “Are you good at sliding down a pole? Well, whether you are or not, you’re going to. I’ll go first and catch you,” she added humorously. “But don’t you fall on top of me!”


      Gale restored her revolver to her boot and swung her legs over the edge. For once in her life, Gale was thoroughly glad for her athletic training and gymnastic ability. Cautiously she transferred her hold from the edge of the porch roof to the pole around which her legs were locked. She lowered herself inch by inch, with some little damage by splinters, to the ground.


      “All right!” she called up to Valerie.


      Her friend’s legs appeared over the edge and in another minute Val had begun her descent of the pole. In a short time she was beside Gale and the two joined hands to run from the scene. But at the same moment, the cabin door was thrown open and slammed shut again behind the leader of the three men. He did not see the girls, but as they attempted to step back into the shadow of the trees, Gale stepped on a twig. It cracked as loudly as a pistol report in the silence.


      “Run, Val, toward the pass,” Gale said, her hand on her friend’s arm, urging her along.


      “But you—” Val protested.


      “I’m coming,” Gale said. “Go on,” she urged. “I’ll stop him from following us.”


      The leader was coming toward them now, to investigate that mysterious noise among the trees.


      “Who’s there?” he called. “Stop or I’ll shoot!”


      But the girls sped off through the trees. A bullet whistled through the leaves above their heads and abruptly they zigzagged from their course. They could hear the bandit crashing after them. They stumbled on, covering the ground as rapidly as they could. Somewhere ahead was the pass that had been blocked that afternoon, but surely they could find some way past or over it. Beyond the pass lay their friends and safety. The thought lent new vigor to them. Another bullet sped past them.


      Gale whirled and fired point blank at the shadow of their pursuer. A groan was her reward and the chase was effectively stopped. The shots had summoned the other two men who were thrashing about in a vain attempt to find the cause of the shooting. By the time they discovered their companion, the girls were farther away.


      Val had reached the blocked pass and was already endeavoring to climb up and over the landslide when Gale caught up with her. Gale assisted her chum as much as she could, for she could see that Val was nearing the end of her endurance. They were forced to rest to catch their breath several times, and each time they feared that the three bandits would be on their heels. But silence seemed to have settled over the valley and the cabin they had left behind. They heard nothing as they reached the rise of ground and began their slippery slide down the other side.


      Halfway down they met Tom and Jim, who were making an attempt to climb over the boulder and find the girls, and also to fathom the mystery of the shots they had heard.


      By the time the four arrived at the camp, Tom and Jim were supporting Valerie. The excitement had buoyed her up, but now that the suspense was past, Val was utterly worn out.


      CHAPTER IX


      On the Trail


      “Did you kill him, I hope?” Janet asked with keen excitement.


      Valerie was in her tent asleep while Gale, after a substantial supper, told the others of what had happened to them. She had come to the part in their escape when she stopped and fired at the bandit when Janet voiced her opinion.


      Gale shivered. “I hope I didn’t,” she declared. “I wouldn’t care to be a murderess.”


      “I think there is not much danger of that,” Tom reassured her. “Those fellows are pretty hard to kill.”


      “We were all nearly frantic,” Virginia said, a fond arm about Gale’s shoulders. “First we saw the rock fall and then when you didn’t come back—we didn’t know what to think or do!”


      “That’s something else,” Gale said, “that rock didn’t fall of its own accord. It was pushed.”


      “Are you sure?” Carol demanded.


      “I saw the man,” Gale said positively. “Something, I don’t know what, made me look up just as we were walking under it.”


      “That something saved you from being smashed flatter than a pancake,” Janet said wisely.


      “But who would push the rock?” Madge asked wonderingly. “Those men didn’t actually want to—murder you, did they?”


      Gale laughed nervously. “Let’s hope they didn’t; they might try again.”


      “Hereafter none of you go wandering away by yourselves from camp,” Jim said sternly. “To-morrow Tom and I will go see those fellows, since they didn’t come to see us,” he added grimly.


      “But you—” Virginia was beginning when her voice died away into silence.


      The thunder of hoofs echoed down into the valley to them. All eyes turned up to where the rim of the mountain was silhouetted against the moonlit sky. Three black mounted figures were picking their way slowly across the trail. In a moment they were swallowed up in the blackness of a forest as they made their way down to the valley some distance from the Adventure Girls’ camp.


      “Three of them,” Tom murmured. “Evidently you didn’t kill that fellow after all, Gale.”


      “And I’m afraid we won’t be able to get a look at them tomorrow,” Jim added. “We’ll follow their trail of course to see in what direction they are heading. I think, Virginia, you had better lead the girls back to the K Bar O. There is too much danger in these hills.”


      “Nothing doing,” Janet interrupted, flatly. “We like danger and we don’t want to go home. If you follow the bandits, so do we!”


      “I’m afraid we’re all agreed on that,” Gale nodded.


      “So you see it is useless for you to argue,” Virginia added, as Jim opened his mouth to protest.


      “But Dad wouldn’t like it, Virginia,” Tom said with a frown. “Jim and I are responsible for you girls. If anything happens—”


      “Nothing will,” Carol assured him. “We all bear charmed lives. We shall return to the K Bar O when our trip is over just as we started out,” she declared.


      “But what about Valerie?” Madge put in. “Do you think she can stand a lot of hard riding?”


      Gale grew thoughtful. “She came through tonight with never a protest. I believe Val can stand a lot more than we give her credit for.”


      Later, lying on her bed of pine boughs beside Phyllis, Gale thought of Valerie again. It had been strenuous, climbing down from the roof and later fleeing through the underbrush and over that huge boulder had been particularly wearying, without considering that they did it all on top of a day’s riding. Val had borne up marvelously well. True she had been near collapse at the end, but then she herself had not had much vitality left and she had always been stronger than Valerie. Yes sir, Val was in a much better physical condition than when they had started for the West.


      The morning, however, found Valerie not as robust as Gale’s optimistic thoughts had pictured her. Breaking camp was delayed until lunch time in order to give Val the benefit of a few more hours rest. After luncheon, the party saddled and mounted their horses. After a while, Jim picked up the trail of the outlaws and they followed it a short distance. But the bandits had evidently suspected a chase and rode their horses into a stream. From there all trace of trail was wiped out.


      Sunset found them miles from the scene of the girls’ adventure. Supper was prepared and after it had disappeared they sat about the campfire telling stories or singing songs. They retired early and were up with the first rays of the sun.


      Day after day they followed the same procedure. Their skins were getting tanned and their appetites were enormous.


      “I never thought I could eat so much,” wailed Janet, after a particularly hearty meal.


      “You’ll look like a baby elephant when we get back home,” prophesied Carol encouragingly.


      They rode like regular westerners now, and every day they appreciated more and more the beauty of the country through which they rode. If Jim had planned on showing them the loveliest scenery, he was running true to plan. The girls had never realized before that nature, untamed by man, could be so lovely. They never realized that just to sit and gaze at a sunset could bring such a thrill. In every way the country was affecting them. Physically they were healthier than they had ever been. Their mental outlook was brighter, more cheerful. Here in limitless space, mid tall mountains, they felt more drawn to one another. Their friendships grew and flourished.


      One day they camped close to the mighty Colorado River that flows through the Grand Canyon. The cliffs of sandstone and limestone, almost a mile high, were so rugged and majestic as to fill the girls with awe. All the colors of the rainbow were in the rocks and under the influence of the sun and the shadows cast by it, formed pictures of entrancing beauty, pictures too beautiful to ever be put down on canvas. Rain and wind had sculptured the cliffs into bewildering and fantastic forms which added to their brilliant coloring.


      “Doesn’t it make you feel tiny?” murmured Janet, scarcely above a whisper, afraid to disturb the great hush that hung over the Canyon.


      “The Canyon was first seen by white men in 1541,” Tom told them. “The Colorado River where it runs through the Canyon there is three hundred feet wide, and in times of freshets it’s a mighty torrent.”


      “You sound like a traditional guide book,” Janet told him.


      “It’s wonderful,” Valerie murmured, voicing the feelings of all of them.


      Another day found the Adventure Girls and their friends examining the colossal stone tree trunks of the Petrified Forest. Here they found more to awe and surprise them. Still another day found them at the rim of the Painted Desert, the desert with its multi-colored plains alive with somber, purple shadows.


      “I’m overwhelmed!” Carol declared. “From now on I shall be a strong advocate of See America First!”


      Valerie had out the little sketching block she always carried with her. With a strong talent for sketching and limitless subjects on which to try her skill, Val rode with her pencil and pad in her hands nearly all day. She wanted to take back home sketches of the spots that interested her most on this trip.


      “I’ll never be able to make it look as beautiful on paper as it really is,” she sighed. “No one could really hope to.”


      “I’d like to have one of the sketches you made of the Canyon the other day,” Gale said. “I intend to frame it and keep it as a memento.”


      “Isn’t it funny, Gale,” Val mused aloud, “how you never miss anything until you’ve seen it.”


      “You might feel as though you miss something,” Gale agreed, “but you don’t know what it is.”


      “I shall miss all this a lot when we go back East,” Val declared, looking about at the Arizona sunset. “Everything is so—big out here. I feel awf’ly small. When I think of the silly things we quarrel over in school and the things we think we can’t get along without in the city, it makes me ashamed of myself.”


      Gale laughed. “If you lived out here long enough, I’m afraid you would have a bad inferiority complex.”


      “No, but don’t you feel that way?” Val demanded. “Tomorrow we start for Monument Valley near Kayenta. That’s one hundred and seventy-five miles from the nearest telephone. Imagine what that means! Back home we don’t think anything of a telephone because nearly everybody has one.”


      “Yes, and just think, I haven’t had a chocolate soda since I came out here,” chimed in Janet, coming up behind them. “I hope I shall survive.”


      “You look as though you might pull through,” Valerie laughed.


      “Come and get it!” Tom called and there was a concerted rush for the makeshift supper table.


      Day after day they rode through cañons and winding intermittent gullies, shallow basins, and dry washes. They followed trails through thick sagebrush and cottonwoods, over dry beds of streams and sunken deserts, marveling how the dull gray and olive of the sagebrush and trees mingled. They learned that many of the mountains were extinct volcanoes and admired the brilliant colored sandstone and shale formations. Once or twice they ran into heavy thunderstorms that turned dried-up streams into rushing torrents of muddy swirling waters.


      They explored with keen interest Monument Valley with the spire-like rock of El Capitan at its head, and its fantastic flat topped pillars rising thousands of feet into the air. A day’s ride from Kayenta the riders came upon Betatakin, one of the most interesting, although least known, of the cliff dwellings, standing silent within its mammoth cave.


      “Just think, hundreds of people lived and died here a thousand years ago,” Virginia commented.


      “I’m glad we don’t live in houses like these,” Janet said, as she climbed up the worn stone steps to the next level. “I’ve no desire to climb all these steps every time I want to go home.”


      “If you walked in your sleep it was just too bad,” added Carol, looking back down at the stones over which they had come.


      “It gives me an appetite,” Madge complained. “When do we eat?”


      “The sooner the better,” put in Phyllis.


      For hours the girls prowled around in the dark houses of the cliff dwellers, taking their time to examine everything of interest. The next day they resumed their riding, heading south toward the K Bar O.


      During the days Gale and Phyllis had a lot of practice with their revolvers and now could succeed in coming fairly close to the bull’s eye every time they tried. Gale, too, was becoming proficient with her rope. Jim spent hours teaching her and she proved an apt pupil.


      Riding with Virginia behind Jim as they swung along the trail, Gale was looking up at the trees and the blue sky, thinking how she would hate to leave all this when it came time for the Adventure Girls to go back East.


      “Look out, Jim!” Virginia screamed suddenly.


      There was a snarl and a streak of yellow leaped from the low-hanging limb of a tree. Jim’s horse reared wildly and plunged away as its rider was dragged from the saddle by the impact of the cougar’s weight.


      For a second none of the riders could do anything but check their mounts. All the horses threatened to run away and careened wildly, almost unseating their riders. Meanwhile, Jim was thrashing about on the ground, struggling for his life while his companions watched helplessly.


      “Quiet, boy,” Gale said, a soothing hand on her trembling pony’s neck. With her other hand she unfastened her rope.


      “Look out, I’m going to shoot,” Tom said, raising his rifle to his shoulder.


      “Don’t!” Carol cried. “You might hit Jim.”


      “But the beast is killing him,” Janet said with a shudder. “Somebody do something!”


      Despite Carol’s warning, Tom discharged his gun and succeeded only in frightening the ponies more. Jim was fighting madly to keep the sharp claws and teeth away from his face and throat.


      Once more Gale spoke to her pony and patted him reassuringly. He jerked nervously under her hand, but he was by far the quietest one of the beasts. During the days in the saddle Gale had learned the tricks and tendencies of her mount and she had instilled a trust in him for his rider. Now, though he longed to flee from this spot with its danger, he stood quietly obedient to her voice and touch. In her hand Gale held her coiled rope. Tom had dismounted and handed the reins of his horse and of the pack horses to Carol and was edging nearer to those thrashing figures on the ground. Virginia, too, had dismounted.


      At the first opportune moment, Gale’s rope slithered out and fell over the two. The loop caught a hind leg of the cougar. Immediately it tightened and the snapping teeth were diverted from Jim to the rope about its leg.


      “Go it, boy!” Gale urged her horse.


      The horse darted forward. Behind her the rope pulled the cougar clear from Jim. The pony sped down the trail, its rider bent low in the saddle, the rope dragging the squirming, struggling mountain lion over the stony ground. Gale did not slow her mount till she was sure that the animal was dead. Then she turned her horse and trotted him slowly back to the group.


      Tom and Virginia were busy with Jim. The cowboy’s shirt hung in ribbons, and the flesh of his shoulders and arms was streaming with blood. He had a long scratch along his cheek, but otherwise he was safe and sound.


      “Never thought that rope trainin’ would come in so handy,” he grinned at her. “Reckon I owe you a heap for pullin’ that fella offa me, Miss Gale.”


      “Is he dead?” Janet asked tremulously with a glance for the dust covered thing at the end of Gale’s rope.


      “If he isn’t, he ought to be,” Gale replied, dismounting. “Are you hurt much, Jim?”


      The cowboy insisted that they should not stop their day’s ride on his account. After Tom’s first aid treatment had been administered and Jim remounted his horse, they started forward again. Tom had cut the cougar loose from Gale’s rope and pulled him to one side of the trail.


      “That’s what I like about the country out here,” Janet said to no one in particular. “Always something doing. Any time at all you might step on a rattlesnake or get jumped on by a ferocious animal. Nice country!” she declared with a grin.


      “Pleasant thoughts you have,” Carol laughed. “It’s no worse than back home. There we have to dodge street cars and taxi cabs.”


      “Give me the taxi cabs,” Madge murmured. “They at least give you a warning.”


      It was late when they stopped for their camp. Riding and excitement had whetted their appetites and while they ate, Tom and Jim told them of other experiences each had had with animals in the surrounding country. Jim took the whole affair as all part of the day, and refused to declare himself a bit thrilled over it.


      “At least we’ll have something to talk about when we get home,” Phyllis smiled.


      “We’ve got a lot to talk about,” Valerie declared. “We’ve met nearly everything the West can produce, haven’t we?”


      “Nearly,” Virginia laughed. “Do you feel like going home now?”


      “No!” came unanimously from all the girls.


      “Well, whether you like it or not, we are,” Tom declared. “Tomorrow we get back on K Bar O soil. Two more days and we’ll be at the ranch house.”


      “We’ve got to go home, our supplies are running low,” Virginia explained.


      “Can we go on another trip then?” Carol asked immediately.


      “If we have enough time,” Valerie commented. “The days have gone so quickly. We’ll be going home soon.”


      “We’ll refuse to think of that,” Phyllis said firmly. “Let’s hear some more of your experiences,” she suggested to Jim and Tom.


      For another hour while the fire crackled and shadows danced over the tents and figures around it, Jim entertained them with memories of the range lands. Valerie and Phyllis retired first. After them went the other four girls. Gale alone remained beside the fire with her cousin and the cowboy.


      “Tom—” Gale began hesitantly.


      “Yes?” Tom encouraged, tossing another log on the fire.


      “That trail we passed just before we camped—was it the bandits’?” she asked.


      Tom and Jim exchanged a fleeting glance.


      “What made you think of them?” Tom asked.


      “Before we started on this trip,” Gale said, “Valerie and I overheard you and your dad talking about rustlers. We didn’t mean to listen, but we did. Had that trail today anything to do with them? I thought you both looked worried when you saw it.”


      “We were worried,” Jim admitted. “It was a fresh trail and the same men who held you prisoner that night in the hills, made that trail. We thought we had lost them sure, but it doesn’t look that way.”


      “What are you going to do?” Gale wanted to know.


      “Nothing,” Tom said promptly. “We are going to take you girls safely back to the K Bar O.”


      “The bandits are probably making for the border into Mexico,” Jim murmured. “The Sheriff and his men will catch ’em.”


      Tom laughed. “They haven’t done much catching so far. I’ll bet the bandits get clean away.”


      “Then there is nothing to worry about,” Gale said.


      “No, nothing to worry about,” agreed Tom.


      When Gale had entered the tent she shared with Valerie and Phyllis, she went immediately to sleep and did not know that long after she retired, Tom and Jim talked seriously and long about the possibility of meeting the rustlers before they reached the ranch safely.

    

  


  
    
      THE ADVENTURE GIRLS AT THE K BAR O, by Clair Blank [Part 2]


      CHAPTER X


      Rustlers


      “Oh, how I love to get up in the morning,” sang Janet between yawns as she stumbled from the tent with Carol close behind her. “Hullo, are we getting company?”


      Two cowboys on dust covered, lathered ponies had dashed into the camp circle and pulled their mounts up short beside the campfire. Jim who had been on his knees poking at the ashes to stir the flames to life got up slowly with a wide grin of welcome. Tom joined the four and Virginia, coming from the tent, greeted them also.


      “Let’s get an earful,” Carol proposed. “Evidently they are riders from the K Bar O.”


      “Then ya didn’ see anythin’ of ’em?” one of the new arrivals was murmuring to Tom.


      “Not a thing, Lem,” Tom replied with a serious frown. “How many did they get?”


      “Close to a hundred head, I reckon,” Lem declared viciously.


      “By now they are across the border,” Virginia murmured. “Why did you look for them up here near the hills?”


      “A couple of the boys went toward the border,” Lem’s partner answered. “We found a trail leadin’ up this way.”


      “They didn’t pass near here or we would have seen them,” Virginia said again and her brother and Jim nodded in agreement.


      “Then we got to be goin’ farther,” Lem said remounting his pony.


      “But can’t you wait and have a bite of breakfast?” Tom wanted to know.


      “Not now, son,” Lem replied. “We’ll eat a cold snack from our saddle bags. We want to find those birds before the trail is gone.”


      “Wish you luck,” Jim sang out as the ponies darted forward.


      “Who were they?” Phyllis asked as she, with Gale and Valerie, appeared.


      “Riders from the Lazy K,” Virginia answered. “Rustlers stole close to a hundred cattle last night. They were following them.”


      “But they didn’t bring the cattle up this way, did they?” Carol put in.


      “No, but the boys figured some of the riders came this way. I hope they catch ’em,” Virginia said viciously. “We’re probably due for a raid tonight.”


      Jim and Tom said nothing as they busied themselves getting breakfast ready. Whatever thoughts they may have had on the subject, they kept to themselves.


      Breakfast was eaten, for the most part, in silence. Even when camp was struck and they started on their way again, there was not the usual light-hearted banter and teasing. Each one realized that the situation at the K Bar O and other ranches was coming to a head. Rustlers had been busy too long. Now the ranchers were acting. Instead of going to the ranch for safety from rustlers and bandits, it seemed that the girls were running into more trouble. Jim led the way, silent and foreboding. Tom brought up the rear with the pack horses. He too was silent and grim. It was their attitude that brought home to the girls just how serious the situation was.


      Along about noon Jim’s horse developed a limp that necessitated their moving more slowly. After deliberation they decided to camp for the rest of the day and night. Perhaps by the morrow Jim’s horse would be well again and they could travel at an increased pace. Now there was an undisguised desire to get back to the ranch house prevalent with all of them. Things were undoubtedly happening there and the girls wanted to be in on the excitement. They thought it high time the ranchers got busy and did something about their stolen cattle. The authorities had failed to capture the thieves so it was up to the ranchers themselves.


      After camp was made Val took her sketching board and went off by herself to draw. Gale had not unsaddled her horse and now she mounted him for a ride.


      “Not that there is much to see,” Virginia laughed when Gale started out. “Just sagebrush, rocks, and trees.”


      Gale liked to be alone sometimes and now she did not feel the need of the companionship of any of her friends. Once in a while the other girls thought her a little strange when she went off by herself. But there was nothing strange about her. Gale was the sort of person who is not dependent upon other people. She could spend a whole day by herself and not be bored with her own company. She couldn’t see why some people had to always travel with a crowd, always have a lot of other people with them. She could enjoy a walk, a movie, or a ride just as much alone as with others. Of course it was fun to travel with a group, but she enjoyed a day all to herself quite as much. When she was alone she could really think.


      Gale reined her horse in and looked back at the valley she had just left. She could see all her friends like moving spots against the dull gray and olive background. On the other side, the way she faced, a long flat plain stretched out to the right while on the left was a forest of cottonwoods and fir trees. There was a narrow trail leading down from her position on the crest of the hill through the woods and she urged her horse forward. As she rode, she had to bend low in the saddle to keep from being slapped in the face by low hanging branches. Occasionally she saw a rabbit or a squirrel, but for the most part everything was still.


      Her horse was young and frisky and jogged along with light, prancing step. Gale was enjoying herself hugely with no thought of the passing of time. Her surroundings were quiet and inspiring and, as usual with Gale in such circumstances, she was dreaming of a thousand and one things other than the present. When the girls got back to Marchton they would start their last year in the Marchton High School. The next year they started college. As yet the girls had not firmly decided on the school to which they would go after high school days. They were concerned now with ideas of what to do and be when they were finally all through with school. They all firmly resolved that they wanted careers, but just what those careers were to be was a little undecided. Of course it was understood that Val would continue with her art. She was really the only one of them all that had a talent of any kind to which she could cling. Long and repeatedly the girls had discussed the subject of careers. What could they be? Artists? Only Val could do justice to that branch of work. Actresses then? Well, perhaps Phyllis would go in for the Drama. Madge, Carol, and Janet were totally at sea, as was Gale herself.


      Gale had always thought she might like to be a doctor. But just the thought of all the years of study and preparation ahead of her was a little disheartening. She liked the study of medicine and had always been interested in it. At first she thought of being a nurse, but now she didn’t like that idea. The thought of being a doctor was much more intriguing. Doctors led such fascinating lives, she thought. In her rush of enthusiasm and ardor she didn’t reckon with the long, tedious hours the doctor devotes to his patients, nor the fact that he has little free time for himself. Then, too, she would like to be a sculptor. She liked to model things in clay and she was sure she could chisel interesting things from marble if given the chance. She sighed and urged her horse along a little faster. It was really quite a problem deciding what to be. At any rate, whatever she went into, she wanted to go into it full of enthusiasm and willingness to work and do her best. She had no intention of idling her life away. She wanted to do something, to be somebody, to be proud of her achievements whatever they might be. She was resolved that she would forge ahead to success and make a name for herself. After all, why not? Other people had started out with nothing and made themselves famous.


      A huge drop of water on the back of her neck brought her back sharply to the problem at hand. Riding along and musing with herself, she had not noticed the dark clouds that had gathered overhead from nowhere. Now as her horse came out into an open clearing, rain began pouring down. She could not hope to get back to camp before the worst of the storm broke. If this heavy downpour continued, she would be drenched in a minute. Wildly she looked about for shelter of some kind. Through the trees to the left she saw a log cabin, not much of a building, but enough to afford shelter in the storm. To the rear she found a sheltered hitching post where she tied her mount and ran back to the main cabin.


      One step inside she stopped and glanced around. She had had the strangest premonition when she stepped over the threshold. It was as if she had a warning of something dreadful about to happen. The room—there was only one—was empty of all but its meager furnishings, a table and two makeshift chairs standing before the fireplace. A saddle and rifle lay in one corner. On the table were a few dirty dishes. Someone had been here lately, if they were not here now. She had seen no horse when she tethered her own, but there was a saddle and, more ominous still, the rifle. Where was the owner?


      The rain was teeming down outside and she went to the window to stare out. A regular cloudburst! Tomorrow a lot of the little streams they had passed would be raging, swirling rivers. She was glad this cabin had been here or else she would have been drenched. She smiled as she thought of how her camp mates might be receiving this sudden rain. They would no doubt be huddled in the waterproof tents, but nevertheless they would be fuming with disgust. It was no pleasure camping out when it rained. She looked up at the gray skies, impatient to be off and away from this cabin that filled her with that strange, unreasonable fear. Why should she feel fear the moment she stepped into the place? There was no one here. Not a thing to frighten her. Yet she was filled with a strange uneasiness. Evidently her horse had felt it too, for when she had tied him he whinnied faintly and nudged her arm with mute appeal. She had thought nothing of it at the time, but now it came back to her with ominous warning. Animals had keen instinct and the horse had felt a distrust of this place. She wished heartily it would stop raining so she could go on. She didn’t want to get wet and she didn’t want to stay here.


      She shook her shoulders impatiently and went over to inspect the rifle in the corner. Probably she was imagining things. It was the first time she had let her imagination make her afraid of anything. She was being silly she told herself again sternly. Most likely this cabin had been deserted for a long time. But when she picked up the rifle she knew that wasn’t so. The rifle was clean and recently oiled. Too, it was loaded. It was the same make rifle as Tom carried in his saddle sheath and quite without knowing why she took the cartridges out of the barrel to examine them. At the same moment she looked up through the window to the trail she had so recently left for this shelter.


      Terror gripped her for a moment. Horsemen were issuing from the thick growth of trees and there was no disputing the identity of the first man. It was the bank bandit who had held Val and her prisoners in that other cabin. She dropped the rifle over the saddle where it had been and looked about wildly for a means of escape. Were they close enough to see her if she slipped out of the door? Of course they were! In the rear wall was a window. She placed a chair beneath it and a moment later was squeezing through the opening. Rain or no rain, she preferred to get wet to remaining in the cabin to receive those men. How had they managed to elude the Sheriff and his men so long? Were the bank bandits connected with the rustlers who had been stealing cattle from the K Bar O? Gale made a shrewd guess that they were.


      When she jumped from the window to the wet earth Gale ran immediately to where her pony was tied and, slipping her arm through the reins, led him back into the woods to the rear of the cabin. She was sure the thick growth of trees and brush would shield them from view and that proved to be the case. The trees overhead were a little protection from the rain, but even so, when she had been in the open five minutes she was soaked. She had left her slicker in the camp and now she wished fervently she had let it remain rolled behind her saddle. She heard the thunder of hoofs and sound of voices as the men she had eluded dismounted at the cabin and entered it. Surprised, she looked down at her hand. She still had the two shells from the rifle clutched in her fingers. She had departed in such haste that she didn’t have time to replace them; indeed, she had not even thought of them. Now she shoved them deep into her breeches’ pocket and huddled beside her horse.


      It would be better to get into the saddle and ride than to stand here in the rain, but she was sure the sound of her horse’s hoofs would be clearly audible to those men in the cabin and they would be sure to investigate. Too, she had an idea. It would be a big help to her uncle if she could, in some fashion, determine if these were the men who were stealing cattle from the ranchers. Perhaps, now that she had stumbled upon their cache, she could spy on them and learn something of interest to the authorities. It was worth trying. She would wait until it grew dark and then sneak up and endeavor to listen to their conversation and to obtain a glimpse of the men within the cabin.


      Her horse whinnied softly and she put an admonishing hand on his muzzle while her heart raced with apprehension. Suppose one of the men heard him and came to see— But they were undoubtedly too busy and besides, they might think it one of their own horses. Still, it would be best to be on the safe side. She led her horse farther into the woods and there tied him to a cottonwood. She was hungry. She remembered she had had only a light lunch but she remembered, too, that she had put something in her saddle bag just in case she wanted an afternoon snack. It came in handy now. She found two lumps of sugar, also, which the horse promptly snuggled from her hand.


      Another thought came to her and she bent down to her boot. Her little revolver still nestled in its customary place. She might have use for it tonight, she reflected. Suppose the men were the rustlers and suppose she did make sure of that fact. How was she to notify the authorities? By the time she got back to her camp and told Jim and Tom and they summoned the Sheriff or some of his men the rustlers would have ample time to get away. What was she to do? With a shrug of her shoulders she dismissed the thought. Everything would take care of itself she was sure.


      CHAPTER XI


      Surprise


      The rain had stopped. Darkness was over the world and stars blinked solemnly from their heavenly nest. The rain had brought coolness and a light wind that stirred the leaves of the trees.


      Round the campfire were gathered all the girls but the absent Gale. Tom was collecting firewood and Jim was making sure the horses were secure for the night.


      “Where do you suppose Gale can be?” Janet asked again.


      “I wonder,” agreed Phyllis. “This is the first time in my acquaintance with her that she ever missed a meal.”


      “I’m beginning to be worried,” Virginia confessed. “I don’t see why she stayed away so long.”


      “You don’t suppose—something could have happened to her?” Valerie asked hesitantly.


      “What for instance?” Madge demanded.


      “Well, her horse might have run away or—”


      “Nonsense!” Carol said crisply. “Gale’s horse is the tamest one of the bunch. I’ll bet she is having an adventure and a high old time.”


      “But where can she be?” insisted Valerie.


      Minutes passed into hours and hours passed and still that question was not answered. The camp was thoroughly alarmed now. They were certain Gale was in trouble or had lost her way in the strange country. Any number of things might have happened, and their thoughts ran rampant. The girls could see that Tom and Jim were as disturbed as they. For the last half hour Jim had, almost lovingly, been cleaning his revolver. There was something ominous in just the sight of him toying with his weapon. What was he thinking?


      “What are we going to do?” Valerie asked finally.


      It was time for the girls to retire for it had been planned to ride early on the morrow. But now, with Gale missing, their plans were interrupted. None felt that she could sleep if they did go to bed.


      “You girls might as well go to bed,” Tom said practically. “Jim and I will wait until dawn and then go out and pick up Gale’s trail. It would be no use going now, for we could find nothing in the darkness.”


      They realized that he spoke the truth but still it was hard to sit idle when they were longing to know what was happening to their comrade. Reluctantly Madge, Carol, Janet and Virginia went to their tent. Valerie and Phyllis followed slowly to theirs. Tom and Jim rolled in their blankets by the fire, close together so they could talk in low whispers. The light wind stirred the flames and sent them reaching high into the air. A moment more and they died down to smouldering embers. Silence gradually settled down over the tents and those two Indian-like figures on the ground.


      The camp was asleep or so it seemed. Not one occupant of the tents or Tom or Jim saw the two figures that stood on the outer edge of the circle of light and smiled over the serenity which gripped the camp. Big, burly men they were, used to hard riding and hard living. The leather chaps they wore and their heavy khaki shirts were covered with dust. About their waists hung heavy holster and cartridge belts. Figures of menace they were, menace to the peace of the Adventure Girls’ camp. In their eyes, cold and relentless, was reflected the low, burning embers of the campfire as the two took in every detail. They seemed to have no desire to disturb the sleeping campers, just to note the lay of the land, as it were. When their silent inspection was finished they turned and melted into the darkness from whence they had come.


      In the tent she shared now with only Phyllis, Valerie lay wakeful and restless. Her thoughts were contemplating a hundred and one things that might have happened to Gale. The two had been friends for a long, long time and now the thought that her chum might be in trouble or danger, perhaps, made Valerie long to be off to her assistance. She lay staring at the black tent roof. Beside her Phyllis lay calm, breathing regularly, already in the land of dreams. Valerie wished she could smother her own troublesome thoughts and go to sleep. Tom and Jim knew what they were about and if they said it was no use hunting for Gale before morning, there simply was no use that was all. She realized that they could scarcely find a sign of Gale in the pitch blackness of the Arizona night. They thought that Gale might have lost her way and could not return to the camp. Valerie seriously doubted that. Gale could find her way about better than any of them. She seemed to possess a sixth sense that enabled her to remember any route or trail of open country that she had once taken. Valerie was sure Gale had not lost her way. Instead, there was some other reason why she hadn’t returned to the camp.


      Valerie’s memory was particularly fresh with scenes of the night she and Gale had been prisoners of the bank bandit. Had something similar happened to Gale tonight? There was scarcely any other reason she should stay away from camp. Valerie wondered if Gale still had her little revolver with her. At least she had some little protection with that.


      Valerie sat up and ruffled her hair restlessly. A moment later she stood at the open tent flap. She could see Tom and Jim rolled snugly in their blankets. What was that? For an instant she thought a shadow appeared on the other side of the camp circle. A minute later she changed her mind. It must have been a sudden spurt of the fire that threw a flickering shadow over the sagebrush. She stepped out and let the flap close behind her. There was no use to waken Phyllis or the others just because she couldn’t sleep. She breathed deeply of the cool night air and marveled at the thrill she felt. It was a thrill to note the difference in herself. How changed she was since the first day they had camped in the open. The sun and the usually dry air had wrought wonders, wonders that had seemed impossible to even Valerie herself. She had often wondered if she would ever feel the glow of vigorous health. Now she felt like a new person. That annoying cough had entirely disappeared. She wondered if the other girls realized what a transformation had taken place within her. It had been a severe struggle, the hardest battle she had ever fought, but she had won. The weeks of riding and camping, eating and sleeping outdoors, had tanned her skin and put a sparkle in her eyes. Too, she had gained weight. No more was she utterly exhausted at the end of a day’s hard ride. No more were the other girls livelier than she. Now she felt equal to any situation that might arise.


      She had walked from the camp a ways to drink in the beauty of the night. Unconsciously she had taken the same route Gale had ridden earlier in the day. Ahead of her was the rise over which Gale had gone. Valerie strolled along. The moon came out and threw dark shadows under the trees and brush. Glancing up suddenly, Valerie was startled. She was sure she had seen a figure step behind a group of trees ahead of her. She laughed at her own fears. Nervousness wasn’t usually one of her traits. It must be that Gale’s disappearance was preying on her mind. She was beginning to imagine ominous sounds and sights. She frowned at the thought of Gale and kicked an unoffending pebble from her path. She might as well go back and try to sleep. There was no use wandering about like a lost sheep. If the others discovered her absence they would be alarmed and there was no cause to create a disturbance.


      She decided to walk to the top of the rise and take a look at the plain that stretched away to the right. She liked to see the plains in the moonlight; it all looked as though the earth had been sprinkled with silver dust. Then she would go back to camp, probably to lay awake until dawn, she thought darkly. It was no use to argue about it. She worried about Gale and about what might have happened. With rustlers and bank robbers in the vicinity, what might not have happened? Too, there was something about Tom and Jim that made her apprehensive. They seemed to be waiting for something. Their whole attitude was one of preparedness, but for what? Did they expect the outlaws to come to the girls’ camp? The men would hardly do that she thought with a smile. Why should they?


      She came to the rise of ground and stood there in the moonlight, overlooking the plain. For a moment her eyes were somewhat dazzled by the brilliance of the moonlight. Then she discerned a low cloud of dust rolling along the horizon. Small dark figures she discerned. What could it be? She knew, Jim had told them, that a herd of the K Bar O was somewhere off there to the right. But were the riders moving the cattle tonight? They were moving swiftly, too, she could tell.


      Another thought occurred to her and her eyes narrowed with suspicion. Could it be rustlers? Rustlers stealing another herd of K Bar O cattle? It was possible, she declared to herself. The regular riders would scarcely be moving the cattle so swiftly so late at night. There was no reason they should. On the other hand, if it were rustlers, and if it were K Bar O cattle, where were the regular riders? Didn’t they keep a close watch these nights when there was such danger in the air? If she were Gale’s uncle, she would put extra men on in an endeavor to catch the thieves. Suppose there was trickery among the hired hands? Suppose one of the riders whom Mr. Wilson trusted was in league with the outlaws? It was quite possible. The man could very easily fix it so the rustlers would have a clear hand. Was that what was happening? She frowned thoughtfully. At any rate, she was sure that it was rustlers moving K Bar O cattle and she was going to tell Jim and Tom about it.


      She turned and her heart froze in her throat. Before her two men stepped forward to block the path. Rough hands seized her and she was lifted bodily from the ground. Kicking and squirming she let out a piercing scream to summon the help of her camp mates. Just one scream, no more was she allowed. She was roughly and effectively silenced and carried to where two horses stood docilely among the trees. Her captors mounted and she was swung up in front of one of them across the saddle. It was no use to fight. Her captors were much stronger than she and there was no course but to submit in stormy but, she hoped, dignified silence as the two horses started away.


      CHAPTER XII


      Gone


      Phyllis reached out a hand. “Awake, Val?” But when there was no answer and her hand encountered empty air she sat up alarmed. “Val?” she called softly. Still there was no answer and Phyllis went to the tent flap and stepped out. Everywhere was silence. “Val!” she called again.


      “What’s the matter?” a soft voice spoke behind her and Virginia joined her.


      Phyllis smiled. “Can’t you sleep either?”


      “No,” Virginia answered. “But—Val. Where is she?”


      “She isn’t in the tent. I thought she might have stepped out here,” Phyllis said with a thoughtful frown. “But I don’t see her. I wonder where she can be?”


      “Probably went for a walk,” Virginia smiled. “I suppose she was thinking of Gale. I wish it was morning,” she added uneasily.


      “What do you honestly think has happened to Gale?” Phyllis asked.


      “I wish I knew,” Virginia said with a sigh. “I wish I knew,” she repeated.


      “Will you two chatterboxes please go to sleep?” Tom yawned from his blankets. “Regular night owls, that’s what you are.”


      “We can’t sleep,” Virginia said, seating herself cross-legged on the ground beside her brother. “And there is no reason you should either,” she added mischievously.


      “Go away!” her brother implored. “We have to get up at dawn.”


      “Anything wrong?” Jim asked, sitting up and shaking off his blanket. “Girls all right?”


      “Val has gone for a walk,” Phyllis informed him. “How long ago I don’t know.”


      “I wish—” Virginia was beginning when she stopped.


      From the darkness behind them came a piercing scream. It echoed like thunder through the sleeping stillness of the valley. It brought the remaining girls tumbling from their tent. The four by the campfire exchanged startled, incredible glances.


      “That was Val’s voice!” Phyllis said with an effort.


      “Come on, Jim!” Tom was already disappearing into the sagebrush. Behind him was Jim and the girls trailed after. No one proposed to be left alone in camp.


      But, uncertain as they were of the exact spot from whence the scream had come, they thrashed about in the darkness finding nothing. Finally Tom held up a commanding hand for silence.


      “Listen!” he ordered.


      There was borne to them on the night air the pounding of hoofs. For a time they were heard and then the sound died slowly into silence.


      “Horses!” Janet said incredibly. “But who—why—who screamed?” she demanded.


      Jim was off at top speed for the spot where the horses must have been when they started. When the rest joined him he was bending over examining hoof marks with the aid of a burning pine faggot. He stamped the torch out when he saw the girls and turned to lead the way back to camp. There he bent serious glances upon all of them.


      “Tom,” he said finally, “saddle your horse and ride to the ranch for yore father and some men. Don’t lose any time about it either. There’s something mighty funny goin’ on up here and we’re goin’ to need help.”


      The girls exchanged frightened glances.


      “What do you think, Jim?” Virginia asked.


      “I think, I know,” he corrected himself, “those riders we heard were the bandits we’ve been runnin’ across ever since we came on this trip. I think they’ve got Miss Valerie just as they’ve probably got yore other friend.”


      “You mean—Gale?” Carol asked in a whisper.


      “I shore do and unless we do something mighty prompt there’s no tellin’ what’ll happen.”


      Tom had hastily thrown his saddle on his horse and now he led the creature into the circle of firelight. In his hand he carried his revolver. Gravely he handed it to Virginia.


      “You might need it before I get back,” he said.


      “But you—” Virginia protested.


      “I’ll get another,” he said calmly. “You’ll stick to the camp, Jim?” he asked turning to the cowboy.


      “I can’t do nothin’ until you and yore Dad come,” Jim replied. “One wouldn’t have a chance against a couple of those fellows.”


      “Right you are!” Tom agreed and swung himself into the saddle. “I’ll probably be back sometime about noon,” he said and was off.


      As long as they could hear them, the girls listened to the rumbling beat of his horse’s hoofs. When silence settled down on the valley again they looked expectantly at Jim and Virginia. The latter two were westerners, versed in the ways of the West. Surely they could tell the girls what they could do. It was inconceivable that they should sit idle for hours and hours, just waiting for Tom and his companions to come.


      “Can’t we do something?” Madge asked, voicing the desire of all of them.


      “We can make sure that nobody enters or leaves this camp without all of us knowing it,” Jim said sternly.


      “What could Val have been thinking of to wander off like that?” Virginia added worriedly.


      “She probably didn’t think there was anything to fear,” Phyllis defended. “What are we to do?” she asked of Jim.


      “Get your revolver,” he said crisply.


      Phyllis bent down and pulled it from her boot. She had taken the suggestion from Gale, and now she was never without it.


      “We’ll have to watch the camp,” Virginia said practically. “Is that your idea, Jim?”


      “Yes. I’ll take a spot here in the shadows.” Jim indicated the direction from which Val’s scream had come. He stationed Virginia and Phyllis on both sides of the camp. The others, unarmed, could go back to bed or do as they pleased as long as there was no noise and they didn’t leave the camp.


      “As though we could sleep,” Janet sniffed disdainfully when bed was suggested.


      “I’m going to sit with Virginia,” Madge said and departed to take up her post in the shadows at Virginia’s side.


      Carol and Janet went off to join Phyllis and so once more silence descended on the Adventure Girls’ camp.


      Virginia and Madge sat with their backs against a tree, facing the camp. Protected by the heavy shadows all around them, the girls could see the camp site clearly, but anyone coming stealthily onto the camp could not see them.


      “Why do you suppose Jim thinks it necessary to guard the camp?” Madge whispered.


      “It looks as though those bandits were interested in us for some reason,” Virginia murmured. “Why should they kidnap two of the girls, as Jim thinks they did, unless for some special reason?”


      Madge thought this over for a moment. “But what reason could they have?” she asked at length.


      “I don’t know,” Virginia answered.


      It was strange. The girls had done nothing to warrant this attack on them by the outlaws. Or had they? They couldn’t tell what Gale or Val might have found after they left the camp. Perhaps they had stumbled on the hiding place of the bandits and now were being held prisoner by those very outlaws. Virginia half smiled to herself. The girls had come out for a restful, interesting summer and they had stumbled into a feud of bandits and rustlers.


      She hoped fervently that Tom, riding hard toward the K Bar O, was safe. Since he had given her his gun, it left him unarmed and if he should come face to face with any of the rustlers— She turned her thoughts sternly away from that subject. She had faith in Tom’s ability to take care of himself. He was no child, he was older than she, and he knew the range land and its secrets. The only time he had left the ranch was when he had been away to school. After graduation he had returned eagerly to his interrupted western life. Virginia settled herself more comfortably. No, Tom would be all right. It was not him she should worry about, but the two girls who had disappeared so mysteriously.


      Since she was ten and Gale nine, Virginia had not seen her cousin until that day weeks before when the ramshackle car had puffed into the ranch yard and its occupants had piled gratefully from it. They had exchanged letters faithfully, but they never really knew each other until they started on this camping trip. Riding, eating, sleeping, laughing together in the vast silence and beauty of Virginia’s native state, the two cousins had grown close. Now Virginia knew and admired her cousin tremendously. She recognized in Gale the same high ideals and love of truth and sincerity that she herself cherished. There was in Gale, too, a spirit of mischievous recklessness and courage that delighted Virginia. In Gale’s gray eyes there burned a continual spark and her red lips were always laughing. She liked Gale, honestly and whole-heartedly. She wanted to be one of her firmest friends, because she was sure Gale would be loyal and unselfish to those who won her deepest friendship.


      Smothering a yawn, Virginia glanced at Madge beside her and received a sunny smile. She smiled in answer and folded her arms. She liked all the girls that had come West with Gale. What a fine name they had chosen for themselves. The Adventure Girls! The very words spoke of fun, mystery, and excitement. They must have countless good times. All of them were capable of stirring up mischief and excitement. She wondered how so many different natures had ever come together. She must ask Gale sometime how they had first formed their group.


      The darkness was like a heavy blanket and the faint wind was soothing. The trees stirred faintly overhead. The few remaining embers of the campfire in front of them glowed like a small red eye through the blackness. Each faint sound was like a roar in their ears. Their nerves were on edge and magnified each whisper of a leaf or cracking of a twig. The stars overhead were fading and the moonlight was waning. Far, far in the east the first faint streaks of daylight were creeping into the sky.


      Virginia straightened up, startled. She had been asleep! That was her first chagrining thought. Jim had put her on guard and she had fallen asleep. Madge grinned at her when they glanced at one another.


      “Have a good nap?” she asked laughingly.


      Virginia laughed too. “Why didn’t you wake me?” she demanded.


      “What for?” Madge asked blandly. “Nothing happened. In fact,” she giggled, “I’ve a sneaking suspicion that I was asleep too.”


      “Wouldn’t we make fine night watchmen?” Virginia laughed.


      Jim had stepped into the circle of the camp and now he called them. “Might as well have breakfast,” he suggested practically.


      “When should Tom get back?” Phyllis asked.


      “It’s a long ride to the ranch house,” Jim said, poking at the fire. “Best he could do would be sometime this afternoon.”


      The girls said nothing but each felt a sinking of the heart at the big delay it meant. It would be hours yet before they could start looking for their comrades.


      They had breakfast, consisting mainly of steaming hot coffee and warmed biscuits; but at that, they felt better, more cheerful, after a little food. They could look upon Gale’s and Val’s absence with more fortitude and confidence in the good fortune of their friends. Both absent girls were resourceful and quick-witted. Perhaps nothing serious had happened to them after all.


      The girls were wondering what to do with themselves during the hours they must spend when the galloping of hoof beats was heard. Their hearts beat faster. Was it Tom and men from the ranch or—could it possibly be the bandits?


      CHAPTER XIII


      Rescue


      Darkness found Gale in much the same position she had occupied through the rainstorm, standing beside her horse and gently stroking his nozzle. The rain had stopped but she was uncomfortably wet. She wondered whether this was a climate where one caught colds easily. If so, she would probably have a dandy tomorrow. The horse shifted his feet impatiently and nudged her shoulder.


      She smiled at him. “Impatient to be off, old boy? So am I. Something tells me that this is going to be a night of excitement. I wonder if I’m being foolhardy in spying on these fellows. I might be, you know,” she said seriously to the horse. He nodded his head as though in agreement. “Oh, so you think I’m foolhardy, do you? But on the other hand, I might be able to help Uncle. What do you think, old fellow?”


      The horse shook his head and whinnied softly. “Please don’t do that,” she said hastily, a hand on his nose. “If you make such a noise you might bring those men out to investigate and that wouldn’t be lucky for either you or me.”


      The stars came out and with them the moon. The bright moonlight made Gale frown in annoyance. Any other time she would have marveled at the white radiance of Mr. Moon, but now it was indiscreet. The cabin where she was to do her spying stood squarely in the center of a large patch of moonlight. There would be no skulking in darkness close to it. If she hoped to get close enough to peer in a window or to hear what was being said, she would not only have to cross that moonlit space but to stand in the white light, clearly visible to anyone coming to the cabin. Well, she had made up her mind what she wanted to do and now she was going through with it.


      She wondered what her friends were thinking at her absence. She wished there was some way she could let them know she was safe and sound. But in an hour or two she would be on her way back to them with information that might be valuable. She wished she had a good supper, though. That was what ailed her horse too, he was hungry.


      Through the trees she could see that there was a light in the cabin and smoke curled from the chimney. Loud voices too, could be heard. Perhaps they were planning something this very minute. Making sure her horse was securely tied to a tree, Gale started slowly toward the cabin. It would be a ticklish business and goodness knew what might happen if she was caught. She approached the rear of the cabin but it was no good to take up a post here. The window was too high for her to see in and the voices were merely an indistinguishable blur through the thick wall.


      Before the cabin stood six horses, reins hanging and their heads drooped forward. Six horses! That meant there were six riders in the cabin. Coming around the corner of the cabin, Gale trod heavily on a twig and it snapped loudly. She stood still on the verge of flight, her heart racing. But when no one came she realized that they were making too much noise to hear such a slight sound. Evidently it was an occasion for celebration for they all seemed in high spirits.


      The window where she had meant to make her observations was closed but the door stood ajar. It was perilous looking in at the window, for any moment one of them might glance toward the glass and see her. Gale discovered that, pressed flat against the wall beside the open door, she could hear everything being said, though she could not see the occupants. It was the latter position that she took. Making herself as flat as possible against the rough logs, so there was scarcely risk of detection as long as the men remained indoors, Gale strained her ears to make sense of the conversation.


      Suddenly their voices lowered, tones became confiding and mysterious. Now Gale could distinguish only snatches of what was being said. She slid a little closer to the open door.


      “Pedro will stay here,” one man said sternly. “Three of you will tend to the cows and the two of us will scout around to that dude camp and see what’s goin’ on.”


      Gale wondered if there was another party of easterners camping in the hills, or did those words “dude camp” apply to her and her friends? Quite possibly they did. But why were these men interested in what they did?


      “They’re too near the cattle to suit me,” one of the other outlaws said in a deep rumbling voice. “Suppose they see us? Then they’ll be able to give a nice little description to the Sheriff.”


      He didn’t sound like an original westerner, Gale thought. More like a gangster of the movie type. Another voice joined in, soft and slurring. A Mexican, probably a half-breed, she decided mentally. For a while she could catch no more of what they said and then only a word here and there. But finally she knew enough that they planned to steal more of the K Bar O cattle. Should she go now and tell Jim and Tom so they could forestall the thieves? No, she would wait longer. Perhaps there was something more she could learn. Where they were taking the cattle for instance. As though in reply to her thoughts, the Mexican spoke again.


      “You should have the cows across the border by morning.”


      But there seemed to be some little dispute about this. Three of the men started arguing. There was a step near her and a man’s shadow fell on the ground where the light from the doorway streamed out. He was standing in the doorway looking across to the trees. If he turned an inch more in her direction he would see her. Gale held her breath and leaned stiffly against the wall. He must hear her heart beating so loudly. It sounded like thunder in her own ears. Tossing his cigarette out to the ground the man turned and stepped back into the cabin again. Gale almost sank to the ground in sheer relief. Pure luck, that was all it had been, that kept the man from sensing her presence. If he had stepped just a bit farther out, or turned just a bit more in her direction, she would have been discovered. And then what would have happened? She refused to think about that. Cautiously she moved a few paces away from the door. There was no need for her to invite exposure.


      Heavy steps sounded in the cabin and with lightning rapidity Gale disappeared around the corner of the building and none too soon. Two of the riders strode to their horses and mounted.


      “Follow in an hour, Shorty,” one of them called and the two departed.


      Were they the two who were going to investigate the camp, she wondered. She hoped her friends would have some warning of the men’s approach and were able to prepare themselves. She would like to have followed them but she meant to stick here and see what happened. The rustlers were leaving one man at the cabin. Why? What further than robbery did they plot? Were they planning to return here and use the cabin as their hiding place after the K Bar O cattle were safely across the border? If that was it, she wanted to know so she could send the Sheriff and his men here and be sure it was no wild goose chase.


      The moon was high overhead and moving slowly toward the west. Gale had no means of knowing what time it was for she wore no wrist watch, but she judged it to be about midnight. She would say it was an hour since the two riders had left, but still the other three had not followed them. The four of them were having a high old time, she reflected as a loud laugh floated out to her. She seated herself on the ground and leaned against the wall. Might as well be comfortable while she waited for something to happen. She was at the side, safe from immediate discovery should they come out without warning. But it would be better not to remain seated here, should she hear them, for it might just happen that they would come around this side.


      Suddenly the loud talking came to an end and there was a scraping as of chairs on the floor. Three men came to the door and walked leisurely to their horses. Gale was peeping around from the back of the cabin now and she watched them as they rode away. There remained now only one man in the cabin. Cautiously she went around to the window at the front. Slowly she brought her eyes up to the level of the windowsill and gazed in. The Mexican—she had been right as to his nationality she realized now—sat before the fireplace, his chair tilted back, his feet propped on the table. In his hands he held a stick of wood and a knife and he whistled as he sent the chips flying. His profile was toward Gale and she shivered at the ugliness of his countenance.


      “Wouldn’t like to meet him in a dark alley,” she reflected to herself as she studied him. A long scar ran down his cheek, making his profile even more repulsive than it would ordinarily have been. “Something definite with which to identify him, that scar,” she told herself as she left the window.


      The moon as it moved westward caused a dark, heavy shadow on the far side of the cabin and Gale stepped into its protecting blackness. A sudden thought of her horse occurred to her and she went back to where he was tied to see if he was secure and safe. There was no telling when she might want him in a hurry. She might have to leave suddenly, she thought humorously. She returned to the cabin and sat down in the protecting shadow. She wondered if there was a harder thing in the world than the job of waiting. Her eyes were growing uncomfortably heavy and the danger of falling asleep was very near. She smothered a yawn and stood up. If she fell asleep now!


      What was that? The gallop of hoofs? It was. And they were coming to the cabin here. Who was it? The outlaws coming back from their nightly marauding? Or could it, by some inconceivable magic, be Tom or Jim looking for her? Somehow she had not expected them to. At any rate not at night. Of course if she didn’t return to camp by the morning, no doubt they would go out to look for her. But she planned to be safely among them by morning. Meanwhile, those horses were drawing nearer. At last they came into the moonlight from the direction she herself had come early that afternoon.


      There were two horses but it looked as though one horse was carrying a double load. Gale’s interest was aroused. Who was it? The horses were pulled up short in front of the cabin and Gale flattened herself against the wall. She did not have as good a view of the new arrivals as she might have wished for, but she could catch glimpses of them and she could hear their voices. Right now they seemed anything but pleased. They were having trouble with something—or someone.


      “Let me go!”


      Out of the thin air, it seemed to Gale, she heard Valerie’s voice. Valerie here! How did she get here? Was she on the horse with one of the outlaws? That must be the explanation of the double burden one of the horses was carrying. In some way, the men had kidnapped Valerie and brought her here. Gale rejoiced inwardly now that she had stayed, but her heart leapt and her hands clenched the next second when she heard what sounded like a slap and a half smothered scream from Valerie.


      “Maybe that’ll keep you quiet for a while,” one of the men said.


      Gale longed to rush out and interfere on Valerie’s behalf but she knew how foolish that would be. She could only wait for an opportunity and pray that they did not seriously harm Val. That it should be Valerie made it all the more tragic in Gale’s estimation. If it had been Phyllis or Madge or Virginia, one more able to stand rough handling and hardship, Gale would have been more optimistic about her chances. But with Val she was worried. She, Gale, had to help her friend, but how?


      Carefully she approached her post by the window and looked in. Valerie was seated in a chair by the fireplace and the Mexican was approaching with two straps from the saddle lying in the corner. He proceeded to strap Val’s hands to the chair posts. The other two riders watched him for a moment and then came toward the door. Gale hastily retreated and did not appear again until their horses were lost in the black trees. Back at the window she watched, while the Mexican walked slowly around his captive, deliberately appraising her. The door was closed and she could not hear what was being said, but it was evident that Valerie was saying uncomplimentary things for the breed’s face was growing blacker and blacker with rage.


      It was Gale’s intention to call the Mexican from the cabin on some ruse and while he was out slip in and cut Val free. But for that purpose she would need a knife. She ran back to her horse. In her saddle bag she carried a knife and, while she was here, it would be just as well to move her horse up closer to the cabin. If she and Val had to make a dash for it, it would be well not to have to run too far. Leaving her horse standing at the rim of the open space where the cabin was, she approached the window again. Now she had to think of a ruse to get the Mexican out of the cabin.


      The light in the cabin was from the fire in the fireplace and from two lanterns which cast a sickly yellow glow over the occupants of the building and the meager furnishings. Gale could see the Mexican bending over Val, leering at her. She could see Val’s bright eyes and flushed cheeks. Whatever the Mexican was saying to taunt her, it had thoroughly aroused Val’s temper. She saw Val’s lips move and wished desperately that she might hear what the girl said. But the walls of the cabin were thick and the windows and doors closed, effectively smothering all sound. The Mexican’s hand shot out and struck Val a heavy blow across the cheek, bringing a dark red stain to the white skin.


      Gale saw Val’s head droop until her chin rested on her chest. What was wrong? Was she going to cry now, of all times? It was just what the Mexican wanted, to make her grovel. Evidently the Mexican thought he had subdued all signs of rebellion in his fair prisoner for he bent closer with a sneering smile. But it was a trick! When the Mexican bent over, Val’s foot shot up and kicked him hard in the pit of the stomach. He stumbled backward, doubled over in pain.


      Gale could have danced in delight. Three cheers for Val! Her fighting blood was up. Gale found herself a little surprised at Val’s daring. Val had more courage than the girls had given her credit for. But now would come a reckoning. The Mexican was straightening up, his face still contorted with pain, and drawing a knife from his belt. He took two steps toward Val, caressing the knife with loving fingers. If Val was afraid, she gave no sign of it and for that Gale admired her all the more. She was quite well aware that had she been in Val’s place she would have been scared green. The Mexican looked awfully intent on doing a bit of carving.


      As for Val, she was frightened. The light in the half-breed’s eyes and the way he held the knife sent little shivers up her back. She twisted vainly at the bonds about her hands. Must she sit here while he stuck his knife into her? But for all her terror, she gave no sign of it. Her head was high and her gaze steady.


      “Ah! You are brave my leetle one!” the Mexican said with his slurring accent. “But you weel not be so brave w’en I have—what eez that?”


      To Val’s ears it sounded like hoofbeats. She prayed earnestly that it was. Even if it was but the other two bandits coming back, it would delay the Mexican’s knife a little longer.


      Gale, recognizing that the Mexican sought revenge for that kick and was intent upon securing that revenge with his knife, cast about quickly for some means of getting him from the cabin. Her eyes came round from the window to the Mexican’s horse standing meekly a few paces away. She crossed to him, pulled the reins up over his head and gave him a sharp slap on the flank. The horse started forward with a jerk and Gale disappeared around the side of the cabin. With the sound of the hoofbeats the door of the cabin was pulled open and the Mexican stepped to the ground. Gale could see him staring after his horse, but he made no effort to chase the animal as she had hoped he would. He stood there for several minutes until the horse had disappeared and then with a smothered exclamation of disgust or wrath stalked back into the cabin. Her ruse had failed. He didn’t apparently care what happened to his horse. Now what was she going to do? Val needed help and she, Gale, must do something. She didn’t have time to go for Jim or Tom. She would have to handle the Mexican herself, and hope that she and Val would have a fighting chance. If he should foil her attempt at rescue, then they would both be his helpless prisoners and anything might happen! She laughed nervously at her own lack of confidence. She wasn’t very optimistic at any rate. However, they would see—what they would see.


      She peeped in the window again. The Mexican was wiping the blade of his knife carefully on his shirt sleeve. She knew he was so deliberately cool and slow just to keep Valerie in suspense and to undermine her courage. She looked at her friend. Valerie’s color had faded a bit and her eyes were a little more luminous, but not with fear. She saw Val’s lips move again but she didn’t know that Val had said:


      “Well, why don’t you get it over with?”


      “In time, my leetle one, in time,” Pedro laughed.


      “If you don’t hurry my friends might arrive and spoil your little party,” Valerie continued imperturbably.


      He laughed again. “They weel not come here, my friend.”


      “Yes they will,” Valerie said coolly, “and when they do, you will look very handsome—at the end of a rope.”


      “Rope?” he pretended not to understand her.


      “Yes, a rope,” Valerie said bluntly, “for they will hang you to the highest limb of the nearest tree and your friends with you!”


      He laughed, albeit a tiny gleam of fear had flickered for a moment in his eyes.


      “But I weel not be here,” he said smoothly. “And you, my preety flower, will not be able to tell them w’ere I have gone.”


      Valerie swallowed with difficulty. The fellow was getting on her nerves. He knew her story about her friends coming had been a bluff and he was gloating over the fact. If something didn’t happen soon, her nerve would go to pieces.


      CHAPTER XIV


      Trapped


      Gale, her revolver clasped firmly in her right hand, and the knife with which she was to free Valerie secure in her left, crept forward to the door. What if the door was bolted on the inside? That would spoil everything! With her foot she pushed on the heavy panels and, creaking protestingly, the door swung inward.


      The Mexican had wheeled sharply when the door first moved, and now he stared in amazement at the slender girl on the threshold and then at the business-like revolver in her hand.


      “Oh, Gale!” was all that Valerie could manage to utter, so great was her joy and relief.


      “Hands up, Señor,” Gale commanded.


      The knife clattered to the floor as the Mexican obediently raised his arms above his head. Gale walked forward to Valerie.


      “O. K., Val?”


      “Yes—now,” Val said, with answering smile.


      The Mexican, thinking to catch Gale off guard, slowly lowered his arms, but she was watching him.


      “Reach for the sky, you!” she said savagely. “I’m not afraid to shoot, so be careful.”


      But the Mexican, his pride outraged that such a slip of a girl should dare oppose him, lunged forward and caught Gale’s wrist in his hand. Gale’s finger pressed the trigger, but the bullet sped harmlessly past him. His fingers were like steel talons about her wrist, hurting so she had to drop the revolver. It fell to the floor by her foot and a kick sent it spinning into the corner. At the same time she pulled herself free of the man and darted to the other side of the rickety table. He retrieved his knife from the floor and took a few catlike steps toward her.


      Gale retreated until she stumbled against a stool. She gripped it firmly and watched her enemy.


      “Don’t come near me!” she warned.


      Forgotten was the knife she still had. Now she had another plan of defense and, desperate as it was, she meant to use it. The Mexican came nearer and she swung the stool up with a crashing blow against his head. It was an effective means of subduing him, for he crumpled to the floor without a sound.


      “That was the one I owed him,” Val muttered.


      Gale shivered, and turning away, secured her gun and went across to Val, her back deliberately upon her fallen enemy. It took but a moment to slash Valerie’s bonds.


      “Oh, Gale!” Valerie said, almost sobbing, her head on Gale’s shoulder. Now that there was no longer any reason for her to be brave, reaction had set in. “It was—horrible!”


      “You were marvelous!” Gale said soothingly.


      “I was scared!” Val contradicted with a nervous laugh. “And now I’m acting like a silly goose. Oh, Gale, how did you get here? Where did you come from?”


      “I was here all the time,” Gale said, “ever since this afternoon. But we’ll have explanations later. Come along, we have to get out of here.”


      “Slowly my young friends!” an oily voice spoke behind Gale.


      The latter could see Val’s face whiten with sudden terror. She heard her catch her breath and felt her tremble.


      “Gale—he was shamming—it was a trick. He’s got a gun!” Val whispered brokenly.


      Gale put Valerie from her and turned about. The Mexican was peering along the barrel of a rifle leveled at them. Her gaze went beyond him to the corner where lay the saddle and where, this afternoon, she had found the same rifle he now held. Her hand went into her breeches pocket and she smiled broadly.


      The more the Mexican glowered over the gun at them, the more Gale smiled. Valerie watched her friend with amazement. Had the evening’s events mentally unbalanced Gale? It was no situation at which to laugh. At least she didn’t see the funny side.


      “Gale! What’s the matter?” Val asked, shaking Gale’s arm vigorously. “Are you crazy? He’ll shoot!”


      “No, he won’t,” Gale said, shaking her head. “He can’t. The gun isn’t loaded.” For an instant the rifle wavered. “Look for yourself,” she invited, hoping desperately that it hadn’t been reloaded.


      Pedro did so and with a muttered exclamation of disgust flung the gun aside.


      “And now we’ll let you take Val’s place,” Gale said, leveling her revolver at him. “Come on, sit down there!”


      It took but a moment to fasten him as securely as Valerie had been. He glared at them all the while.


      “W’en I am free I will keel you!” he promised balefully.


      “Ah, but you won’t be free,” Gale assured him happily. “The Sheriff will take care of that.”


      “You t’ink so, eh?” he laughed. “The gringo jail cannot hol’ me!”


      “Sure of yourself, aren’t you?” was Gale’s opinion.


      He nodded. “I know. An’ I weel fin’ you and wit’ my knife I weel slash so—”


      “Never mind the details,” Valerie interrupted. “Come on, Gale, let’s leave him.”


      “Right you are,” Gale said cheerily. “Well, Pedro, the next time we see you I hope you are behind bars.”


      “I weel not be,” he said confidently.


      Outside was the sound of voices. Valerie turned startled eyes to Gale. The Mexican laughed and then Gale understood why he had talked so loud and confidently. He had talked to cover the sound of approaching horses and he had succeeded. His friends had returned and they were trapped.


      Gale’s mind worked with lightning rapidity. If their plans had worked only two outlaws were to return here. The other three would be busy taking cattle across the border into Mexico. But even two—


      “What will we do, Gale?” Valerie’s voice was steady. The emergency had brought back her courage.


      Gale thrust her revolver into Val’s hand and snatched up the rifle. She brought the shells from her pocket and loaded it.


      “Get on the other side of the door,” she directed her friend. “We have to take ’em by surprise or else—”


      Valerie shivered. “Yes,” she agreed, “or else!”


      “Steady,” Gale warned, “here they come.”


      There was a ring of a bootheel as the two men approached the cabin unsuspectingly. Gale was on one side of the doorway and Val on the other. As the men stepped into the room and stopped aghast at the sight of the Mexican, the girls stepped forward. The two, taken utterly unaware by the pressure of the gun muzzles in their backs, raised their hands obediently.


      “Face the wall,” Gale ordered, and the two turned meekly. She knew if she gave them time to overcome their surprise they would not be so docile. Cautiously she reached forward and secured first one man’s gun and then the other. While Valerie watched the two, Gale emptied the guns, put the shells into her pocket and tossed the revolvers onto the table.


      “What shall we do with them?” Valerie asked nervously, indicating the two men standing, faces to the wall, at the rear of the cabin.


      “That’s what I’m wondering,” Gale murmured with a frown. “I suppose one should watch them while one goes back to camp for Tom and Jim.”


      “Well,” Val said firmly, “I’m sure I couldn’t find the way back to the camp, and I refuse to stay here alone! So what?”


      “Indeed, so what?” Gale returned. “We have to do one or the other. Stand still there!” she warned, as one of the outlaws made as though to turn around. “Don’t forget I’ve got a gun and I know how to use it.”


      “It’s almost morning,” Val said.


      Through the window they could see the sky growing lighter as night faded into dawn. One of the bandits turned about.


      “See here you—”


      “Keep quiet,” Gale commanded, “and turn around.”


      “No kid is gonna tell me what to do,” the man returned. “I’ll—”


      Deliberately Gale raised her gun and fired a bullet into the wall over his head. “I might hit you next time,” she said sweetly.


      The man turned then with a muttered exclamation that only his companion heard. The two of them stood with their faces to the wall while the girls held a conference.


      “We have to do something,” Valerie said. “And in a hurry too,” she added.


      “What’s that?” Gale asked.


      Val went to the window and looked out. Coming into view between the trees were riders, about six of them and all of them carried rifles across their saddles.


      “Horses,” Val answered in a low, worried tone. “I wonder if their pals are to come back this morning?”


      “Maybe some of them,” Gale replied uneasily. “Now what will we do? I wish we had never got mixed up in this.”


      “No more than I do,” Val agreed. “Well?” she asked.


      “Can you recognize any of the riders?” Gale wanted to know.


      “No,” Val answered, gazing out the window. “They are not coming toward the cabin now. They seem to be having a conference about what to do.”


      “If they come on here we are lost,” Gale declared. “We’ll have to stop them.”


      Val turned to watch the outlaws while Gale took a look out the window. There were men in the distance, but they were indistinguishable in the gray light of dawn and because of the thickness of the trees. While she watched, they started forward toward the cabin. She raised her rifle and fired a bullet that raised a spurt of dust in front of the advancing horses. That had the desired effect. The men retreated to the trees again. There they seemed to spread out fanlike.


      “Going to surround the place,” she said to Val. “We’re trapped all right. We might as well invite them in now.”


      “We won’t give up without a fight,” Val said staunchly.


      At the moment she spoke a well-planted bullet shook the center panel of the door. The girls exchanged looks.


      “I don’t think it will be much of a fight,” Gale said. “We have only one rifle bullet left. That won’t be much help.”


      “I’d like to know who it is,” Valerie said with a frown. “If it is these fellows’ friends why did they stop before they got to the cabin in the first place?”


      Another bullet thudded into the door. The outlaws looked about uneasily.


      “Why don’t you go out and meet your friends,” one of them demanded of Gale.


      She regarded him with a shrewd glance. “Our friends?” she murmured. “Are you sure you weren’t expecting anybody?”


      “Shore, the King of England,” the other man drawled loftily.


      “Do you suppose it could be our friends?” Valerie asked.


      “Too many,” Gale said immediately, but she was uncertain.


      Were the outlaws as uneasy over these new arrivals as they seemed? Or was it pretense to trick the girls? Gale wished she knew. To her the terror of the outlaws seemed real enough. There was no mistaking the fear on the face of Pedro when a bullet entered through the window and pinged against the fireplace alarmingly close to him. They feared these men, but why? Were the new arrivals officers of the law or a band of rival outlaws? Were there such things as rival groups of bandits?


      Gale pulled Val against the wall beside her. It was safest out of range of any gun that might shoot in the window. Suddenly from the rear of the cabin came a shout. Another voice took it up. A hasty glance out the window showed men running from cover and toward the door.


      “Use your gun,” screamed one of the outlaws.


      “No,” Gale said firmly. “We’ll see who they are—first!”


      CHAPTER XV


      Capture


      Walking to the door Gale threw it open and stepped into the arms of the two men who rushed forward. She recognized them with a great overwhelming joy.


      “Tom! Jim! How on earth did you get here? Who—”


      “We’ve brought the Sheriff and his men,” Tom said breathlessly. “Looks as though you had the situation well in hand,” he added after he had greeted Valerie and taken in the sight of Pedro and the other two.


      The Sheriff with two of his deputies crowded into the room and took charge of the three bandits.


      “Reckon you’ll do no more rustlin’ cattle or robbin’ banks,” the Sheriff said, as he snapped handcuffs on the bigger of the two, while one of his men did the same with Pedro.


      “Ya can’t keep me in jail,” the man returned. “An’ when I get out—I’m goin’ after these two kids!”


      “Threats won’t get you anywhere,” Tom said practically. “Well, girls, want to go back to camp? Your chums are pretty worried about you.”


      Valerie and Gale mounted the latter’s horse and Tom took them back to camp. Jim remained with the Sheriff to see the prisoners started on their way to the K Bar O and from there to Coxton. Later he would join the Adventure Girls again.


      “Who shot at us from the window?” Tom demanded as they jogged along.


      Gale grinned. “I did. How did I know it was help? I thought it was some more bandits.”


      “And you were taking no chances, eh?” Tom laughed.


      “But how did you know we were in the cabin?” Valerie asked him next.


      “Recognized Gale’s horse standing in back,” Tom replied. “How did you get there in the first place?”


      “When the rain came on yesterday I was looking for shelter,” Gale explained. “I got in there and just had time to crawl out the back window when I saw the men ride up. I decided to hang around and see if I could learn anything about the cattle that are being stolen from your Dad. I did. I heard them plotting to steal some more last night and drive them over the border into Mexico. Then all but the Mexican went away. Along about midnight two men came back and had Val with them. From then on things moved fast.”


      “I saw the rustlers last night, Tom,” Valerie chimed in. “At least I think it was them. They were rounding up a herd of cattle and I turned to come back to camp and tell you when two men grabbed me and took me to that cabin. There the Mexican managed to scare me out of a year’s growth—until Gale came along.”


      “I left the camp last night for the ranch and to get Dad and some men,” Tom added his bit. “I met the Sheriff and three of his deputies riding out to meet us and this morning we picked up the trail of the two men who had kidnapped you, Valerie. You know what happened after that. Oh, yes, Dad and some of the boys got the three who were after the cows last night.” He smiled. “I want to hear what happened all night and how you managed to trick those fellows, but I’ll be patient until we get back to camp and you’ve had some breakfast. I suppose you are hungry?”


      “Are we!” Gale and Valerie echoed together.


      “And I’m so sleepy I could sleep standing up,” Gale declared.


      “You and me both,” Valerie murmured.


      The three of them soon after rode up to the camp. The girls pounced on the two adventurers and welcomed them with open arms. While they were waited on and served with breakfast they told their story and the other girls declared it thrilling. After the last bite of breakfast Gale and Val went to their tent so sleepy they could scarcely keep their eyes open. They slept the sleep of utter exhaustion for ten hours. When they awoke the sky was aglow with sunset colors and the other girls were waiting with their supper.


      “We are going to ride tonight,” Virginia informed them as the two appeared. “While you were snoozing we had a nap, too, so we could ride by moonlight.”


      “Grand,” Gale declared.


      “We thought you would never wake up,” Janet complained. “How could you sleep so long?”


      “A clear conscience is the secret, my dear,” Valerie declared with a laugh. “I’ll bet you never slept as soundly as we did.”


      “And why shouldn’t I?” Janet demanded in a loud voice. “I’ve nothing on my conscience—”


      “How about the time you spilt ink on the professor’s desk? And the time you rang the fire gong when there was no cause, and the time—” Carol was enumerating when Janet interrupted.


      “They should keep you awake,” Madge added mischievously.


      “You’ve committed just as many crimes,” Janet defended quickly.


      “I’ll wager they have,” Virginia said with a sympathetic arm about Janet’s shoulders. “Well, Tom?” she said to her brother who was approaching from the horses. “All set to go?”


      “As soon as we take down the other tent,” he agreed. “How’re you, girls?” the last was to Gale and Valerie.


      “Fine as a fiddle!” Valerie declared.


      Indeed she appeared to be. Gale had at first watched her friend with some trepidation, remembering the strenuous events of last night. Before, Valerie had always been worn out, utterly exhausted after any excitement or nerve strain. Now she was as calm and steady as any of them. It was borne home to them all that Valerie had surely won her long fight for health.


      Val herself was the happiest as it was natural that she should be. She, too, had been anxious as to the results of last night’s adventure. This morning when she and Gale had gone to bed, tired as she had been, she had feared an undoing of all the good work these weeks in the sun and air had done. But now, to her own amazement as well as to the surprise of her friends, she felt more fit, more cheerful than she had done for many months. It was a continual joy to her to be able to ride and compete equally with her friends, to know that she was as capable of meeting an emergency as any of them.


      “Oh, Val!” Phyllis said, hugging her exultantly. “You look marvelous this morning.”


      “Indeed she does,” Gale agreed, as the three of them walked to their horses.


      “I feel it too,” Val declared.


      “All the credit goes to beautiful Arizona,” Phyllis said cheerily.


      “No it doesn’t,” Val said sturdily. “You girls deserve a vote of thanks on my behalf. I hereby express it,” she said gayly.


      “Who is getting thanked and for what?” Janet interrupted, overtaking the three while Madge, Carol, and Virginia lagged behind.


      “I’m offering all the Adventure Girls a vote of thanks for helping me back to health,” Valerie said.


      “And we claim we didn’t have anything to do with it,” Gale said immediately. “It was sheer grit on Val’s part that she won out.”


      “I’m inclined to agree with you,” Janet said to Gale. “She has been wonderful, hasn’t she?”


      “My word!” Valerie laughed. “I’m getting a lot of bouquets. You will bring on a rainstorm with such compliments.”


      “It’s the truth,” Phyllis asserted. “And our trip has served its purpose.”


      “What do you mean?” Valerie demanded suspiciously. “Was this Arizona trip planned for my especial benefit?”


      “Well, you see—we—ah—” Phyllis floundered.


      “Phyllis Elton!” Janet sighed. “You never open your mouth but you put your foot in it!”


      “Well, I couldn’t help it,” Phyllis grumbled. “Val shouldn’t be so suspicious.”


      “Gale,” Valerie commanded, “tell me what this is all about. What does she mean by the trip has served its purpose? Tell me!” she insisted as Gale hesitated.


      “Why—um—you see, Val, we—got together and sort of talked it over and we decided—”


      “You all decided to spend your summer out here so I could get well,” Val said, a suspicion of tears in her voice. “Was there ever a girl had such friends?”


      “Bosh!” Janet said crisply, immediately dispersing all sentiment. “We did it for ourselves. Aren’t we the Adventure Girls and didn’t we come, out for some more adventures? But so far,” she added humorously, “you and Gale have been doing all the adventuring. Getting kidnapped and—”


      “And almost run through by a Mexican and his knife,” finished Valerie. “Well, from now on, Janet, I cheerfully resign all my adventures in your favor.”


      “Can I count on that?” Janet asked when the other girls joined them.


      “We are on our way home, girls,” sighed Carol, “and all our adventuring is over for another summer. Dear me, winter and school are dull times, don’t you think?”


      “Yes!”


      “No!” came simultaneously from Janet and Phyllis.


      Carol had not spoken the whole truth. They were on their last long ride of the summer, but their adventures were not over, and this they were shortly to discover for themselves.


      CHAPTER XVI


      Alarm


      The moonlight turned the ground to silver dust and gave the girls the appearance of ghostly white riders as, single file, they started on their journey back to the K Bar O ranch house. They were feeling a trifle sad and regretful that it was almost time to leave these wide open spaces they had grown to love, when all thought of the approaching parting was jogged out of them.


      Janet, who had been riding behind Gale, turned her horse from the line to come up beside Phyllis. At the same moment something, presumably a squirrel or jack rabbit, darted across from the side of the trail in front of her horse. She had been riding with loose reins, her horse’s head drooping forward, and now, when her horse reared in sudden fright, she was almost unseated. The horse stood for a moment balanced on his hind legs, pawing the air wildly with his forehoofs, then came down to earth and raced away, Janet trying frantically to retrieve her reins.


      Jim had joined them again for the return to the ranch house, and now the minute he saw Janet’s horse was a runaway, urged his own mount after the girl’s. Tom was a close second, with Gale right behind him. The others strung out behind the first three, all bent on catching the runaway or saving Janet from an accident.


      The wild dash of her horse, taking her utterly by surprise, had knocked all thought from Janet’s head and now she could do nothing but cling grimly to her seat. Darn the horse! she thought exasperatedly. He was supposed to be tame and used to the wild life of the plains and hills, yet a little jack rabbit could scare him out of his wits! She flung a hasty glance over her shoulder and saw her friends bearing down on her. But as if her own horse decided he didn’t want to be caught, he put on a sudden spurt and widened the distance.


      Janet could see the reins dangling over the horse’s head, just out of her reach. Murmuring soothingly in his ear, Janet endeavored to catch the elusive reins but failed. One hand clinging desperately to the pommel on her saddle, Janet rose in her stirrups. For an instant she felt the reins in her fingers and then she had lost them again. She was quite well aware what the consequences would be if her horse threw her. She might suddenly find herself with a broken shoulder or arm or a fractured skull. The thought wasn’t at all pleasant and she set her teeth grimly, determined to stop the fool horse before something did happen to both of them.


      They were coming out onto a wide plain where her horse had the best chance of all to run himself out. But she didn’t propose to stick to him until he was tired. She wanted him stopped now before he jolted all her bones loose. Clinging to the saddle and rising in her stirrups she leaned as far forward as possible. The horse lurched suddenly and it was by the merest piece of luck that she wasn’t thrown off on her face. But she clung to her saddle and persisted in her attempt to reach the reins. Finally her fingers closed on the left rein and she hung onto it desperately. She pulled with all her strength but the horse didn’t slacken in speed, not a fraction. He seemed bent on reaching some invisible object ahead and nothing could swerve him from his purpose. Janet braced her feet squarely in the stirrups, put both hands on the rein and continued to pull.


      Phyllis, who was behind Gale in the race to reach Janet, saw the runaway swerve suddenly, an act all of them had been unprepared for. Janet’s horse raced parallel to its pursuers and it was a moment of lost precious time before either Jim or Tom could change the course of their own mounts. Phyllis, by the time Jim was after Janet again, had sent her horse at an abrupt angle from the group. If Janet’s horse did not swerve again, and she herself kept on at the present line, the two were bound to come together. Perhaps if they collided it would bring Janet’s horse to a halt, she reflected with a bit of humor.


      For all of Janet’s tugging at the rein her horse was adamant. He did not slacken his speed until he began to feel tired. He had swerved from his course, but he would not stop. Janet, her whole attention claimed by the horse under her, did not see Phyllis until horse and rider loomed up before her. She felt herself suddenly hurled over her horse’s head as he made a mad attempt to stop himself, and the next second she found herself on top of Phyllis on the ground.


      Janet rolled off her friend and sat up. She felt herself all over to be sure she was still in one piece. It had been quite a jolt, that landing on the ground. Then she turned to Phyllis. Her chum had not stirred and Janet feared the girl might be seriously hurt.


      “I say, Phyll, are you all right?” Janet asked anxiously.


      Phyllis opened her eyes and grinned through the dust and grime she had acquired when she pitched headlong to the ground.


      “Yes,” she said thickly through a mouth full of dust. “I s’pose I’m all right, but you knocked all the wind out of me. I also saw several stars I never knew existed. But we stopped him, didn’t we?” she demanded, gazing at Janet’s horse which was standing meekly beside Phyllis’ own, all trace of rebellion gone.


      “He ought to stop now, the crazy thing,” Janet said, getting stiffly to her feet. “You know, Phyll,” she said with a laugh, “you aren’t at all soft to land on. I’m all bumps and bruises.”


      “You can be glad I was here to land on,” Phyllis said, “you might have picked a cactus, you know.”


      “It isn’t everybody has a runaway,” Janet said with satisfaction. “I’ve certainly something to write home about now,” she declared, as the two turned to greet their friends.


      “All right?” Gale asked anxiously as the others flung themselves from their horses and gathered solicitously around.


      “Yes, but I’m going to sue Janet for damages,” Phyllis declared, rubbing a bruised place tenderly. “She had no right to knock me off my horse.”


      “You had no business running into me,” Janet laughed in turn.


      “Our hearts were in our mouths when we saw Janet fly through the air over her horse’s head,” Val declared.


      “She floats through the air with the greatest of ease—” Carol started to sing when Janet glared at her.


      “Riding, especially runaways, gives me an appetite,” Virginia said. “Suppose we have a bite of lunch.”


      “You are indeed my friend,” Janet declared to Virginia. “You always know just what I need.”


      A half hour later the ride was resumed. Janet and Phyllis, to the amusement of their friends, both lowered themselves gingerly into their saddles. Their experience had left them jolted and bruised and before much riding they began to coax the others to camp for the rest of the night.


      “We might as well,” Tom said. “It’s already nearing morning and this afternoon will see us at the K Bar O even if we take our time.”


      They camped on the plains and decided not to put the tents up for the few hours that they meant to remain there. The girls rolled in blankets, feet toward the campfire, and in a few moments all but Gale and Virginia were dozing.


      Lying flat on her back, the earth warm beneath her, staring up at the stars overhead, Gale felt suddenly tiny, so infinitesimal. The plain was so wide, the sky so near, the stars so bright—


      “What are you thinking about?” Virginia asked from beside her.


      “The stars,” Gale answered. “Didn’t somebody call them the windows of heaven?”


      “Are you looking for the angels with their golden harps?” Virginia laughed.


      “Yes,” Gale agreed with a smile. “Do you think I’ll see any?”


      “Never can tell,” Virginia said, smothering a yawn. “Which one is your wagon hitched to?”


      “Which angel?” queried Gale.


      “No, silly, which star?”


      “That one up there, see it? The little one, all sparkly. Oh!” Gale laughed, “It winked at me.”


      “Not very big,” Virginia commented, squinting at the sky. “Whyn’t you pick a big one?”


      “Wait until it grows up,” Gale murmured. “Just like me, wait until I grow up!”


      “Won’t that be sompin’,” Virginia giggled. “What are you going to be? A female Lindbergh?”


      “Never can tell,” Gale said. “Maybe I’ll be another Columbus.”


      “I don’t know whether there are any lands left to discover, so you might have a little difficulty along that line,” was Virginia’s opinion. “Meanwhile—I’m getting sleepy.”


      She fell silent and Gale, too, pulled her blanket closer for a cool wind had sprung up. The last thing she remembered before Tom brought them all wide awake with a loud banging on the frying pan was the wild, untamed howl of a coyote.


      With the first dancing rays of the sun, the riders were up and about their business. Packs securely fastened on the pack horses and the girls mounted, they started on their way. As always when riding their spirits rose with the sun. Tom was playing his harmonica and Janet and Carol both insisted on giving voice to the tune Tom was playing until the other girls threatened dire punishment unless they stopped.


      Noon found them riding into the valley with the K Bar O ranch house just ahead of them. To the girls it seemed as though there were a great many men gathered about the bunkhouse and the corral. The very air seemed tinged with suspense and mystery. Unconscious that they did so, all the riders spurred their horses on at an increased pace. Why should there be such activity where usually there were peace and orderliness unless something had happened? It was as if a cloud of trouble had descended on the K Bar O.


      “I wonder what’s the matter?” Virginia murmured to Gale. “I hope nothing has happened—”


      “We’ll soon find out,” Gale answered as the horses trotted up to the corral and the girls dismounted. “Look, isn’t that the Sheriff?”


      “Hello, there, youngsters!” Gale’s uncle came forward and at his heels came Sheriff Colman.


      “What’s up, Dad?” Tom asked anxiously.


      The Sheriff looked a bit sheepish and Mr. Wilson frowned in annoyance.


      “It’s the—rustlers,” the Sheriff said finally. “They’ve escaped—vamoosed!”


      “Gone?” Valerie asked incredibly. “But how—”


      “We locked ’em in the bunkhouse last night; when we came to the bunkhouse—they were gone.”


      “The three of them?” Virginia asked.


      Mr. Wilson nodded. “We think they are hiding somewhere around the ranch. They couldn’t have gone far.”


      Carol cocked a speculative eye in the direction of Gale and Valerie. “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes with the three of them loose.”


      “You’re cheerful,” Gale told her.


      “It does make me rather uncomfortable,” Valerie said, uneasily glancing over her shoulder as if she expected the Mexican to rise up behind her.


      “Don’t let their threats frighten you,” the Sheriff said heartily. “There are enough of my deputies here on the ranch to subdue an army. You’ll be safe.”


      “I hope so,” Valerie said, but her tone wasn’t very confident.


      “How about some lunch?” Tom put in. “You can tell us about what’s happened then.”


      “Where’s Mother?” Virginia asked.


      “She’s gone into town to stay with the Johnsons a few days—until we find these bandits,” her father replied. “I wish you girls hadn’t come back right now.”


      “We thought we were coming to peace and quiet,” Phyllis laughed. “Instead we walk into a—”


      “Riot,” supplied Janet.


      Luncheon was a spasmodic affair, interrupted by deputies wanting a consultation with the Sheriff, and with discussions as to where the men might be hiding. The hours between luncheon and dinner passed and still the outlaws were not found. They eluded capture with the elusiveness of ghosts. The Sheriff was angry and chagrined. It didn’t speak well for his prowess as an officer of the law to have criminals escape him so constantly.


      The girls were worried. Each believed that the bandits would try to seek revenge on the two who had been responsible for their capture. Valerie especially had unpleasant memories of Pedro and his knife.


      Gale and Virginia alone held the opinion that the outlaws wouldn’t linger near the ranch when there were so many officers about. Why should they risk their freedom for revenge? It seemed silly to fear the angry threats made when the Sheriff and his men captured the bandits. Those kind of men were notoriously brave talkers, but when it came to putting their deeds into words they were slow in action. Gale believed their bluster had been a mere attempt to cover up their fear of the law. She refused to be worried over their escape.


      “I’ll wager they are in Mexico by now,” she said confidently to Valerie as the two stood at the window of their room preparatory to jumping into bed.


      “The Sheriff doesn’t think so,” Valerie said bluntly. “Or if he does, why didn’t he follow them?”


      “Because they didn’t leave a trail,” a jolly voice said behind them and Janet and Carol trailed into the room through the communicating door. Both were clad in flowing pajamas and robes and seated themselves cross-legged on the bed.


      “I happen to know,” Carol said in a mysterious whisper, “that the Sheriff and his men trailed the outlaws to the creek and there the trail was lost.”


      “Isn’t that always the way?” Janet said wearily. “I thought we were going to have some excitement but all the fun is over before we get here.”


      In answer to her words a volley of shots rang out from the ranch yard.


      Valerie frowned on her friend. “All the fun is over, eh? I wonder what that was?”


      “I’m going to find out,” Gale said and ran from the room with Valerie at her heels.


      Carol and Janet remained calmly on the bed. When Gale and Valerie returned Janet looked up in inquiry.


      “Merely one of the patrolling sentries shooting at a shadow,” Gale said dryly.


      “Hm,” Janet yawned. “Those fellows are so nervous if they suddenly looked in a mirror they would shoot themselves!”


      “How come you didn’t run when you heard the shooting?” Valerie wanted to know. “For all you know it might have been a lot of excitement.”


      Janet shook her head. “I’ve got a sixth sense that tells me when there is excitement in the air.”


      “It doesn’t tell you when your horse is going to run away though, does it?” Carol asked teasingly.


      “Please,” Janet begged, “that is a painful subject. Let’s not talk of it—I’ve still got a couple of bruises. I’m going to bed,” she announced suddenly.


      “It’s about time,” Carol declared, jumping up.


      “Why do you say that?” Janet demanded. “If you’re so sleepy why didn’t you go hours ago?”


      “Because I can’t go without you, darling,” Carol said sweetly. “I can’t sleep even if I do, because when you come in you are sure to fall over something and scare all sleep out of me.”


      “I do not,” Janet protested.


      When the two, still arguing, had closed the door to their room Gale and Valerie prepared for bed.


      “I shall probably dream of Pedro,” Valerie said as she jumped between the covers. “That fellow haunts me!”


      “Nonsense,” Gale laughed. “Don’t let your mind dwell on it. Anyway,” she sighed, “we’ll be going home in three days and then you can get all the sleep you like.”


      “Just the same,” Val murmured, “I won’t ever forget that knife.”


      When the lights were out and sleep had come to the girls, Gale slept dreamlessly, peacefully. But Valerie tossed and fretted, pursued in her dreams by Pedro and his knife, which, with the fantasy of dreams, had grown to new and large proportions.


      CHAPTER XVII


      Revenge


      Their horses were fresh and eager and the girls had a hard time holding them into a leisurely walk on the way back from town. Gale and Valerie—the other girls had remained at the ranch house to pack some of their things, for they were to leave for the East day after tomorrow—were the only ones who had felt eager for an early morning ride. Tom had saddled their horses for them and the girls had ridden into Coxton to get a last look at the little western town. They made some trifling purchases in the general store and now were on their way back to the ranch.


      The sun shone down, its brilliance sending little dust eddies up from the road. At the roadside a bird twittered.


      “Funny,” Valerie said, “I never thought of them as having birds in Arizona.”


      Gale laughed. “Why shouldn’t they?”


      “I don’t know. It just never occurred to me. Did it you?”


      “I read about them in an encyclopedia,” Gale confessed laughingly. “I’m afraid that is the way most of us become acquainted with places we’ve never seen. It’s a very unsatisfying way.”


      “I suppose you have an idea in your head to go to see all the places in the world some day?”


      “How did you guess?” Gale demanded gayly. “That is just what I’ve been keeping up my sleeve. Do you possess the same secret yen?”


      “I do,” Val said smilingly. “But the places I want to see are a little far to walk and there’s not much hope of my going any other way.”


      They turned off the trail into the ranch yard and Janet hailed them frantically.


      “Hi there! Come and hear the news!” she called.


      “What is it?” Gale asked as they dismounted and left their horses’ reins dangling.


      “Hear ye, hear ye,” Carol chanted, “the Sheriff is about to capture the famous outlaws.”


      “Just like he did several times,” Val said dryly.


      “This time he is not going to let them out of his sight one minute until they are sentenced and on their way to a federal prison,” Janet said.


      “How does he propose to catch them?” Gale asked, sitting astride the banister.


      “A little while ago,” Janet said, her voice a confidential whisper, “a rider came from across the valley somewhere. He says one of the bandits was seen about five miles on the other side of Coxton.”


      “Only seen!” Valerie echoed.


      “Is that all?” Gale added. “I thought they at least had the three of them tied to a tree or something.”


      “Let me finish!” Janet said. “He also said that they have Pedro—he fell off his horse and hurt himself—or something,” she added vaguely. “Anyway they’ve got him.”


      “Let’s hope they keep him,” Val said heartily. “Why doesn’t the Sheriff go get him?”


      “He is,” Carol interrupted. “He and his men are getting their horses ready now. We’re going, too,” she continued. “We coaxed and coaxed until Mr. Wilson said we might ride along if we didn’t get in the way. Everybody’s going,” she added.


      “Well, I’m not!” Val said positively. “Everybody can go that wants to. I’m staying right here!”


      “Oh, Val,” Janet began coaxingly.


      “I’m staying with Val,” Gale agreed. “Nine chances out of ten it will be a wild goose chase anyway.”


      “You’re going to miss all the fun,” Carol threatened.


      “I don’t mind,” Val said. “Besides, I don’t want even one more glimpse of Pedro or I’ll dream about him again.”


      “Oh, but everybody is going,” Janet said, “Virginia—Madge—Tom—us,” she enumerated.


      “You’ll be quite alone,” added Carol.


      “We don’t mind,” Gale assured them.


      From the house came Virginia and Phyllis and Madge. Their voices were added to Janet’s and Carol’s, but Gale and Valerie remained firm in their decision to remain at the ranch. The girls trailed off to the corral to get their mounts. Valerie and Gale walked with them and joined Mr. Wilson, Tom, and the Sheriff where they were talking.


      “Going along?” Tom asked.


      “No,” Gale shook her head. “We’re of the opinion it is all a wild goose chase so we’re staying here.”


      “I rather agree with you,” he said in a low tone, “but it is up to the Sheriff to follow every lead you know or the people will say he is shirking his duty. I don’t believe those fellows are even in the United States any more,” he continued. “Anyway, it won’t take long to make sure.”


      “I hope it is true,” Valerie said. “I’ve had the jitters ever since those fellows got away again.”


      “Well, Val, I’ll give Pedro your regards when I see him,” Carol said as the girls rode up.


      “You don’t have to bother,” Val said hastily.


      “You better come along,” Janet laughed. “My sixth sense tells me we are due for some excitement.”


      “No,” Val said. “I’m going to stay here and make fudge.”


      “Now why didn’t you tell me that sooner?” Tom said aggrievedly. “Fudge is my weakness.”


      “We’ll save you some,” Gale promised. “Adios!”


      The girls and the Sheriff, with his men and Mr. Wilson and Tom, rode away in a cloud of dust. Valerie and Gale leaned on the corral fence, watching them out of sight. Then they turned and proceeded leisurely up to the house.


      “I wish them luck,” Valerie declared. “And now for the fudge!”


      The K Bar O possessed a very fine Chinese cook who did the cooking for the ranch house, as well as the bunkhouse, and he presided in solitary estate over the kitchen and its equipment. Loo Wong had very definite ideas about who was privileged to set foot in his domestic kingdom, and Mrs. Wilson was the only one whom he greeted with his wide smile. The “boss-lady” was welcome at any time, but woe to the others who tried to muss up his kitchen.


      Now as the girls entered the ranch house and approached the kitchen they went on tiptoe. Together they peeped around the door. Everything was spick and span, but Loo Wong was nowhere in sight.


      “It seems the coast is clear,” smiled Gale.


      “Ah, but if Loo Wong returns there will be fireworks,” Val declared. “However, here goes.”


      From the closet Valerie brought the pan and the necessary ingredients while Gale sat on the edge of the table and watched. The brown mixture was on the stove and a delicious odor filled the room. When Valerie took the pan from the fire to beat the fudge Gale stuck an experimental finger in it for a taste.


      “Ouch!” she cried.


      Valerie giggled. “You might have known it was hot,” she said unsympathetically.


      “Just the same, it tastes good,” Gale declared. “When can I have a piece?”


      “When it gets cold!” Valerie said. “Come along, young lady,” she said, leading Gale into the other room. “Let it alone for a while.”


      The girls took magazines and settled themselves for the rest of the afternoon. The silence was undisturbed but for the occasional rustling of paper when a page was turned. Val got up and turned on the radio. Soft music filtered into the room.


      “Imagine,” Gale smiled lazily from her comfortable position, “way out here we can dance to music from California or New York.”


      “Hm,” Val answered, executing a few intricate steps from sheer joy and happiness.


      “Val,” Gale continued teasingly, coaxingly, “how about that fudge? It is a shame to leave it all by itself in the kitchen.”


      “It ought to be cold enough now,” was Val’s opinion and there was a concerted rush for the kitchen.


      With appropriate ceremony Val cut the candy and each of them chose a piece.


      “Ah,” Gale murmured. “It is delicious, delightful, de—” Her voice died slowly away.


      Standing in the doorway was Loo Wong looking mightily unpleased and angry. He took in the two girls and then the dirty dishes piled on the sink. With difficulty Gale swallowed the last remaining bit of her fudge as Loo Wong took a further step toward them.


      “We’ll wash the dishes,” Val said hastily, seeking to placate him.


      Gale held out the fudge. “H-Have a piece,” she invited.


      Loo Wong looked from one girl to the other. Slowly he reached out and took a piece of candy. Wonderingly he bit into it and a slow grin spread over his yellow face.


      “Missy alle same fline cook,” he declared. “You teach Loo Wong?”


      If the girls had looked at each other they would have laughed so neither glanced at the other. Both of them had expected dire results for mussing Wong’s kitchen, but instead he wanted them to teach him to make fudge.


      Gale, inwardly shaking with mirth, sat on the table and watched while Val instructed the Chinaman. Loo Wong might be adept at making flapjacks and other western specialties, but when it came to candy he wasn’t so artful. He insisted on doing things wrong and Val was becoming exasperated. But finally it was done, and set out to cool. Loo Wong, the grin of a delighted child on his face, hands hidden in voluptuous sleeves, bowed low and went out to the bunkhouse to start supper.


      “I wouldn’t have missed that for anything,” Gale declared with a hearty laugh. “When he first came in I expected no less than murder. Instead—”


      “We better wash the dishes,” Val declared. “He might take it into his head to come back. It was funny, wasn’t it?” she murmured laughingly. “He looked so serious all the time, too. And you,” she said, “you wouldn’t help me explain it to him.”


      Gale laughed. “He asked you. Besides, I was enjoying myself,” she added.


      “There!” Val sighed when the dishes were clean and tucked away in their proper places. “Now everything is just as we found it.”


      “I’m going back to my magazine,” Gale declared. “I wonder when the girls will get back?”


      Above the music on the radio a knock sounded.


      “Maybe Loo Wong has returned,” Val said with a laugh, jumping up and going to the kitchen.


      At the same time another knock came on the front door.


      “What is this?” she heard Gale murmur as she got up to see who was there.


      Val pulled open the kitchen door and stumbled back in amazement. Terror gripped her heart and her hands were suddenly cold. She caught at the table for support.


      “What do you want—here?” she asked through dry lips.


      The man who stood on the threshold advanced slowly into the room and closed the door behind him. All too well she had recognized him. It was Pedro, the Mexican who had sworn revenge. He was here, the Sheriff hadn’t caught him. Slowly she began to back away toward the other room. Perhaps together she and Gale could do something. Possessed solely with an unreasoning terror she turned and fled into the living room where she flung herself on Gale.


      “Gale—what’ll we do?” she demanded wildly.


      “Keep your chin up,” Gale said into Val’s ear. “It seems we have two visitors.”


      “Two?” Val said in surprise. “Who—oh!”


      While Pedro entered from the kitchen, Val faced the other man whom Gale had been forced to let in at the front door. It was the bank bandit, the same man who with his partner they had held up in the cabin when the Sheriff arrested the three. The man who had boasted that no jail could hold him. It seemed he had spoken the truth for here he was again, free.


      Pedro looked across at his companion who was fingering a horsehair rope and smiled. That smile made the girls’ blood run cold. It was like an evil shadow of what was to come.


      Gale felt Val’s hand tighten convulsively on hers. She looked at her friend. Poor Val, she looked scared to death. Gale hoped she didn’t show her own fright as plainly. Somehow, the knowledge that Valerie was frightened and was counting on her, Gale, for help, served to banish some of Gale’s own terror. When one was terror-stricken, one couldn’t think clearly and goodness knew, they were in need of some straight, clear thinking at this moment. How had these men eluded the police so long? How had they managed to keep in the vicinity and remain hidden from their pursuers?


      “How—how did you get here?” Gale said nervously. “We thought—”


      “We were miles away, eh?” the outlaw said with a loud laugh. “We couldn’t leave without payin’ a final visit to you. It was easy to get your friends off the ranch.”


      “But what if we had gone with them?” Gale demanded, wishing desperately that they had gone with the others.


      “We’d have tried another way,” he said calmly. “You ride alone sometimes.”


      “But it is nicer so,” Pedro put in. “No one will hear you—scream!”


      Valerie, who had been listening in frightened and worried silence, now permitted herself a gleam of triumph. They supposed no one would hear, did they? Loo Wong was in the bunkhouse. In fact, he might at any moment come here to the big ranch house. And surely he would hear? Val smiled to herself. Both girls had pretty good lungs and once they let out a yell, Loo Wong would have to have bad ears indeed not to hear them!


      “Loo Wong,” Val said in the barest of whispers to Gale.


      Gale nudged her friend in understanding. It was well that they did have a faint hope of help, but it would not do to let these men know of Loo Wong. They had come here bloodthirsty and revengeful. What would happen before they left? Of that she scarcely dared to think. The outlaw was fingering his rope again, in a most unpleasant manner. What was he contemplating? She shivered at the malicious look on his face. They might try anything, they were utterly ruthless. She wished frantically that there was some way in which they might summon Loo Wong.


      “No, as I said, we couldn’t leave without paying a visit to you,” the outlaw continued. “Did you ever see anybody horsewhipped?” he asked next.


      Gale paled at the suggestion. “You can’t mean to—you must be mad!” she said.


      “Oh, an’ I might as well tell you, there’s no use yellin’ for that crazy cook o’ the Wilsons. My pal is takin’ care of him.”


      That took all the wind out of the girls’ sails. It was the final blow. Now they were certainly cornered. All their friends away and Loo Wong—incapacitated.


      “Are you mad to come here like this?” Gale said stormily. She had decided it was better to put up a staunch front. “You know what will happen when you are caught, and you will be caught! The Sheriff will shoot you on sight!”


      “We won’t be here,” the man said confidently. “Tonight we’re leavin’ the country for good, eh, Pedro?”


      “Sí,” replied his companion with a wide grin. “We go ver’ fast.”


      “Not fast enough to get away,” Gale said confidently. “And when they catch you—”


      “That’s enough! They’re not goin’ to catch us,” he repeated, jerking his rope between his hands and taking a firm grip on the handle.


      Gale wished suddenly that they had not come to Arizona at all this summer. But then when they had started out who had thought things might come to this? The West nowadays was supposed to be calm and orderly, with no traces of the old-time Billy the Kid and his confederates. They had wanted adventures and now they were certainly getting them.


      “I wonder if Janet’s sixth sense told her of this,” Val murmured, with a dry attempt at humor.


      “Ever since you landed here things have been poppin’,” the outlaw resumed, fixing a stern eye on Gale. “First you grab the bank money and land us in jail. Then you hand us over to the Sheriff again.”


      “And we’ll do it a third time,” Gale said.


      “Not when we get through,” the man assured her. “I reckon we’ve got a little score to settle and we’re goin’ to do it—now!”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Premonition


      The Adventure Girls, with their companions, rode along briskly through the bright sunshine. They were all anxious to reach the spot where the outlaws had been as soon as possible so they did not dawdle along the way.


      “Gale and Val don’t know what they’re missing,” Janet declared as they jogged along. “It’s not every day you can join in a chase for bandits.”


      “But just think of them lounging around eating big chunks of fudge,” Carol said mischievously.


      Janet frowned on her. “Must you give voice to such disturbing thoughts? If they don’t save me a piece, I’ll never forgive them,” she added darkly.


      “What’s the matter with you?” Virginia asked Phyllis as the latter rode along between Virginia and Tom.


      “I?” Phyllis laughed, “I’ve got a funny feeling that I’d like to run back to the ranch. Call it a premonition or—”


      “A hunch,” supplied Tom. “Well, it’s about time we called a halt. I’m thirsty,” he declared, sliding from his saddle and approaching the little stream beside which the party had halted.


      The afternoon was wearing fast away and long shadows were appearing under the trees.


      “Say, Sheriff, when do you reckon we’ll find these fellows?” Tom wanted to know.


      “’Bout two, three hours yet,” the Sheriff replied.


      “That means we’ll be riding back to the ranch in the moonlight,” put in Madge.


      “For which three cheers,” added Janet. “I like night riding.”


      When they remounted, Phyllis declared her intention of returning to the ranch house. It took a bit of determination to persuade the others to leave her, but she was firm about it and finally watched them ride off without her. Then she turned her horse and headed back to the K Bar O. She was in no hurry now, so she let her pony proceed at a leisurely walk.


      It was strange, this feeling she had, that she should go back to her friends. She could not tell why she should feel so. There was certainly nothing that could happen to them at the ranch. Yet she had that queer feeling that there was something doing, something in which she should have a part.


      She looked up at the setting sun. It would be dark before she reached the ranch house and, she plotted mischievously, she would surprise Gale and Valerie. Pounce on them all unaware. Behind her sounded the beat of hoofs and Tom rode into sight.


      “Hi, there!” he called. “Wait up for a pal.”


      “Going home, too?” she demanded.


      “Yep,” he nodded, reining his horse in beside hers. “I thought you might get lost, so I’ll be your guide.”


      “Was it me or was it Val’s fudge,” Phyllis asked suspiciously, “that made you decide to come along?”


      “Well now,” Tom drawled, a twinkle in his eye, “I reckon the fudge was an added inducement.”


      “I thought so,” laughed Phyllis.


      “That hunch of yours must have been strong to take you back to the ranch,” Tom declared after a while.


      “It’s strange,” Phyllis frowned. “I can’t account for it.”


      “Hunches are funny things,” Tom agreed. “Sometimes they’re right and sometimes—well, sometimes they’re not so good.”


      “Do you get them?” Phyllis asked.


      “Lots of times,” he agreed. “I remember once a couple years ago, I was out night riding with the herd. I made up my mind to return to the ranch in the middle of the night. I came to a fork in the trail and a hunch told me to take the trail to the right, so I did. Well, all of a sudden my horse balked and refused to budge another step. He was right stubborn about it too. I reckon I called him everything I could think of and used my whip a lot, too. But he just set back on his haunches and refused to go on.


      “It was so dark I couldn’t see a thing of what was ahead an’ thought maybe Dusty was afraid of something. Usually he was the best-behaved horse on the K Bar O.”


      “What did you do?” Phyllis asked interestedly.


      “I got down and took out my flashlight. I got a habit of carryin’ a light with me, and turned it ahead of us. Did my hair stand on end! Here I had been trying to drive him off a sixty-foot cliff. All he would have had to take was one step to land us both in kingdom come.”


      “He had good reason to be stubborn,” Phyllis murmured in awe. “I didn’t know horses had such sense!”


      “Yep, you can trust a horse’s judgment in preference to a man’s sometimes,” Tom said. “Especially in the country out here.”


      They rode along, chatting amiably, while the sun sank farther and farther out of sight.


      “Boy, am I hungry!” Tom declared. “I hope Loo Wong has supper ready.”


      “But he doesn’t know we’re coming,” Phyllis reminded him.


      “Surely Gale and Val intend to eat,” Tom said. “There will be enough for us, too.”


      When they rode into the ranch yard it was dark and the windows of the bunkhouse and the ranch house were gleaming yellow. Three horses stood saddled by the corral. When Phyllis and Tom rode up and dismounted, Tom went across and examined the horses curiously. He was back at Phyllis’ side in a moment.


      “Something funny going on here,” he said in a low undertone. “The place is too quiet to be natural.”


      “My hunch was right,” Phyllis murmured in return. “But what is it? Don’t you know those three horses?”


      “No, never saw ’em before,” he answered. “Let’s go to the bunkhouse and see if we can find Loo Wong.”


      Cautiously they crossed the ranch yard and peered in the bunkhouse window. Phyllis involuntarily caught her breath at what they saw.


      Loo Wong was seated against the wall and directly in front of him, across the table, his back to the window and door, sat another man, a dirty, unkempt individual. The latter had his feet propped on the table and a rifle aimed squarely at Loo Wong’s head. Loo Wong was glaring fruitlessly at his enemy. The situation was highly injurious to his oriental pride and this disgusting individual was keeping him from his duties in the kitchen. Wong was properly angry, but he had no desire to resort to violence and perhaps end up with a bullet in him from the other’s gun, so he submitted impassively.


      “What can we do?” Phyllis demanded of Tom.


      Neither of the two was armed, but it was imperative that they rescue Loo Wong and determine what, if anything, had happened to Gale and Valerie. Tom pulled his hat, the usual ten gallon size, farther down on his forehead and grinned maliciously.


      “You stay here,” he directed in a tone that brooked no argument.


      Around by the door was piled firewood. Loo Wong was negligent in carrying his wood into the kitchen and usually commissioned one of the cowboys to do it, but today no one had bothered. Tom chose a piece that would be admirable as a club and approached the door.


      Not by a glance or a sound did Loo Wong betray himself when he saw the door slowly open and the face of the young boss appear. He kept his almond eyes fixed on the man opposite him, hands hidden in his enveloping sleeves, face perfectly impassive. What was going on in his mind it was impossible to tell.


      Phyllis, watching at the window, wondered how in the world he managed to sit so perfectly still. She, herself, was almost dancing in impatience. She expected to see the outlaw whirl about and shoot at Tom any minute. It was impossible that he could be wholly ignorant of Tom’s presence. She held her breath as Tom shut the door behind him and approached catlike to his prey. She saw the man suddenly straighten in his chair and stand up. He turned and at the same time Tom hurled himself forward. The man fired his rifle and Phyllis instinctively ducked. It was fortunate that she did, for the bullet crashed through the glass over her head. When she cautiously raised her eyes to the window again, the outlaw was on the floor and Loo Wong was grinning at Tom.


      Phyllis left the window and ran to the door. She wanted to get up to the ranch house and see if Gale and Val were safe and sound, but she wanted company, for something told her she might run into trouble. Ever since she had seen that man guarding Loo Wong, she had a secret conviction that the girls were in trouble. If they were, it was up to her, Tom, and Loo Wong, to get them out of it. The Sheriff and the others wouldn’t be back for hours yet.


      “That’ll hold him for a while,” Tom declared as she appeared. He dusted his hands and turned to the Chinese cook. “What happened, Wong?”


      Laboriously and in his funny English, Loo Wong proceeded to acquaint the others with the details of how the man had surprised him at work and held him prisoner at the point of a gun. Of the two girls in the ranch house, he knew nothing. He had not known the man who accosted him had had companions.


      “When did he come, Loo Wong?” Tom asked.


      “Mebbe one, almost one hour,” the Chinaman said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Time flies.”


      “Don’t you think we better go up to the house?” Phyllis asked Tom worriedly.


      “Yes, come along, Wong!” Tom said turning to the door.


      “One moment, please,” the Chinaman said and disappeared into the kitchen.


      “What do you suppose he is after?” Phyllis asked impatiently.


      “I don’t know,” Tom said with a half smile. “He has a funny idea in his head, I suppose.”


      He was as anxious as Phyllis to get to the ranch house. He believed, now, that the hunt the Sheriff and the others had gone on was a hoax. For some reason the outlaws had come here to the ranch, of that he was certain, and he thanked his stars he had decided to return to the K Bar O with Phyllis. He knew the men, on the day the Sheriff had arrested them, had sworn to get even with the two girls who were responsible for their capture, but he had not dreamed that they would attempt anything—above all, here at the ranch. He tried not to seem worried in front of Phyllis, but he was.


      Loo Wong appeared from the kitchen brandishing his meat cleaver. The wide, sharp blade gleamed dully in the lamplight.


      “Don’t aim that thing at me,” Tom laughed. “What are you going to do with it?”


      “Show blandits tlwo, thlee thing,” Loo Wong said gravely.


      “You’ll show them two or three stars if you hit them with that,” Phyllis declared. “Let’s go, Tom.”


      The three stepped from the bunkhouse and started across the yard. From the house ahead of them came a crash and the light in the front room went out. A shout arose, then another.


      “Stay here, Phyllis,” Tom said, starting forward at a run. “Come along, Wong.”


      “Velly fast!” responded the Chinaman, his cleaver clasped tightly in his hand, ready to smash the first thing that accosted him.


      CHAPTER XIX


      Help


      The horsehair whip was heavy and long. It cracked ominously as the outlaw swung it once around his head and brought it down on the floor.


      Val jumped as it snapped scarcely six inches from her ankle. Two high spots of color burned in her cheeks and her eyes were blazing. She was beginning to conquer her terror and to feel exasperated with the situation, it was so like a melodramatic “thriller” of the movies. She was sure these men wouldn’t dare use the whip on them, but—she glanced apprehensively at Pedro, and saw his knife once more between his caressing fingers. Darn the man! Did he always have to look so much like a—pirate? Mentally she decided that was just the appearance he gave, ragged, dirty, daring—a pirate who was ready to make his victims walk the plank. Val wished frantically that their friends would return and upset the outlaws’ plans. Of course they wouldn’t dare to harm Gale and her, but just the same she wanted to be rid of them.


      Gale was not as confident of escape from injury as Val. She believed the men were determined to seek the revenge which they claimed. Their threatening appearance certainly did not belie their words. The sight of the whip curled in the leader’s hand was enough to convince Gale of their purpose. They intended to use the whip on the girls, and unless something happened to interfere—


      Gale was glad Val was conquering her terror. It seemed after the first surprise and terror were over, Val rallied surprisingly. Now she was standing beside Gale, calm and haughty. If the two of them kept their wits about them, they might be able to find a means of escape from the situation. But how? They could not look for help from their friends because they were still miles away. It was up to them to either take the horsewhipping, or to rebel and overthrow the tyranny of these two bandits. With lightning glances, Gale looked about the room for something, anything that might help, for she was determined to fight.


      The girls were standing before an open window. The night breeze faintly rustled the curtain. Before them was the lamp that lighted the room, standing on a table among books and magazines. At one end of the room, effectively blocked by Pedro, was the door to the dining room and the kitchen beyond. At the other side of the room was the front door by which the chief outlaw had entered. A dash to either of the doors would be useless.


      Pedro watched with a pleased grin while his companion stepped closer to the girls. Instinctively the girls gave ground until they were flat against the wall—by the window.


      “Val,” Gale whispered.


      “Yes?”


      “Can you jump out the window in a minute?”


      “Half a minute,” Val said at once. “But what—”


      “Get ready,” Gale murmured urgently.


      Gale had an idea. True it was a long chance, but it might work. If the room was suddenly plunged in darkness, the outlaws would momentarily be nonplussed. That moment was all they needed. Once outside they might have a chance of outrunning or tricking their pursuers. If they stayed here in the room, the whip was bound to fall on them. As it was, the bandit was swinging it viciously and it took agility to avoid the stinging lash.


      Obedient to Gale’s command to get ready to drop out of the window, Val half turned to face the wall.


      “Don’t think you can get out that way,” the outlaw said. “We’ve got you now and we’re going to settle a few things!” He swung the whip and it descended with a crack on Val’s shoulders.


      At the same time Gale launched herself forward and with one sweep of her arm knocked the lamp to the floor. With a ringing crash, the room was plunged into darkness. She heard Pedro shout to his partner as she saw Val’s figure outlined against the window when her friend climbed over the sill. It all happened in a split second and Gale sprang to the front door which the outlaw had deserted when he sprang after Valerie. But ere she reached the door Pedro was behind her and a heavy hand on her shoulder pulled her stumbling back into the room. She eluded him and sprang away. She had the advantage of the bandits, for she knew the Wilson living room and she knew what to avoid but the men didn’t. They thrashed about, stumbling over the furniture and muttering angrily. Sliding along the wall she reached the dining room door and slipped through while the men still sought her in the darkness.


      She stepped into the silence of the other room and bumped into someone. She drew back with a stifled exclamation. Had the men stationed another of their friends in here?


      “Gale?” a voice demanded.


      “Tom! Quick, they’ll get away!” she said.


      “How many are there?” he asked.


      “Two. Oh, do be careful!”


      “Phyllis and Val are outside, go out to them,” he said and pushed her to one side. He and Phyllis and Wong had met Valerie when she dropped from the window.


      In quick strides he entered the living room and in another minute had flung himself on one of the men. Together they struggled in the darkness. Loo Wong had come up silently behind Gale and now he followed Tom into the confusion.


      “They’ll kill each other,” Phyllis declared nervously as she and Val joined Gale.


      “Tom has a hefty punch and I hope he uses it,” Valerie said determinedly. “I—oh!”


      A revolver shot had crashed through the sound of struggle and there was an accompanying groan.


      “Tom?” Gale called uncertainly.


      When there was no answer she crept forward and into the living room. Suddenly all had become quiet and she scarcely dared to press the switch to light the overhead lights for fear of what she might see. The light disclosed Tom swaying over the prostrate form of the chief bandit, while Loo Wong sat calmly on Pedro’s chest, brandishing his meat cleaver.


      “You’re hurt, Tom!” Gale said running forward.


      “Just a scratch in the arm,” he answered. “I reckon we got these fellows this time.”


      “Alle same velly blad business,” was Loo Wong’s opinion.


      “Let me fix your arm, Tom,” Gale said.


      “It’ll be all right,” he assured her.


      But Gale insisted and after cutting away the bloody sleeve cleansed and wrapped the wound in clean bandages. As he had said it was not severe, but it was better that they should take no chances.


      After Gale’s first-aid treatment was over, Tom and Loo Wong locked the two desperadoes with their partner in the bunkhouse and there they stayed until the Sheriff returned.


      The others returned to the ranch house to set the living room to rights. It was a wreck, table overturned, lamp broken, magazines torn, and chairs upside down.


      “It looks as though a cyclone had hit the place,” Phyllis declared.


      “I’ll send your Mother a lamp when I get home,” Gale promised Tom. “It was my idea to put the place in darkness.”


      “You don’t have to bother,” he said laughingly. “You’ll probably get a reward for capturing those fellows. We’ll let the Sheriff buy the lamp.”


      “You and Loo Wong deserve the reward,” Val put in. “We didn’t do a thing.”


      “You captured them that time in the cabin,” Tom said. “That’s what the reward is for. I don’t want any money. You can have every bit—to find some new adventures with,” he added laughingly.


      By the time the others arrived home some semblance of order had been restored but much of the furniture still showed signs of rough usage.


      “It was all a wild goose chase,” Janet greeted them, sinking into the first convenient chair. “I wish I had stayed home with you. Is there any fudge left?”


      “Plenty,” Valerie said. “Didn’t you have any excitement?” she asked sweetly.


      “Nary a crumb,” Carol declared. “For once Janet’s sixth sense was totally wrong.”


      “You mean it led in the wrong direction,” Phyllis said. “You didn’t need to chase off after the excitement. It came to the ranch.”


      “What are you talking about?” demanded Madge.


      “What happened to Tom?” Virginia continued as her brother and the Sheriff and Mr. Wilson left the ranch house and walked toward the bunkhouse.


      “Did he fall off his horse?” added Janet.


      “He was shot,” Phyllis said innocently, gleefully noting the sensation her words created.


      “What’s this?” Carol asked, rousing herself from a comfortable position. “Did I hear aright? Shot? How? By whom? And why?”


      “Haven’t you noticed the living room is slightly awry?” Gale demanded.


      “We thought maybe you were having football practice or something with the lamp,” Carol commented. “What happened?”


      “Well, you see it was this way,” Valerie began mischievously, to keep them in suspense. “I was making fudge in the kitchen and you know how fussy Loo Wong is about his kitchen.”


      “Don’t we!” Virginia agreed. “Did he catch you?”


      “Yes, he did,” Gale laughed.


      “And asked me to teach him to make fudge,” Valerie added.


      “But what has that to do with mussing the living room?” Janet demanded. “I don’t see the point.”


      “Oh, yes, I forgot to tell you, it was after that that the bank robbers called on us,” Valerie said nonchalantly.


      “The bank robbers called on you,” Carol said slowly. “Are you joking?”


      “No,” Gale assured her. “You’ll find three of them carefully subdued and locked in the bunkhouse.”


      “One of them shot Tom,” Virginia said rather than asked.


      “Exactly,” Phyllis agreed. “That was during the fight.”


      “Fight? Don’t be so aggravating!” stormed Janet. “Give us the details!”


      “All right,” Valerie said laughingly, “we’ll tell you, and maybe next time you will stay with us for your excitement.”


      Phyllis told of her and Tom’s arrival at the ranch house and Gale and Valerie took turns describing what had happened at the ranch house. The other girls were half glad and half sorry that they had been absent. They were glad they had not had to face the two bandits, but at the same time sorry because they had missed the excitement.


      “Gosh,” mourned Janet, “nothing happens when we are around.”


      “Never mind,” consoled Valerie, “Tom says we will get a reward and you can help us spend it.”


      “Hurrah! How much do you get?” demanded Carol brightly.


      “I don’t know,” Gale answered. “Anyway, we shall probably have to wait until the prisoners are safely in jail. That means we won’t be able to go home day after tomorrow.”


      “Oh well, if we stay another day or two it doesn’t make any difference,” Madge said, dismissing that subject abruptly. “What do you propose to do with your reward?”


      “We hadn’t thought about it,” Valerie said. “We shall all have to put our heads together and think of something—not anything crazy!” she said with a glance at Janet and Carol.


      “Do you insinuate that anything crazy might come from our heads?” the latter two demanded crisply.


      “I have known such times,” Val laughed.


      “My friend, you wound me deeply,” Janet said with mock tears. “My thoughts are always for the betterment of humanity.”


      Carol coughed loudly over a smothered giggle. “Quite so,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t settle the question of what to do with the reward.”


      “Perhaps we better wait and see if there really is a reward,” Gale suggested dryly.


      “Meanwhile, let’s eat,” Carol proposed and the rest were unanimous in agreement.


      They all trooped to the kitchen, but there found Loo Wong already in the throes of making a late lunch and there was nothing they could do to help him so they went back to the living room to wait and to talk.


      CHAPTER XX


      Reward


      The sun was warm and dazzling. Gale felt uncomfortably hot as she rode along. The creak of saddle leather and the clop clop of her horse’s hoofs were all the sounds that disturbed the stillness. Somehow she had lost the others when she stopped some distance back and now she rode alone.


      It was the day the Adventure Girls had planned to leave for home, but they hadn’t carried out their plans. Yesterday the notorious bandits had, under heavy guard, left for a federal prison. The Sheriff had bestowed the reward, one thousand dollars, upon the Adventure Girls. Now the question was, what were they to do with it? They had all agreed upon using it for some worthy cause rather than keeping it for themselves, but they couldn’t find a worthy cause.


      Dismounting from her horse, Gale let him drink from a tiny brooklet. A low, cheerily whistled tune caught her attention and she looked about for the whistler. Several yards from her, industriously whittling a wooden twig, sat a small boy, with ragged clothes and tangled curly hair. His eyes, when he looked up at Gale, were as blue as the skies overhead.


      “’Lo,” he said with an engaging grin.


      “Hello,” she replied smilingly, dropping down beside him.


      “Fine horse, that,” he declared. “You’re from the K Bar O, aintcha?”


      “That’s right,” she answered. “Who are you?”


      “I’m Bobby,” he answered brightly.


      She accepted this wondering who in the world Bobby might be. “You live around here?” she asked.


      “On t’other side of the hill,” he replied. “You’re just visitin’, huh?”


      “Yes, I live in the East.”


      “Where?”


      “In Marchton, that’s a little town near the Atlantic Ocean,” she replied.


      “What’s an ocean?” he wanted to know.


      “Why an ocean is a—um—a big body of water,” she said.


      “Somethin’ like a lake, huh?”


      “Something like it, only much bigger,” she assured him. “Don’t you learn about oceans in school?”


      “I don’t go to school,” he replied.


      “Why not?” Gale asked.


      “Cause my Mother hasn’t any money for my clothes or books,” he answered brightly. “Anyway, I’m goin’ to be a cowboy when I get big and I don’t haveta know much for that.”


      “Wouldn’t you like to go to school?” she persisted.


      He bent over his knife and the wood he was whittling. “Aw, shucks,” he said. “Course I would. But I can’t. I talk to the riders a lot an’ Tom and Virginia too. They tell me stories and Virginia teaches me ’rithmetic sometimes.”


      Gale wondered why Virginia had never mentioned the little boy to the Adventure Girls. Then she remembered when they had first arrived Virginia had casually talked about him, but the girls had gone off on their camping trip and he had not been mentioned again. Gale liked him, he seemed a bright little fellow, quick to learn and to imitate.


      “I can ride an’ fish an’ shoot,” he bragged. “Course I don’t know much outa books, but I’ll get along.”


      Gale marveled that a youngster, scarcely eight, could be so optimistic and have such a cheerful acceptance of his destiny. She felt a trifle guilty that she didn’t have such philosophy about the things she wanted but couldn’t have.


      “Do you have a horse of your own?” she asked.


      “No,” he admitted, “but Tom loans me one lots of times.”


      “Want to take a ride on mine?” she asked.


      His eyes sparkled joyfully at the suggestion and he murmured a bashful “Gee!”


      “Go ahead,” she invited. “I’ll wait here for you.”


      His legs didn’t reach to the stirrups, but horse and rider seemed welded together as Bobby urged the roan across the valley. At first Gale was afraid he might be unseated, but she soon discovered she need have no fear. Bobby was a born rider, and knew as much about sticking in the saddle as Gale herself.


      “He sure can run,” Bobby panted as he jumped off beside Gale and handed her the reins.


      “He sure can,” she replied with a smile. She held out her hand and Bobby placed his in it. “Goodbye, Bobby,” she said cheerfully. “Maybe I’ll see you again before I go home.”


      “I live in the cabin over by the creek,” he said. “Ma an’ me’ll be glad to see ya,” he declared.


      “Oh, and Bobby,” she said, pausing, one foot in the stirrup. “If a fairy gave you a wish what would you wish?”


      “I’d wish to go to school,” he answered promptly. “Are you a fairy?” he added.


      “Hardly,” Gale said, “but I might meet one and I’ll tell her about you.”


      As she rode away she looked back at the sturdy little figure standing gazing after her. He was such an oldish little chap for his years. What a pity he had to waste his active little brain because his mother had no money to send him to the country school. What Gale admired was his fortitude and readiness to accept the little good things that did come his way.


      She had an idea in her head and all the way back to the ranch house it persisted in teasing her. But what would the other girls think of her idea? That she meant to find out as soon as possible. She dismounted at the corral and Jim came forward to take her horse. On the porch of the ranch house were gathered the Adventure Girls with Virginia.


      “Aha, run away from us, will you?” accused Janet.


      “You lost me,” Gale replied.


      “We have been discussing ways of spending your reward,” Carol informed her. “We have about decided to save it for another trip out here next summer.”


      “To meet some more bandits,” interposed Valerie dryly.


      “That might not happen in another hundred years,” Virginia declared. “You would have to pick the summer that we were having trouble. Other years all is peaceful and serene.”


      “Look,” Phyllis said laughingly, “if we hadn’t come out you might still be having trouble. We cleared everything up.”


      “Of course,” Virginia laughed teasingly. “You’re good!”


      “What do you think, Gale?” Madge asked.


      “Hm?” Gale brought her gaze back from the tops of the far pine trees on the horizon. “About what?”


      “You weren’t listening,” Janet accused.


      Gale laughed. “No, I wasn’t,” she confessed. “What were you saying?”


      “Don’t listen to them,” Val interrupted. “Each one has a worse idea how to spend the thousand dollars.”


      “Haven’t you an idea that will put our minds at rest?” Phyllis demanded of Gale. “We really have to do something, you know. We start for home tomorrow and we haven’t much time.”


      “Don’t you have a plan, Gale?” Janet demanded. “You must have, everybody else does. Come now, confess!”


      “Yes,” Gale said, “I have a plan, and I’m wondering what you would think of it.”


      “Well, we can’t think a thing unless you tell us what it is,” Carol said practically.


      “Yes, Gale, tell us,” Phyllis agreed. “Yours will probably be the best. The rest of these weak minded people will soon suggest buying an airplane.”


      “I resent that!” Janet said loudly. “What is the matter with an airplane?”


      “Not a thing,” Phyllis consoled her. “I just—”


      “Suppose we let Gale talk?” Madge cut in.


      “This afternoon when I lost you girls I met a little boy. A cute little chap. About eight, I should say. He has the most trusting blue eyes and curliest hair—”


      “Are you going to adopt him?” interposed Carol.


      “Silly,” Gale said. “Let me finish. I talked to him quite a while. He is awf’ly cunning and smart—as smart as any of you,” she added wickedly.


      “He must be smart to compare with us,” Janet declared modestly.


      “Hush!” Valerie commanded. “Go on, Gale.”


      “He asked me where I lived and I told him a little town on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean. He wanted to know what an ocean was.”


      “I hope you could tell him,” Carol murmured mischievously.


      “I wish you could have seen him, girls. He is positively thirsting for knowledge. But he can’t go to school because his mother has no money with which to send him. It is a shame because an education would certainly not be lost on him. It made my heart ache just to see him and to hear him tell about how fortunate he was that Tom and Virginia and the other cowboys told him stories and taught him a little of arithmetic and spelling. He is so cheerful with what he has, his riding and fishing and hunting. He could be such a fine man because he has an insatiable ambition.


      “I thought we might give him the thousand dollars. It would see him through the little country school here and by the time he is older he might be able to earn more. It would be such a good use to which to put our money. We could always remember how happy we made one little boy. It is something he wants more than anything else in the world. Just to look at him made me want it, too.


      “Of course all you girls have a share in the reward and it is up to you to do as you please, but I can tell you if you should agree with me Bobby would love it—and you,” she finished.


      “Hurrah for Bobby!” Carol said loudly. “I want to meet him.”


      “Didn’t I say Gale’s plan would be the best?” Phyllis demanded, hugging Gale affectionately. “You always seem to know just what we’d like,” she told her chum.


      Virginia hugged Gale too. “You’re a darling, Gale, to think of Bobby. I know he’ll be tickled pink. Let’s go tell him now.”


      With one accord the girls ran to the corral and saddled their horses. Virginia, who had been to see Bobby often before, led the way to the broken down little cabin.


      Gale had the check for the thousand dollars and the girls all agreed that she should be the one to present their gift to the little boy.


      Before the cabin, its door hanging ajar on one rusty hinge, the girls dismounted. Virginia sent a ringing halloo into the interior and Bobby soon appeared. He gravely informed his visitors that his mother wasn’t home. He greeted Gale with a wide grin and smiled shyly at the other girls, who were all delighted with the appearance of their little protégé.


      “Bobby, honey,” Virginia said, “Gale has something to tell you.”


      “Yes, Bobby,” Gale said smiling broadly, “remember me telling you I might meet a fairy when I was riding back to the ranch?”


      “Did you?” he demanded eagerly.


      “I did,” Gale said gravely. “I told her all about you and how fine a man you are. I told her you wanted more than anything in the world to go to school and what do you think?”


      “What?” Bobby asked, his wide, earnest gaze fixed on Gale’s face.


      “She gave me this.” Gale handed Bobby the check and at his puzzled expression continued: “It is worth a whole lot of money, enough to send you to school for a couple of years.”


      He looked dazedly from one smiling face to the other and back at Gale. “I’m goin’ to school?” he said in a dazed voice.


      “Yes, darling, as soon as it opens for the term,” Gale said.


      To their surprise his lip puckered and he flung himself on Gale, hiding his face on her shoulder with a smothered sob. Across his blond head, Gale and Virginia exchanged a smiling glance, tears not far from the surface of either pair of clear eyes.


      “Bobby,” Gale murmured, “aren’t you glad? Don’t you want to go to school?”


      “Course I do,” he said, choking, “t-that’s why I’m cryin’.”


      “Gosh,” Carol said when the girls rode away, leaving an ecstatic, beaming Bobby behind them. “I never knew it was so nice to play Santa Claus. We’ll have to do it often,” she said slyly tucking her handkerchief back into her pocket.


      “I’m so glad you suggested giving the money to Bobby, Gale,” Val said, a suspicious thickness in her voice.


      “So am I,” Janet declared, “but hang it all, I almost cried with him.”


      “I guess we never realized before how fortunate we were,” Phyllis said, contemplating the blue sky overhead. “Didn’t it do something to you just now? I feel all sort of big inside. Like—like I wanted to be nice to everybody in the world.”


      “It does make you happy just to make somebody else happy,” Madge agreed. “He is such a cunning little chap.”


      “And worthy of anything we might do for him,” Virginia declared. “His mother has raised him with the best manners of any youngster in Arizona.”


      “What happened to his father?” Valerie asked.


      “He used to work in a silver mine,” Virginia said. “He and several other men owned it in partnership. Bobby’s father was killed trying to rescue one of the other men from a cave-in or something. I don’t know the exact facts. Bobby’s mother is wonderful with sewing and my mother and some other ladies from Coxton keep her supplied. That is the only way they get along.”


      “I wish we had had two thousand dollars,” Janet said.


      “But if Bobby’s father owned a silver mine why don’t they have money?” Madge asked.


      “The mine never amounted to much,” Virginia answered. “It was only a small vein of silver and it didn’t last very long.”


      The girls returned to the ranch house, each with a little warm glow in her heart. Making Bobby happy as they had done, had shown each one how much happiness there is in giving joy to some one else.


      The Wilsons had prepared a festive program for their guests’ last night at the ranch. There were music and dancing and chatter and laughter. The hilarity kept up for hours.


      “You know,” Janet said, “I feel like celebrating tonight—for Bobby.”


      “Strange as it may seem, I was thinking the same thing,” Phyllis declared.


      “I used to get the jitters every time I thought of Pedro and his knife,” Val confided to Gale in a secluded dark corner of the porch where they had gone for a breath of air between spurts of gaiety. “Now I’m glad we did meet them as we did.”


      “Why?” Gale wanted to know.


      “Well, look what we did with the money,” Val said. “It was worth all our adventures to see that little boy’s face this afternoon.”


      “He was just about overwhelmed,” Gale smiled softly. “It is amazing that he could be so starved for knowledge and contact with other youngsters his age.”


      “Tomorrow we shall leave all this,” Val said, motioning to the trees and sky, lit by the giant yellow moon and sparkling stars, and the ranch house and the corral.


      “Wasn’t it a worth while summer, though?” Gale asked. “We’re all so much better able to cope with the studies and struggles we’ll have this, our last term, in high school.”


      “Where are you going to college?” Val asked suddenly.


      “Why—I don’t know—” Gale said vaguely. “I want to go to Briarhurst. I don’t know if I shall, though.”


      “That’s my aim, too. I shall probably—”


      “Say, aren’t you having a good time?” Carol demanded through the window.


      “Sure we are,” Val declared.


      “Then come in and join the party,” Carol commanded.


      “The queen commands,” laughed Gale. “We have to obey.”


      The two went back to the living room and danced some more. The noise kept up until the wee hours of the morning when, out of sheer necessity, the girls went off to bed. Each had a vague suspicion that they would not be able to get up the next morning and get the early start on which they had planned.


      CHAPTER XXI


      Adios


      Their fears were confirmed. About ten o’clock the next morning Gale and Valerie managed to leave their beds for breakfast. But when they appeared in the dining room they discovered that they were the first and only ones to make their appearance. Mrs. Wilson despatched Valerie to bestir Phyllis and Madge and Gale departed to rouse Carol and Janet.


      She knocked loudly on their door but all remained blissfully quiet. She peeped around the corner of the door and beheld her two friends curled like kittens, enjoying their nap.


      “Hey!” she yelled. “Last call for breakfast.”


      “Huh?” Carol cocked one sleepy eye in her direction while Janet remained in dreamland.


      “I said,” Gale repeated painstakingly, “it is the last call for breakfast.”


      “I don’t want any,” Carol said, turning over and burying her head in the covers.


      “Come on, get up,” Gale urged, shaking her friend, “we want to get an early start.”


      “Let’s go home tomorrow,” Carol begged. “I wanta sleep.”


      “We have to leave today,” Gale insisted. “There can be no more putting it off. Come on, turn out, or I’ll pour cold water on you!” she threatened.


      At that declaration Carol managed to sit up, but she was half asleep as she tried to struggle out of her pajamas.


      “Lazy bones, get out of there,” Gale demanded of Janet.


      The latter squinted frowningly at Gale. “Must you bother me?” she demanded. “Go away!”


      “Not until you get up and dress,” Gale said calmly. “We’ve got to get started.”


      “I want my breakfast,” Janet said.


      “Well, you won’t get a bite unless you get up this minute!” Gale declared vigorously.


      “In that case,” Janet yawned, “I reckon I’ll do without it. Good night.”


      Gale went to the door. “Virginia,” she called, “bring me a bucket of cold water. The colder the better!”


      “What’s that for?” Janet demanded.


      “To pour on you,” Gale said calmly.


      “I’m up!” Janet declared, tossing back the covers and jumping out of bed.


      She was up, but it took her and Carol at least another half an hour to complete their dressing. When finally they appeared for breakfast, it was lunch time. After lunch there was frantic last minute scrambling to collect baggage.


      The old car in which they had arrived at the K Bar O was brought to the front of the ranch house and there the girls viewed it with frowns.


      “That tire is certainly flat,” Carol declared. “It looks like a deflated pancake.”


      “Jim and I’ll have it fixed in no time,” Tom offered.


      “Brothers are good for something,” Janet murmured satisfactorily to Virginia.


      “Where’s Phyllis?” Gale asked.


      “I don’t know,” Janet said. “Isn’t she in the house with Val?”


      Gale went into the living room and called but neither Phyllis nor Valerie answered.


      “Perhaps she is down at the corral kissing her horse goodbye,” suggested Carol brightly.


      “Go see,” Janet said.


      “Go yourself,” Carol murmured lazily.


      “I have it,” Janet said. “We’ll both go. Maybe Loo Wong has an extra piece of cake,” she whispered in Carol’s ear.


      “The way those two departed I’ll bet they were thinking of food,” Madge commented.


      “Phyllis isn’t down at the corral and neither is Val,” Janet informed them when, after a lengthy absence, she and Carol returned.


      “Were you eating anything?” Madge demanded suspiciously.


      “Of course not,” Carol said with dignity. “Didn’t we just have lunch?”


      “Then wipe that chocolate icing off your tie,” Madge said laughingly.


      “Look. Here they come. What in the world is Phyllis carrying?” Carol demanded wonderingly.


      “A cactus,” Janet giggled. “What are you going to do with that?” she asked.


      “Take it home with me,” Phyllis grinned, “for a souvenir. You can sit on it in the car,” she invited.


      “Thoughtful of you,” Janet grimaced.


      “There’s your tire all fixed,” Tom said, dusting himself off as he straightened up from his work.


      “Gee, I’m glad it went flat here and not ten miles away,” Phyllis sighed. “Just think, we might have had to fix it.”


      “I hope the old thing holds together until we reach Phoenix,” Janet said, looking the car over. “I wouldn’t want to walk.”


      “Why that car is good for years yet,” Carol declared, a twinkle in her eye.


      “Sure, if it just sits in the garage,” agreed Phyllis.


      “It’s getting rusty already,” Janet said.


      “Well, there is one consolation,” Carol murmured, “the horn can never rust away.”


      “Why not?” Janet wanted to know.


      “Because it’ll break up in honks!” Carol answered.


      Carol had been sitting on the porch step with Janet, but suddenly she found herself catapulted into the dust.


      “That’s for that terrible joke,” Janet said firmly. “Another one like that and we will make you ride on the rear bumper.”


      “We better get going,” Madge put in. “It is getting late.”


      The girls had had such a good time and they had grown fond of Virginia. It was hard to say goodbye.


      “I wish you were coming East with us,” Gale said sadly.


      “Couldn’t you?” Phyllis asked eagerly.


      Virginia shook her head. “No can do. But maybe I can visit you some time. I hope you can come out here again, too.”


      “You will let us know how Bobby gets along in school?” Val asked. “We’ll want to know.”


      “Of course,” Virginia assured them. “I want you all to write to me, too. Don’t forget.”


      After their goodbyes were over the girls piled into the car, Gale at the wheel. Ineffectively she pressed her foot on the starter. There was a whirr but the engine refused to break into the longed-for roar. The girls exchanged exasperated glances.


      “I suppose we’ll have to get out and push,” Carol groaned.


      “Nothing doing!” Janet balked at the suggestion. “What’s the matter with the old thing anyway, Gale?”


      Gale replied with a shrug of her shoulders and climbed out. She opened the engine hood and looked at the complicated array of gadgets. She knew a little, not much, about an automobile engine.


      “Everything looks all right,” Tom declared. “I’ll get under and see what’s what.”


      “How’s it?” Phyllis asked, leaning over the door.


      “A couple bolts loose,” Tom yelled back.


      Several minutes later Tom reappeared, streaked with grease but triumphant.


      “Try it now,” he suggested.


      But the car refused to obey the summons to action.


      “Lizzie certainly isn’t a lady!” Janet declared impatiently. “Maybe she wants to be coaxed.”


      “I’ve got it!” Gale said suddenly with a snap of her fingers.


      “Goodness, hold onto it whatever it is,” Phyllis begged.


      Gale grinned sheepishly. “We should have thought of it, sooner. I’ll wager we haven’t any gas.”


      Tom looked at the tank and laughed. “Dry as the desert,” he declared. “But there is a five-gallon can in the bunkhouse. I’ll get it.”


      The gas tank was filled and the engine responded readily now to Gale’s pressure on the starter. They said their goodbyes again.


      “Goodbye, goodbye, parting is such sweet sorrow,” Janet said sorrowfully, clinging to Virginia’s hand.


      “Now I know it is time to go,” Carol said. “When Janet quotes Shakespeare things will begin to happen.”


      The car rattled and wheezed as it began to move.


      “Hey, hold everything,” Phyllis called to Gale. “Here comes Loo Wong.”


      Once more their departure was halted. Loo Wong had packed a lunch and he proceeded to present it to Janet with a low bow and a wide grin.


      “Loo Wong wish many happiness. Bid all tloubles goodbye fo’lever.”


      “Same to you, Loo Wong, and many of ’em,” Janet declared. “Girls, what would we have done without Loo Wong?”


      “We couldn’t do without him,” Carol declared. “He makes the best pancakes I’ve ever eaten.”


      “Don’t forget how to make fudge, Loo Wong,” Valerie called.


      The Chinaman bobbed up and down, hands hidden in wide sleeves and his face wreathed in smiles.


      “This time it is really goodbye,” Gale called. “Don’t forget to write, Virginia!”


      The car wheezed and rattled out of the ranch yard onto the dusty road. Handkerchiefs fluttered until the car was swallowed up in a cloud of dust and the ranch house was hidden from view. They had a long trip ahead of them and they settled down comfortably for their last glimpse of Arizona scenery.


      “Ah, now let’s eat,” proposed Janet. “Ouch!” Unwittingly she had leaned against the cactus plant Phyllis had stored in with the baggage.


      “Get along, Liza,” Gale said, patting the steering wheel encouragingly as the engine coughed. “Don’t let us down now,” she pleaded.


      So, with the girls hoping that the old car would hold together until they reached Phoenix where they would take the train to the East, let us leave the Adventure Girls. Those who have enjoyed the six girls’ adventures may join them again in The Adventure Girls in the Air, when they have some exciting times with airplanes and find themselves in new and surprising situations.

    

  


  
    
      THE ADVENTURE GIRLS IN THE AIR, by Clair Blank


      CHAPTER I


      The Crash


      The airplane circled low over the shore, its motor a loud humming noise. The begoggled head of the pilot peered over the side at the little group of people on the beach as he sent his plane zooming up again.


      “Must be from the Army field below here,” vouchsafed one sunburned young man, raising himself on one elbow to peer up at the plane.


      “It isn’t an Army plane though,” another added.


      “He must be trying to smash himself up as quickly as possible,” declared Carol Carter.


      The other five girls and three boys present agreed heartily with her.


      The plane, its engine roaring, dove straight for the blue waters of the Atlantic, only to zoom upward again when the waves threatened to engulf it.


      The young people, when nothing happened, turned their attention to something else. Airplanes were familiar to them.


      “How did you make out in your English exam today?” Carol asked her friend, Janet Gordon.


      The girl in the bright red bathing suit made a wry face and sighed. “I believe I established a new record for low marks.”


      “But you don’t want to flunk in anything this term!” Phyllis Elton said aghast. “It is your Senior year!”


      “You won’t be eligible for the college exams if you do,” added Valerie Wallace.


      “I’ll make it up,” Janet said confidently, as usual not letting anything worry her.


      “Have you decided what college you are going to?” Bruce Latimer asked as he let a handful of sand trickle slowly down Gale Howard’s back.


      She wriggled away from him. “I like Briarhurst,” she answered.


      “That is where we all want to go,” supplied Madge Reynolds. “Do you think you can make it, Phyllis?”


      Phyllis Elton looked at the blue water lapping the shore and a little sigh escaped her.


      “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “I want to, more than anything—but my Aunt—”


      The others knew Phyllis’ life was governed completely by her Aunt’s whims and commands. Since babyhood Phyllis had lived alone in a big stone house with Miss Fields. Her friends were not allowed to visit her, nor she them if her Aunt knew it. However, when Phyllis had started High School she became chums with the Adventure Girls and now every moment she could get away from the big house was spent with one or the other of them.


      “Why does your Aunt object to Briarhurst?” asked David Kimball.


      Phyllis shrugged. “Why does she object to anything? Why doesn’t she let me have friends—give parties—like other girls? I never know why she objects to things—she just does.”


      “I wouldn’t stand for it,” said rebellious Janet.


      Phyllis smiled slowly. “What can I do? She is the only relative I have in the world. I can’t do anything but what she lets me.”


      “What college does she suggest?” Peter Arnold wanted to know.


      “Stonecliff,” Phyllis said shortly.


      “Not that place!” Carol cried. “It is like a prison there!”


      “I know it.” Phyllis sighed.


      “The girls aren’t allowed any fun at all! You aren’t going there!” Madge wanted to know.


      “I shall probably go wherever my Aunt chooses to send me,” Phyllis said, and her young voice was cold with anger and rebellion. “If she insists on Stonecliff, it will be Stonecliff.”


      “But haven’t you told her about Briarhurst?” Gale asked.


      “That is why she suggests Stonecliff. She has discovered where you girls are going and suspects that I want to go because you are. Whatever I want to do she objects to—you know that.”


      “It isn’t fair!” Valerie declared.


      “We ought to do something,” added Carol.


      “We will start a conspiracy, that is what!” declared Madge. “We won’t have you breaking up our club by going to a different college!”


      “That crazy aviator is back again,” volunteered David.


      “Wonder who he is,” murmured Bruce.


      Diving and side-slipping, the pilot put on an air circus by himself for the benefit of the people below. Straight upward the pilot nosed his ship, but suddenly it failed him. The roar of the engine was cut off abruptly. Like a falling leaf caught in an autumn wind the plane turned over and over. In scarcely any time at all the shining red monoplane lay a twisted mass of wreckage on Cloudy Island.


      “You girls stay here,” called Bruce over his shoulder as he and the other two boys started off on a run for the little wharf where Bruce’s motor boat lay rocking gently on the swell of the water.


      Despite the boys’ half-warning command, Gale and Phyllis were at their heels when they reached the boat.


      CHAPTER II


      The Pilot


      Cloudy Island, so named because of the fog which usually held the island in its grip and the group of clouds stationed above it like sentinels in the sky, was but a two minute ride from the main shore. It was a brown strip of land jutting up out of the blue Atlantic Ocean scarcely a mile from the coast of Maine. It was covered with a thick growth of trees and underbrush. About the only shelter of any kind was a fair sized log cabin which the young people had built as a combination picnic lodge and boat house.


      Bruce’s motor boat covered the distance in record time, its owner at the wheel and his companions crouched low, straining their eyes for a sight of the airplane.


      “It fell at the north end, didn’t it?” Phyllis murmured.


      Bruce headed his boat for the sandy beach at the northern point. Bathing suits and sunburned arms and legs flashed in the sun as they left the boat and the boys brought it to a safe anchorage on the beach.


      The girls led the dash from the sandy shore into the thick growth of trees, but there the boys soon overtook them.


      “Janet will be wild because they were left behind,” Phyllis declared gaspingly as she ran along beside Gale.


      Gale’s answer was lost in a cry as they burst suddenly upon the wreckage of the red monoplane. One wing was crumpled beneath the heavy cabin of the plane and the wheels were sticking grotesquely up into the air. The propeller had snapped in half and the shining red surface of the plane was scratched and blackened. The cockpit yawned black and empty.


      “Where’s the pilot?” Peter demanded in amazement.


      “Look!” Phyllis cried.


      A man in the uniform of a flyer leaned weakly against a tree and endeavored to grin at them. There was mud and grime on his clothes and from a cut on his cheek blood was flowing. Bruce and David caught him as he almost fell to the ground.


      “Take him to the cabin,” Peter proposed.


      The other boys nodded in agreement and the girls ran on ahead. Pillows and blankets were whisked into position for a makeshift bed. A small fire was started in the stone fireplace and water put on to heat.


      David, who was studying to be a doctor, put his knowledge to good use by examining the pilot.


      “Is he badly hurt?” Gale asked when her friend straightened up.


      David shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


      The pilot opened his eyes again and looked wordlessly from one to the other, letting his gaze rest finally and longest on Gale. Slowly he sat up and negotiated it successfully, but when he tried to stand his leg gave way beneath him.


      “Take it easy,” Peter encouraged.


      “Sprained ankle,” was the answer.


      “Shall we get you a doctor?” Phyllis inquired anxiously. “We can take you back to the mainland in the boat.”


      He shook his head and smiled. “Plane a wreck?”


      “Smashed,” Gale supplied for him. She handed him a glass of cool spring water brought in by Peter.


      He drained it and handed the glass back to her with a wide smile. “Thanks, feel a lot better now. Where am I anyway?” He looked curiously about the cabin, at the woven rug in the center of the floor, at the small radio set, at the furnishings and curtains at the window.


      “We use this as a sort of camping lodge,” Bruce explained. “In a shelter next to this we keep a small canoe. We often spend a whole day here on picnics.”


      “Cozy place,” the pilot declared.


      “Don’t you think you should go to a doctor with that ankle?” Peter interjected. “We can easily run you over to Marchton.”


      The pilot looked at him thoughtfully. From Peter his gaze traveled in turn to each of the others. He frowned at the fireplace before he spoke.


      “I don’t know how to make you understand—I’d like to stay here in your cabin—until my ankle mends. Will you rent it to me—say, for a few weeks?”


      “Of course,” Bruce said with a frown, “but—”


      “There is no one here on the island, and you would be all alone,” Phyllis said.


      The pilot smiled. “I shan’t mind that. I want to be by myself—no one must know I am here. Absolutely no one, do you understand?”


      “No, sir, we don’t,” Bruce said promptly.


      “Why shouldn’t anyone know you are here?” added David. “A lot of people must have seen your plane fall.”


      The pilot ran a hand through his hair nervously. “I realize that, but look here, couldn’t you say I was unhurt and you took me to a railroad station or an airport and I’ve gone away? It is so important that no one knows I am here!”


      The young people looked at him speculatively.


      “Are you an escaped convict?” Phyllis asked outright.


      The strange young man laughed heartily.


      “Hardly!” he declared. “I am just a harmless flyer who desires a little peace and quiet for a while. What do you say? Will you help me keep my presence here a secret? You can tell people my plane fell into the sea and was washed down the coast. There is no harm in keeping me hidden.”


      The young people could think of no convincing reason why they should tell anyone that the pilot desired to be alone on the island nor why he should not stay here if he wished.


      “I suppose it is all right,” David said dubiously.


      “Of course it is!” the man assured him.


      “We can bring you food from the mainland,” Gale suggested.


      “Fine!” the pilot declared cheerfully.


      After his ankle was bathed and bandaged and he declared his intention of resting the young people had no choice but to take their leave.


      “He seemed glad to be rid of us,” Phyllis said in an injured tone as they climbed back into Bruce’s motor boat. “I wonder who he is?”


      “We didn’t ask his name,” David murmured in surprise.


      “There is something mysterious about him,” Bruce said with a frown. “I wonder if we should have let him stay at the lodge?”


      “Why not?” Gale wanted to know. “He can’t run away—not on his injured ankle—there is no harm in it. I think he is rather nice,” she added, with an afterthought for the pilot’s dark curly hair and handsome, boyish face. “Well, I do!” she insisted defiantly when the boys laughed. She remembered the way the pilot had looked at her and felt a pleasant little thrill. He had such a nice smile!


      “What happened? Was he killed?”


      Such were the cries from the other four Adventure Girls who had been left behind on the mainland.


      The pilot’s presence couldn’t be kept a secret from these four girls so the others told them everything that had happened, eliciting a strict promise to keep confidential the man’s presence at the lodge.


      Janet and Carol were beside themselves with excitement and ecstasy. To think that a real, young, and handsome pilot should be plunged suddenly into their midst! Things like that very seldom happened in the little coastal town.


      Marchton was a small but busy little town in Maine, bordering the rocky coast, and with its share of the traditional Maine woods.


      The Adventure Girls had been raised, each one, in this sheltered spot; however, they were in no way behind the times. Readers of The Adventure Girls at the K Bar O Ranch are already familiar with the girls’ desire for adventure and love of the open road. All were in their last year at the Marchton High School and looking forward eagerly to the day when they would enter college.


      One by one the young people went into their homes as they left the beach and walked home in the glowing sunset until only Gale and Bruce were left. The boy and girl lived across the street from one another and it was not until they came to the swinging, whitewashed gate of Gale’s yard that they parted.


      Gale ran up the back stairs to her bedroom where she discarded the bathing suit for a trim sports outfit. With her English text book under one arm she descended to the porch to study until time for dinner. English at any time was a problem upon which Gale found it hard to concentrate, but this afternoon it was even more difficult than usual. The brown, laughing face of the airplane pilot kept interfering with the printed page.


      All through dinner Gale kept thinking about him. She knew there was no food to be had on the island and she decided to take him some. After dinner, with the expressed opinion of going to the early show at the movies, Gale left home, but her destination was the grocery store. Not the one her Mother usually patronized because it might come to her Mother’s ears what she was doing. It wasn’t that her parents would not understand—nor forbid her to go, it wasn’t that—but the pilot had said to tell no one. If he wanted to be a secret, so he should be. Her parents would, perhaps, never say a word against what she was doing. On the other hand they might not like it at all. Gale hated explanations and questions. When she had an impulse she liked to carry it through. Of course, she decided guiltily, she would tell her Mother tomorrow—then her parents could share the secret with her, but for tonight the pilot would be her own secret.


      Her chosen foodstuffs secure in a big brown bag Gale went down to the beach. She had often used Bruce’s motor boat and she knew he would not object to her doing so now. She climbed aboard and deposited her bundle on the cushioned seat while she started the motor.


      The stretch of water was black with white-tipped gentle waves as she headed the boat away from the shore toward Cloudy Island.


      CHAPTER III


      Mystery


      Gale had run the motor boat on this short jaunt often before but never had she experienced the thrill of adventure and excitement that was prevailing tonight. The prow of the boat cut through the water and flung a fine spray over the girl.


      The island was dark, but the moonlight flung the trees and the little lodge into sharp relief against the sky. A light gleamed faintly through the window of the lodge and there Gale went.


      There was no electricity on the island so the lodge was illuminated solely by the light from the fire in the fireplace and a small oil lantern which stood on the little table in solitary state.


      A brief glance told her that the room was empty. Abruptly her bundle slid to the table and she sat down while she tried to grasp the fact that the pilot was gone. There had been something mysterious about him. He had tricked them and disappeared at the first opportunity! But how had he left the island? The motor boat had not been here. His airplane was out of commission. They had left no means of escape for him.


      Suddenly she thought of the canoe housed in the little adjoining shed. Of course! It would be easy for him to get away in that. No trouble at all, for the bay had been as smooth as glass.


      Unnecessarily she went out, taking the lantern with her, to the shed. There she stared in amazement. The canoe was safely installed as it had been yesterday. The pilot had not touched it. Then how—he couldn’t have swum to the mainland!


      She left the shed and was about to rëenter the lodge when she stiffened to attention and stared down the beach. The moonlight was brilliant as daylight, throwing a silver path on the water and sandy shore. A solitary figure was coming slowly and laboriously along toward the cabin. Setting the lantern down quickly she ran down the beach to meet him.


      The pilot stood on one foot and waited for her to come up to him. There was a smile on his face but she could see that he looked tired and there was perspiration standing out on his forehead from the exertion of walking on his injured ankle.


      “What are you doing?” she cried in consternation.


      “Down to see the plane,” he explained breathlessly. “Farther than I thought.”


      “You shouldn’t be walking on that ankle!” she said sternly. “It will only make it worse.” She saw that he carried a small bundle wrapped in oilskin under his arm. “Shall I carry them for you?”


      “What? Oh, no thanks. A little bit farther won’t matter.”


      She slipped her arm beneath his. “You can lean on me. It isn’t far.”


      He squeezed her arm gently and released it laughing a little. “I can make it quite all right.”


      It was slow business for him, getting back to the cabin and once there he sank down onto a chair and sat for a long time with closed eyes breathing heavily. At last, when Gale was beginning to get anxious, he looked up and smiled.


      “What is that?” he asked, indicating the parcel on the table.


      “I brought some groceries,” she answered. “Since you are going to be a hermit—you have to eat.”


      “That was thoughtful of you,” he said gratefully. “I was wondering if there were any cocoanuts or bananas on this desert island.”


      “I’ll cook you something,” she said with sudden inspiration. “It will take only a minute.”


      “Oh, but—” he began in protest.


      “You must be hungry,” she insisted.


      He couldn’t deny that and he had to admit, too, that with his ankle throbbing as it was at present, he didn’t want to contemplate making his own supper. Nevertheless he regarded her thoughtfully.


      “Do your parents know you are here?” he asked suddenly.


      Gale felt the color stealing up into her cheeks. “No,” she admitted finally.


      “Where are you supposed to be?”


      She swallowed a difficult lump in her throat. “At the movies.”


      “Then off you go to the movies,” he said firmly. “You don’t want your conscience troubling you.”


      “I’ll go right after I’ve fixed you something,” she promised. “Honestly I will!”


      “And hereafter there are to be no more lies!” he said severely.


      “I was going to tell them tomorrow,” she said slowly.


      “You will,” he said more brightly. “You have my permission to tell your parents about me, but nobody else, mind you!”


      Gale smiled. “Right you are, Mr. Hermit!”


      While they were talking Gale was busy and in a few minutes his supper stood hot and inviting.


      “Come along and eat,” she invited.


      “Not until I see you safely off in your boat,” he insisted.


      She sighed. “I was going to wash the dishes for you, but I’ll go.”


      He came close to her and put some money in her hand. “For the groceries,” he explained.


      “But this is too much—”


      “Well, I’m going to need some more, won’t I?” he asked gaily.


      When Gale ran down the beach to her boat she could see his figure outlined in the doorway. She felt happy and pleased with herself as she started the motor and swung the boat about in the direction of the shore. But her elation was to be short lived.


      When she climbed from the boat to the wharf a figure stepped from the shadows. Gale started.


      “Bruce! How you frightened me!”


      “Sorry. Where were you?” the boy asked.


      “To see the mysterious pilot and to take him some supper,” she answered immediately, truthfully and brightly.


      “Don’t you know you shouldn’t go all by yourself to see him?” the boy asked indignantly.


      “Why not?” All Gale’s friendliness and joy vanished as though from a touch of icy wind.


      “We don’t any of us know who he is—” Bruce began. “I don’t like it, Gale. What would your parents say? You should take someone else—one of the boys—with you. Hereafter—”


      “Hereafter I’ll thank you to mind your own business, Bruce Latimer!” Gale said heatedly. “You can’t tell me what to do. I’ll go where I please and when I please! I don’t have to use your old motor boat, either!”


      “Gee, Gale,” the boy said ruefully, “I didn’t mean—”


      But Gale had left him standing in the darkness. She almost ran through the streets to her own home. Her Mother was sitting on the porch and Gale dropped breathlessly beside her.


      “The show let out early, didn’t it, dear?” her Mother asked, smiling.


      Gale felt more ashamed of herself than she had ever done before.


      “I didn’t go to the movies,” she said in a rush, her words tumbling over each other. Swiftly she told her Mother of the pilot, how they had seen him crash, how they had taken him to the lodge—everything up until the minute she left the island tonight.


      “I’m glad you told me,” her mother said simply.


      “And you aren’t angry?” Gale whispered.


      Mrs. Howard smiled. “No, I’m not angry.”


      “And I can go to see him whenever I want?”


      “Perhaps it would be best to go when the others go,” her Mother said after a moment.


      Gale left it at that. She took a cushion and sat on the top step, watching the stars overhead. A figure crossed the street and entered the yard. She recognized Bruce and stood up. She looked about but her Mother had disappeared.


      “Gale,” Bruce called uncertainly.


      “Yes,” she answered reluctantly.


      Bruce sat down beside her. “I’m sorry I said what I did,” he murmured.


      “I am too,” she admitted.


      “You will use my boat any time you want, too,” he urged.


      “I don’t know whose I would use if I didn’t,” she laughed.


      Harmony was completely restored. After that they talked together easily and long.


      The next afternoon after school Gale and Phyllis went down to the beach and climbed into Bruce’s boat. Soon they were at the island.


      The pilot was glad to see them. Already he was getting bored with his self-imposed exile. He had been sitting at the table poring over the package of papers for the possession of which he had made that slow and painful journey to his plane last night. When he heard them he jumped up and immediately sat down again. His ankle was too painful for sudden movement.


      The girls had brought some more supplies for the pantry and the pilot received them thankfully. The three talked together for a long while. When the girls decided it was time to leave, the pilot whispered to Gale while Phyllis was already on her way to the boat.


      “I must see you tonight for a few minutes—alone!”


      Gale looked at him in surprise. His voice and tone had been most mysterious.


      “Alone?” she asked uncertainly; she was suddenly afraid of him.


      “Alone unless you can get that young fellow Bruce to come with you.”


      “We’ll come,” Gale promised him.


      Her mind was full of the pilot and his words as she steered the boat with herself and Phyllis back to the mainland. What could he want of them?


      “He is nice, isn’t he?” Phyllis said. “Brent Stockton,” she murmured the pilot’s name over. “I’ve heard that name some place before.”


      “Wasn’t it in the newspapers some time ago in connection with the invention of a new parachute or something?” Gale asked slowly.


      “That is it!” Phyllis said eagerly. “He is an inventor. Do you suppose he is working on something now and that is why he wants to be alone on the island?”


      “There is nothing there for him to work with,” Gale said. “He would need a laboratory or workshop or something.”


      “That’s true,” Phyllis agreed as she and Gale turned into the driveway of the big house on the hill where Phyllis lived.


      “Do you think I should come any farther?” Gale asked, halting at a small summerhouse where the girls invariably took their leave. Very seldom did they go on up to the house.


      “My Aunt was supposed to be out this afternoon,” Phyllis said. “I think you might come up. I’d like some help with my Algebra.”


      “Have you said any more to her about going to Briarhurst?” Gale asked as they walked slowly up the gravel path and with light steps mounted to the porch.


      Phyllis led the way into the dark, formal hallway and up the stairs to her own room. There, though the furnishings were stiff and old fashioned, the sun shone in, dispelling the sense of gloom that seemed to hang over the rest of the house.


      “She insists that I go to Stonecliff,” Phyllis sighed. “I suppose I must, but I shall hate it,” she said with sudden vehemence. “I don’t want to be separated from all the Adventure Girls. You mean more to me than you know,” she said, a sudden mist in her eyes. “You are the only friends I have. The only fun I have I have to steal with you. I never thought a person could be as cruel as Aunt Melba. She has taken every nice thing I ever had away from me. Now she proposes to take you girls away too.”


      Gale slipped a loving arm through her friend’s. “She can’t take us away. We love you too, Phyl,” she declared earnestly. “Don’t let it worry you. We shall think of something. We’ll take the situation into our own hands and you won’t have to go to Stonecliff.”


      Gale had been purposely gay and confident when she was talking to Phyllis but afterward she wondered what they could possibly do about it. Miss Fields was a thin, middle-aged woman who ruled her household with a rod of iron. No one had ever been known to oppose her successfully or for long. Phyllis, especially, was a victim of her Aunt’s every whim. Raised in terror of the stern old woman that terror still held Phyllis in its grip.


      Gale turned into her own yard and then she suddenly remembered Brent Stockton’s words. She looked across the street. Bruce was just coming home from football practice.


      “Hi, Bruce!” she called.


      He grinned and waved in response. When he came up to her she laughed at his appearance. Bedraggled and mud splashed, he looked every inch a returning warrior from unknown wars.


      “Think we will win from Northwood on Friday?” she asked eagerly.


      “Of course we will,” he returned. “We’ve got a swell team.”


      “Bruce,” she lowered her voice to a confidential pitch, “Phyllis and I were out to the island to see the pilot this afternoon. He said he wanted to see you and me tonight for a little while—alone.”


      “What for?”


      “I don’t know,” she frowned. “What do you suppose he could want? He sounded awf’ly mysterious.”


      “Did he say what time?”


      “No. Any time I suppose.”


      “We’ll go right after dinner, eh?”


      She sighed. “I was afraid you wouldn’t go at all.”


      He looked at her in surprise. “Why not?”


      She laughed. “Never mind.” She turned to the house. “See you tonight,” she called and disappeared within.


      How could she tell him she had thought he would not go because she doubted if he had an adventurous spirit? Sometimes Bruce irritated her. He was so cold and sane. Never enthusiasm for anything. No ambition, at least he never said anything to her about it if he had, no urge to go anywhere or see anything. He took things so calmly she sometimes wondered if he were altogether human. She was positive he had never done an impulsive thing in his life.


      She sighed as she sat down at the piano and let her fingers roam over the keys. Perhaps that was the way she should be, thoughtful, serious, never doing anything rash. But she couldn’t. Sometimes she would be all prepared to go to a study or a game or book seriously, when someone’s word or sentence would strike a discordant note and her temper would flare forth or a spring of laughter would burst within her and gone immediately were all her good intentions. Somehow she just couldn’t take herself as seriously as did Bruce with himself. To him life was a problem and it was meant to be coped with as such. She preferred to snatch pleasure from life as she went along. Didn’t her friendship with the other Adventure Girls prove that? Certainly there could be no more nonsensical, yet sweet, girls than Carol and Janet. Madge, too, had a sense of humor. And Val, good old Valerie! She, like the rest, was always ready for anything.


      The low tones of the piano crashed like thunder as she brought her hand down heavily and swung about on the stool. She had better get in some study on her English Literature if she hoped to pass that exam.


      After dinner Gale and Bruce went down to his motor boat and crossed to the island. As it had been the night before, the island was in darkness save for the gleam of lantern light from the cabin. The boy and girl stood for a moment in the doorway watching the pilot in silence.


      Brent Stockton had papers and blue prints spread out before him and he was compiling figures on another sheet of paper.


      “Hello,” Gale said uncertainly.


      The pilot swung around, his hand instinctively seeking to cover the paper before him. He smiled in mingled pleasure and relief when he recognized them.


      “Didn’t hear you coming,” he apologized. “Sit down, won’t you?” he indicated two chairs drawn up to the other side of the table.


      The girl and boy sat on the edge of the chairs and stared interestedly at the blue prints before them.


      “A new motor?” Bruce asked; his technical eye had already recognized the sketches.


      The pilot nodded. He leaned toward them confidentially. “Are you sure there is no one but me on this island?”


      “I don’t think there is anyone else,” Gale said. “No one ever comes here but us.”


      “Queer,” Brent Stockton murmured. “All day I’ve had the feeling that someone was watching me.”


      “Must be your nerves,” Bruce smiled. “What did you want to see us about?”


      The pilot threw down his pencil and folded his arms while he regarded them with a half frown. “Have you ever heard of me?” he asked surprisingly.


      “You’re an inventor,” Gale said immediately. “You invented a new type of parachute or something a few months ago.”


      He nodded. His voice was low when he spoke and the two young people bent forward so as not to miss a single word.


      “Now I am working on something new. A motor that will have less gas consumption and be more or less foolproof. It will be most economical, automatically reducing the upkeep of a plane. It especially is designed for the new pursuit type ship the Army is planning. I hope to have one installed in my racing plane before the air races three weeks from Saturday, that is if I have it perfected in time.”


      “Did you have one in the plane in which you crashed?” Bruce asked.


      “Yes. I’ve been working on these plans ever since and I’m convinced that I’ve located the only weak spot in the whole unit.”


      “But—” Gale frowned. “Where do we come into it?”


      He tapped the plans significantly. “I needn’t tell you how important these plans are. If they should fall into the wrong hands, well, I don’t think our army would be using my motor in their pursuit ships. I have to get them to the airport above Marchton so my mechanic and his helper can assemble the motor in time for the races. There I hope to prove definitely that my motor is the most practical and economical as well as fastest.”


      “Well?” Bruce encouraged.


      “Other men are planning motors and assembling units for the same demonstration,” Brent Stockton said. “One in particular is willing to do anything to sell his motor to the government. He will stop at nothing and, since he suspects that I have a good unit, is trying his best to keep mine from appearing in the race at all. Twice he has attempted to steal my plans. Both times I have been fortunate in having them just beyond his reach. Once there was even a bold attempt on my life.”


      Bruce whistled expressively. “Why don’t you go to the police?”


      “I would if I could name the man who has done these things,” Brent Stockton laughed. “I’ve never seen him so I can’t very well turn him over to the authorities. He uses other less important individuals than himself for his work. The three times I spoke of I managed to get a glimpse of the thief—each time it was a different man.” He shrugged. “It is fighting more or less in the dark.”


      “What do you want us to do?” Gale asked breathlessly. She was terribly interested in all this. Brent Stockton was like a hero in a modern story of adventure and romance.


      The pilot smiled. “Here is my plan. If you don’t want to come along with me it is all right. I won’t think any the less of you for it. There is liable to be danger—that is the part I don’t like when it comes to you,” he said frowning at the youngsters.


      “What do you want us to do?” Bruce asked, brushing aside the thought of danger.


      “Take these plans to my mechanic,” Brent said immediately. “I will tell you where to meet him. You must be absolutely sure that they never leave your sight for a moment. There is too much at stake to risk losing them.”


      “Is that all?” Gale asked disappointed. “That doesn’t sound very dangerous.”


      He smiled. “Ah, but it might prove to be. If you were held up and robbed, which is possible, it would not be exactly safe, you know.”


      “But nothing like that ever happens in Marchton,” Gale said.


      “I’ll take the plans to your mechanic,” Bruce agreed. “But I don’t think Gale should go.”


      “Bruce Latimer!” Gale was furious again. “Are you going to tell me what to do? I am going! Mr. Stockton asked me just as much as he did you. Don’t dare say—”


      Bruce started to laugh. “All right, all right, hold on a minute. I only didn’t want you to be in any danger.”


      “There isn’t a bit of danger and you know it,” Gale said, slightly mollified. “Nothing is dangerous in Marchton.”


      The pilot was regarding them with a wide grin. “At least I gather that you accept my proposition?”


      “Of course,” Bruce said. “Where do we meet your mechanic?”


      “There is a thick wood this side of the airport, do you know it?”


      Gale nodded. “We picnic there sometimes.”


      “There is an old deserted spring house there. Stubby should be there about nine o’clock,” the pilot said consulting his wrist watch. “It is now eight. Can you make it in an hour?”


      “We’ll take our bicycles,” Gale said eagerly.


      “What does he look like, your mechanic?” Bruce asked. “How will we know him?”


      “When you meet a man,” Brent Stockton said, “ask him the time. If he says seven o’clock by the stars, ask him how long he has been there. He will say three days come Friday. He will probably ask you if you have anything for him.”


      “Are you sure he will be there?” Gale asked.


      “Stubby will be there,” the pilot answered confidently. “Tell him he must not, under any circumstances, try to communicate with me. He is to go to the hangar at the airport and start work on the Silver Arrow, that is my racing plane,” he explained. While he had been speaking he was rolling the plans up into a tight packet. This he now handed to Bruce. “You are guardian of the treasure now,” he said smiling.


      “It is a wonder that you trust me with them,” Bruce said.


      “I can’t go myself,” the pilot said, “and I like you,” he added frankly. “I know you won’t let me down.”


      “We’ll see that—what was his name?—Stubby gets them,” Gale assured him.


      When the boy and girl went down to the motor boat they could see the pilot standing in the doorway watching them. He raised his hand in silent salute as the boat shot away from Cloudy Island.


      CHAPTER IV


      Stubby


      The road was dark and lonely. From far away came the dismal hoot of an owl. Gale shivered as she leaned her bicycle against a tree and turned to Bruce.


      “He might have picked a better spot for us to meet his mechanic,” she whispered.


      “It isn’t very cheerful, is it?” Bruce managed a laugh. “But there is no one here but us.”


      “How do you know?” she countered.


      “Because anyone else would have enough sense to stay out of the woods at this hour,” he declared.


      Bruce took her hand in his warm grasp and they started across a small open place. In the distance between the trees ahead they could see the tumbling ruins of the deserted spring house.


      “Don’t be frightened,” Bruce said kindly.


      “I’m not frightened,” Gale said indignantly. “But—do you suppose those plans are as important as he says?”


      “Of course they are,” Bruce said. “He knows what he is talking about. He invented the motor, didn’t he?”


      “You don’t suppose anyone might try to take them away from us?” Gale murmured in awe, watching the dark shadows around her.


      “Certainly not,” Bruce declared. “Don’t you see, that is why he wanted us to take them. No one would suspect us of having them.”


      Gale considered this logic for a moment and was forced to admit it was the obvious conclusion. Who might know they were carrying the important plans? Her thoughts promptly said no one, but she looked about at the ominous shadows and was uncertain. The moon had disappeared behind a bank of clouds. The trees were sighing and whistling in the night wind.


      “Well, here we are,” Bruce announced. “I don’t see anyone,” he added.


      As if in answer to his words a figure appeared from the dark ruins of the spring house behind them.


      “H-Hello,” Bruce said in surprise.


      The man came toward them, his hat pulled forward so as to shield his face from view. He held out his hand.


      “I’ll take that package,” he said in a low, gruff voice.


      Bruce held it out and then pulled it back. “What time is it?” he asked, according to the instructions he had received from Brent Stockton.


      “After nine,” the man said pleasantly. “Gettin’ late for you youngsters to be out. Give me that package and you can go home.”


      “Sorry,” Bruce shook his head. “I don’t think it is for you.”


      “Give it to me!” The man advanced slowly and ominously upon Bruce.


      “B-Be c-careful, Bruce,” Gale whispered with difficulty.


      Under cover of the darkness Bruce passed the package behind his back to Gale. She took it and moved a few paces away.


      The man’s arm shot out and Bruce was sent sprawling in the dust. The man turned to Gale who backed slowly away. Bruce had played football too much to stay down from such a gentle push and now he launched himself forward in the tackle that had helped Marchton High School win so many football games.


      The man fell to the ground with Bruce on top of him. Bruce tried to cling to his perilous position on top of his adversary but he was in sad danger of losing his advantage when help arrived in the form of another silent figure which came also from the ruins of the spring house. The newcomer hauled the two apart and in the moment that Bruce was getting to his feet the other man broke away and ran among the trees, disappearing into the darkness.


      “You let him get away!” Bruce said angrily. “You shouldn’t have!” He looked around. “All right, Gale?”


      “Yes,” she answered. “But he almost had them, didn’t he?”


      “You came here to meet someone?” the new arrival asked. He was a short, stocky, blurred figure in the darkness.


      Gale thought instinctively that he must be Stubby. The name fitted him to perfection.


      “Yes,” Bruce murmured. He wondered if this were another foe or really the man they had come to meet. “What time is it?” he asked without further preliminary.


      “’Bout seven o’clock by the stars,” the man answered.


      The right answer! Gale breathed easier. Now they could be rid of the plans.


      “How long have you been here?” Bruce continued.


      “Three days, come Friday,” was the answer. “Have you anything for me?”


      “Yes,” Bruce almost shouted in relief. He took the package of plans from Gale and handed them to the man. “You’re Stubby?”


      He heard a low chuckle from the man. “Yes, where is Brent?”


      “He said we weren’t to tell you and you must not make any attempt to reach him,” Bruce said. “You are to start work immediately.”


      “Tell him the plane is all ready for the motor. It will be ready for the races.” The man turned away then. “Thanks,” he called over his shoulder before he disappeared.


      “We might as well go home,” Gale said with a sigh.


      “We might as well,” Bruce agreed.


      They went back through the woods to where they had left their bicycles propped against a tree. They rode most of the way in silence. It was only when they came into town and stopped before The Kopper Kettle that Gale looked closely at her companion.


      “Bruce!” she cried, half laughing, “You’ve got a black eye!”


      He touched it gingerly and grinned.


      “How will you explain it?” she wanted to know.


      “I walked into a door—or was it a tree?” he said laughingly.


      “Look,” Gale cried, “the whole gang is here.”


      The Kopper Kettle was a combination sandwich shop and ice cream store where the Adventure Girls and their especial friends were wont to gather in much of their free time. Now the other girls, that is all but Phyllis, were lined up on stools before the soda fountain and with them were Peter and David. The newcomers were hailed with various cries.


      “Who hit you, Bruce?”


      “What a shiner!”


      “Wait until Coach Garis sees that!”


      “Did you do it, Gale?”


      “Can’t blame it on football!”


      Bruce remained mysteriously silent as to how he had acquired the bruised eye and the others could decide on no satisfactory solution. Gale would in no manner aid them to solve the mystery, merely looking unaccountably delighted in their mystification. Secretly she was congratulating herself and Bruce for coming off their mission so lightly. If Stubby had not appeared when he had there is no telling what might have happened.


      CHAPTER V


      Complications


      “Ten yards—nine yards—two—he made it! He’s over! We win!” Jubilantly Janet threw her arms about Carol and the two danced in glee.


      The occasion was the opening game of the football season. The Marchton High School had come through with flying colors, having three touchdowns to their opponent’s two.


      As they walked homeward through the early twilight Janet demanded of the other girls:


      “Wasn’t Mark Sherwin wonderful?”


      Valerie winked at Gale. “Why Mark Sherwin particularly when there were ten other boys on the team?” she asked.


      “Haven’t you heard?” Carol pounced on Valerie, eager to impart her bit of friendly gossip. “He is Janet’s latest crush. He took her to the movies the other night and since then—”


      “So that is the way the wind blows,” Madge laughed.


      “I haven’t a crush on him,” Janet said with dignity. “Crushes are for children.”


      “Is he going to take you to the Senior Prom?” Gale asked.


      “If he asks me I shall die of joy!” Janet declared ecstatically.


      “Then you wouldn’t be able to go,” Madge said smiling. “I think you will rally sufficiently to accept.”


      “I shall say I would!” Janet declared. She turned in at the gate to her front yard as her younger sister called a greeting to the others. “See you tomorrow, gals!”


      “Sweet dreams!” Carol bid her.


      Carol and Madge were the next to depart. Slowly the other three walked homeward.


      “Have you seen the pilot any more?” Phyllis asked of Gale.


      “Not since yesterday,” was the answer.


      “How is his ankle?” Valerie wanted to know.


      “Getting better,” Gale said. “He can hobble about a little now without much pain.”


      When Gale left Phyllis walked beside Valerie in deep thought.


      “Do you think Gale likes Brent Stockton?” she asked at last.


      Valerie smiled. “She must. She goes over to the island a lot. I think he is nice, too,” she declared. She had journeyed to the island one afternoon with Gale.


      “Oh he is nice,” Phyllis said hastily. “What I mean is, do you think—Gale really likes him? An awful lot I mean?”


      Valerie regarded her friend silently, puzzledly for a moment. “How do you mean?”


      “Well,” Phyllis coughed embarrassedly and wished she had never mentioned the subject. “He is young, handsome, and quite charming. Gale might—”


      “You mean Gale might fall in love with him?” Valerie asked aghast.


      “Well—yes,” Phyllis said in confusion. “Do you suppose she might?”


      Valerie laughed. “But she is still in High School!”


      “That doesn’t make any difference,” Phyllis assured her.


      “No,” Valerie said after a moment, “I don’t suppose it does. But Gale isn’t any older than we are. Seventeen! He must be—oh, well, in his twenties. Whatever gave you such a crazy idea?”


      “I don’t know,” Phyllis said hurriedly. “Forget I said anything.”


      “Have you said any more to your Aunt about Briarhurst?” Valerie wanted to know.


      Phyllis shook her head and snapped her history book open and shut.


      “No, I’m half afraid to.”


      “We will keep our fingers crossed. She may come around to your way of thinking yet,” Valerie said cheerfully. “So long, Phyl!”


      Phyllis watched Valerie’s form retreating along the stone flagged path to the Wallace house, a house where Valerie was free to come and go as she pleased, where she was assured of warmth and love and laughter. Phyllis went more slowly on her way. All that was waiting for her in the house at the top of the hill was a cold bedroom where she would study her next day’s lessons in silence and then eat a silent dinner sitting opposite her Aunt. After that, there was nothing for her but to retreat to her own room with her books and to bed, to wait for the next morning when she could again escape from the cold, old house.


      After dinner Gale stepped out onto the porch and viewed the sky overhead. It was studded with stars and high in the East rode a giant yellow moon. She looked out over the lawn to where deep shadows lay thick beneath the trees and about the shrubs. There was a decided tinge of early winter in the air. The football game this afternoon had been another hint that winter was officially on the way. It had been an exciting game! A thrill every minute. She lived over again the exciting last touchdown.


      Gale had been leaning idly against the white porch pillar but suddenly she straightened up with a jerk. A shadow had moved stealthily from the street through the gateway to a position under the linden tree. Gale could not see the identity of the intruder but it was someone she did not expect, of that she was sure. None of her friends would come silently, like a thief. Any of the Adventure Girls or the boys with whom they associated always descended much like pirates besieging a treasure ship, with whoops and plenty of noise. Not so this person, whoever he was.


      Gale considered shouting for her father, when she remembered he had gone out to see a client. Her father conducted a successful law practice and often made trips out at night to interview his clients.


      Gale decided to stay where she was and watch. She did not want to alarm her mother, and besides the person had not done anything yet. Perhaps it was just someone who had made a mistake in the houses. It might be a respectable visitor of one of the neighbors.


      She had held her position for about five minutes, her eyes never wavering from the spot under the linden tree where the shadow had stopped, when she saw a white hand beckoning to her. Should she go down and see who it was? Very clearly she remembered the night when she and Bruce had almost lost Brent Stockton’s plans for his airplane engine. Suppose this was another thief who had learned that she knew where the pilot was! What would he do?


      Almost imperiously this time the hand beckoned again. There seemed a suppressed urgency about it. She decided to throw caution to the winds and go down to the linden tree. As she stepped from the porch she shivered with excitement. It was all so thrilling! She would keep the girls spellbound with a recital of this tomorrow. She walked swiftly across the lawn. Now that she had decided what to do she wanted to hurry before caution changed her mind. She parted the low hanging branches and stepped into the shadow beyond.


      “Did I scare you?”


      Gale almost laughed aloud. It was Stubby, Brent Stockton’s mechanic.


      “You did!” she declared. “What do you want? How did you know where I lived?”


      “It was easy to discover that,” he said brushing her question aside. “You have to take me to Brent. Where is he?”


      “He is—” Gale stopped herself. She remembered how firmly Brent had said the mechanic was not under any circumstances to communicate with him. “Why do you want to see him?” she asked. “He said you shouldn’t.”


      “I’ve got to see him,” Stubby said firmly. “Something has gone wrong with the plane and he is the only one who can fix it. He knows his engine backwards.”


      “But—” Gale hesitated, torn between Brent’s wishes and this new emergency. If something really were wrong with the engine he would want to see the mechanic, wouldn’t he?


      “Where is he?” Stubby persisted.


      “On the island,” she said slowly. “In our clubhouse.”


      “Can you take me over in a boat? Or how can I get there alone?” Stubby asked quickly.


      “I’ll take you,” Gale said. “We can use Bruce’s—that’s my friend—he lets me use his boat.”


      “Fine!” Stubby rubbed his hands together gleefully. “Let’s go.”


      “Wait until I get my coat,” Gale said.


      She ran back to the house. In the hall she slipped into her light sports coat and called in to her mother in the living room.


      “Going out for a while, Mother. I won’t be late!”


      A minute later she was walking swiftly down the street beside the thick figure of Stubby. It took them only a few minutes to reach the shore and with Gale at the wheel, Stubby crouched low in the stern, holding his hat for there was a stiff breeze on the water, the boat shot toward the island.


      Gale was feeling a little nervous. Brent Stockton had been so insistent that they bring no one to see him, that they should reveal his whereabouts to no one, that now she felt afraid he might be angry that she was bringing Stubby. Still it was important she argued with herself. He wanted his airplane in shape for the races and every day was precious.


      She led the way up the beach to the cabin. There the pilot met them at the door. He greeted Stubby as an old friend and some of Gale’s fears were allayed. The two men talked long and earnestly but most of their conversation was so complicated and technical that Gale could not grasp the full significance of it. She waited patiently until they were finished so she might take Stubby back to the mainland in the boat.


      “Then if everything isn’t all right by Saturday I will come over myself,” Brent said in conclusion.


      “You are leaving the island?” Gale asked. Somehow the thought alarmed her.


      “Perhaps,” Brent smiled. “I’m not sure yet. I don’t want to leave until the day of the races but I might have to.”


      “Are you perfectly comfortable?” Gale asked eagerly. “Can I get you something?”


      “You might bring some books for me the next time you come,” he said. “I don’t know what to do with myself all day long.”


      “I’ll bring some over tonight,” Gale promised.


      “There is no need for that,” he said. “Wait until tomorrow.”


      But Gale did not want to wait. Immediately the boat nosed into the wharf, Stubby departed as silently and mysteriously as he had appeared in the Howard yard. Gale went home and into her room. Books overflowed a large bookcase against one wall and peeped from under the window seat. She chose four volumes she thought he would like and decided to find out his favorite authors and take more on the morrow.


      She peeped into the living room before she went out again. Her mother was asleep. Gale smiled softly and closed the door behind her.


      Brent Stockton accepted the books eagerly. It seemed she had brought just what he would like.


      “Then you aren’t angry?” she asked when he was walking slowly, with the aid of an improvised cane, beside her to the boat. “You aren’t angry with me for bringing Stubby over?” she insisted, stopping and looking up at him, young and slight in the moonlight.


      “Angry?” His free hand fell lightly upon her shoulder. “My dear child, I couldn’t be angry with you.” Suddenly he leaned over and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Now run along home, youngster!”


      Gale tried to say something but words stuck in her throat. Silently she climbed into Bruce’s boat. Her hand shook as she snapped the motor on. All the way across the bay she seemed wrapped in a vague, glorious dream.


      Later as she buried her hot cheeks in her cool pillows and tried to stop thinking about Brent Stockton she could feel a thrill run all through her. She had not been like the other girls, Carol and Janet. She had never had a—as they called it—crush on any boy before. She admitted to herself, but to no one else, that she thought Brent Stockton was pretty grand. He was everything the other boys she knew were not.


      CHAPTER VI


      At the Airport


      At the wharf the next afternoon she found Stubby awaiting her.


      “Have to take me to the island,” he said without preliminary. “Brent must come to the airport!”


      “Can’t you manage the plane without him?” Gale asked.


      “No. Something is wrong. I can’t get the motor to hum right. Brent is the only one who knows enough about it.”


      “But he said he didn’t want to go to the airport until the day of the races,” Gale said petulantly.


      “If he doesn’t come now his plane won’t be in the races,” Stubby declared bluntly.


      Gale sighed and stepped into Bruce’s boat. Stubby was a silent passenger all the way to the island.


      Brent was not pleased at the news Stubby brought him. Finally he sighed and admitted it would be best if he did go to the airport to supervise personally the installation of the new motor.


      “But not until tonight,” Brent said. “After dark perhaps Miss Howard will motor me across the bay. I’ll come then.”


      “Of course I will,” Gale said. “If you are going to stay in Marchton you can live at my house, too,” she said breathlessly. “I already suggested it to my mother and she would like it too. You have no place else to go, please say you’ll come,” she pleaded.


      “I’ll talk to your parents first,” he said.


      As soon as it was dark that night Gale motored across the bay and returned with Brent Stockton for dinner at the Howard home. Later, when he declared his intention of going to the airport, Gale pleaded to go along. They were just leaving the yard when Bruce appeared.


      “Hullo,” he said in surprise at the sight of Brent. “Where did you come from? I thought you were still on the Island?”


      “No. I’m needed at the airport and I’m staying at Miss Howard’s home while I am in Marchton.”


      “Going to the airport now?” Bruce asked. “May I come along?”


      The three of them walked to the corner bus stop. The bus took them to within a square of the airport. The buildings, three in all, were dark, shrouded in black silence. A knock at the small door at the side of the private hangar where Brent stored his planes brought a crack which widened into a yawning black hole when Brent was recognized. The three of them stepped within and immediately the door was closed behind them.


      Gale felt nervous. The mystery made her apprehensive. In the darkness she caught at a friendly hand. When a dim light flashed on she hastily disengaged her hand from Brent Stockton’s grasp, blushing furiously at the thought of what he must be imagining. She had no idea it had been his hand she was holding on to.


      “Why all the secrecy?” Bruce demanded of Stubby who had opened the door.


      “We’ve had other visitors tonight,” Stubby replied. “Not very welcome ones either.”


      “Has someone been here again?” Brent Stockton demanded.


      Stubby nodded. “The same one who tried to get the plans from this young fella.” He indicated Bruce and led the way past a huge nondescript shape, which Gale supposed to be the plane, but in the darkness could not discern clearly, into a small office. There he lounged against the wall while Brent eased himself into the chair before an untidy desk and Gale and Bruce sat on the radiator by the window.


      “What did he do?” Brent asked; his voice was low, strained with anxiety. “Did he get to the motor at all?”


      “That he did not!” Stubby said, bristling with indignation. “It’s my job to protect it and I did!”


      “But what did he do?” Bruce pursued.


      “Well, it was this way,” Stubby said, “along about seven o’clock I heard a funny scratching sound. I put out the light and went out to the door. He was fooling with the lock, trying to get in. I slipped back the bolt and jerked the door open, meaning to catch him. He ran, that’s all.”


      Bruce and Brent were talking with Stubby about the strange man while Gale, her attention wandering, looked out the window. The moonlight illuminated the field as brightly as any searchlight. Suddenly she stiffened to attention. A skulking figure had just straightened up from the corner of the hangar. This hangar and office were built together much like the letter L, the office sticking out like the foot of the letter. From her position at the window Gale could clearly see the whole one side of the hangar. Now, watching the man in the shadows, her eyes fell to the white bit of something which he had left lying on the ground. Running swiftly the man disappeared off the left side of the field in the direction of the highway.


      Gale, her actions unnoticed by the other three who were deep in conversation over a set of blue prints, slipped out the door into the blackness of the hangar. She stumbled over tools and walked into ropes as she found her way to the door. It took but a moment to slip back the bolt and step out into the moonlight.


      Swiftly she ran to the corner of the hangar and picked up the white bundle she had seen. It was something hard wrapped in newspaper. She turned and took it back to the office, puzzling over the contents. Probably Brent would know what it was. Perhaps he had even instructed the man to leave it there. But it was strange, she told herself, the man had seemed so mysterious.


      “I’m just hunting for trouble!” she scolded herself as she rebolted the hangar door behind her.


      “What is that?” Bruce asked when she appeared.


      She laid the package down on the desk in front of Brent. “I saw a man leave it by the corner of the hangar,” she replied.


      Brent unrolled the newspaper and they all gasped.


      “Yeow!” Bruce yelled. “It’s a bomb!”


      Stubby grabbed the bomb and departed on a run, the others behind him. As fast as his short legs could carry him Stubby ran out along the edge of the flying field to where, at the end, a thick group of trees bordered the smooth landing space. When he thought he was a safe distance away from the hangar he deposited the bomb very gently on the ground and bolted back to the others. Silently, standing in the shadow of the hangar, the four of them watched and waited.


      At last with a loud roar a shower of dirt rose high into the air.


      “We might have been going up too if it hadn’t been for Gale,” Bruce said appreciatively.


      Brent said nothing, he merely watched until the last film of earth had settled down into the hole where Stubby had placed the bomb.


      Silently the four went back into the hangar. Brent pressed a switch and the whole hangar was flooded with light.


      Gale and Bruce saw two low winged monoplanes standing side by side. On one the motor stood revealed, signs of Stubby’s work upon it still evident. Brent limped to the latter plane, a black and silver work of art, and laboriously climbed up to look at the motor.


      “Has the other one got your motor, too?” Bruce asked, indicating the yellow plane standing to one side.


      “No. I use that one to run about in while I work on this. I used to experiment with the one I cracked up, too,” Brent said.


      “With all these things happening aren’t you afraid to put everything into that one motor?” Bruce pursued.


      “What do you mean?” Brent turned to look down at him.


      “Well, if the race means so much you should have a—duplicate of that motor,” Bruce said. “I’d put one in that plane, too, so if someone throws a monkey wrench into the works in that motor you still can fly with the other one.”


      “It would take too long to perfect another one now,” Brent said.


      “The one you cracked up had the new motor, didn’t it?” Gale asked.


      Brent looked at her. “It did,” he agreed slowly, “and it wouldn’t take as long to repair that one as to construct a new one.”


      “Could you install it in the yellow plane?” Bruce asked.


      “We could do that,” Stubby said eagerly. “It’s a good idea, boss.”


      “But how would you get it to the airport from the island?” Gale wanted to know.


      They considered this thoughtfully; finally Bruce had a suggestion.


      “David’s father has a light truck we could borrow to bring it from the wharf here,” he said. “And we could bring it across the bay by towing it with my boat. We could put the motor on a raft or something.”


      “Let’s go,” Stubby said impatiently. “We ought to start on it at once.”


      “But someone has to stay here,” Brent said slowly. “I think I had better. I wouldn’t be much help traveling back and forth with this lame ankle. Could you,” he asked Bruce, “get the other boys to help you?”


      “Sure,” Bruce said at once. “We will go now. It won’t take so very long.”


      “I’ll stay here and wait for you,” Gale proposed.


      “Don’t you think you had better go home? Your parents will worry,” Brent Stockton said.


      “They know where I am,” Gale said. “Besides, I want to wait and it isn’t late.”


      Brent and Gale stood at the door of the hangar and watched until Bruce and Stubby had disappeared toward the highway where they were to take the bus back to town. When there was nothing in sight and not a sound to disturb the stillness the young man and the girl continued to stand there. The moonlight was like a path of silver straight down the runway of the landing field.


      “When are you going to test your plane?” Gale asked, watching the slow circle made by the searchlight on top of another hangar.


      “In a day or so,” the pilot answered.


      “Take me up with you?” Gale asked shyly. “I’ve never been up in a plane.”


      “It is thrilling,” Brent said, smiling. “Certainly I’ll take you up. The day before the race in the black and silver plane,” he added.


      Gale felt immediately marvelously happy. To sail through the clouds like a bird—and with Brent Stockton! Gale leaned against the hangar and sighed. Dreamily she closed her eyes. It was a heavenly night. The cool wind stirred a wisp of curly hair against her cheek. The wooliness of her sports coat felt warm. Gone was all thought of school troubles. Gone even was the remembrance of the narrow escape they had all had from the consequences of the bomb.


      But suddenly, quite suddenly, she was afraid. Of what she knew not. Nothing had happened. The moonlight was just as bright, the breeze just as cool and faintly scented. The searchlight still made its steady white circle. The stars shone with the same shimmering brightness. It was something intangible. It was as though, somehow, she had suddenly had a glimpse into the near future. A glimpse of something stark and tragic that was to happen.


      Brent Stockton sensed rather than saw the quiver that ran through the girl. He looked down at her. Her head was on a level with his shoulder, her hands were deep in her pockets. Her eyes were fixed out across the landing field, her lips quivering.


      “What is it?” he asked anxiously.


      “I—I don’t know,” she managed to whisper faintly. “I have the strangest feeling that something is going to happen—something dreadful!”


      “You are cold,” he said, a comforting arm instantly about her shoulders to quiet her trembling. “Come inside.”


      She shook her head, leaning against him, grateful for his nearness and his understanding.


      “No—it is something else. I know something is going to happen. I can feel it!” She turned dark eyes to him. “What can it be?” she whispered fearfully.


      “There is nothing going to happen to you,” he said smiling. “Do not be afraid.”


      “I’m not afraid for myself,” she said slowly, “but you—if anything should happen to you—” In confusion, she bowed her head on his shoulder and a sob escaped her.


      His eyes were wide with amazement as he awkwardly patted her shoulder. A tender smile flitted across his face. He had never for one moment supposed that she— How in the world should he deal with the situation?


      “Gale,” he spoke gently, slowly, “have you ever been in love?” He felt her stiffen instantly and her head came up with a jerk.


      “Why—what do you mean?” she asked faintly.


      “Sit down,” he invited. Two boxes stood against the hangar wall and he seated himself beside her. “I am speaking this way because I don’t want you to make a mistake. Have you ever,” he spoke lightly, almost gayly, but Gale could grasp their hidden meaning, “have you ever thought about what the French call—ze grande passion?”


      “Y-Yes, some,” Gale admitted.


      “Will you tell me what you think it is—love, I mean?” he asked softly.


      “Well,” she said with difficulty, “it is probably the biggest thing in our lives, isn’t it? I mean—did you ever read Elizabeth Browning? She says—‘I love thee with the breath, smiles, tears, of all my life!’ I always thought—maybe—I should love someone like that some day.” Gale was so thankful for the darkness here against the hangar. He couldn’t see how her cheeks were burning. Never, never, had she thought she would ever talk to anyone like this!


      Brent Stockton thoughtfully brushed an imaginary bit of dust from his jacket sleeve. “You are right,” he said. “You should love someone like that. You are young and—quite lovely.” He grinned down at her. “There will be a great many boys in love with you, Gale.”


      Gale felt herself blushing more furiously than ever. How could he talk like that? She laughed lightly.


      “Positively,” he insisted. “But you are still in school. You want to make something of yourself. Remember that! You don’t want love until you are ready for it. You want to finish growing up first. You will find it worth while in the end.” He laughed. “I sound like Old Man Experience himself, but I can’t quite see how to make you understand.”


      Gale was fast regaining her composure. “I believe,” she said forcing a laugh, “that you are in a very good-natured way warning me not to fall in love with you and not to mistake a silly school-girl crush for the real thing.”


      He cleared his throat in embarrassment. “Ah, now you have taken offense. I’m sorry, Gale—I only meant the best, to make you—”


      Gale stood up, pulling her coat closer about her. “I don’t think I shall wait for Bruce after all. I shall go home.”


      “I will take you,” Brent said immediately.


      “No, please! I’d rather you didn’t.” Her words rumbled out in a rush and she turned away to the road.


      “Gale,” he called after her. “Wait!” He held out his hand and she put hers into it reluctantly. “You are sweet, Gale. We’re always friends, remember!”


      “Good night,” she said thickly. When she walked to the bus stop there were tears in her eyes, tears of anger and self-reproach. How could she ever face him again? She had practically thrown herself at him! And the way he had talked to her—


      In the darkness she stopped to wipe away a surreptitious tear and instantly came to attention. She had not yet quite reached the road. Here there were heavy trees on each side of her. From the trees on her right came the sound of voices, low, sinister voices. She recognized one of the voices as that of the man who had almost taken the plans from Bruce that night at the old spring house!


      CHAPTER VII


      Invaders


      Gale stepped silently behind a tree and listened. Her heart was thumping heavily. It sounded like thunder in her own ears. The voices were mere whispers now; only occasionally could she catch the words uttered. She puzzled over the snatches of conversation that drifted back to her.


      “Alone—motor in the black plane—so he won’t be able to fly Saturday—now is our chance—worth five thousand to us.” Here there was a lengthy pause before Gale heard: “Let’s go!”


      The last sent her sprinting back the way she had come at top speed. Only partly did she understand, but this much was clear: The two men, she supposed there were only two of them, had discovered that Brent was alone at the hangar. They were going back there to do something—anything to keep him from flying in the races on Saturday. She remembered the night when she and Bruce had agreed to take the plans to Stubby. Brent had told them then that there had been a bold attempt on his life once before. It seemed now there was to be another. She covered the distance to the hangar much more swiftly than she had left it. Sheer terror lent wings to her feet.


      Brent was sitting outside the hangar where she had left him. He stood up slowly when she came into sight.


      “Gale!” he said incredibly, “what is wrong? Has anything happened?”


      Gaspingly she told him of the two men she had overheard. He drew her into the hangar while he thought quickly of what to do.


      “You must get away,” she said.


      “And leave my planes?” he demanded. “I won’t do it. But you must go—now!”


      “Can’t you telephone for help?”


      He snapped his fingers. “Of course, I forgot.” He drew her with him into the little office. He picked up the receiver and jiggled the hook.


      “Hello—Hello—Central!” He slammed it down. “Wires must be cut.”


      “Come,” he added a moment later, “you must get out of here.”


      They went back to the hangar but discovered it was too late. Someone was tampering with the lock on the door. Brent made sure the inside bolt was secure and drew her back to the office. He crossed to the window.


      “Out you go. Back to town for help.”


      “Look!” Gale cried.


      Even as she spoke a brick was hurled through the window, narrowly missing Brent, and the head and shoulders of a man appeared. He had a revolver in his hand and as he pointed it Brent whisked Gale back into the hangar and the office door shut behind him. He turned the key and hurried her across to the black and silver plane.


      “Get in!” he commanded, boosting her up to the pilot’s seat. “Keep your head down!”


      “But—” she began.


      “Keep quiet!” he cautioned. “You stay here no matter what happens. They won’t see you.”


      She said no more but snuggled down, her head just below the edge of the seat. But the blackness and silence was more terrifying than the real danger. Cautiously she raised her head. She wished she knew where Brent was. What was he doing? What were those men doing? The man at the door must have given up his work at the door for she could no longer hear the queer scratching noise.


      Rapidly she made a calculation as to the time. Did Bruce and Stubby have enough time to get to the island and start back with the other motor? They had been gone quite a long time, but they had had a lot of work to do. She had no idea when they would be back.


      “Brent!” she called in a cautious whisper.


      “Here!” he answered at her side. He had been standing beside the plane but in the darkness she could not see him.


      “Where are they?” she asked.


      “In the office,” he replied.


      “Are your plans in there?” she wanted to know.


      “No. They are here in the plane.”


      “Couldn’t we make a dash for it out the hangar door if they are in the office?”


      “We could,” he said significantly, “but we have no idea how many more are on the outside. We better sit tight and wait.”


      “But the suspense is terrible,” she declared. “Do you suppose Bruce and Stubby are on their way back?”


      “They are our only hope,” he said quietly. “Hush! Here they come! Head down and quiet!”


      He stepped away from the plane into the blackness as a rending crash sent the office door flying open. For an instant two shadows were silhouetted against the light behind them and then they melted into the darkness of the hangar. But suddenly a round circle of light appeared and moved quickly over the planes and the hangar. One of the men had a searchlight. Quickly Gale ducked her head as the circle of light traveled over the black plane. Vainly she waited for the shout that must come when they discovered Brent. But the cry did not come. Only silence. Where could Brent be? What was he doing?


      “He got away!” a voice said.


      “But the black plane is here. That is all we really want anyway,” the other voice agreed.


      Gale’s heart beat alarmingly. She was in the black plane! The men’s footsteps sounded on the cement floor. They were coming toward her plane. She gripped the sides of the cockpit and wondered if she should sit quietly or announce her presence with a scream. But there was no need for either. A sudden sound and clank of metal. One of the men groaned and fell to the floor. Brent with uncanny precision had thrown a monkey wrench at a point slightly above the circle of light from a flashlight. It had gone home to its mark. In an instant another spot of light had fastened on him and the intruder’s deadly revolver was aimed directly at Brent. But the pilot did not wait for the shot to come. He launched himself forward and both Brent and the man rolled on the floor.


      Gale exposed herself now. How in the world could she keep hidden? She climbed over the side of the plane and dropped to the floor. She moved slowly, carefully toward the wall. If only she could find the light switch! The sounds of the two men on the floor sent nervous chills through her. They were thrashing about dangerously near to her when her fingers found the switch. Light disclosed the intruder astride Brent and pounding away viciously with his fists but Brent managed to throw him off. At the same time the other man showed signs of life. Gale silently stepped behind him and picked up the revolver he had dropped. As the man gripped the monkey wrench which had hit him and advanced on Brent, Gale cried:


      “No you don’t. Stand still!”


      The man halted in surprise.


      “Brent—” Gale called. “I have this one’s gun. I—”


      The sound of a motor outside! Voices! Help at last! There was a heavy tattoo on the door and Bruce’s voice.


      “Gale—Mr. Stockton!”


      Cautiously Gale backed to the door to unlock it as Brent hauled his victim to a standing position by a heavy hand on the man’s collar.


      “Open the door, Gale, then we will see what this is all about.”


      But the second that Gale relaxed her attention from the man before her to unlock the door was their undoing. The door opened and at the same time the two intruders made a simultaneous dash for the open. The ones outside were too taken aback with surprise to stop them, and by the time Brent and Gale had called a warning the men were dashing toward the road, Bruce and David in hot pursuit. But it was no use. The moment’s start was all the men needed.


      “Talk about excitement—” Gale sighed when Bruce and David had returned. “I’ve had all I want for one night.”


      “I’ll take you home,” Bruce said immediately.


      “I am going to sleep here tonight,” Brent said. “I shall stay here until after the races. Good night, Gale.”


      Gale went off with Bruce and on their journey home told him of all that had happened that night at the hangar—that is, all but her talk with Brent. That was for no one but herself!


      CHAPTER VIII


      A Trip


      Brent Stockton’s enemies, after that one last attempt, seemed to fade into obscurity. Work on the two planes went forward rapidly. If nothing else happened to deter them the planes would be ready in ample time for the races. Bruce and Gale were frequent visitors at the airport as were all the Adventure Girls. The secrecy which, despite their presence, still surrounded the planes intrigued them. Then, too, there was always the hope of more excitement.


      As the day for the races neared more planes began landing on the Marchton field. Pilots from all over the country brought their entries.


      “It’s going to be the most exciting thing that ever happened in Marchton,” declared Janet.


      “And I wouldn’t miss it for anything!” Madge echoed. “Do you suppose there will be many entries in the parachute jump?”


      A special woman’s amateur parachute jumping contest was announced by a big yellow flag which blew in the breeze above the main hangar.


      “Well, here is one who isn’t going into it,” Valerie declared vigorously and the rest laughed.


      Gale was standing with Bruce while Brent warmed the engine of his Silver Arrow, the black and silver plane.


      “Don’t forget you promised to take me up,” she called.


      He nodded. “Going to fly your father to Quebec tonight. Perhaps we can take you along.”


      Gale shivered in gleeful anticipation. That would be better than a ride merely circling the field.


      “Do you think it is wise to go up with him in that?” Bruce murmured as he walked beside Gale back to town.


      The fall day was sunshiny and cool and they had decided on the walk to rouse a good appetite for dinner.


      “Why not?” Gale asked suspiciously.


      “Well, you don’t know whether the motor is perfect or not,” he said. “Suppose something went wrong. You might crash.”


      “Oh, don’t be such a Weary Willie!” Gale said impatiently. “Brent is one of the best pilots there is. Didn’t he fly that anti-toxin up to Alaska to those Eskimos last year and save hundreds of lives? If he could do that he can take us to Quebec tonight. He can handle his plane perfectly. Besides, he has already tested it.”


      “The race is tomorrow. You might not be back in time,” Bruce added.


      “Oh, yes, we will!” Gale said. “Nothing could make Brent miss that and you know it.”


      “Just the same—” Bruce said uncomfortably.


      They waited until the cloud of dust raised by a passing motor vehicle had died down before they resumed their walk.


      “You see a lot of Brent, don’t you?” Bruce mused. “He takes you to the movies, out here at the airport—”


      “Well?” Gale said with ominous quiet in her voice.


      “It seems funny,” Bruce continued. “And another thing—you are neglecting your studies. If you aren’t careful you won’t pass the college exams and then where will you be?”


      Gale whirled on him suddenly. Her eyes were dark with fury, her cheeks blazed with color.


      “If I flunk it will be my fault and nobody else’s,” she declared angrily. “You don’t have to lecture to me about it either. I’ll do as I please—go where I please and with whom I please!”


      Bruce merely looked at her when she whirled and set off down the road alone.


      Gale was in a temper. Bruce had added the final touch to a smouldering conflagration. He was not the first one to remark on how she was neglecting her studies, but his words had burst the dam of resentment that had been welling up within her. She was angry that he should try to tell her what to do. His patronizing tone had set her aflame with self-justification. She tramped along, her eyes stormy, looking neither to the right nor left. When Bruce stepped quietly into pace beside her she did not look at him.


      Gradually her temper abated somewhat. She could hear a few remaining birds singing in the fields to her right. Birds preparing to fly south before the long months of winter. The last rays of the afternoon sun were warm. She stole a cautious look at Bruce. He was watching the clouds overhead. Clouds like giant white sailboats on an ocean of azure blue. She frowned but this time not at him, at herself. After all she needn’t have snapped at him the way she did. He was only trying to give her some good advice.


      “Bruce—” she began slowly.


      He smiled at her. “I know,” he said, “forget it.”


      The rest of the walk to her home was covered in complete harmony.


      After dinner Gale drove with her father out to the airport. The Silver Arrow was standing in the white light of the field. The searchlight circled slowly. Numerous planes stood near the shelter of the hangars.


      Mr. Howard had to interview a witness for a court case he was presenting. It was important that he do it as soon as possible and when Brent had volunteered to fly him to Quebec Mr. Howard accepted gladly. At first he had refused to consider taking Gale along but his daughter had finally coaxed permission from him.


      Gleefully Gale climbed into the cockpit and squeezed into a tiny corner while her father took his place beside her. Up ahead Brent manipulated the controls. Stubby was at the propeller.


      “Contact!”


      The call was borne back to Gale on the wind. The propeller spun around. Slowly the plane taxied across the field, rising gently in the face of the wind. Once Brent circled the field, the bright lights, people and planes below them like a miniature city, then he streaked away into the north.


      Stubby watched until the bright searchlight could no longer trace them. The blackness of the plane had melted into the blackness of the sky. The mechanic smiled contentedly and made his way to Brent’s private hangar to stand guard over the yellow ship. His boss’ plane had responded to every lightest suggestion of the controls. If everything went as well tomorrow as it had gone in the tests during the last few days there could be no doubt that Brent would win the races and probably sell his patent to the government. So Stubby mused on while he sat in the cockpit of the yellow plane and waited for the return of the Silver Arrow.


      CHAPTER IX


      The Races


      “He flies through the air with the greatest of ease,” sang Carol lustily as she and her friends watched the take-off of a stunt pilot.


      Phyllis sat on the running board of David’s car and looked around.


      “But I don’t see anything of Gale or Brent Stockton,” she observed.


      “They must be here somewhere,” Valerie declared. “Where’s Bruce?”


      “In the hangar probably,” Janet answered. “There is what’s his name—Stubby.”


      “Hi, there,” David called. “Where is Mr. Stockton?”


      Stubby approached them, a worried frown on his face.


      “You don’t look very happy. Has someone smashed the Silver Arrow?” Peter Arnold inquired.


      “The plane is all right, I hope,” Stubby said gloomily.


      “You hope!” the others echoed.


      “Brent hasn’t brought it back yet,” Stubby informed them. “He went off last night with Miss Howard and her father and hasn’t come back yet.”


      “But it is almost time for the races,” Valerie breathed. “Where are they?”


      Stubby shook his head. “I wish I knew.”


      “Will you fly the yellow plane if he doesn’t come back?” Peter asked anxiously.


      “Can you fly it, Stubby?” David put in.


      Stubby regarded him seriously. “I can fly it—license and everything, but it is Brent’s ship and his motor.”


      “But he would want you to take his place if he couldn’t be here,” David assured him. “Come along, we’ll help you roll the ship out onto the field—just in case Brent doesn’t get back in time.”


      The boys and Stubby walked to the hangar while the girls moved leisurely out to the field where a crowd had already gathered about the planes that would in a little while be vying with one another in the clouds.


      “I’m going over to see the other plane Stubby is going to fly,” Phyllis said after a while and departed.


      A few minutes later Janet slipped away from Carol, Madge and Valerie. The three girls were at first unaware of her absence but even when they discovered it they thought nothing of it. Janet often wandered away by herself—in search of something else to hold her interest. They supposed she had gone after Phyllis.


      Over in the central hangar a huge passenger plane was slowly being wheeled out into the open. It was the plane that was to take the women parachute jumpers up the required number of feet. From there they would jump out and the first one on the ground receive a cash prize. The entrants were slipping into the white, jumper-like suits and parachutes provided by the airport.


      Janet, her parachute bumping her legs as she walked from the hangar into the sunlight, bumped ignominiously into another girl similarly struggling with her equipment.


      “Having—” Janet began and stopped to emit a shout of surprise. “Phyllis! What are you doing in that parachute?”


      “I might ask the same thing of you,” Phyllis laughed. “How come?”


      “Well, I’ll tell you,” Janet said, slipping her arm within her friend’s as they walked to the waiting plane. “It has always been a suppressed desire of mine to jump out of an airplane.” She grinned engagingly at Phyllis. Secretly she was glad of her friend’s presence. It lent her support in the last minutes when she felt her courage weakening. “Do you suppose they will give us a new parachute if this one doesn’t work?”


      Phyllis laughed. “If this one doesn’t work you won’t need another one! Come along, we have to get in.”


      They let most of the other jumpers precede them, getting into the plane. Just before Janet disappeared within she looked out over the crowd. Squarely she caught Valerie’s eye and waved to the girls. She could see the amazement plainly written on their features.


      “Are they surprised,” she laughed nervously to Phyllis. “I’ll bet they never suspected us of doing this!”


      When the door to the plane was closed and the pilot was sending the plane skimming across the ground Janet began to get a reversion of feelings. It had seemed a great idea when she thought of it—this parachute jump. It had been a new and frightfully brave adventure. But now that the jump was only minutes away she began to wish she was with her friends down on the ground looking up.


      She looked at Phyllis who was interestedly peering at the ground below. Phyllis, too, seemed a little paler than usual. Janet touched her friend’s hand. Phyllis’ fingers were like ice.


      Janet swallowed with difficulty and placed her lips close to Phyllis’ ear. “I’m getting scared,” she acknowledged.


      Phyllis agreed with a grin. She could sympathize with Janet most heartily for if she felt as shaky as Phyllis herself did—


      The pilot raised his hand, the signal to his assistant to open the door to the plane. Phyllis pushed Janet into place in the line of jumpers. They had received their instructions on the ground and now anxiously reviewed them in their minds.


      Janet came to the edge and looked out. She shut her eyes and held her breath. The ground was so awf’ly far away, but there were others behind her. She couldn’t stop now. Holding firmly to all the courage she possessed Janet stepped off into space.


      Phyllis was next. As her friend disappeared she stepped quickly to take Janet’s place. She knew if she hesitated she was lost, so immediately stepped out into the clouds. But she had been too soon. She yanked on the ring of her parachute, and the white folds streamed out behind her.


      Phyllis, in her fall, a good distance before she pulled the ripcord, had caught up with Janet and now her parachute became tangled in the folds of her friend’s. The strings wound around each other as each girl tried vainly to pull her respective silken umbrella loose.


      “I’ll bet that is Phyllis and Janet,” Madge said nervously. She could not see the identity of the girls up above the spectators, but something told her that fatality hovered over her friends.


      “Something like that would happen to them,” Carol agreed with a sigh. “Oh, why don’t they do something!”


      Phyllis and Janet were tugging frantically at the strings above them. Finally, when they had about decided there was nothing for them to do but prepare to land with hope for as little injury as possible, Phyllis’ parachute came free and straightened out with a jerk. Thereafter they floated down to the ground easily, with the lightness of birds.


      Phyllis braced her legs to meet the ground rushing up at her. In another minute she was flat on her back and the parachute covering her like a giant blanket. Friendly hands came to her rescue and soon she was upright, stepping from the harness of the parachute.


      “All right, Janet?” Phyllis called anxiously, running to where her friend’s parachute covered a squirming, wriggling figure.


      “I’ll be all right if somebody will take this thing off me,” Janet cried fretfully. “Never,” she declared solemnly as she trudged along beside Phyllis back to the hangar where they divested themselves of their suits, “never will I try that again. Never!”


      “Wasn’t it thrilling?” Phyllis asked eagerly. “I was never so thrilled in my whole life!”


      “I don’t care to experience it again,” Janet said flatly. “When I stepped from the plane out into nothing and went tumbling down toward the ground—I hope I haven’t shortened my life by ten years,” she added.


      “Of all the crazy stunts!” Carol greeted them when they were all together again.


      “I know, I know,” Janet said with a wave of the hand, “you don’t have to say a word.”


      “Whatever possessed you to do it?” Madge demanded.


      “I wondered that myself when I was up there,” Janet murmured. “Just suppose the parachute hadn’t opened!”


      “A fine time to think of that!” Carol laughed. “You didn’t really think you would get the prize, did you?”


      “Well, I considered it,” Janet said diffidently. “By the way, who did get it?”


      It seemed none of the girls knew and the interest in the award died out when Stubby appeared with the information that neither Brent Stockton nor Gale had yet returned.


      “I never thought Gale would miss all this,” Valerie declared.


      “Nor Mr. Stockton,” added Phyllis. “I wonder where they are.”


      “Maybe they eloped,” Carol said brightly hopeful.


      “Do you really think so?” Janet asked eagerly.


      “Of course they didn’t!” Phyllis said shortly. She turned to Stubby. “What are you going to do about the race? It must be something terribly important to keep Mr. Stockton away when this is so important to him.”


      Stubby squinted up at the sun, then at the other planes already warming up on the field. He shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his greasy overalls.


      “I s’pose I’ll have to fly her,” he said slowly.


      “Here it comes,” Janet cried.


      Bruce, David and Peter with the help of two other mechanics were bringing the yellow plane from the hangar out onto the field. The yellow plane gleamed in the sun like a canary waiting to take wing. Stubby stroked the nickel propeller with almost loving fingers.


      “Warm her up, Stubby!” Bruce urged.


      Stubby disappeared within the hangar and reappeared with helmet and goggles. He climbed into the cockpit. Bruce turned the propeller as he had learned to do for Brent. The engine broke into a roar, the propeller was a silver streak. The wind sent up a cloud of dust as the ship swung about and slowly taxied to the starting line where the other planes were all ready and waiting.


      “Good luck!” Bruce called, but it is doubtful if Stubby heard him even though he waved to the group.


      The planes were off in a burst of noise and wind. Touching the ground ever more lightly they ran the length of the field before rising into the air on the first lap of the race. Around and around they went the length of the field, circling the specially erected towers, soaring over the heads of the people.


      The Adventure Girls and the three boys watched with bated breath. Stubby had taken the lead easily enough after the take-off, but now a red, streamlined plane with a mighty engine and a determined pilot was closing the distance between them. Once Brent’s engine sputtered fitfully, but resumed a smooth evenness after a moment.


      “Stubby can’t handle it like Brent can,” Bruce sighed. “Brent would win easily enough.”


      No one else said anything. They merely watched, not taking their eyes for a minute from those man-made birds speeding beneath the clouds. Only once did their interest and excitement turn into genuine concern. A black plane suddenly disclosed a spurt of smoke and flame from the motor. The pilot without more ado set his ship down on the ground, unhurt, but definitely out of the race. The other flyers had not even slackened their pace. Such bits of hard luck were common to those in the flying business.


      “Stubby is getting the feel of it now,” David said confidently as slowly and surely the yellow plane resumed the lead of the field.


      No more did Stubby allow the red monoplane to creep up into a challenging position. He was sure of his plane now. The yellow ship was not to be outdone. It streaked away a good half lap in the lead when the checkered flag brought the close of the contest.


      Stubby silently received the congratulations accorded the winner. The motor had proved to stand the test. The plane had come through and defeated all Brent’s enemies. Brent would probably sell his plans to the government. His plane had won—but where was Brent?


      CHAPTER X


      What Happened


      Quebec was a fascinating city to Gale. The old churches and streets, the people, friendly and smiling, all charmed her. She walked beside Brent, feeling as happy as she had ever felt in her life. It had been such a marvelous trip up to Quebec, and they had made it in such a marvelously short time. They were to have a late supper with Mr. Howard before they were to start back to Marchton, late the same night.


      Gale regretted leaving this intriguing city so soon after her arrival, but tomorrow’s air races would be thrilling, too. She mentioned this to Brent and saw his eyes gleam in anticipation at the thought of his plane a possible winner.


      The two young people stopped in a little shop for postcards and souvenirs and lingered too long. When they emerged onto the street again and Brent disclosed his wrist watch they were amazed at the time. Immediately they hurried to the little restaurant where they were to meet Gale’s father.


      There they found he could not go back to Marchton with them that night. He had already made arrangements to stay at a hotel until the next day for a further talk with the man he had come to see.


      “May I stay too?” Gale asked eagerly.


      But her father refused, as she had expected him to do. She was to fly back with Brent as had been planned. Mr. Howard accompanied them to the plane.


      Gale had asked Brent to circle over the city and fly over a little more of Canada before setting his course southward. Now as the plane streaked over the ground and rose into the blackness of the clouds Gale watched with interest the scene below her. Lights flickered on and off. She noticed the stars overhead had disappeared. The moon was hidden behind clouds and the air was much colder. Gale huddled down in the cockpit and was thankful for her woolly coat, but she could have stood even more.


      It was while the plane was flying toward the north, away from Quebec, Brent trying to satisfy Gale’s longing to see more of Canada even at night, that the storm struck them. Brent, before he took off, had felt a little consternation about the unnatural darkness of the sky and the hint of storm in the air, but he had felt confident of his plane to ride it out. However, he had not counted on such uncontrollable fury or the suddenness with which the storm was upon them. One moment they had been flying calmly and the next they were in a sea of trouble, being tossed about like a toy balloon. The motor turned rhythmically. Brent felt sure they would come through the storm all right, but just the same he wished Gale was either with her father or safe at home.


      Idly he looked at the instruments on the board. His light revealed an alarming fact. The gas needle was dangerously near to the empty point. Was the instrument broken or was the tank really that near empty? He tapped the glass on the indicator but the needle did not vary.


      Suddenly the plane lurched heavily and turned over and over, going into a spin. A down current of air had caught him unaware and for a few moments the earth rushed up to meet them with terrific speed. Gale wondered frantically what was the matter, but soon Brent straightened out and the nose of the ship pointed gently upward. He would try to get above the storm before heading south. If the storm was all along the coast he preferred to keep away from that direction, no sense in being swept out to sea!


      Gale, in the rear cockpit, could have no inkling of the turmoil that was going on in Brent’s mind. She was nervously clinging to the edge of the seat, wiping the rain from her face, and endeavoring at the same time to get a glimpse of the ground below them. The lights, now, were gone from sight. No more did they twinkle on and off like stars. She looked above and around her. Even the heavens were black—no friendly star or moon. She wished for one second that she had insisted on staying with her father in Quebec or rather still that she had never come to Canada at all! But then she reconsidered. It had been no end of fun flying up with her father and Brent. And it was thrilling to be flying back alone with Brent. She had not had much chance for private conversation with him ever since that night at the airport. She still felt embarrassed when she thought of it. But he had been so nice and she had had quite a crush on him! In fact, she admitted to herself reluctantly, she still had and he was still nice! The very next day when she had gone with Phyllis to the airport to talk over the previous excitement he had acted as though they had never said a word. But she had not been able to pass it by so easily. Mortification enveloped her every time she thought of it.


      She noticed with alarm, now, that the motor had stopped. They were gliding in a gentle spiral toward the ground. She strained her eyes through the darkness, trying to see ahead to Brent.


      The pilot was bent anxiously over his instruments. His first fear was realized. The gas tank was empty. The man at the field where they had landed had not filled it for the return trip. Brent blamed himself for not determining before they ever took off whether there was enough gas to take them back to Marchton. Now what would happen?


      His question was soon answered. They hit another air current in the midst of the storm. This time the plane could not pull out of the spin into which it had fallen. Over and over they turned. Parachutes, if they had had them, would have been of no avail in the fury of the elements.


      Gale braced her feet and held securely to both sides of the cockpit. She shut her eyes and waited breathlessly.


      Up ahead Brent was working frantically to bring the plane down in a glide, but it was no use. He looked over the side and wished he could see upon what they were going to crash.


      The crash came with a loud splintering and rending of canvas and wood. Overhead the lightning flashed and the thunder rolled, but on the earth all was silent, except for the whistle of the wind and patter of the rain. The plane lay crushed like a bird brought low by a triumphant hunter. The wheels were sticking grotesquely up into the air, the tail mangled and the wings crumpled like paper.


      For a long, long while, until the storm had almost wasted its fury, there was no stirring of life about the plane. At last a brown jacketed arm appeared and Brent slid from the front cockpit. He had landed on his face when he fell from the plane, and now with difficulty he got to his feet. Stumbling in the darkness he felt his way to the cockpit in the rear where Gale was.


      The plane had crashed in a forest and now as Brent tried to extricate Gale from the wreckage of the plane he could not. The limb of a tree which had been torn off by the impact of the plane lay squarely across the fuselage, effectively pinning Gale in her seat. Vainly Brent pulled and tugged at the limb, but he could not move it. Queer pains were shooting through his shoulder and he felt strangely lightheaded.


      Brent stepped back and leaned heavily against a tree while he tried to see through the darkness. He must get help! There was nothing else to do. He took a few steps away from the wreck and saw faintly in the distance the flickering of a light. He started toward it, determined to make as fast time as possible. The ground was muddy, and he could not see where he was going. Several times he stumbled into muddy holes and fell headlong over low lying logs.


      Once when he thought he had come quite a distance he stopped. The light was gone. On each side of him was nothing but darkness. Undaunted, Brent spurred himself on. The thought of Gale behind him lent him fortitude. He didn’t know how many hours it was since they had crashed. He should have reached that light by this time. Unless—the thought gave him pause. Suppose it had been a car on a road in the distance. It might not have been a house after all! After a brief rest he continued on his way. Sooner or later he must come to civilization!


      CHAPTER XI


      The Search


      At the corner bus-stop the yellow and green vehicle emitted eight young people who immediately scattered in different directions to their homes. Phyllis went off with David and Janet, while Carol went in the opposite direction with Madge and Peter Arnold. Valerie and Bruce walked slowly toward Gale’s house. It was their intention to see why she had not appeared at the airport and also to discover if she knew where Brent Stockton was.


      As they stopped at the Howard gate they met Mr. Howard just arriving from the opposite direction.


      “How was the air-meet?” were his first words.


      “Marvelous!” Valerie declared.


      “Did Mr. Stockton’s plane win the race?” he asked next as he latched the gate after the three of them.


      “Yes,” Bruce said, “his plane won, but if Stubby hadn’t flown it, it wouldn’t have.”


      “What was the matter with Brent?” Mr. Howard asked in surprise. “I thought he was to fly it himself?”


      “He hasn’t been at the airport all day,” Bruce explained.


      “But why not?” Mr. Howard wanted to know.


      “That is what we want to find out,” Valerie put in. “He brought you back from Quebec last night, didn’t he?”


      Mr. Howard frowned thoughtfully. “No, he didn’t. I came back today on the train. I’m just coming from the station now.”


      “Then Gale is with you?” Bruce asked.


      “No. She started back last night with Brent in his plane.”


      “But where is she?” Valerie demanded. “I certainly thought she would be at the races today.”


      “Haven’t you seen either her or Brent since the take-off yesterday?” Mr. Howard wanted to know in a worried voice.


      The young people had to admit that they hadn’t.


      “Gale is probably in the house somewhere,” Valerie said after a moment. “Something might have kept her home.”


      “But Brent—” Bruce said uneasily.


      The three of them went toward the house. The honeysuckle vine gave off a sweet, heavy scent in the late afternoon air. Bruce seated himself on the banister while Valerie sank down on the swing and idly rocked back and forth. Mr. Howard went immediately into the house. Valerie picked up a magazine and turned the pages while they waited. Bruce whistled in a low tone under his breath. It was quite a while before Mr. Howard reappeared. When he did his face wore an unusually grave expression.


      “Where’s Gale?” Valerie asked immediately, sensing that something was wrong.


      “I wish I knew,” Gale’s father replied heavily. “We’ll have to notify the authorities immediately.”


      “What for?” Bruce interposed.


      “To find them. Gale and Brent took off last night. They haven’t arrived back here. Something must have happened—a crash.”


      “How terrible!” Valerie whispered in awe.


      There was a short, charged silence. They could not readily grasp the fact of a crash—yet that must have been what happened. The races had meant so much to Brent and also to Gale that it must have been an accident that delayed them. There could be no other reason.


      That day was but the first in the long days of anxiety and mystery. The rest of the afternoon was spent in setting in motion the wheels that would find the two who had vanished into the sky. Bruce stayed with Mr. Howard while Valerie went off to notify the other Adventure Girls of what they were afraid had happened.


      It was at the Kopper Kettle, gathered as usual to spend an hour or so before dinner in talking, that Bruce found them with the news. The Adventure Girls with David and Peter were discussing Marchton’s chances in the next football game when Bruce appeared. Immediately all thought of sport was dispensed.


      “Have you learned anything?” Valerie asked before Bruce had even time to seat himself among them.


      “Yes,” he said slowly.


      “What?” Phyllis asked anxiously.


      “The plane is smashed—a complete wreck.”


      “And Gale and Brent?” Carol put in.


      “Brent is in a hospital nursing a fractured shoulder and a couple broken ribs,” Bruce replied.


      “And Gale—what about her?” Janet insisted.


      “That is what is so strange,” Bruce said slowly, reluctantly. “Gale has disappeared.”


      “Disappeared!” the others echoed. “But how—where—”


      “Mr. Howard talked to Brent on the telephone,” Bruce continued with his tale. “After the crash last night, when Brent could drag himself free of the wreckage, he started out to find help. He thought he saw a light in the distance and made for that. The sleet and snow was thick and fast. He couldn’t go very swiftly, the ground was uneven and it was pitch dark but he kept on going as best he could. He knew he must come to something eventually. He had left Gale pinned in her seat by the branch of a tree which was too heavy for him, hurt as he was, to move.”


      Bruce paused and not a sound came from the others. They were hanging breathlessly onto his every word.


      “At last he saw a house ahead of him. He hurried forward but all his knocking on the door brought no one. He turned away and went on. Later he came to another place. By now he was worn out completely. He could hardly stand. He could do no more than stumble up to the door. The last he recalls was leaning against the door and as it gave way, of falling into the dark room beyond.”


      “Go on,” in a faint whisper Janet voiced the feelings of all of them.


      “Well, the next thing he knew he was in the hospital. The people who lived in the house he had come to had taken him there. At once he sent out a party to the plane, but when they got there Gale was gone.”


      “No wonder,” Carol said. “It must have been hours after he left that the rescue party arrived.”


      Bruce nodded and was silent.


      “And they don’t know where Gale is?” Phyllis declared, rather than asked.


      “No,” Bruce continued. “It had snowed a lot after the wreck and all around the plane the snow was unbroken. No footsteps to show how she had gotten out or in what direction she had gone.”


      “What are they going to do?” David wanted to know.


      “Keep on looking for her I suppose,” Bruce sighed. “As soon as Brent can leave the hospital he says he is going to join the hunt.”


      “He should,” Janet declared. “I wish I could. How long will it be before he gets out?”


      “He says he is going to leave tomorrow. He insists the doctors can strap his ribs so he won’t hurt himself by walking around. Of course he won’t be able to fly because of his shoulder and all—but at least he will be up there at the scene of the crash.” Bruce’s voice told them there was nothing he would like better than to be there also.


      When the young people broke up their gathering it was to go home subdued and quietly thoughtful, hoping every minute for some word of Gale’s safety. It had been arranged that the minute Bruce heard anything he was to telephone Valerie. Valerie would in turn phone Janet and so on. The word would be relayed from one to the other. But the telephones remained silent—all that night, the next day and many days after.


      School went on as usual, and after school were the football games, basketball, or their meetings at the Kopper Kettle. But in all there was something missing and they knew it was the sunny presence of Gale. Gale had been one of the most popular girls in the school and expressions of sympathy came not only from the students but from the faculty as well.


      On the third day of the unsuccessful search a plane with two passengers landed at the Marchton airport. Brent had had to secure another to pilot him and while Stubby made friends with the new pilot Brent went in to Marchton to Gale’s home. After a long talk with the girl’s parents he went to the Kopper Kettle to meet the other young people. They welcomed him eagerly, hopefully, but he could tell them nothing new.


      Phyllis regarded the young aviator with thoughtful eyes. Brent was paler, he seemed taller too, now, with his right arm in a sling, his shoulder thick under bandages and his tweed coat, his eyes darkened with worry.


      “You can find nothing,” she said again.


      “Nothing,” he replied hopelessly. “The snow is so deep up there in some parts that we can’t get about very easily. There are lots of out of the way farms to which she might have wandered.”


      “But surely the people would have notified the authorities,” Bruce put in.


      “I suppose so,” Brent admitted.


      “Besides,” added Janet, “how did she get out of the plane? If the branch that pinned her into the seat was too heavy for you to lift, certainly she couldn’t have.”


      Brent shook his head. “I don’t know where she is, but I’ve got to find her. I blame myself for the whole mess.”


      “It wasn’t your fault,” Valerie said quickly and the others agreed with her. “You couldn’t tell the storm would come up or that you would run out of gasoline.”


      “But I should never have left her in the plane!” Brent said restlessly.


      “You had to get help,” Bruce said. “You thought you were doing the best thing. It was the only thing—”


      “I know,” Brent said hastily, “but just the same—” he stood up. “I’ve got to get back to the airport. We are flying up again tonight, but I’ll be back in a day or two—to let you know how things are going.”


      “Do you think I might be able to help up there?” Bruce asked eagerly.


      Brent looked at him. “Honestly I don’t. There are hundreds of people looking for her—police, newspaper men and all. Everyone knows about Gale—it was in all the papers and broadcast on the radio. I don’t believe there are three people within a radius of hundreds of miles that haven’t seen her picture in the newspapers or heard about her. Sooner or later something will come to light.”


      “Sooner or later,” Phyllis echoed drearily.


      “You will tell us the minute you learn anything,” Valerie pleaded.


      “Of course,” Brent said with an attempt to be cheerful. “And I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you. I’m positive Gale will turn up all right. Anyway, I’ll be down again in a few days. Meanwhile, perhaps you can think of something that might help in the search.”


      Brent went off to the airport, with an attempt to leave a brightened atmosphere behind him, but his attempt had failed. The others were more mystified than ever about what had happened to their missing member.


      “I’ve always liked to solve puzzles,” Carol declared, “but this has me stumped! What on earth could have become of her? If everyone has seen her picture in the papers as he says, why haven’t we heard something?”


      “You know the old saying ‘No news is good news’ so maybe we should be glad we haven’t heard anything,” David put in.


      “But the suspense is terrible,” Janet sighed. “I have to write a composition for English tomorrow—I think I will make it the ‘Dangers of Flying.’”


      “Flying is no more dangerous than driving an automobile,” Peter put in scornfully. “Airplanes have saved hundreds of lives. Look at the time that aviator flew that serum to those Eskimos up north.”


      “And the time last winter when airplanes dropped food to people stranded in their homes by blizzards and unable to drive miles to the nearest town for food,” from David.


      “They are as safe as anything else nowadays,” declared Phyllis.


      “Maybe so,” Janet said, unconvinced.


      “You can have breakfast one morning in New York and the next in California,” added Valerie. “Think of it!”


      “I’m thinking of it,” Janet said. “So what?”


      “Look at the time saved,” pointed out Peter. “Suppose your life depended on reaching a certain point at a definite time. What would you do?”


      “Fly,” Janet said, “and maybe I would get there and maybe I wouldn’t.”


      “Did you read the piece in the newspaper the other day about a man who had flown thousands of miles, spent hundreds of hours in the air, and broke his neck by falling down the cellar stairs?” Bruce said. “I’m strong for airplanes.”


      “He should never have gone down the cellar,” Janet smiled.


      “The pilots of the airplanes are just like the old pioneers. They are exploring new worlds in the air,” contributed Phyllis. “People think they are crazy in trying flights to all corners of the world and stratosphere hops. People thought Columbus was crazy, too. Yet where would we be today if it wasn’t for him?”


      “We would probably be living in a tepee and using war paint,” laughed Carol.


      “Perhaps you better forget I said anything,” Janet interrupted. “I don’t think I’ll write my composition tomorrow.”


      “Well,” Phyllis sighed and looked at her watch, “I’ve got to go home.”


      Phyllis’ departure was the signal for the group to break up. As she walked slowly home to the forlorn house on the top of the hill Phyllis’ mind was busy with thoughts of Gale. She entered the house and started up the stairs to her customary retreat for studying before dinner when her Aunt’s voice halted her.


      “Phyllis! Come here!”


      Her heart heavy with misgivings Phyllis made her way reluctantly down the stairs again to the kitchen where her Aunt was. The tone of her Aunt’s voice had been angry and Phyllis was afraid there was another tirade against herself in the offing. Perpetually she lived in dread of her Aunt’s scoldings and punishments. She had done nothing wrong that she knew of, but quite often some little inoffensive act was the signal for her Aunt’s anger to flare up.


      Now as she approached the kitchen door with slow and uneven steps she was afraid. Phyllis stopped on the threshold to watch her Aunt who was tying a bandage around the hand of Minnie, the woman who came in twice a week to help with the cooking and housework.


      “Did you want me, Aunt Melba?”


      “Of course I want you or I wouldn’t have called you. Don’t stand there! Minnie has burned her hand and all the preserving to be done! You’ve got to help.”


      Phyllis opened her lips to tell her Aunt of the difficult history examination on the morrow, one which would require hours of study, but she swallowed the words and went forward. She would have to study tonight after her Aunt was in bed.


      “Come, child! Make yourself useful. Rinse those jars.”


      Phyllis moved like an automaton under her Aunt’s disapproving eyes.


      “Has anything been heard about Gale Howard?” her Aunt asked after a while.


      “No,” Phyllis said in a low voice, “she is still missing.”


      “Hmph! Probably run off for some fun somewhere never thinking of the worry to her parents. She’s a wild one, that girl. I never liked—”


      “She is a fine girl,” Phyllis interrupted hotly. Her Aunt never failed to rouse Phyllis’ resentment when she talked about her friends. “There isn’t a nicer girl in Marchton than Gale Howard. She is a friend of mine, too,” Phyllis finished proudly.


      “I won’t have you associating with that crowd from the high school!” her Aunt said, coldly despotic. “I have told you time and time again. You shall not—”


      “I shall too!” Phyllis said, for once in her young life openly defying her Aunt. “I shall see them whenever I can. You won’t let me have any friends! Even now you want to separate me from them by not sending me to Briarhurst because they are going there.”


      “Phyllis! How dare you speak so? Go to your room!”


      Without another word Phyllis whirled and marched from the kitchen. She mounted the stairs to her room and closed the door behind her. Only for an instant a smile hovered about her lips. There was more than one way of escaping from working in the hot kitchen. Not that she had deliberately, with such an intention, spoken so rashly to her Aunt! Her words had been forced from her. Now she was regretting them with all her heart, but she would not say she was sorry! She wasn’t sorry, and what she had said was true—every word! But it would make life so difficult for her. Her Aunt’s disapproval hung over the house like a dark cloud unnerving Phyllis more at every moment.


      What her Aunt had said about Gale had made Phyllis angry. Gale was her best friend. They would have done anything for each other. More than ever now, when they did not know where Gale was, what had happened to her, or when they would see her again, Phyllis could not let anyone speak slightingly of her.


      It was hard for Phyllis to remember how many hours she and Gale and Valerie and the other girls had spent together when now perhaps Gale was needing them and they didn’t even know it. She knelt by the window and listened to the cool late autumn air rustling the tree branches against the window pane.


      After a while her thoughts returned to the present. She rose and took up her history book. Tomorrow’s examination would mean a lot to her marks and she must be ready for it. But with the worry of Gale, and her recent quarrel with her Aunt fresh in her mind, she found it difficult to concentrate on the book before her.


      CHAPTER XII


      Gale


      Meanwhile in a little, crude French Canadian farmhouse a slight dark haired girl bent over her sewing while a roaring fire in the brick fireplace sent its welcome warmth out into the room.


      To Antoinette Bouchard the winter was the best season of the year. She loved to sit warm and cozy in her brother’s house and listen to the wind sing in the chimney and watch the swirl of snow outside. This storm was the earliest she remembered. It was not yet deep winter, barely winter at all, but the snow was piled high against the house and this morning when François had shoveled a path from the door it had been up to his knees.


      The rocking chair in which she had been swaying gently to and fro creaked suddenly and she looked up in alarm at the figure across the hearth. Her eyes took on a compassionate gleam, her lips curled in a smile, half admiration and half pity. When the other person did not stir, Antoinette resumed her gentle rocking, but her eyes were not now on her sewing and her work lay idle in her lap.


      This other girl was not quite as old as she, Antoinette, and she was so pretty. The reddish brown hair lay in soft curls about the pale, still face. Her eyes were closed, but Antoinette could well remember the hurt, clouded expression of them when they had first looked into hers that morning. She could clearly remember the puzzled look on the girl’s face when she had asked her questions, questions that had remained unanswered.


      It was last night François had brought the girl to their little house. She remembered clearly the tale he had told her of the wrecked airplane, the tree which he had moved to pull the girl from the wreckage, of carrying her the long, long distance through the snow to his home because he did not know where else to take her.


      This morning she and François, when the girl had awakened from a sleep which had at first seemed to refresh her, had asked questions but she had been unable to tell them who she was. The little English that Antoinette knew had been exhausted in an attempt to discover the identity of the girl and from whence she had come.


      The girl had been bewildered, frightened, and they hoped a quiet rest would restore her memory. All day it had been so. She had sat with closed eyes most of the time, but Antoinette guessed that her mind was struggling to remember the details of who she was and what had happened.


      Antoinette sighed and returned to her sewing. This morning François, after he had cut some wood, was to start out on a trip back to the airplane. Perhaps there he could have discovered someone searching for the girl. But he was destined not to go. During his log splitting, the axe had fallen upon his foot, making a nasty wound that would leave him crippled for many days. There was nothing now to do but keep the girl here and try to help her restore the past that had suddenly been blotted from her mind.


      Antoinette stole a glance at the young girl. She was amazed to see tears stealing down the soft cheeks. Immediately she dropped her sewing and fell upon her knees beside the other girl. She clasped her close and murmured soothing words.


      Gale merely clung tightly to Antoinette while sobs shook her slender body. All day she had been thinking, thinking, trying to remember who and what she was. But it was no use. Her mind was a complete blank. A fog shrouded her memory and it would not lift. Not an inkling of the airplane crash did she remember, or her friends or parents back in Marchton. She knew only that this girl and her big brother were marvelously kind to her. The tenderness of Antoinette had its effect and slowly the sobs subsided, but Gale remained clasped in the little French girl’s arms for a long while afterward. Then Antoinette helped Gale to her feet and led her to the little bed in the other room that had been Antoinette’s for years. Later she went into the third and last room of the log building to sit with her brother.


      “What are we to do, François?” she asked. “The girl is worried—she is afraid.”


      François nodded in quiet agreement. “It is sad. So young, so lovely—perhaps in time she will remember.”


      “We will keep her here, François?” Antoinette pleaded.


      “You wish for a little sister?” her brother asked smilingly. “But of course she will remain here. Where else would she go when she does not remember anything? It would be cruel to send her away.” After a while he spoke again. “If I but had not hurt myself. I might have been able to learn something about her. In town they may know something.”


      Antoinette shook her head. “The snow has blocked the roads. You could not get to the town. We must wait.”


      “She is well otherwise?” François asked.


      “Yes. It is only her mind that is affected. She is so quiet,” Antoinette said. “I know she is worried.”


      François whistled in a low tone to a little bit of fluff curled up in the corner. The dog, a young collie, perked up his ears and trotted obediently over to his master. There he sat while the man stroked his fur.


      “She is sweet,” Antoinette murmured dreamily.


      “But we love Antoinette, eh Toto?”


      The dog licked his master’s fingers in agreement while the girl laughed with pleasure. For years the two had lived here in this house built by François and his father. At first there had been the three of them but now there was but the girl and her brother. François earned enough money by his work in logging camps during certain months of the year to keep the little farm running smoothly. Toto was the very last addition to their mansion and he was the gayest of company for the girl when her brother was away.


      In the other little room Gale sat up in the bed and stared out the small window at the snow. The ground was white in the moonlight, and unbroken save for the path from the door of the cabin. She clasped her knees in her arms and rested her chin on them. Her eyes were dark, like the waters of a bottomless pool. She didn’t cry any more. Her tears were all gone; instead had come a queer sort of fatality. She realized now that no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t remove that gray blanket from her thoughts. It was as if she had never known anything but this day, as if there had never been any yesterdays. She knew nothing beyond the walls of this cabin, and no one but Antoinette and her brother.


      Gale lay back on her pillow and stared up at the darkness. Her heart was heavy and she felt listless. Suppose her memory never came back? With a little sense of comfort she remembered the French girl’s words of earlier that evening.


      “Chérie, you must not weep. A little time and everything will be well again.”


      She must believe that! The thought that somewhere there might be someone looking for her, she not knowing where they were, unable to go to them, made her heart beat longingly.


      Her hand had been hanging over the side of the bed and now something cold and wet was pushed into it. With a little startled cry she pulled away until in the moonlight she saw the form of woolly Toto. In his exploring the household for a warm friendly place to spend the night, he had come into her room. She patted the bed beside her and with difficulty, for his legs were rather short and clumsy yet, he jumped up into her arms and snuggled close.


      In the morning Antoinette found them, the dog still curled in the crook of Gale’s arm, both sound asleep. She smiled to herself and gently lifted the dog to the floor. He let out a protesting grunt at being roused from his delicious slumbers and Gale opened her eyes.


      “Bad Toto!” Antoinette scolded. “Waking Chérie. You are wicked!”


      Toto merely blinked in the sunlight and dabbed carelessly at his paw with his red tongue before hopping up to resume his place in Gale’s arms.


      Antoinette laughed. “He has already fallen in love with you,” she said in uncertain English.


      Gale laid her cheek on the dog’s soft head. She could feel the fast beating of his little heart. She rubbed his ear and he cocked his head in appreciation.


      “I like him,” she said.


      Antoinette smiled. The stranger looked much better this morning. A little color was coming back to the white cheeks and Toto had already succeeded in rousing a smile. Antoinette brought Gale’s breakfast in to her, after which, while Antoinette was out of the room, Gale got up and dressed herself, glad to know she was physically capable of anything. Toto looked on with silent, doggy admiration. Upon slipping her blouse over her head, Gale’s fingers came in contact with a light golden chain upon which hung a small round locket. She turned it over in her fingers and in the bright morning light could barely make out the word engraved on its surface.


      “What is it?” Antoinette had entered unperceived by Gale. Over her shoulder Antoinette looked at the locket. “Ah! Your name—Gale!”


      So it was that Antoinette and her brother learned the name of the stranger. Of course they did not know her last name and save for giving them a name for her the discovery did not help much. Evidently the name meant nothing to the girl herself. It stirred absolutely no familiar memories.


      Days passed, days spent entirely in the little cabin or with Antoinette in the snow outside. They never went far from the house, so it was not strange that word from the outside world did not reach Antoinette or her brother. They could not know, having no radio, receiving no newspaper or visitors, that the girl in their home was the object of a nationwide search. Gale endeared herself to the two in the cabin and worked readily into the scheme of their everyday life. She shared the daily chores with Antoinette and that girl, on her part, was teaching Gale to speak her own familiar language.


      At night was the most difficult time for Gale. During the day she would be busy with Antoinette or playing with Toto. But at night, when she had gone to her room and the others were asleep, she often lay awake thinking, trying to find a thread that would unravel the mystery of her past life. Tonight was one of the nights when she could not sleep.


      Silently she got up and put on her coat. She tiptoed to the door and stepped out into the cold, Canadian night. For a while she stood in the moonlight, then slowly she walked to the group of trees off to the right. The scent of pine was in the air and the wind stirred the branches faintly. She breathed deeply of the cool air and felt the blood tingling to her very fingertips. The silence and friendliness of the night stirred a faint memory of another such night. Somewhere, sometime she had stood exactly so, in the quiet darkness of night. But where or when she did not know.


      She felt keenly alive, standing there in the snow and silence. She knew she was in much better health than that morning when she had first awakened in the little cabin, but it was not alone that. She had learned things during her stay with Antoinette and her brother in their humble home. Subconsciously her mind had stored the value of the simple life they led, of the freshness and cleanness of the life here. Once more standing there she tried to bring the dark past into the light. But it was no use, it only baffled her and gave her that depressed, hopeless feeling. Slowly she turned and made her way from the clump of trees back to the little cabin.


      Half way across the clearing a humming noise broke the stillness of the night. She raised her eyes to the stars. An airplane was winging its way across the path of the moon. Gale gave the flying thing no name. She merely stood and watched until it had faded into the west.


      For a moment she almost grasped the remembrance of her flight with Brent. Then the memory was gone and she could not recall it. The clouds had seemed ready to break when she looked at the airplane but now her mind was darker than before.


      She returned slowly to the cabin and to bed but she could not sleep. All night long she thought of the sense of familiarity she had experienced as she watched the airplane. It must be a key to her past, part of the puzzle of her memory, if only she could fit it into the right place! Along toward dawn she fell into a light sleep but she was up at the first sound from Antoinette and all day she tried to connect an airplane with her thoughts. If only she could remember!


      She helped Antoinette with the little housework there was to do, sewed two buttons on her jacket and romped with Toto before luncheon.


      After the midday meal Antoinette proposed that she and Gale walk in to the little town where they could replenish the supply of flour and canned goods that was dwindling rapidly. François was at first reluctant to let his sister make the trip, but she finally coaxed forth his permission.


      In her coat, the same woolly one that had kept her warm in Brent’s airplane, and one of Antoinette’s close-fitting caps over her curls, Gale started out walking briskly between Antoinette and the leaping, frolicking Toto. The two girls talked gayly, Antoinette learning more and more about this girl who had come so strangely into their life.


      It was a good hour’s walk to the little French village where Antoinette and her brother purchased their supplies. There while Antoinette greeted friend after friend and entered little stores to procure their provisions, Gale, with Toto at her heels, went through the little crooked, cobbled stone streets, both of them keenly delighted with the sights. Toto delighted because there were so many little nooks and crannies for him to explore and Gale because every street warranted her a pleasant surprise.


      CHAPTER XIII


      Unknown


      Brent made many more trips from Marchton to Canada and back again, and each time he had no good news to bring the people waiting so eagerly for a word of encouragement. Gale had disappeared as neatly as if the earth had opened and swallowed her. The wreckage of his plane had been removed from the spot where he had crashed and there remained now only a few trees whose bark had been scraped off by the falling plane to mark the spot. He had visited every nearby farmhouse and personally inquired for news of Gale. To all his efforts he had received the same result—nothing. But Brent was nothing if not dauntless. Not for nothing had he flown thousands of miles, in sun and storm. He had gained a courage and determination scarcely to be equalled. Now he could put his determination to good use. He needed it all to keep him from giving up the search. Give up? He could not! He meant to find Gale. How or where he did not know, but he would find her. He had to. He had learned a lot of things since that night by the hangar when he and Gale had exchanged confidences. He certainly could not give up now when he did not know what had happened to her. Day after day he visited the French towns and farms in the surrounding country.


      “Do you think you will ever find her?” Phyllis asked him wearily on his next trip to Marchton.


      He smiled confidently, much more confidently than he felt. “Of course. You know the saying—‘There’ll come a day.’”


      “But it seems so hopeless now—after all this time!” Phyllis said. “Sometimes I think—”


      Brent smiled at her, his light quizzical smile. “You are really fond of Gale, aren’t you?”


      Phyllis nodded, a lump in her throat so that she could not speak.


      “So am I,” Brent said, his eyes on the automobiles passing in the street. “I won’t give up until I find her.”


      Phyllis pressed his arm. “I hope you find her—truly I do. I know she likes you—a lot.”


      Brent smiled upon her again. “You make me feel a lot better,” he said. “I really needed some cheering up—more than I would admit.”


      Soon after that he was off for Canada again. At first he went to the hotel in Quebec where he had made his headquarters. There was no mail for him nor any word of Gale. He went down to the street and found the car and chauffeur he had hired until his shoulder should be well enough for him to drive himself. He directed the man to drive north. He had no specific destination, he proposed to merely drive through the northern roads again in the hopes of meeting someone or finding something that would lead to Gale.


      It was late in the afternoon when they came to a small French village where they stopped for the luncheon they had missed. The chauffeur had much more of an appetite than Brent and while he waited for the man Brent decided to explore the little village. The streets were quaint and expressed the simplicity and charm of the inhabitants. He turned from the contemplation of an old Frenchman, who was sunning himself in the doorway of his home, to look at two girls making their way out of town. Their arms were laden with bundles and a small collie scooted ahead in front of them. But Brent had eyes merely for one of the girls. Was it possible? He passed a dazed hand across his eyes. Could he be mistaken?


      “Gale!” he called. Did he fancy that the girls hesitated for a moment and then went on? He called again but they did not turn. Starting after them he reached the turn in the road just in time to see the girls climb into a farmer’s wagon and the wagon start off down the road.


      Brent went back to the old Frenchman and asked him if he knew the girls. In these small towns nearly everybody knew everybody else.


      “It is François Bouchard’s sister,” the old man nodded. “She lives with her brother on a small farm east of the village.”


      “And the other girl?” Brent asked.


      “I do not know, Monsieur.”


      That was that Brent decided. He would have no rest now until he learned if the girl really was Gale. Certainly the likeness had been astonishing. The girl had seemed in the height of gay spirits. But if it really had been Gale, well and strong as this girl, wouldn’t she have sent word to her parents? Tried to get back home? He rumpled his hair in perplexity and replaced his hat. He would start after them and ask questions. He might discover something. But when he returned to the inn where he had left his chauffeur, the man was gone. For an hour Brent fumed in impatience until the man finally reappeared. To all Brent’s upbraidings the man turned a deaf ear. He merely climbed into the car and sat waiting. Without further waste of time Brent climbed in beside him and, having secured directions from the old man, set off in the direction of Bouchard’s cottage.


      The car bumped along over ruts hidden by the snow and ice. The driver might just as well not have been present for all the company he was to Brent. He uttered not one word from the time they left the village, replying to all Brent’s attempts at conversation with grunts. Brent had always thought the French-Canadians friendly, sociable people, but this man irked him. Soon he forgot his companion, however, forgot about the uncomfortable car in which he rode and which jolted his shoulder, causing it to pain him, and concentrated on the object of his search.


      For days, weeks, he had been traveling, seeking some touch, some clue to the whereabouts of Gale. Yet not three hours before he had seen her, apparently well and happy. There must be some explanation!


      His musings were brought to a sudden halt and he was thrown so far forward as to almost bump his nose on the windshield. Brent could speak fluent French and he used it to good advantage. He poured a tirade out on the head of the driver. The man merely gestured to the trees and the end of the road to which they had come. Brent had to see that it was impossible for the car to go any farther.


      The driver signified his intention to remain in the car by slumping down in the seat and pulling his cap over his eyes for a quiet nap.


      In disgust Brent jumped out and started to tramp across the road and into the clump of trees, stripped now of all autumnal glory and black with the cold of early winter. The snow lay in deep drifts in several places and these Brent avoided to the best of his ability. He hoped he was still going in the right direction. That driver was as good as nothing. He had assured Brent he had heard of Bouchard’s cottage and with his hand had gestured widely to the right. That was as well as he could do.


      The wind up here was cold and Brent buttoned his coat more tightly as best he could, using one hand. It put new life into one, though. The air was keen as a knife and the sky as clear as crystal water. Brent remembered the exhilaration he had experienced last night flying through the star-studded sky. It had been keen! But a most cruel reminder of his last flight with Gale. Then, too, in the beginning the stars had been close and friendly.


      Brent halted in his stride and knit his brows in perplexity. Had the plane crash occurred near here? No, he corrected himself. It had been much farther south. How then, had Gale wandered way up here? He shook his head and went on.


      Ahead a thin blue column of smoke drifted up from beyond a slight rise in ground. He redoubled his efforts. That must be Bouchard’s cottage. He came to the hill and leaned momentarily against a tree to get his breath, looking down at the log cabin and the open clearing before him.


      A girl was romping with a dog. The same girl whom he had seen in the village. There could be no doubt, it was Gale. The way she lifted her head, the laugh that floated up to him when the dog in play nipped her fingers. All of them bespoke Gale. He stood there watching, for it was a charming scene. In the snow the dog and girl, when she suddenly stumbled over the former, rolled over and over.


      When Gale sat up there was a glow in her cheeks and a laugh bubbled in her voice. Toto stood, legs slightly asprawl, gazing at her, his red tongue dangling from between white teeth, his eyes dancing with mischief. François appeared in the cabin doorway, leaning upon his improvised crutch. After a brief greeting to him Toto trotted back to Gale and put his front paws into her lap, looking up into her face with a doggy smile.


      Brent started toward them and when Gale saw him she stood up, shaking the snow from her coat and attempting to straighten her disheveled cap. François had disappeared within the cabin again and from there came the sound of Antoinette, humming at her work.


      “Gale—don’t you know me?” Brent asked, as soon as he was within speaking distance.


      Gale merely stared at him. She recognized him as the strange young man who had called after them that morning in the village—but that was all!


      “Gale! I’m Brent—surely you haven’t forgotten me!” he said, half laughing. He went toward her, seeking to touch her, but she eluded him.


      She ran for the protection of the cottage with Toto at her heels. Brent had no course but to follow. He stood in the doorway and looked at the others before him. It was a homelike, cozy, if crude room. François sat in a chair by the fireplace. Gale stood behind his chair while in the corner Antoinette was watching him in surprise, her sewing now forgotten.


      “How—how do you do,” Brent began uncertainly. “I—”


      “Enter, Monsieur,” François invited courteously, “and be seated by the fire. The day is cold and you have come a long way?” The last of his speech was a question.


      Brent inclined his head and took the chair opposite François, his eyes on Gale. In the half daylight and glow from the fire he was more certain than ever of her identity. Yet if it were Gale, surely she would know him?


      Without preliminary Brent spoke in French. “That girl,” he nodded toward Gale, “is she—your sister also, Monsieur Bouchard?”


      François smiled faintly. “You know me, Monsieur? Yet I do not know you.”


      “I’m sorry, sir, I quite forgot myself. I am Brent Stockton,” Brent continued. “You see, for weeks I have been searching Canada for a girl. We crashed in an airplane some little distance from here. I left her in the plane and went for help, but while I was absent she disappeared. Since then I have not been able to find her. This young lady is very much like her—very much,” he murmured again.


      François nodded and frowned into the fire. “I was afraid we were causing someone a great deal of anxiety, but it could not be helped. You see I injured my foot the day after, and I have not been able to go to the village to notify the authorities. My sister knows very little about such things.”


      “Yes?” Brent murmured. He was waiting impatiently.


      “I found Mademoiselle, here,” François looked up at Gale and the two exchanged smiles, though she did not understand his French words, “in a wrecked airship weeks ago. She was pinioned in her seat by a fallen tree branch which I moved.”


      “My plane!” Brent gasped.


      “As you say, Monsieur. I brought her here. She seemed unhurt, but her mind—”


      Brent grasped the edge of his chair. “What was it?”


      “Her memory, Monsieur, it is gone. Do you understand? We could not notify anyone because we did not know who she was. She has remained here ever since.”


      Brent sat stunned. It was hard for him to grasp the fact. No wonder Gale hadn’t recognized him! His glance wandered to the girl. She was standing slim and straight behind François. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, her skin creamy, she was as he had seen her last except for a slight shadow in the depth of her eyes.


      “She seems all right,” he said finally.


      “Yes, Monsieur,” François said. “She is in perfect health except for—it is sad.”


      “She must go back with me,” Brent said finally. “Her parents are frantic—her friends—we will have the best doctors in the land.”


      “Time and peace will heal her,” François said. “I studied medicine, Monsieur, I know.”


      Brent stood up. “I have no words with which to thank you, sir. It is a debt which can never be repaid. If it had not been for you—”


      “It is nothing,” François said, with difficulty rising and holding out his hand to Brent. “We have loved her as a sister, Monsieur.”


      Brent silently wrung the Frenchman’s hand and felt he must burst with gratitude. To think at last he had found Gale! He took a step toward her and she backed away. She seemed curiously afraid of him.


      “Gale,” and now François spoke in English, “this young man has come to take you back to your parents and friends.”


      “He knows—” Gale started in a whisper.


      François nodded. “He knows you. He has come to take you back to those who love you.”


      “I must leave?” Gale wanted to know. She glanced first at François, at Antoinette and then down at Toto.


      “Yes,” François said sadly.


      “Come, Gale,” Brent said gently, holding out his hand.


      But Gale did not put hers into it. Instead she backed away into a corner, Toto moving instinctively with her. Brent moved towards her, talking slowly, gently, but she was terrified. Why, he could not understand.


      Toto, puppy that he was, seemed to know his friend’s fear and bared his teeth savagely at Brent.


      Brent stopped, torn between conflicting emotions, and looked helplessly at François.


      Antoinette ran to Gale and took the trembling girl in her arms.


      “Gale, ma chérie, you must go back to those who love you. They are lonely without you.”


      But Gale shook her head determinedly. She didn’t want to go off with this strange young man, nice as he seemed, and nothing they said could change her mind. For an hour Brent, François and Antoinette urged, coaxed, and pleaded with her. But Gale held Toto in her arms and refused to budge from her corner. Finally they gave up in despair and she watched with frightened eyes while Brent conversed with François. Every time they glanced at her her heart almost stopped. She was so afraid she would have to leave these people who had been kind to her, who understood her, to go to strangers.


      At last Brent moved to the door. On the threshold he turned to look at her and the picture he carried away was of a frightened girl clutching her beloved dog in her arms as her sole means of comfort.


      CHAPTER XIV


      Another Attempt


      All the way back to Quebec Brent thought of Gale, trying to devise some way to bring back her memory. He thought of her parents and wondered how he would ever break the news to them. How, too, he would tell the other Adventure Girls.


      That night he and his pilot flew back to Marchton. Early the next morning he went to Gale’s parents and told them. The decision made was that they should fly back to Canada with him the same night.


      When school was out and the Adventure Girls and three boys wended their way to the Kopper Kettle they found Brent already there awaiting them. Eagerly they crowded round him, welcoming him back and asking the now almost hopeless questions about Gale.


      He was silent, answering not one question until they were all seated about a table in the corner. Then he began slowly:


      “Yes, I was successful. I’ve found Gale.”


      “She isn’t—” Valerie began fearfully.


      “She is perfectly happy,” he said.


      “Thank goodness!” Carol sighed, inadequately expressing the feelings of them all.


      “But you don’t look very happy about it,” Janet put in. “Did you bring her home with you?”


      “No, I couldn’t bring her home with me,” Brent said, carefully tearing a straw into minute bits with his finger, “you see, she didn’t know me.”


      The others waited, instinctively guessing there was more important news to come.


      “Why not?” Madge finally ventured.


      “In the crash of the plane she—lost her memory. She has been living all this time with a Canadian man and his sister in their cottage. She is perfectly well except for the fact that she doesn’t remember a thing about who or what she is.”


      “Poor Gale!” Carol murmured.


      “Can’t anything be done?” Bruce asked.


      “I am flying her parents and a doctor back with me tonight,” Brent answered. “Her memory may come back to her all in a flash, a sudden shock might do it, or it might take time. I don’t know.”


      “Can’t we do something?” Janet wanted to know anxiously. “I mean, do you think she might remember if she saw one of us?”


      “Show her Janet, that would be a shock!” Carol suggested, daringly impudent.


      Brent laughed with the rest but then he shook his head. “When she sees her parents she should remember—if anything familiar can restore her memory.”


      “If she didn’t know you—” Phyllis began.


      “What was it, Brent?” Bruce asked. “The shock of the crash? The limb of the tree that fell upon the plane or what?”


      “I suppose we will never know,” Brent said. “It must have been one of those.”


      “Isn’t it terrible?” Valerie murmured with a little shiver. “Think of Gale, not knowing who she is, where she came from. I wish I could go to her.”


      The others were silent until Brent rose saying he must get back to the Howard home for dinner. Phyllis went out with him. He left her at the corner and entered the yard of Gale’s home. Strange she could remember none of this, he thought. The flowers which in summer ran as a border to the walk, the old tree by the fence, her home, the place where she had lived all her life.


      Dinner was a hurried, hap-hazard affair. Gale’s parents and Brent were eager to be off to the airport. He told them again of his finding and by that time they were ready to leave.


      Upon coming out to the porch they discovered Phyllis in woolly coat and beret with a small bag at her side sitting on the top step.


      “Where do you think you are going?” Brent demanded.


      “With you, please, mayn’t I?” Phyllis begged. “I’ve told my Aunt I’m going and she didn’t stop me. Please take me, I want to see Gale.”


      Brent looked at the Howards and back to Phyllis.


      “Oh, well, come along,” he said gruffly.


      They climbed into the Howards’ automobile and five minutes later picked up the grey-haired family doctor who had known Gale since she was three. He had helped her through every sickness but nothing as serious as this. It did not take long after that to reach the airport.


      The cabin plane they were to use was standing on the field, the motor turning over rhythmically, the propeller whirring. Stubby helped them into the plane and when Brent had taken his seat up in the nose of the ship beside the pilot they were off.


      In Canada they landed and went immediately to a hotel where they were to spend the night. Brent had thought it best to wait until the following morning before driving to the little village from where they would go to Bouchard’s cottage. He was a little dubious as to the outcome of their trip. He hoped fervently, as did the others, that Gale would recognize them but he had his doubts.


      The next morning they breakfasted early and entered the car in which they were to drive to the little French-Canadian village. The driver of the car was the same one who had driven Brent on his previous trip. Though he was not fond of the man or his companionship Brent had hired him because he already knew the way.


      It was nearly lunch time when they entered the little village. Without a stop they came upon the road that led away to the north and followed it to its end. Then, leaving the driver with the car, they set out on foot.


      The Howards were silent, thoughtful, and Phyllis, walking beside Brent, felt her heart begin to beat with excitement. They had come so many miles, suppose now they discovered that Brent had been mistaken in his identity? She rebuked herself sharply. How could he have been mistaken? He had heard the Frenchman’s story. But if only Gale would recognize one of them! Phyllis thought she must. She looked up at Brent. He was looking away, ahead of them, his eyes fastened on the little crest of ground beyond which lay the Bouchard cottage. Phyllis thought he looked older, worried. She knew he had suffered even more than she and Gale’s other friends had because, in a way, he blamed himself for the crash and Gale’s disappearance.


      Brent held up his hand and they halted for a brief rest.


      “You can see the smoke from the cottage,” he said, motioning ahead with his hand to where a thin stream rose into the sky.


      The others did not reply, merely glanced at one another and moved forward again.


      CHAPTER XV


      Lost


      Gale, when Brent had left the cottage, took Toto and went to her room. There she put the dog on the floor and flung herself down on the bed. Propping her chin in cupped hands she could see out the window to the snowy fields in the distance and the blue, cloudless sky. But her eyes were fixed on something outside her vision. She did not watch Brent’s figure as he trudged away out of sight. Rather, she was again trying to bring to the fore some knowledge, the memory that lay dormant, of who she was.


      Antoinette entered softly and gazed compassionately down at Gale. She sat down beside her and put a friendly arm across the other’s shoulders.


      “Do not worry, Gale,” she murmured.


      Gale smiled a trifle. “I’ll try not to,” she whispered. “But suppose he does know who I am? I—I should have gone with him!” Her eyes were dark with shadows, her lips trembled.


      Antoinette hugged her affectionately. “I am glad you did not. It would be lonesome here without you. And if you did not like him—”


      “Oh, but I did,” Gale said hastily. “He seemed nice but—it was just—I didn’t know where he was going to take me.”


      “I understand,” Antoinette nodded. “Now you must rest. Come, Toto!”


      The French girl rose and went to the door. The dog obediently trotted after her. Gale lay back and closed her eyes, but she could not sleep. Vividly she remembered the young man who had wanted her to go away with him. If only she could recall him from the past! If only his face and name would mean something to her! Warm tears slipped down her cheeks before she sat up and in annoyance brushed them away.


      Gale got up and donned her coat. With a word to Antoinette she went outside, her customary bodyguard, Toto, at her heels. She tramped into the woods and kept on walking. She knew if she would tire herself out she would be able to sleep tonight and not keep tantalizing herself with questions she could not answer.


      She walked along breathing deeply of the cold, crisp air, Toto scampering ahead of her or lingering behind to dig out a half buried root and shake it vigorously in his firm white teeth. The sun moved slowly to the western horizon. Its rays became less and less warm, the sky began to be overcast with night clouds and a strong northern wind sprang up. With a start Gale realized that it would soon be night and unless she turned back now she could easily become lost. Whistling to Toto who was deeply engrossed in a bit of bark he had unearthed and which he was trying to shake into some semblance of life, she turned her back on the sunset to go back to the cottage. At her whistle Toto pricked up his ears and started on a run for her. She ran too. Together they romped until both had to stop for lack of breath.


      Finally Gale put aside her thoughts of pleasure and concentrated on the landmarks about her. None of them were familiar. She subdued a sense of panic that gripped her. She must find the way back to the cottage. They could not stay in the open all night. Let’s see—she must have come that way, it looked like the tree around which she had chased Toto. Resolutely she started off in that direction. But it was not long before she discovered she was wrong. She came to a tiny stream of water, frozen over now with the ice of winter. She stood and looked at the mirror-like crust on the water. Toto, too, regarded his own reflection with interest. Turning her back upon the water Gale stared intently first to the north then to the south. She had not come upon this stream when she came from the cottage; therefore, all this time she must have been going away from, instead of toward, her home. Toto sat in the snow and regarded his friend with dancing eyes.


      “You know, Toto,” she said speaking slowly to the dog who had his head cocked as if understanding every word, “I believe we are lost.”


      At that the dog merely yawned.


      “What will we do?”


      Toto stood up and shook himself, trotted a few paces away and came back to look at her.


      “Do you suppose you could find the way home?” she asked with a half smile. “You’re too much of a puppy to have much sense of direction yet, but we’ll try it. Which way do you want to go, Toto?”


      The dog immediately trotted a few paces toward the north and stood waiting for her to follow him.


      “All right,” she agreed. “We’ll go that way and I hope you are right!”


      Gale walked along swiftly to keep the dog in sight. But soon she had to slacken her pace. She was tired, they had come far, and now she found it almost impossible to keep up a fast gait. Too, it was getting darker. The Canadian night was closing in upon them rapidly. She thought of Antoinette and François waiting, watching for her and scolded herself for ever coming so far. She thought of the warm supper awaiting them, of the warm bed which would feel so good now, and lashed herself on to a renewed pace. But it was hopeless. When it was so dark she could not see Toto ahead of her she halted and called the dog to her. She picked him up in her arms, she didn’t intend to lose her one companion in the wilderness. His rough, red tongue licked her chin affectionately and she almost dropped him.


      “Toto, you are even a worse direction-picker than I am,” she declared, squeezing him. “We are really lost this time!”


      Toto didn’t seem to mind. He snuggled down in her arms, even trying to get his head into her jacket pocket.


      Gale grasped him more firmly and started to walk again. She didn’t know where or in what direction she was walking, she only knew she must keep in motion to keep the biting cold air from freezing her limbs. Then, too, sooner or later she must come to some house! She had a faint idea she was walking in the direction of the little village to which Antoinette had taken her. From there certainly she could find her way home.


      The dog in her arms became heavier and heavier as Gale became more and more tired. It seemed almost impossible to carry him a step farther. She leaned against a tree and deposited him in the snow at its base. Toto protested with a grunt at being roused from his warm nap and hovered about her feet shivering.


      “This is a nice mess,” Gale said in disgust. “Why did you let me come so far, Toto?”


      When Gale had regained her breath and felt in a measure rested she settled Toto comfortably in the crook of her arm and started out again. Nearly all night she trudged slowly through the snow and moonlight. Only the knowledge that she must keep moving kept her on her feet at all. She wanted to lie down and rest and sleep. Her eyelids felt weighted down. She was almost asleep on her feet. At last she submitted, as she must have in time, and sat down, her back against a sheet of rock to rest. The rest stretched into a sound sleep. Her head fell forward on her knees and Toto, too, slept peacefully by her side.


      The sun was high when she awoke and started to her feet only to abruptly sit down again. Her muscles were stiff and arms and legs cramped and numb. Toto yawned, shook himself and ran a few paces and back to her side. Gale rubbed her arms and legs vigorously and stood up to survey their position.


      Away to her right rose a cliff of rock and ice. Gale remembered she had been able to see this cliff with the peculiar formation of a man’s head from her window on clear days. Antoinette had laughingly referred to it as the Lonesome Man. It was the only jutting rise in their immediate horizon and the ice and rock had formed to make a perfect man’s head. Gale started in the direction of the Lonesome Man. It was her opinion that if she could climb upon the rocks she might be able to see the cottage in the spread of world at her feet. Then it would be a simple matter to steer a straight course for home.


      But the Lonesome Man was farther away than it had at first appeared. Its very largeness gave it a sense of being close when in reality it was a mile away. Gale stubbornly clung to her first idea to climb upon it. Otherwise she would have absolutely no course of action and she would not be able to see the cottage from where she was on the ground. Toto trotted obediently by her side, looking up from time to time to observe the expressions on her face.


      “Hungry, Toto?” she asked once and he barked in response. “So am I,” she declared laughingly. “But don’t worry, it won’t be long now. Once we are on Lonesome Man and can see the cottage—we shall be home soon then.”


      Toto seemed to understand for he cavorted gaily, falling over himself in his exuberance.


      It was the middle of the day when they came to Lonesome Man and Gale felt a gnawing hunger. The sun was directly overhead and she was keenly anxious to get back home. Antoinette and François would be anxious, that she knew.


      The first step on Lonesome Man was a huge rock which must be gotten up on before one could continue up to a point of vantage where the ground would lay revealed openly. Every tree, every stream, every cottage for miles could be seen from the top of Lonesome Man’s head.


      Gale, after some difficulty, managed to mount the huge rock which was the first step in her ascent. She stopped to rest and waved at Toto on the ground below. The dog set up a howl. He looked so plaintive and lonesome and howled so indiscreetly as to awaken a hundred echoes that Gale had no course but to come down after him. It took quite a while until both she and Toto had again negotiated the first step.


      “See all the time we’ve wasted,” she complained to the dog, sitting beside him and letting her legs dangle over the rock, “just because you wouldn’t be good and stay on the ground.”


      The dog showed his appreciation of her return for him by kissing her lavishly with his rough, red tongue, so lavishly that Gale had to scramble away.


      She took the next rock to a point higher and hauled Toto up after her. The dog, after once sticking his nose over the edge and finding the ground quite a distance below him, cowered against the wall, his hair standing on edge.


      Gale laughed. “Don’t be nervous, Toto; if you’re good you won’t fall off.”


      The dog turned earnest brown eyes to her, his tail wagging faintly.


      “You wouldn’t stay on the ground,” she reminded him. “Now you can just wait here for me.”


      Gale climbed a little higher, the dog watching her, wanting to follow but afraid to move. The puppy was used to the good firm earth beneath him and was not at all sure that he should even let his friend out of his sight. Gale meantime was slowly finding foothold to reach the summit, the top of Lonesome Man’s head. Once when her foot slipped a shower of loosened rock and bits of ice rattled to the ground below. Gale held her breath and dug her fingers into the niches of the grey rock, holding on for dear life. When her panic subsided she found she was in no immediate danger of falling and could proceed with a maximum of caution.


      Lonesome Man hadn’t seemed as high as he really was. When Gale reached the top she sat down and looked over the side. She shut her eyes quickly. It made her dizzy to think that she might have slipped with those pebbles. Of course even then it wouldn’t have been as far a fall as if she should slip now!


      She wondered how Toto was but could not see him from her present position.


      When her breath was coming naturally and she was feeling a little rested from her climb Gale could stir up enough interest to view her surroundings. Far to her right she could see a brown cottage which at first looked like the Bouchards’. But after a careful scrutiny she decided it wasn’t and turned in the opposite direction. Carefully her eyes wandered over the scene spread out before her. Trees, stripped of their summer splendor, stood revealed black and forlorn. Winter wind swayed their stripped branches. She beheld a moving object which at first she thought was a man, but later decided it was a bear. She shivered. Suppose she had met him in the dark last night!


      Finally she saw another house, smoke rising from the chimney. This one stood in the center of a triangular clearing exactly like the Bouchard cottage. It must be home! She was surprised at its nearness. She had been searching the far horizon for it and had at first overlooked the objects nearer at hand. She sighed with relief and was about to climb down in order to waste no time in returning when she stopped, her attention caught by a small group of figures which had suddenly appeared in the clearing. She could not determine the identity of the people from where she was, but nevertheless she watched with interest. Only one she was sure of, François, hobbling with the aid of his crutch. There could be no mistaking him even at a distance.


      She watched closely, noting every movement, while two men and a girl started off parallel to her, in the direction she had at first taken yesterday when she started out for her walk. Another man and a girl started directly toward her, while a last feminine figure remained standing beside François. Gale could not at first understand it. Then she concluded it was Antoinette and friends searching for her. It must be Antoinette and a friend who was coming toward her now.


      Gale stood up on Lonesome Man’s head, the better to watch their progress. The wind whipped her dress about her and its piercing cold went right through her coat. At the same time she saw the two stop and suddenly the man pointed to her. The girl, Gale supposed her to be Antoinette, waved. She responded with an upraised arm. She could see they redoubled their efforts and were running toward her. It would not be so very long before they reached Lonesome Man.


      Without wasting more time Gale started the downward climb. It was even more precarious picking her way down than it had been climbing up. The ice had frozen over spots that had been fairly easy to negotiate on the way up, but now she was afraid of skidding at every step. Twice she slipped and would have fallen had she not grasped the rocks on each side with all her strength. When she finally reached the spot where she had left Toto she breathed freely for the first time. It would be simple now to reach the broad rock at the base and from there jump to the ground. By that time Antoinette should be there. She looked away across the tree tops. She could make out the man and girl still coming toward her.


      Gale swung her legs over the edge when she remembered Toto. She looked around. The dog was no longer crouching in safety by the solid rock wall. He had gone adventuring and now Gale gasped as she saw his dangerous position.


      Unable to reach the high point his friend had obtained Toto had contented himself with snooping his way out onto the ledge of rock which made the Lonesome Man’s nose. It was a narrow ledge jutting out in a straight line for about five feet with nothing but the ground twenty feet below. There Toto had decided to await the return of Gale and she now found him interestedly watching her, his eyes dancing, red tongue dangling from white teeth.


      “Come, Toto, we’re going home,” she urged.


      His tail beat a tattoo on the rock ledge but he did not move.


      “Come, Toto, come,” Gale coaxed.


      She whistled, called, did everything to coax Toto from his position on the narrow ledge but he did not budge.


      “I declare you’re laughing at me!” she scolded. “Now come, Toto! Oh, if I get my hands on you!”


      Gale considered leaving Toto there upon the ledge and running to meet Antoinette. Perhaps she could coax the dog off. But just as she decided this, Toto decided to be good and started toward Gale. He had taken but one step when he looked from Gale to the ground below. He looked at the narrow span of rock which he must cross to reach her. Then he backed up and sat on the very edge of the ledge. His eyes pleaded with her to understand. He was frightened. He did not know how he had gotten here and was afraid to cover the distance to Gale where he would be safe. He shivered in the cold wind, a suddenly forlorn little figure.


      Gale felt all her impatience with Toto fade away. The little thing was too frightened to come when she called him. She couldn’t go away and leave him there. Suppose he fell off! She looked at the ground. Snow had drifted in a huge pile against this side of Lonesome Man. The dog would be plunged straight down into the snow and perhaps onto rocks beneath.


      She sighed and moved forward. She would have to get him. For a moment she considered the narrow ledge. It didn’t look as though it would hold much weight. At a little whimper from Toto, Gale crept forward. She put one foot on the ledge. Nothing happened. The surface was icy and she was in imminent danger of slipping at every inch she traversed. Toto, watching, contemplated her progress with sad brown eyes. He seemed to realize the peril of their position and did not once move.


      Slowly and with the utmost care Gale moved out farther and farther onto the ledge. She held her breath every minute lest Lonesome Man’s nose should crack and plunge them both down to the ground. After seconds which seemed like hours Gale was in a position to grasp Toto and start the return journey.


      CHAPTER XVI


      Home Again


      When the party from Marchton arrived at the Bouchard cottage and found Gale again missing it was another bitter blow on top of all the others they had suffered. They listened to all that François and Antoinette could tell them. Then they organized a searching party. Mr. Howard, the doctor and Antoinette started off in the direction Gale had taken yesterday afternoon when she left. Brent and Phyllis started off to test Phyllis’ suggestion that from the top of the mountain and through François’ powerful field glasses they might be able to find some sign of Gale on the countryside. Mrs. Howard remained with François.


      When they had gone a very short distance from the cottage Brent espied a tiny figure atop the mountain Antoinette had called Lonesome Man. He pointed to it and Phyllis gripped his arm tightly while she waved with her other hand.


      “Gale!” Phyllis whispered when the figure had returned her salute.


      “Come on,” Brent said and was off, running lightly, Phyllis keeping pace with him.


      “She is climbing down,” Phyllis said as they halted momentarily, watching the figure on the cliff in the distance.


      “That’s dangerous,” Brent muttered, “the surface is icy, you can see it glisten in the sun.”


      When they ran out into the clearing at the base of Lonesome Man, Gale was just beginning her trip to rescue Toto.


      “Gale! Go back!” Phyllis cried, but her voice did not carry to her friend. “She can’t go out there!” Phyllis said wildly to Brent.


      Brent started forward but a second later Phyllis stopped him.


      “Wait,” she said. “Look!”


      Gale had worked herself half way out on the ledge.


      “Don’t go now—you will frighten her and she will fall.”


      The two watched breathlessly. Their eyes never once wavered from the figure of the girl above them as she worked her way out on the ice covered ledge to where a little ball of fur crouched in terror. They gasped when once her foot slipped and she was prostrated flat on the ice.


      “Ooo, I can’t look!” Phyllis whispered frantically, but just the same she watched Gale fascinatedly.


      When Gale had Toto secure in her arm the two spectators let out a sigh of thankfulness but they were too soon. Gale had no more than started the perilous return journey to the rock when a warning crack was heard. They saw her give one horrified glance at the icy floor beneath her.


      When the ledge snapped off with a grinding crack Gale, with Toto clasped in her arms, was hurled into space. Phyllis screamed, Brent started forward on a run. There was danger to Gale not only from her fall but from the rock that also fell. If she should be crushed under any of those jagged edges—


      Brent reached the scene first. Toto was scrambling from the snow. Phyllis appeared then and together they pulled Gale from the snow.


      “Is she killed?” Phyllis asked tremulously.


      “No,” Brent said finally. “I’ll carry her, you run ahead.”


      Phyllis swept Toto up into her arms and darted off.


      Gale looked up at the ceiling and knit her brows in perplexity. Where was she? The last thing she remembered she was in the seat behind Brent in his black and silver monoplane and they were turning over and over about to crash in the storm. She looked at the rough log-hewn walls, at the moonlight streaming in through the little window and brought her gaze back to the ceiling. No, no, the plane wasn’t the last thing. Slowly, like a moving picture coming into focus, her mind’s eye picked up the pictures of the weeks past. Now she remembered everything! The fall from the ledge of rock, the shock she had suffered, had restored suddenly everything that had been a blank before.


      She became aware of someone sitting on the floor beside the bed. All she could see was the top of a light curly head but even that was familiar.


      “Hullo, Phyl,” she said.


      Instantly Phyllis looked up. “Gale!”


      “How long have you been sitting there?” Gale demanded smiling.


      “Since—since—not very long,” Phyllis replied. “You do—you do remember me?” she asked gently.


      “Of course,” Gale said. “But why—oh, I know! You heard that I couldn’t remember anything. That I didn’t know—”


      Phyllis nodded. “Brent told us.”


      That was the beginning of a talk that lasted a long time, before either of them thought of the other people in the main room of the cottage.


      “We’ve been here since this morning,” Phyllis explained when she stood up. “We flew up last night. Your parents, Dr. Miller, and Brent and I. Antoinette is an angel! This morning when you were missing was almost as bad as—when the plane crashed. Then when Brent and I saw you fall from the ledge—my heart nearly stopped!”


      “It was sweet of you to come all the way up here, Phyl,” Gale said, “to help me.”


      Phyllis colored uncomfortably. “I’ll tell the others you are awake. We’ve been worried all day.”


      When Phyllis had departed Gale had but a moment to reminisce over all the days she had been here and to grasp the fact now of what her mysterious disappearance and subsequent hiding must have meant to those in Marchton. She regretted every moment of anxiety she had caused them and vowed to make it up; then the others came in and there was the happiest joy of reunion.


      Later, much, much later, when the others forced themselves to leave in order to let Gale sleep and regain her strength to travel back to Marchton on the morrow, her miraculous escape from serious injury in both the airplane crash and her fall this morning was still a wonder to them.


      Brent, the last to enter, and the last to leave, took her hand in his and squeezed it.


      “I’ll bet you’ll never go flying with me again,” he said ruefully.


      “Try me,” she laughed.


      “Anyway, I’m glad to see you all right again, kiddo,” he said with a wide smile.


      Gale sat up. “You weren’t hurt much then,” she murmured thankfully.


      “No. But you gave us plenty to think about. We were worried to death about you.”


      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think you would worry so much.”


      “Worry? Oh, my dear—” He checked himself and grinned. “Go to sleep, youngster. Tomorrow we go back to Marchton.” He looked down at her for a long time. “Good night,” he said finally and kissed the top of her head. Hastily he made his way out.


      Gale lay and let little shivers run up and down her back. She was so comfortable and warm, so supremely happy, she let her dreams run riot. Tomorrow she would be home again, safe and among friends. But she had been among friends here, too. It would be hard to leave Antoinette and François and—Toto. If the little dog hadn’t crawled out on that ledge this morning, if she hadn’t gone after him and if the ice hadn’t crumpled she might still be living in the shadows she had lived in for the past weeks. She still might not know who she was.


      She sat up and looked out the window. In the distance Lonesome Man was brilliantly alight with moonlight but now he was a man without a nose. She smiled slightly. She had forever ruined the facial beauty of Lonesome Man but it had brought her happiness.


      She stretched luxuriously and snuggled down again between the blankets. Cautiously the door opened and Antoinette looked in.


      “Antoinette!” Gale said, stretching out her hand.


      “You are well again, Gale,” Antoinette said, almost sadly. “I am glad. But now you will leave us—”


      “Tomorrow,” Gale nodded. “I can never thank you enough, Antoinette, for all you have done—”


      “It was nothing,” the French girl said confusedly. “You were like a sister.”


      “You will come to the States to see me?” Gale pleaded. The subject had been mentioned earlier when the others had been present and Antoinette had flushed with pleasure at the invitation.


      “But of course, I shall be most happy,” she declared.


      When Antoinette had gone again Gale turned contentedly on her pillows. She had had a most exciting time but now her difficulties were over. Tomorrow she would fly back to Marchton. School would begin for her again, gay times with her friends, a sheltered life in the little town. Except for a slight headache she had no reminder at all of the long time through which she had just come. Again she sighed with pleasure. Another thing that made her happy—Brent was going home with them!


      CHAPTER XVII


      Return


      “For she’s a jolly good fellow, for she’s a jolly good fellow—” the Adventure Girls sang loudly if not well.


      “And a hot cha cha!” Janet put in lavishly.


      “That doesn’t fit,” Carol complained.


      “I don’t care whether it does or not,” Janet said irrelevantly. “I’m happy and I don’t care who knows it.”


      “What is the reason?” Carol inquired suspiciously.


      “Gale’s return,” Janet said promptly, a little too promptly.


      The young people were gathered in the living room of the Howard home. All the Adventure Girls were present. Gale had been back one week now but they never refused any opportunity to have any sort of gala occasion in honor of her return. There had been little gatherings and parties ever since the plane that brought her back had landed at the Marchton airport. Tonight, however, was devoted strictly to only the Adventure Girls. They had demanded one night for their very own.


      Now they all cocked a suspicious eye in Janet’s direction to seek the cause of her extra-exuberant spirits. That young lady was deeply involved in looking through the music on the piano. They had sung nearly every piece there, but Janet was still seeking another to which to devote their talents.


      “See here,” Carol turned Janet squarely about, “confess all! What has happened to you? You were in a glow all through English class this afternoon and anything that can make you glow in that class is colossal.”


      “Is that so?” Janet scoffed.


      “Is it a secret?” Madge asked hopefully from her position on the arm of Phyllis’ chair, idly strumming her ukulele.


      “Aren’t we your bestest pals? Don’t we tell you everything?” Carol insisted. “Come on, Janet, what is it all about?”


      Janet bent intently over a pile of music. “If you must know, Mark Sherwin has asked me to the Senior Prom.”


      “No!”


      “Whoopee! He asks far enough ahead of time.”


      “No wonder you were all smiles!” Carol declared. “So that is it! Your hero!”


      “He isn’t,” Janet said shortly. “He’s nice, he has ambition,” she added loftily.


      “Happy days are here again,” Carol said, whirling Janet around the room.


      “Be quiet,” Janet complained. “You’re jealous,” she accused.


      “Where is the dance to be held?” Phyllis wanted to know.


      “At the Country Club,” Valerie put in. “I’m on the dance committee.”


      “You are!” Madge echoed. “Why didn’t you tell us?”


      Valerie laughed. “I didn’t know it myself until this afternoon. I had almost forgotten it. Who are you going with, Phyl?”


      “If I can go,” Phyllis said ruefully, “if my Aunt will let me, David wants to take me, but I don’t know.”


      “She still insists on keeping you out of Briarhurst?” Gale asked.


      Phyllis nodded vigorously. “I suppose I shall go to Stonecliff and wear a horrid uniform.”


      “We must do something about that,” Janet said. “We won’t be separated, Aunt or no Aunt!”


      Phyllis laughed but she didn’t look as though she believed they could do anything. She knew her Aunt better than any of them.


      “Who is taking you to the prom, Gale?”


      “I—”


      “I’ll bet she can’t make up her mind,” teased Janet. “Which is it, Gale? Bruce or Brent?”


      “It is a secret,” Gale said promptly. “You shan’t any of you know until you see me there.”


      “Ah, that isn’t fair!” the others complained.


      “But it will give you something to look forward to,” Gale laughed.


      To tell the truth she didn’t know. Bruce might ask her. He usually took her to the school dances but she—she wanted to ask Brent but she was a little afraid. Afraid he would refuse and then she would be hurt. She hadn’t seen much of him since her return to Marchton. He had gone to Washington the day after and had not yet returned; if, she added to herself, he intended to return.


      When the others teased her she remained silent. A mysterious smile was all the reply she would give them.


      The girls gave no thought to the classes they would have tomorrow while they were enjoying themselves and it was late when they finally bid Gale a sleepy good night. After a little straightening up Gale crept away to her own room but not to sleep. She brought out her books and tackled the lessons which she found difficult. During her absence the classwork had gone forward and now she was hard pressed to make up for lost time.


      Soon, however, the pencil dropped from her fingers and she stared out the window to where the winter moon floated easily through the clouds. She thought of Antoinette and sighed. It had been very hard to part from the French friends she had made. She missed the three in the little Canadian cottage more than anyone knew. Especially she missed the sweet friendly presence of the girl and her romps with Toto. She missed the cold nights in the bright moonlight when she had tramped in the snow. Here she could not go out walking when she felt like it. Her parents and friends would think her insane if she should go for a walk late at night. There would never be the same freedom here that there had been in Canada for that short time.


      Gale yawned and closed her history book. She could not cram another sentence into her head tonight. Her eyes burned and felt heavy. She took deep breaths of the cool air that drifted in the window but she did not feel refreshed.


      Upon a sudden decision she took her woolly coat from her closet and on tiptoe crept into the hall and down the stairs. At every creak of the steps she held her breath lest her Mother call her. She didn’t propose to do anything wrong, but she felt she must get away from the house, away from the books and studies that were becoming more and more difficult, from the worry of her examinations which was beginning to have a smothering effect on her.


      Dry leaves rustled beneath her feet as she went down the path to the street. There she turned in the direction of the bay. At the tiny wharf she seated herself on a deserted soap box and gazed out over the gentle swell of waves. A huge blot in the darkness was the island. Beyond that lashed the heavy ocean waves. She could hear the roar of the surf even at this distance. She sniffed appreciatively and felt the spell of depression that had enveloped her lifting.


      Suddenly she heard a sound in the stillness. It was a footfall and quite abruptly a man was outlined against the line of water and sky as he stood at the opposite end of the wharf from her. His figure was a mere blot, indistinguishable. He carried a huge bag or box, Gale could not determine which in the indistinct light. As she watched he set this down at his feet and took a few steps along the edge, peering over into the water.


      Gale, in order to have a better point of vision, dropped from the wharf into the rear seat of Bruce’s motor boat. She pulled a huge piece of canvas over her and lay still, watching the shadow up above her through a slit in the canvas. It had come to her suddenly that she had been quite mad to come down to the shore at this hour. Burglars, smugglers, anyone might be here. Even though she had never heard much of such desperate characters in Marchton now, with the stranger standing ominously in the shadows, her imagination pictured all sorts of crimes.


      Footsteps approached and Gale hastily drew the canvas more fully over her. A thud, and the boat rocked as another person took his position up in the front at the wheel. A few minutes later and after several false attempts, the motor broke into a roar that shattered the stillness of the night like a roll of thunder.


      Gale peered out and thought of making a wild dash for the safety of the wharf but it was already too late. The shore was being rapidly left behind. She glanced up at the prow. The man was leaning over, getting every ounce of speed from the engine that was possible. Again Gale mentally scolded herself for the foolhardy thing she had done. She should never have come to the wharf; but in the second place, and now more important, she should never have gotten into the boat. She was an unwilling passenger of a strange pilot on a still stranger cruise.


      At first she had thought the boat was headed out for the open sea but, by discreetly raising her head for a glimpse into the darkness ahead, she saw the pilot was heading straight for the island. What could he want there? Gale had not been there since the day Brent left. It was deserted as far as she knew. The club house which Brent had occupied during his stay there was boarded up for the winter. What could he want?


      The boat veered off sharply and chugged onto the shore. The prow grated on the pebbly sand and Gale kept herself hidden until she was sure the pilot had jumped clear and started up the beach. Then she raised herself and looked after him. The dark figure was striding up toward the club house.


      Gale stood up and after some difficulty negotiated her way up to the prow of the boat from where she could jump onto the sand. The water lapped her shoes as she darted away from the boat and sprang up the beach, keeping in the shadows out of sight of the stranger. She must see what he was about. Her curiosity was aroused and a feverish interest to keep the strange man and his doings in sight gripped her.


      The figure ahead of her had approached the club house. He was working with the door and she saw it give beneath his weight. A second later he disappeared into the darkness within. She waited until a faint glimmer of light came from between the boards on the windows and from beneath the door. Then she crept forward. It was impossible to see into the room between the boards and she was puzzled. She must find out what he was doing in there! Cautiously she moved to the door. It was not latched, merely pushed to a thin crack. Gently she began to move it open far enough for her to see into the interior.


      To the man inside the little club house, the slowly moving door was sinister and threatening. Not a sound came to his ears; that is, no human sound. He could hear the lapping of the water on the shore, could hear the swish of a tree branch on the roof, but there was no indication of another’s presence on the other side of the door.


      He grasped a stout piece of wood which had originally been intended for a fire log and advanced slowly. About five paces from the threshold he halted and waited. The door had stopped moving. He could see nothing but he sensed someone standing there, listening. Cautiously he stretched out his hand and gave the door a sudden jerk inward. A girlish figure was precipitated into the room at his feet.


      “Oh!” Gale almost shrieked as a brown hand seized her own. Her heart raced with terror until she saw his face.


      “Brent!”


      “Gale!”


      The man flung aside his bit of firewood and helped her to her feet.


      “You were almost crowned,” he declared laughing. “I thought a ghost of an ancient pirate had risen to confront me.”


      “And I thought you were a smuggler or something!” Gale admitted laughingly. “I was going to protect our club house from any of your nefarious schemes.”


      “How did you get on the island?” he asked.


      “I rode over in the boat—with you,” she explained and smiled at his mystification. “I was hiding under the canvas in the stern.”


      “Suppose I had been a burglar or something,” he admonished. “You would be in a fine mess.”


      “But I’m glad you aren’t,” she said. She swung herself up onto the table and swung her legs out before her, regarding him with serious eyes. “But what are you doing here at this hour?”


      “Lady, you see a recently returned traveler seeking some place to lay his weary head.”


      “You came back to Marchton tonight?” she murmured. “Why didn’t you come to our house?”


      “It was too late to barge in upon anybody. I had the brilliant thought of your club house and decided I would like to spend a night here again. So here I am,” he finished.


      “It is boarded up for the winter,” Gale said with a distasteful glance around her at the dust and shuttered windows. “It isn’t very pleasant now.”


      “Never mind about me,” he declared. “Young lady, you explain what you mean by running around at this hour of the night alone? You should be in bed and asleep.”


      Gale grimaced wryly. “I wasn’t sleepy and I felt like walking.”


      He swung her down from the table. “Come along, I’ll take you home.”


      “But you aren’t coming back here, are you?” she protested when she saw he had left his traveling bag behind them in the club house.


      “For tonight,” he said.


      “But—but it is so cold and damp and—dangerous.”


      He laughed. “Nonsense. I want to—I want to think about something and this is a fine place for it. Tomorrow I’m going to the Ayres Hotel.”


      Gale let her protests subside. For the ride over to the mainland she was mostly silent. It was not until they stood at the gate to the Howard yard that she asked the question that had been bothering her.


      “Are you going to be in Marchton long?” she asked.


      “Not so very long,” he answered. “You see, Gale, I’ve been offered a position with the Transcontinental Air Line Company. It—it’s the chance I’ve been waiting for.”


      “I’m glad,” Gale said, even though in her heart she felt she wasn’t glad because then she wouldn’t see him very often. “You will live in Washington?” she heard herself asking.


      “Yes.” It seemed as though he wanted to say something else but decided not to. Instead he murmured, “Good night.”


      But Gale stopped him. “Brent, I’d like to ask you—that is would you mind—I mean, will you go to the Senior Prom with me?” Her words seemed loud and brazen to her own ears. She couldn’t see him very well in the shadows but she had the horrified notion he was laughing at her. And what man in his position wouldn’t laugh? Not that he was so much older than she—he couldn’t be more than twenty-three and she was almost nineteen. It was just that she should have the cheek to ask him! She felt like crying, “Don’t pay any attention to me. I know you won’t go. I shouldn’t have asked,” when as if in a dream she heard him saying—


      “That will be great, Gale. When is it?”


      As Gale ran the short distance to the house she felt as though she were treading on air. Her heart was soaring with ecstasy. It was a small matter to creep upstairs, undress and get into bed without making a sound. Once in bed she could give herself up utterly to dreams of that gala night to come.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Studies


      Even the pleasant anticipation of the Senior Prom could not drive from Gale’s mind the necessity for passing her mid-term examinations. Her whole future, so she had privately decided, rested on her passing and going on with her friends to Briarhurst. If she couldn’t go with the others she would not want to go at all. It was unthinkable that she should be left behind!


      Slowly but surely Gale pulled her marks up. The lapse of time when she had fallen so far behind was forgotten. She regained her old honor roll standing in every subject but one.


      Gale had always had trouble with English. Poetry, literature and written composition all combined to give her the most trouble of all her subjects. She could read poetry, memorize it and recite it beautifully, but she had not the faintest appreciation of it. The passages of the greater composers with their clarity and beautifully penned expressions awoke no interest in her whatever. Literature stirred her even less. Her compositions were fair, but not good enough to counter-balance her deterrent marks in the other subjects.


      Disheartened and it seemed all for naught, Gale studied literature and poetry. English was a major and she must pass! It meant the necessary points for her graduation! She learned the words in her books and could repeat them like an automaton but they meant absolutely nothing to her.


      Miss Relso was not so very much older than Gale. She could remember her own school days when she, too, had struggled with difficult subjects. She wanted to help Gale but the girl must first learn an appreciation of Shakespeare and Browning and all the other masters. Once she had the foundation of a liking for the finer writings it would not be difficult to master all she had to for her class.


      The teacher, in a vain attempt to force interest into Gale, kept her after school for conferences, paid particular attention to all Gale’s classwork. But it seemed hopeless. Gale either couldn’t or wouldn’t learn to like poetry.


      “Gale, take this book home and read the story of Elaine and Lancelot tonight,” the teacher said one afternoon. “When you’ve finished it, no matter what time it is, come around to my house and we’ll talk about it.”


      Gale accepted the book Idylls of the King reluctantly and left the classroom. She had a wild desire to pitch the volume into the first handy wastepaper basket. Never had she liked Tennyson. She had not liked any of the poets, but Tennyson in particular. However, the blue book remained in her possession as she wandered homeward. It even remained with her when she met the other Adventure Girls at the Kopper Kettle.


      “Hello,” she said as she sank down in her chair. “Where’s Phyllis?”


      “In the gym practicing for basketball,” Janet said and pulled her chair in closer. “Now here is my plan.”


      “Plan?” Carol inquired lazily. “I didn’t know you had one. What is it for?”


      “Listen and find out,” Janet said. “While Phyllis is away, let’s go to her Aunt and ask her to let Phyl go to Briarhurst with us.”


      “Not me!” Carol said lustily. “I wouldn’t face that woman for anything.”


      “Scaredy cat,” Janet scoffed. “She can’t bite you.”


      “She will try hard enough,” Carol declared. “That is the wrong thing to do, Janet. She won’t agree for spite then. You know she never lets Phyl do anything when she thinks Phyl has her heart really set on it. We should use strategy.”


      “Such as—” Janet inquired hopefully.


      “I don’t know,” Carol admitted.


      “Then we’ll do as I suggest—this once,” Janet said. “We’ll go and see her Aunt. Who will go with me?” She looked around. “Don’t all speak at once,” she begged when none of the others had said a word.


      Gale laughed. “I might be persuaded,” she said at last. “I’ll go if you will do the talking.”


      “Try to keep Janet quiet,” Carol laughed.


      “I’ll go too,” Valerie said.


      “Excuse me,” Madge put in. “I feel as Carol does. I won’t face Phyl’s Aunt!”


      “Then we three will go and beard the dragon in her den,” Janet said with dignity. “Come along, girls.”


      The three went out and walked briskly up the long hill. However, as they neared Phyllis’ home their steps began to lag. Some of their bravado was vanishing now that they were actually nearing the tall, cold, sharp-faced woman whose strong will so dominated the life of their friend.


      The house itself did not look very encouraging. The curtains were drawn over all the windows and the panes looked bleak and unfriendly. The outside was grey and weatherbeaten and the girls knew from their infrequent visits the inside was just as bleak.


      “Well, ring the bell,” Janet said as they stood undecided on the porch.


      Gale stretched out a hand and pulled the old fashioned bell handle. They could hear the peal of the iron bell somewhere within the interior.


      “Don’t forget,” Valerie told Janet, “you are to do the talking!”


      A second later the door was opened by Phyllis’ Aunt in person. The woman took in the three girls standing there and remained firmly planted in the doorway. Obviously she did not intend to invite them in.


      “Well?” she said when neither of them spoke.


      “I—we—that is—” Janet began lamely and looked appealingly at Gale. Gone were all intentions of talking.


      “We’ve come to talk to you about Phyllis,” Gale said, reluctantly taking upon herself their mission.


      “What about her?” Miss Fields demanded. “If she is in any kind of trouble I’ll—”


      “Oh, no!” Valerie said hastily.


      “We’ve come to talk about Phyllis going to Briarhurst,” Gale said unwisely.


      The woman before them stiffened noticeably, if it were possible for her to get much stiffer.


      “Phyllis is going to Stonecliff,” she said.


      “That is it,” Gale said. She scarcely realized what she was saying. Her words tumbled out incoherently in her haste to say what was to be said and to be away again. She realized now more than ever before why Phyllis lived in such awe of Miss Fields. The woman was a positive tyrant! There was not a glimmer of emotion in the stern cut of her features. Gale doubted if a smile had ever curled the corners of the thin lips.


      “We’ve become such good friends with Phyllis that we were hoping she might go along with the rest of us to Briarhurst. It seems a shame to break up our group now. Besides Briarhurst is much the finer college. Their curriculum is much larger, the girls are friendly—everything is nicer and Phyllis really wants to go with us.” Gale realized how unwise the last had been as soon as she had said it.


      Miss Fields drew herself up to her full height and glared at each girl in turn. “Phyllis is going to Stonecliff,” she said, and without giving the girls a chance to carry the argument any farther she turned and slammed the door in their faces.


      “I’m glad she saw our point of view,” Janet commented dryly when the girls had left the vicinity of Phyllis’ home.


      “Do you suppose we should tell Phyllis we were here?” Gale asked after a moment.


      “We better,” Valerie said.


      “I hope Miss Fields doesn’t think Phyllis sent us up there,” Janet put in.


      “I hope not!” Gale said.


      “Well, what luck?” Carol demanded when the three girls reëntered the Kopper Kettle.


      “Not one inch of ground has been gained,” Janet sighed. “We were forced to retreat. The enemy was too much for us.”


      “You should have used strategy,” Carol insisted.


      Janet sighed and motioned to Phyllis who was just entering.


      Phyllis listened silently to the story of the girls’ visit to her Aunt. She had not a word of comment to make. She was not surprised at the abrupt manner of her Aunt. She might have told them to expect nothing else.


      When the girls broke up to make their ways to their separate homes for dinner Gale at once retreated to her room and opened the book her English teacher had given her. Idylls of the King had not appealed particularly to her when they had read it in class last year. But now she found her interest being drawn into the story of Elaine.


      “‘Elaine the fair, Elaine the lovable,


      Elaine, the lily maid of Astolat.’”


      From the very first words she let herself be drawn into the story, and found to her amazement, when she had finished, that she enjoyed it. Perhaps it was because she secretly saw much of Elaine in herself. And Lancelot? No one but Brent could be Lancelot to her.


      Obediently when she had finished she donned her coat and walked over to Miss Relso’s home. There she had the most pleasant discussion she had ever had about a book. She found herself liking the young English teacher more every minute and made a determined effort to like and to grasp those points upon which she had never focused much attention before.


      From that time on the major part of Gale’s battle was won. Every day brought a new discovery, new appreciation of plays and poetry. She even surprised herself when she discovered she was liking the studies in which she had previously failed. Now she took rapid strides forward. She coöperated wholeheartedly with her teacher and she did not fail to pass her examinations with flying colors. Her admiration for her teacher knew no bounds.


      CHAPTER XIX


      Senior Prom


      The committee’s plans for the Senior Prom met with many setbacks. There was trouble on all sides, but finally everything was settled. It had so long been delayed that it was May before the big night finally arrived. It was the main event in the lives of the Seniors. It was a night they had long awaited and dreamed of.


      If the night were to exceed Gale’s dreams it would have to be gala indeed. For months, ever since the night she had asked Brent, Gale had lived the Prom secretly in her heart many times. Brent had gone to Washington to take up his position with the air company, but he wrote her long, chatty, amusing letters. And she answered in kind. She had been desperately afraid he might forget he had promised to take her, but there was no danger of that. The day before the Prom Brent came to Marchton and upon insistence from the whole family stayed in the guest room at the Howard house.


      Now here she was, coming from the dressing room where she had left her wrap, meeting Brent, tall and handsome in his formal clothes. Gale felt her heart must burst with happiness. She had no idea how lovely she herself was, flushed with the excitement and happiness of the evening, but Brent had.


      The ballroom was crowded. Gale felt as though she scarcely knew the young people there. There was such a difference. Formal clothes on the boys and long, fluffy gowns on the girls changed the hail-and-well-met chums of the campus to dignified young people. The committee had spared no pains to make the night one to be remembered. The ballroom was decorated artfully with the school colors. The orchestra played smooth, sweet rhythm.


      “Happy?” Brent asked.


      Gale sighed. “I didn’t know I could be so happy.”


      Over his shoulder—she could just about see over Brent’s shoulder—Gale smiled at Phyllis dancing with David Kimball. She was delighted on Phyllis’ account. It had been a long time before Phyllis dared plan to come to the dance. There was Valerie dancing with Peter Arnold—and Janet! Janet with Mark Sherwin and having the time of her life. That was easily determined by the rapt expression on her friend’s face. Gale in her long acquaintance with Janet had never seen the latter look so demure and sweet.


      Carol was there with her favorite basketball player, as was Madge with the boy next door. In fact every one Gale knew was there and well they might be. It was the goodbye social affair for them. In another month they would be graduating from high school. Then would come vacation days and then college.


      Mingling with the other young people she knew Gale felt happy. She danced with the other boys and Brent danced at least once with the other Adventure Girls, but Gale was happiest when she was dancing with Brent. At other times they talked a lot, they always had something to talk about, to discuss, to laugh about, but tonight they were for the most part silent. Gale felt it was all a dream. The reality was even more sweet than her dreams had been.


      Down the smooth expanse of floor Brent guided their progress, winding in and out among the other dancers, to the wide French windows that led out onto the terrace of the Country Club. It was an exceptionally warm night for the spring and startlingly clear. The stars were out doubly strong and the moon beamed with, it seemed, whole-hearted approval upon the pleasure of the young people.


      With mutual consent they found a little stone bench in the seclusion of a willow tree and sat down. The night was scented with the sweetness of blossoming flowers. Gale leaned her head back against the rough trunk of the tree and closed her eyes. She felt if something didn’t happen soon to remind her she was actually here she would simply burst with happiness and contentment. It was like a setting in a play—the garden, a boy and girl, and in the distance the faint murmur of music.


      “Isn’t it lovely?” she murmured.


      Brent had eyes not for the night, but only for Gale. He said as much and she smiled.


      “I mean it,” he insisted. “Gale—” his voice had become gentle, low, and desperately serious. “I want to marry you. No, listen, hear it all,” he said, as she would have spoken. “I know, you are going to college, you want to do a lot of things. I want to amount to something and to have something real to offer you. It will take time. But I had to tell you now. I’ve thought about it a lot lately—I’m always thinking about you. Tonight I—I just had to tell you!”


      “I’m glad,” Gale whispered.


      “If you will wait, Gale, it may not be for long, but I want to give you so many things. If you will wait for me—for a little while, Gale—”


      Gale listened to his words, her heart beating fast. It was true she was going to college, she wanted to finish growing up, to have a chance in the world, and with Brent working for the same goal as she— When she looked up there were actually tears in her eyes. “Oh, Brent,” she whispered, “I’ll wait—I’ll wait forever!”


      When they went back into the ballroom Gale’s eyes were a little brighter, her cheeks a little rosier, and her hand nestled cozily in Brent’s possessive grasp. Her friends noted these things and Valerie and Phyllis smiled knowingly. They fully appreciated how happy Gale must be and the minute they could, when they were alone in the dressing room preparing to leave and drive out to the country to a little place for waffles, they each kissed her.


      “Has it happened, Gale?” Phyllis asked.


      Gale blushed. “Nothing is to be said, but I’m so happy, Phyl!”


      “I’m glad,” Phyllis said, and she meant it.


      Gale and Brent were both favorites with the Adventure Girls. In the short time they had known him Brent had won a place beside Gale in their affections. They liked his ready smile, easy-going nature and sociability.


      The evening ended with Gale, Phyllis and Valerie with their three escorts, driving out into the country where they had hot chocolate and waffles, and then by a long, roundabout way, driving home in the moonlight.


      CHAPTER XX


      Strategy


      “For April showers may come your way,” Janet sang lustily as she tramped along through the warm June rain beside Carol and Gale.


      “Slightly off in your months, aren’t you?” Carol commented. “Methinks this is June.”


      “Ah, yes, ‘what is so fair as a day in June’?” Janet murmured. She squinted up at the dark clouds hanging overhead and at the heavy downpour coming therefrom. “I ask you, ‘what is so fair as a day in June’?”


      “June,” soliloquized Carol, “the month of roses, sweet scented breezes—and examinations!” she ended disgustedly.


      “What has come over you two?” Gale wanted to know. “Quoting poetry—even in the rain!”


      “Yes,” Carol grinned mischievously, “one might think we were in love instead of it being you who—”


      Gale frowned good-naturedly at her. “Instead of who?” she encouraged threateningly. She didn’t mind their teasing; by now she was used to it.


      “I was going to say—” Carol continued meekly.


      “Hi, book slaves,” Madge called, and swung into step beside them.


      “Ah, the light of the history class,” Janet greeted her. “I hear you were disgustingly brilliant in your examination this morning,” she accused the latest arrival.


      “As usual,” Madge said modestly.


      “And poor me,” Carol sighed, “I probably won’t sleep tonight for worrying about my test tomorrow morning.”


      “As if anything less than an earthquake could keep you awake!” Janet declared.


      “I understand that is what we are coming together for this afternoon,” Madge said, “to coach you.”


      “Much to my sorrow,” Carol declared. “You know I simply can’t learn anything when we are all together.”


      “Is that the only time?” Janet inquired daringly.


      There might have been serious results to her last question had not Madge supplied food for different thought.


      “How is it Phyllis is having us at her Aunt’s house?” Madge wanted to know, shifting her books from one arm to the other while she juggled her umbrella.


      “I think her Aunt is out of town for the day,” Gale answered.


      “I hope she is out of town,” Carol declared heartily. “I wouldn’t want to be present if she should come home and find us.”


      “If we get the chance, if her Aunt should surprise us, we must carry out our plans!” Janet insisted.


      “Hm,” Carol said unenthusiastically, despite the fact that in the very beginning the girls’ plan had originated with her.


      The four went on to the grey house on the top of the hill. There they discovered Valerie had already arrived and was attempting to draw some music from the old piano which was so very seldom used.


      “What a day!” Janet declared. “Even music. What would your Aunt say?”


      “Why do you have to remind us of what Miss Fields might say?” Carol asked irritably. “We want to enjoy ourselves.”


      “Not you, my fine young lady,” Janet declared, flinging Carol’s history book at her. “To work, for you!”


      For the rest of the afternoon the girls tried to impress on Carol the facts she would surely need for tomorrow’s examination, the final and biggest of the term. On it depended the result of her whole year’s work. They simply would not let her fail.


      “I’ll have a pony!” Carol said with sudden brilliancy.


      “You know very well you can’t take a horse into a classroom,” Janet said.


      “Silly,” Carol laughed. “A pony in this case is a little slip of paper with all the answers written on it.”


      “Uh huh,” Janet said, “and what happens if you lose the paper?”


      “I didn’t think of that.”


      “Besides, how do you know what questions are going to be asked? How can you tell which are the right answers to write down?” Madge added.


      “Forget I said anything,” Carol pleaded. “I’ll pass without the pony.”


      The girls really had a good time, and at dinnertime Carol had to admit that she did know a little more than when she had started.


      Phyllis suggested that they all stay and between them make their own dinner. The girls welcomed the suggestion albeit they were a little fearful of the sudden and unexpected return of Phyllis’ Aunt. However, Phyllis assured them Miss Fields wasn’t expected back until late in the evening. She was no more anxious than the rest of them to incur her Aunt’s wrath.


      For that one evening the house on the hill was lighted gaily, laughter and chatter echoed in the rooms usually so silent and the dining room was the scene of a festive, yet far from elaborate, dinner. The silver and glassware glittered in the light from the old-fashioned chandelier. The girls were delighted with the old patterned china and glassware.


      “It is a wonder your Aunt wouldn’t give a lot of parties just to show off the things she has,” declared Madge.


      Phyllis laughed but said nothing. She could never picture her Aunt as hostess to any party.


      After the simple meal the girls put together and washed the dishes, Gale doing the actual washing, Valerie and Phyllis drying while Madge, Janet and Carol carried them to the dining room and put them in the old-fashioned sideboard.


      It was upon one of the return trips to the kitchen for more dishes that Carol pushed the swinging door squarely into Madge, knocking the huge platter from her hand.


      “I’m dreadfully sorry!” Carol said in horror, gazing down at the smashed fragments of the dish.


      “That doesn’t help matters any,” Janet said with a frown. “Why don’t you be careful? We will probably get Phyllis in an awful mess now.”


      “It doesn’t matter really,” Phyllis said, knowing in her heart it mattered a great deal. She had no idea what her Aunt might do when she discovered the destruction of her favorite platter.


      While Gale assisted Phyllis in picking up the pieces the other girls returned to the dining room. There they waited for the other two while tracing the patterns of wood carving on the heavy oak furniture.


      Suddenly Carol, who had been standing at the old sideboard beside Janet, looked up and into the mirror over her head. She saw suddenly the figure of Phyllis’ Aunt in the doorway behind them. At first she almost dropped from fright, then quickly she gathered her wits together. She nudged Janet and from the look on her friend’s face judged Janet had already become aware of Miss Fields. Carol only hoped now that the woman did not know the girls were aware of her.


      “You know,” Carol said, trying to speak naturally, “since Phyllis can’t go with us to Briarhurst, suppose we go to Stonecliff with her.”


      Valerie and Madge looked at the other two swiftly, but taking their cue, nodded in agreement.


      In the mirror Carol saw Miss Fields draw back into the protecting shadows of the room beyond. She turned quite calmly about. Phyllis’ Aunt could not now be seen, but she was still listening, of that Carol was sure.


      “Yes,” she said, “I think it would be more fun to go with Phyllis than to break up our group, don’t you think so?”


      “Don’t we think what?” Phyllis asked, entering then with Gale.


      “We’ve been thinking,” Janet supplied, “that it would be nice if we went with you to Stonecliff since you can’t go with us to Briarhurst.”


      Phyllis stared at her friends in surprise. “But I thought—”


      “That we were set on Briarhurst?” Valerie put in. “One college is as good as another,” she shrugged convincingly.


      “But—” Phyllis began, and stopped. “Why this sudden decision?” she demanded.


      Carol was afraid she would spoil everything. “We just decided on it!” she said firmly. “Can’t we change our minds if we like?”


      “It will be nice being with you,” Phyllis sighed. “I—Aunt Melba!”


      “Phyllis, when your guests have gone I would like to speak to you. I will come to your room.”


      The girls were not slow in taking their leave after that. As Carol said, they didn’t need a second hint.


      When the door had closed behind her friends Phyllis leaned against it and for a moment considered dashing after them. Her heart was beating wildly. There had been something about her Aunt—Phyllis dreaded being alone with her. She knew there was punishment coming for daring to bring her friends into the house and then there was that prized platter! What form the punishment would take Phyllis did not know. Her Aunt did not use physical violence, instead she deprived Phyllis of something the girl wanted very much. Phyllis was glad the Prom was past. This would have been an excellent reason for her Aunt to refuse her permission to go. But now nothing could dispel the memory of the good time she had had that night.


      Slowly and thoughtfully she mounted the steps to her room. There was a glimmer of light beneath her Aunt’s door but not a sound came from within. In her own room Phyllis sat on the edge of the bed and waited. Two important thoughts leaped and surged through her mind. One was her Aunt’s anger and the other the Adventure Girls’ new announcement. She was glad that they were going to Stonecliff with her. It would not be so lonesome now.


      Suddenly the door knob turned and noiselessly the door opened. Phyllis stared at her Aunt standing on the threshold. A heavy frown was on the cold features. Phyllis thought instinctively of the broken platter. Now it would come! She got to her feet and stood waiting.


      “Phyllis—” her Aunt began.


      “I’m sorry I brought the girls here, Aunt Melba,” Phyllis interrupted. “I didn’t mean—”


      “Silence!” Her Aunt held up a peremptory hand. “We won’t discuss that. Recently you asked me to reconsider my decision to send you to Stonecliff. I have done so and have decided that perhaps you are right. Briarhurst may be the best for you.”


      Phyllis sat down abruptly upon the bed. “But now—” she began vaguely.


      “Briarhurst is the better college,” her Aunt said firmly. “You should be pleased. It was what you wanted. Good night.”


      The door closed behind her Aunt and Phyllis flung herself across the bed. What she wanted? Last week it was, but now—just when the other girls had made up their minds to go to Stonecliff? She, her Aunt, must have been listening tonight when the girls were talking about Stonecliff, Phyllis decided. It must have been then she decided to send her niece to the other college. Anything to break up the friendship between Phyllis and the other girls.


      Phyllis choked back her tears and went to the window. The rain had cleared away and in the faint moonlight Phyllis could see the houses in the valley below lighted and cozy. She thought of the other girls in homes that were gay and with lots of friends. Girls who did much as they pleased.


      Phyllis tried to remember her own mother and father but she could not. Her Aunt never referred to Phyllis’ parents and she gave the girl no opportunity to ask questions. But lately Phyllis had begun to wonder. She even doubted sometimes if her Aunt was really her Aunt. If she were really Miss Fields’ niece, wouldn’t the woman have a little affection for her? Wouldn’t she be a little kinder sometimes? Must she always be distant, always cold, always a total stranger?


      Phyllis decided to give up thinking anything tonight and go to bed. She felt very young and friendless as she climbed into bed and lay staring up into the darkness. Yet a moment later she chided herself sternly. She had friends, all the Adventure Girls and others. She supposed her Aunt did love her in her way or else she wouldn’t be sending her to college at all. Yes, she told herself, she did have friends. Hadn’t the Adventure Girls decided to go to Stonecliff because she was to go there? Yes, but now she wasn’t going there. She would have to see if she could change her Aunt’s mind back again. Everything was terribly mixed up!


      CHAPTER XXI


      Castaways


      The next day was the last day of examinations. It marked the end of all their four high school years. Carol did her best in history class and she had the secret conviction when the bell dismissed them that she had done pretty well. Of course she wouldn’t know until their papers were marked, but she was sure she had passed. The other girls, too, were pretty confident now of having no more difficulties with high school studies.


      “If you hadn’t been so patient I wouldn’t have passed,” Gale declared to Miss Relso that afternoon when she was the last one to leave the English class.


      “I’m glad you passed, Gale,” the teacher said, “and I want to wish you lots of success in college.”


      “I’ll probably need a lot of good wishes,” Gale confessed. “I know college will be more difficult than high school has been.”


      “If you do your work as you have done here you won’t have any trouble,” Miss Relso assured her. “To what college are you going, Gale?”


      “Briarhurst,” Gale said.


      “Indeed!” Miss Relso murmured in a pleased tone; she had graduated from there.


      Gale greeted this news eagerly. “Then perhaps you can help me,” she said. “The girls and I want to make arrangements for our rooms, but we don’t know the dormitories or anything. Or will all that be taken care of for us? Will the registrar assign our dormitories?”


      “It would be nice if you could get into the Omega Chi Sorority house,” the teacher mused.


      “Is that your sorority?” Gale asked, indicating the pin the teacher wore.


      It seemed at that Gale struck a responsive note for the teacher launched into vivid details of her days at the Sorority house. Right then and there Gale decided she would rather stay at the Sorority building than anywhere else. The teacher’s description of the rooms, the friendship that sprang up between the girls, all delighted her. Gale made up her mind to write to the Omega Chi Sorority that very night. Unknown to her the teacher at the same moment decided to write in the girls’ behalf.


      The sun was setting but it would not be dark for a long while yet, when Gale ran lightly down the wide stone steps of the high school building. Boys and girls lounged on the corner, strolled slowly homeward, or made their way to the tennis courts in back of the building. Gale answered their hails with smiles and a wave of her hand but she did not linger. She suspected and earnestly hoped that there would be a fat letter from Brent awaiting her when she reached home. She was not disappointed. There was a letter whose thickness delighted her and also some snapshots taken by Stubby of Brent in his flying togs and near his pet plane.


      Gale propped the pictures upright upon her dressing table and curled up on the window seat to read the closely written pages of his letter. She read it through twice before she finally restored it to the waiting envelope.


      She knew the other girls were waiting at the Kopper Kettle for her, but she couldn’t bring herself to bestir herself from her dreams. She could look out and down on the lawn and street beyond. The trees had once more assumed their gay lovely summer colors. The scent of flowers was heavy.


      Gale’s eyes were dreamy and there was a half smile on her face. If someone had spoken to her then she wouldn’t have heard. She was miles away, alternately dreaming of a tall young man who spent much of his time in the sky, and the college days that were to come. She wondered if she would like the girls at Briarhurst. She wondered if she would fare well in her studies. She wondered if, with the enlargements of their interests and new friends, the Adventure Girls would ultimately be broken up.


      The jangle of the telephone sent her scampering downstairs to answer.


      “Say, aren’t you ever coming?” Carol’s impatient voice demanded.


      “Right away!” Gale declared and true to her word snatched up her tennis racquet and departed forthwith.


      After their impromptu meeting at the Kopper Kettle the girls were to play tennis until dinner time. They all had their tennis racquets, that is all but Phyllis. When she appeared, even after Gale, the others noted the lack of the important equipment if she was to play with them.


      “You can’t play!” Janet cried in disappointment.


      “No,” Phyllis said briefly, seating herself beside Valerie, “I can’t play and what is more—I won’t be going to college with you.”


      “What’s that?” Carol demanded. “Do you mean to say that after all this—”


      “What I mean to say is that since you are going to Stonecliff my Aunt has decided to send me to Briarhurst. Whichever one you go to I shall probably go to the other. Now when I want to go to Stonecliff—”


      “You can just keep on wanting,” Madge said delightedly, “because we aren’t going there.”


      Phyllis looked at the smiling faces about her in bewilderment. “But you all said—”


      “What we said was said for your Aunt’s especial benefit,” Carol explained. “Remember I said we would have to use strategy in bringing your Aunt around to our way of thinking? She still doesn’t think as we do, but nevertheless we accomplished what we set out to do.”


      “I don’t understand,” Phyllis murmured. “First you were going to Briarhurst, now you aren’t—”


      “You see,” Carol went on obligingly, “last night when we were at your house Janet and I saw, in the mirror, your Aunt standing behind us in the doorway. She thought we hadn’t seen her and that is exactly what we wanted her to think. We put our plan into action then. We said what we did because we knew your Aunt was listening.”


      Janet made a wry face. “We also knew how she felt about us going with you. She didn’t want to send you to the college we were going to.”


      “So you said you were going to Stonecliff to make her change her mind about me,” Phyllis said happily. “Well, it worked. I’m off for Briarhurst the first week in September.”


      “Miss Relso was telling me about the Omega Chi Sorority house at Briarhurst,” Gale put in, “and from what she says it will be wonderful if we could get into the sorority and live there. I’m going to write them tonight.”


      “The Omega what?” Carol asked again. “Would it be safe to sleep in a house with that name?”


      “The house isn’t called that,” Gale laughed. “That is the Greek name of the sorority.”


      “Carol wouldn’t appreciate that,” Janet put in. “Well, are we going to play tennis or aren’t we?”


      “We are!” declared Valerie and Madge in the same breath.


      However, Gale at the last minute decided she didn’t want to play tennis. She walked up the hill to Phyllis’ home with her and there they talked for a while until Phyllis had to go in. Then Gale went slowly down to her home again.


      She was seated on the porch, lazily swinging to and fro, watching night darken the world slowly and relentlessly when a tennis ball was thrown at her. It was aimed perfectly and hit her squarely but without hurting. She sat up with a jerk.


      “Bruce Latimer! Come out of there!”


      Bruce cautiously poked his head around the honeysuckle trellis and grinned.


      “Top of the evenin’ to ye, my fine Miss.”


      “Where did you get the brogue?” she demanded laughingly.


      “Came over to see if you would care for a ride in the motor boat on this swell night.”


      “I’d love it,” she declared. “Let’s go!”


      “Ah, a girl of action,” Bruce laughed. “You astonish me. Take it easy,” he pleaded as Gale, bouncing his tennis ball ahead of her, ran before him to the street.


      “Slow poke,” she teased.


      If Bruce was, he belied the name then and did his best to retrieve his ball but Gale eluded him with the agility of long practice. When they arrived at the spot where Bruce’s boat was tied to the makeshift pier they were both breathless and laughing.


      It took but a moment before they were in the boat with the motor putting amicably.


      Bruce ran his boat to the edge of the bay, to the little inlet where the sea and the quiet inner waters joined. The waves rocked the little boat gently, the air was cool and the night star-studded.


      “We better do something or I’ll fall asleep,” Gale declared. “It is too peaceful here. Isn’t the moonlight glorious?”


      “Mmm.” Bruce started the motor.


      “Let’s go to the island,” Gale proposed. “We will officially open it for the summer.”


      The prow of the boat cut through the water like a giant knife sending a light spray back over the two occupants. Twice Bruce circled the bay, the thrill of speed and wind exciting them. Finally he drew up to the island and they went ashore.


      Quite a while passed as they strolled along the beach. They sat for a time on a box that had been washed up on the shore by the waves and watched clouds slowly darken the moon. Wind whispered with increasing volume in the tops of the trees, occasionally an owl hooted from his post in the darkness.


      Gale sighed audibly and thought of Brent far away in Washington. It was on such a night as this they had gone strolling in the garden at the Country Club. There would never be another night as wonderful as that, she was sure. If only Brent wasn’t so far away!


      From Brent her thoughts went again to the college days that were so close. Only a little more than two months and she would be taking the train for Briarhurst. She had always dreamed of college some day, but it seemed unbelievable that those days should actually be here.


      “We better go back, Gale, it looks like a storm,” Bruce’s voice recalled her to the present.


      The moon was darkly hidden. Trees were swaying with the wind of a sudden approaching storm. In the east thunder rumbled heavily; a flash of lightning illuminated the dark waters of the bay.


      “Righto!” Gale agreed immediately.


      They set off swiftly, going through the thick growth of trees as a short cut to the opposite shore where they had left the motor boat. Progress was impeded somewhat by the brush and trees which were abundantly thick. In the midst of the woods there was an ear-splitting clap of thunder. A flash of flame and one of the giants of the forest tottered.


      Bruce snatched Gale out of danger and they hovered trembling while the tree crashed safely to one side of them, its branches sweeping leaves and brush from its neighbors.


      “That was close!” Bruce whistled expressively. “We’ve got to run for it, Gale.” He took her hand in his and they ran forward. “The island is no place to be caught in a thunderstorm—there are too many trees.”


      They reached the shore just as the rain started coming down in torrents. They ran along the beach to where the motor boat had been.


      “Gone!” Gale gasped.


      The placid waters of the bay were now tossing waves stirred with the storm and current from the ocean. The motor boat had been drawn from the shore and was now afloat far out of reach.


      “What’ll we do?” Gale wanted to know. “We can’t stay here. Suppose we use the canoe to get to shore.”


      “We wouldn’t make it,” Bruce declared instantly. “The canoe would be capsized before we were half way across.”


      Behind them trees creaked as they were bent in the force of the wind. The boy and girl were nearly swept from their feet as a sudden gust of wind and rain drenched them.


      “I won’t stay here,” Gale said. “We might as well try to make it in the canoe as stay here and get drenched—besides being hit with a falling tree.”


      “We couldn’t take the canoe over those waters,” Bruce said again. “Tell you what, you wait in the club house—I’ll take the canoe and try to reach the motor boat. I won’t have to go far, we can see it adrift out there, and it will be safer crossing in the motor boat.”


      “If you go, I go,” Gale said stubbornly. “I’ll hold the canoe about while you climb onto the motor boat.”


      Bruce started to argue but it was of no avail. Gale was quite firm in her determination to accompany him. Bruce brought the canoe down to the water’s edge and held it steady while Gale climbed into it. The canoe tossed about like a paper cup.


      “We won’t make it,” Bruce said shaking his head. “We won’t even stay right side up until we reach the motor boat.”


      “We can try,” Gale insisted. “Get in.”


      Tremulously the two trusted the small, fragile boat to the fury of the bay waters. Waves rocked them, more than once the canoe hovered on the verge of going over. Their paddles were as naught against the black water. Neither spoke. Gale took an oar and between them they tried to steer the canoe to the dark outline of the motor boat. Every time they sent the boat forward a stroke the waves hurled them back. The struggle lasted scarcely any time at all. Like a paper bag the canoe crumpled, tossing them into the water.


      Gale came to the surface spluttering in protest at the mouthful of water she had swallowed. In the darkness she looked about for Bruce. He came up to the right of her.


      “Make for the shore,” he cried. “The island!”


      They had completely lost sight of the motor boat and the mainland was too far away to dream of swimming there. The waves tossed them about like playthings. Both were excellent swimmers but their training was lost in the swirl of the stormy waters. They were pitched ahead, dragged down, and finally tossed up on the shore weak and breathless.


      “Castaways on a desert island!” Gale grumbled as they entered the club house. “I hope the place isn’t smashed under a tree.”


      “I believe the thunder and lightning will let up in a little while,” Bruce declared, on his knees coaxing a flame into life in the dark fireplace.


      “That feels good!” Gale shivered, holding her hands out to the blaze, after wrapping herself in a blanket. “How are we going to get home?”


      “I don’t think we will—tonight,” Bruce said, frowning. “No one knows where we are for one thing. I’ll sleep in the canoe house on the cot tonight and you can have the bunk in here. Pleasant dreams!” and he was gone. He knew the struggle in the water had tired Gale and it was best to let her rest.


      Gale listened to the whine of the wind and the slashing of rain against the frail walls of the club house and shivered. She was afraid, but she wouldn’t call Bruce. She remembered vividly the second when the earth had seemed torn apart when the tree was struck by lightning. Suppose one of the tall trees about the club house should fall? She and Bruce would be crushed by the weight of the walls and roof! Such thoughts were horrible and she endeavored to thrust them from her.


      She was beginning to feel deliciously warm and cozy. Gale curled up on the bunk and watched the fire in the fireplace and listened to the rain. The rain was a lulling accompaniment to the crackling of the logs and before she knew it she was asleep.


      Gale had no inkling of when the rain stopped. The next morning when she awakened and sat up the sun was streaming in through the open door and birds were chirping outside.


      “Bruce!” Gale called, but there was no answer.


      She looked into the adjoining canoe house, but it was empty. Outside she looked about. The beach was empty as far as she could see.


      “Bruce!” she called again.


      “Here!”


      It was his voice right enough but she could not see him.


      “Where are you?”


      A twig fell at her feet and she looked up. Bruce was perched in the topmost branches of a sturdy tree. He had a vividly colored Indian blanket in his hand.


      “What on earth—” Gale began in amazement.


      “Going to be a hermit,” he laughed.


      “What’s the idea?”


      “People on the mainland,” he answered. “They are looking at something—I believe it is our motor boat—must be a wreck. I’ve been waving the blanket so they can see it and come and rescue us. I want my breakfast.”


      Once more Bruce waved his gayly-colored flag, so furiously he nearly toppled from his perch.


      “Do they see it?” Gale inquired anxiously.


      “They won’t even look over this way,” he said.


      “Keep trying,” she urged.


      On the shore Carol and Janet with David and Peter were bending over the ruins of the canoe. Farther along the shore Janet called attention to Bruce’s motor boat lying on its side, half filled with water.


      “Do you suppose—” Carol couldn’t finish her thought.


      “What could have happened to them?” Janet murmured fearfully.


      “If they were on the bay in the storm last night,” David said, “it is hard to tell what might have happened.”


      “Both boats wrecked—it looks bad,” Peter commented.


      “Poor Gale,” Carol whispered in a low voice. “And Bruce—”


      Carol and Janet had called for Gale on their way to school that morning. Upon learning that Gale had not been home all night they were preparing to rush out and tell the other girls when they met Peter and David with news of the wrecked boat. They all came down to the shore to make sure it was Bruce’s boat. Their fears were confirmed and now they were at a loss what to do. People had been known to drown in the bay—especially during a storm like the one of last night.


      David and Peter hauled the canoe farther up the beach.


      “It is the one from the club house all right,” David declared. “I wonder how it got over here?”


      “Look,” Carol murmured, “do you see something moving on the island?”


      “You are seeing things,” Janet declared.


      “I mean—look in that tree right opposite from us. I can just faintly see something—looks like a flag being waved.”


      “Perhaps it is Gale and Bruce,” Janet said excitedly. “Get a boat. We’ll go over and find out.”


      David departed to find a friend who could lend him a motor boat. The fifteen minutes it took him were interminable for those waiting.


      When the boat put out from the mainland Bruce half slid, half climbed down from the tree and together he and Gale went down to the beach to await their rescuers.

    

  


  
    
      THE ADVENTURE GIRLS AT HAPPINESS HOUSE, by Clair Blank


      CHAPTER I


      Briarhurst


      With a final chug and screech of brakes the train slid to a halt before the two story frame building that did duty for a railway station in the little college town of Briarhurst.


      A group of girls proceeded with much hilarity and little speed to transport themselves and their luggage from the railway coach to the station platform. From there they viewed the rusty bus that was to transport them up the hill to the college grounds.


      “It will never hold all of us and our luggage,” Carol Carter declared with firm conviction. “Perhaps we had better walk.”


      Janet Gordon looked at the dusty road winding up the hill behind the station and then at the bus. “You can walk,” she said. “I’ll take a chance on this antiquated vehicle.”


      “Are you the six young ladies goin’ to Briarhurst?”


      The girls turned to see a wizened old man approaching from the station. “If ye are, climb aboard. I’m the bus driver.”


      “I’ll wager the bus is even older than he is,” Madge Reynolds murmured to Valerie Wallace.


      “Will the contraption hold together?” Carol wanted to know.


      “It’s been a-runnin’ for nigh onto twenty years and ain’t fell apart yet,” the driver said, climbing into his seat and waiting for the girls to get aboard.


      “That isn’t saying it never will,” Phyllis Elton commented.


      After much dickering the girls got into the bus, their luggage for the most part piled on the roof, and the ancient vehicle with its ancient driver started with a roar.


      “It reminds me of a peanut roaster,” Carol murmured. “The way the radiator is steaming and the noise it makes.”


      “Everything but the peanuts,” agreed Janet. “Which reminds me, I hope dinner is early.”


      “Dinner is at seven,” the driver informed them conversationally.


      The bus started the long tedious climb up the hillside and the driver settled back comfortably in his seat. He was in no hurry.


      “I thought Briarhurst was a prosperous college,” Phyllis Elton said to Gale Howard, “wouldn’t you think they would have a more modern bus? This thing might scare new students.”


      The driver frowned on her with all the disgust possible to his wrinkled features.


      “Lizzie, here, has belonged to the college since she was new. She’s good enough for you yet. Even the new Dean can’t junk old Lizzie.” He patted the steering wheel with all the affection and prized possessiveness of a loving father.


      “New Dean?” Gale questioned. “Isn’t Professor Harris the Dean any more?”


      “Nope,” the driver said. “Professor Harris resigned an’ this new one come up here about three weeks ago. She’s been tryin’ to make changes we old ones don’t like.”


      The girls exchanged glances. They had heard so much about Professor Harris and her rule at Briarhurst. The Dean had been much beloved by the girls. The prospect of a new régime at the college did not particularly appeal to them.


      “What’s she like—the new Dean?” Janet asked interestedly.


      “Young and purty,” the sour old man said grudgingly. “But she got no business tryin’ to change things that been goin’ on all right for thirty years. She won’t stay long,” he added darkly.


      “Why won’t she stay?” Phyllis wanted to know.


      “The old ones don’t like her,” he said firmly.


      “By ‘the old ones’ I take it you mean the teachers and other members of the faculty,” Gale said.


      “That’s right,” he agreed.


      “What has she done to make them dislike her?” Janet inquired.


      The man shook his head. “We don’t aim to make this a modern institooshun. She has newfangled notions about a new bus and sports for the young ladies. We old ones ain’t goin’ to stand for it,” he repeated firmly. Evidently he considered himself an important part of the college personnel.


      “The idea about a new bus is enough to prejudice him,” Carol laughed to Janet. “Whoops!” She made a wild lunge for her handbag as the bus navigated a deep rut with a series of protesting groans from the framework. “However, it is enough to put me on her side. If she wants a new bus I am for the new Dean!”


      The bus halted first in front of the registrar’s office and the girls were assigned to their prospective quarters. Because of crowded conditions only Phyllis and Gale were fortunate enough to win a room in the sorority house of Omega Chi, and this was only through the efforts of their former High School teacher. The other four girls were assigned to the dormitory house on the east lawn of the campus. At first the separation rather put a damper on their spirits.


      “You might get into the sorority house next year,” consoled Phyllis.


      “As it is,” Janet commented, “we will leave you two to face the dragons of the sorority by yourselves.”


      The next stop of the bus was to let Gale and Phyllis off in front of the Omega Chi Sorority house. They surveyed their future home interestedly while standing in the midst of their baggage which the driver had dumped unceremoniously at their feet. The bus rattled away and the girls exchanged glances.


      “We might as well go in,” Phyllis said finally.


      Several girls were on the veranda and these viewed with interest the new arrivals.


      “We might as well,” Gale agreed with a sigh. With a traveling bag in either hand she followed Phyllis up the steps and into the building that was to be their home for the next four years.


      CHAPTER II


      A Rescue


      “I am not going to like it!” Janet announced firmly when she met Phyllis and Gale on the campus the next morning after breakfast.


      “You are lucky so far,” Phyllis told her. “The upper classmen in the dormitories haven’t come back for the term yet. We have some of the sorority girls already in the house and do we get looked over!”


      “Where is Carol?” Gale inquired.


      “Gone to get our tennis racquets,” Janet replied. “We are going to take advantage of the empty courts now before the upper classmen get here.”


      “I’ll come along and watch,” Phyllis offered magnanimously.


      “I want to take a walk and explore,” Gale informed them. “I’ll see you at luncheon, Phyl.”


      Classes would not begin for three days yet, but the girls had timed their arrival at Briarhurst for days ahead to become acquainted with the general position of their classes and the dormitories.


      Gale headed in the direction of the lake that lay on the western border of the campus. There had been erected diving boards for the students and canoes were anchored to the shore. Gale watched for several minutes the cavortings of the gay young girls who frolicked in the water, and then continued with her stroll.


      Readers of The Adventure Girls at K Bar O and The Adventure Girls in the Air are already familiar with the six girls from the little town of Marchton. Old friends already know of the desire of the girls to attend Briarhurst College and of the difficulties along that line experienced by Phyllis Elton. Now it seemed their dreams were in a fair way of being fulfilled. All of them, even Phyllis, were actually present at the college and starting out on an entirely new branch of life. They were prepared to study hard and also prepared to face the fun and trials of college life.


      On the grassy bank beneath a low-hanging willow tree Gale sat down to view the water and to think.


      Last night they had been met at the door by a welcoming committee of two Juniors. She remembered her own and Phyllis’ surprise at the odd things which they saw on their journey to their room on the third floor.


      Some delightful soul had christened the staircase the “Golden Stairs,” but whether they led to heaven or not the girls had not yet discovered. On the landing of the second floor was a huge poster which might have been the street sign for a Boulevard proclaiming “Senior Avenue.” On each floor the corridor was named and some of the rooms themselves had names.


      Phyllis and Gale found themselves in “Sunshine Alley” but there was no name tacked upon their door.


      “How come?” Phyllis wanted to know.


      “You have to do something to deserve a name. Then a special committee of sorority girls gets together and selects one for you. For instance, next door to you, you have the champion swimming team of last year’s Freshman class. Their room is named ‘Mermaid Mansion.’ Get the idea?”


      “Also farther up the hall is ‘Harmony Heaven,’” the other upper classman informed them. “That was so named because the girls there are forever quarreling. The name anything but fits them.”


      It was a little confusing to Gale and Phyllis. They could not immediately adapt the terms for the different floors and rooms in the house. At dinner when someone asked them what floor they were on, they innocently said “Third,” and were made to run around the table three times for not using the correct title “Sunshine Alley.”


      For the most part, though, the girls were friendly. The two were shown about with due ceremony and the rules carefully explained. The house mother, Mrs. Grayson, who had charge of the building was most courteous and the girls immediately liked her. Next they met the sorority president, Adele Stevens. They were at once taken under her wing.


      Gale dangled the end of a willow branch in the swirling lake water. The water at this point was flowing rapidly toward a waterfall where it joined a rushing river and went on to the sea.


      This afternoon she had an appointment with the President of the college and then one with the Dean. It was customary for all new students to be thus interviewed, but Gale wondered if they all felt as nervous as she. She had a strong curiosity and yet a reluctance to meet the new Dean. She wanted to see the new authority because the girls had talked about her so much at dinner last night. It seemed the Seniors all sympathized with the bus driver. They were prepared to strongly oppose any new policies installed by Dean Travis. From what Gale and Phyllis had heard, the new Dean’s policies would better things on the campus. At least they appealed favorably to the new Freshmen. Certainly there could be nothing wrong in wanting new laboratories for the Chemistry classes, a new organ for the chapel, stables and horses to teach the girls riding and a few other such things. Why the older students were so set against them Phyllis and Gale could not understand. However, they both agreed, in the privacy of their room, to take neither side until they knew more about things. At any rate, they were only Freshmen and Freshmen were to be seen, not heard.


      Gale was about to turn back to the campus to meet Phyllis for luncheon at the sorority house when she halted. Had that been a voice calling? Faintly another call came across the water. Parting the low thick branches of the willow tree, Gale looked across the lake.


      A canoe was drifting down the center of the lake. It was going more swiftly every moment, caught in the rush of waters leaping on toward the waterfall at the other end. In the canoe was a figure, waving frantically to the shore.


      Either the canoeist had lost her oars or she was so panic-stricken at being caught in the swirling waters that she could not think conclusively or quickly enough to save herself.


      A tree branch had been broken from a tree in a recent storm and now it, too, swirled around in the lake waters. Gale watched breathlessly while the branch bore down on the canoe. She was helpless to aid even though the onslaught would probably upset the canoe. But such was not the case. Instead of toppling the canoe over the boat became entangled in the wet leaves still clinging to the wood and so, locked together, the two moved toward the waterfall.


      Gale started to run swiftly back to where, in the calmer waters, the college girls had been swimming. Someone must rescue that woman in the canoe. Perhaps there would be a motor boat at the diving boards. Another canoe would not be much help. Gale kept close to the shore as she ran, always keeping in view of the canoe. Once she stopped to wave to the tragic figure being swept to destruction. She saw an answering wave and heard a call, but she could not distinguish the words.


      Fortunately she did not have to run all the way back to the swimmers. Hidden close to the mossy bank in a thick growth of shrubbery along the shore was a motor boat. Gale found it with a sense of immeasurable relief. With trembling fingers she untied the anchor rope and jumped into the boat. How thankful she was that she had had ample experience with motor boats back in Marchton! It stood her in good stead now. The motor responded promptly and she turned the nose of the boat out into the lake. She drew speed from the boat and wondered what the owner might say.


      The canoe, still tangled with the dead tree branch, was even closer to the tumbling waters going over the waterfall. Gale was glad the motor boat was a large, sturdy affair. With its powerful motor working rhythmically it should be able to withstand the pull of those rushing waters.


      Flinging a heavy spray back over Gale the boat sped eagerly through the water. It rapidly closed the distance between the drifting canoe and the would-be rescuer. Almost upon the canoe Gale tried to think of the best means of getting the woman safely aboard the motor boat. She certainly could not be transferred from the canoe in the middle of the water. Therefore, the best procedure would be to tow the canoe to shore. But first the tree branch must be disposed of. It might drag both the canoe and the motor boat to the falls.


      “Hang on,” Gale shouted to the figure in the canoe, “we’ll make the shore all right.”


      She ran the motor boat as close as she could to the canoe. The swell of water threatened to upset the smaller craft. Gale shut the motor off. The boat was immediately swept into the current. Grasping a long, heavy boat hook which she found lying on the deck, Gale stepped onto the closed cabinet-like doors which sheltered the engine.


      “Go back—you’ll be killed!” the other figure implored.


      Gale sent the woman a reassuring smile. She had done such crazy stunts on Bruce Latimer’s boat back in Marchton. Now she felt no fear at all for herself, only a fear that she might not be able to push the tree branch far enough away to loosen the canoe. She tied one end of a coil of rope to the anchor bolt on the motor boat and threw it toward the canoe. It fell directly across the small craft. The canoeist grasped it and made it secure.


      Cautiously Gale worked herself farther out to the bow of the boat. She had only a few seconds now in which to loosen the tree branch and restart the motor to save them both. At the first thrust of the boat hook Gale nearly toppled herself into the water. She heard a muffled cry from the woman in the canoe. She regained her posture. She could never do it standing upright. Therefore, she lay down flat on her stomach on the boat. That gave her a freer use of her right arm and less chance of losing her balance. A gigantic push and the branch swept away from the canoe and onward to the destruction of the falls.


      Gale lost no time in making her way back to start the motor. Luckily it started with the first try and the motor boat pulled clear of the swirling waters, dragging behind it the canoe.


      Once on shore Gale tied the motor boat securely to its former position and helped the slender figure from the canoe. The canoeist was a woman older than Gale, but Gale felt immediately that they could be firm friends. She liked the other’s frank smile and clear gray eyes.


      “You are a brave girl!” the woman said when she was safe and her first words of thanks were over. “I might be over the falls now if it were not for you,” she shuddered.


      Gale smiled. “It was a lucky thing someone was here. What happened? Did you go out without any oars?”


      “I know better than to do that,” the woman said. “I was sitting in the canoe farther up along the shore, reading. I often do that. I had no desire to go out on the lake so I left the oars on shore while the boat remained anchored. I must have fallen asleep. The next thing I knew I awoke and I was in the middle of the lake, caught in the rapids.”


      Gale looked at the boat and noted the short bit of rope dangling from its stern.


      “It rather looks as though that rope was cut,” she said, noting the sharpness of its edge as though a knife had severed it.


      “You must never mention that to anyone,” the other said quickly. “Promise me you will never speak such a thought!”


      Gale laughed. “Of course—but why shouldn’t I?”


      “I can’t explain now, but there is a very good reason.” She held out her hand. “I would like to say thank you again. Will you come to see me this afternoon?”


      Gale put her hand into the one offered her. “I’m sorry,” she said regretfully. “You see I am new at the college and I have an appointment with the Dean.”


      A whimsical light came into the gray eyes. “You don’t seem very enthusiastic.”


      “I’m not,” Gale confessed.


      “Have you been listening to the upper classmen?”


      “A little,” Gale said. “But it isn’t that. I’m not prejudiced against her. She may be perfectly all right—it is only that—I’m a little nervous. I guess all Freshmen are. I hope she is nicer than what I hear about her.”


      The other woman laughed. “I hope you find her so. Now I——”


      The patter of running feet interrupted her and a group of girls burst upon them.


      “We saw what happened from up the shore,” one gasped. “Are you all right, Dean Travis?”


      Dean Travis! Gale felt the world whirling around her. This was the new Dean!


      “I am quite all right, thank you,” the Dean was saying composedly.


      A second later she was gone and the other girls with her. Gale was alone and she sank down dejectedly on a tree trunk. For a long time she sat there staring out over the water. Finally she made her way slowly back to the sorority house where Phyllis was waiting for her.


      That afternoon Gale went to the office of the Dean. If she had been nervous this morning before she met the Dean she was ten times more so now. To think of the things she had said! They made her cheeks burn now. How could she have talked so and to the Dean! She sat on the hard outer office chair and thought of all the places she would rather be. She thought of Phyllis and Madge and Valerie swimming in the lake. She thought of Janet and Carol again playing tennis. How she longed to be with them. How she longed to be anywhere where she did not have to face the Dean!


      “You may go in, Miss Howard,” the secretary said.


      Gale stood up and took a deep breath. She covered the distance into the office in little less than a run. She felt she had to go as quickly as possible before she turned and fled out of sheer panic.


      There was another woman with Dean Travis, a woman with brown curly hair and a flashing, whimsical smile, absurdly young to be the school physician, but such Gale found her to be when they were introduced. She stayed to talk with Gale and the Dean for several minutes and the Freshman felt all her self-consciousness and timidity melting away before the warmth of the Doctor’s smile. However, when the Doctor had gone and the Dean was seated behind her desk, Gale in the chair before her, the girl felt her discomfiture returning. After all, this woman was the Dean and she had talked to her and treated her much as she might have Phyllis or Valerie. Hereafter she must remember to treat the Dean with the respect and deference required by the head of the girls’ college.


      “Is your room at the Omega Chi Sorority house satisfactory?” the Dean was asking pleasantly. She tapped a white envelope before her. “I have had a long letter from your former High School teacher, Miss Relso.”


      “Everything is perfect, thank you,” Gale said politely.


      “Your roommate is your friend from home?”


      “Oh, yes.”


      “I hope you are going to like Briarhurst, Miss Howard.”


      “I am sure I shall.”


      “The girls are all pleasant, that is for the most part. Of course there are some who are selfish and like their own way, but one finds them in every walk of life. Briarhurst tries to fit the girls to take a definite place in the world, to help them live the kind of life worth living. We don’t say we fit you to immediately take charge of whatever line of endeavor you go into when your four years here are up. All we try to do is give you the prime essentials for your life—courage, determination, ambition, the desire to play fair and to take gallantly whatever life offers you.” She smiled. “What is the matter, Gale?”


      “Matter?” Gale was surprised out of her respectful silence.


      “You have been sitting there politely listening, but I doubt if a word I’ve said has remained in your memory,” the Dean said humorously.


      “Oh, I assure you, it has,” Gale said hastily.


      “Are you still nervous about meeting—the Dean?” the older woman asked, rising and walking around the desk to Gale’s side.


      Gale also rose. “I’m sorry if I was rude this morning,” she said in embarrassment. “I had no idea——”


      “That I was the Dean?” the other said. “Otherwise you would have let the canoe drift over the falls, is that it? I’m sorry, that was a terrible thing to say,” she continued breathlessly. “Forgive me.” She laid a hand lightly on Gale’s shoulder. “This isn’t the type of interview I usually have with a Freshman.”


      “I gathered that much,” Gale smiled. She continued after a while, rather hesitantly, “You aren’t really worried about—about the things the girls are saying, are you?”


      “No,” the Dean smiled, walking to the door with Gale. “Not really worried. Goodbye, my dear, and come to see me often—as a friend, if not in my official capacity.”


      Gale stepped out into the world red with the glow from the setting sun and thought what a grand person Dean Travis was. She had a personality that made one immediately want to be the best sort of person one could. That she would in a short time win all the girls over to her side, Gale did not doubt. She was so pleasant, so easy to approach, so interested in the girls, that they could not resent her for any length of time no matter how much they missed their former Dean.


      A hand touched her arm and she jumped in surprise, so deep in thought had she been.


      “Did I frighten you?” a laughing voice asked.


      Doctor Norcot fell into step beside her. “I waited for you,” she added with a look around.


      Gale saw a few girls across the campus watching her and the Doctor. She hoped they weren’t the Adventure Girls. If such was the case, she would be teased intolerably about already being friends with two such important people as the Dean and the Doctor.


      “I wanted to ask you more about that cut rope.”


      “Cut rope?” Gale repeated, puzzled. “Oh, you mean on the canoe.”


      “Yes. Are you positive it was cut?”


      Gale nodded. “There couldn’t be any doubt about it. You see it was just a new rope. That is, the end that was left was new. It couldn’t have worn through. The edge was straight and not at all frayed. It had been cut,” she said firmly. “Did Dean Travis tell you about it?”


      “Yes. You haven’t told anyone, have you?”


      “No,” Gale said in mystification. “But why shouldn’t I? Anyone who looks at the canoe will be sure to see it.”


      “Freshmen have enough on their minds without adding other people’s troubles,” the Doctor teased. “Good afternoon, Miss Howard.”


      Eyes grown stormy with indignation and then calmer with humor, Gale watched her stride across the campus and into the red brick building which housed the infirmary and the Doctor’s quarters.


      “What a nice, polite way of telling me to mind my own business,” she laughed to herself. “But just the same,” she added mischievously, “I won’t mind it. I, too, would like to know why that rope was cut so Dean Travis’ canoe would drift out and be caught in the rapids.”


      She walked across the campus toward the sorority house. The building was gray and ivy covered. The sun’s last rays made the vine leaves gleam silver and gold in turn. “Happiness House!” She smiled. What a fitting name for the place. Whoever had substituted such a name for the intimate use of the girls had chosen it rightly enough. There seemed to be nothing but peace, contentment and utter harmony among the girls. At least so far she and Phyllis had discovered nothing else. Of course when the rest of the girls arrived for the semester things might be different.


      She mounted the steps and entered the living room. There were several girls there, gathered about the piano. One held a ukulele and as Gale went toward the staircase she started to sing:


      “There was a happy young Freshman,


      Who rescued the Dean from the water,


      But alas and alack, now the Freshman is sad,


      Cause she did something she hadn’t oughter.”


      Gale laughed and ran lightly up the Golden Stairs to Sunshine Alley. The rhyming was decidedly bad in the girl’s song.


      Just as she reached the door to her room the most blood-curdling yell came through the panels that she had to pause and put her hands over her ears. From all along the hall doors opened and heads were poked out.


      Gale turned the door knob and entered. Phyllis was sitting on the bed convulsed with laughter. Astride the footboard of her bed was another girl, evidently the one who had given voice to that shout because her mouth was still open.


      “What on earth——” Gale began.


      “My roommate,” Phyllis managed to gasp between giggles.


      “Howdy!” The girl who was using the bed footboard as a horse said, extending a brown hand. “I’m Ricky Allen. I’m in the room across the hall.”


      “I’m glad to know you,” Gale said, laughing in spite of herself, “but would you mind telling me what that noise was just now?”


      Phyllis wiped the tears from her eyes. “Ricky is from Wyoming and she was illustrating a cowboy round-up whoop for me.”


      There was a heavy knock upon the door. Gale opened it.


      “Who is being murdered?” Adele Stevens asked calmly.


      Gale shook her head. “It was a mistake. It seems only a cowboy war-whoop got loose. We have it under control now,” she added.


      When the Sorority president was gone Ricky grinned at the two girls.


      “Reckon I’m goin’ to like this place now I’ve met you. I didn’t at first. I was lonesome for my ranch and my horses.”


      “I understand the new Dean plans to have stables and horses installed to teach the girls riding,” Gale said.


      “Yipeeee!” Ricky greeted the news eagerly. “That’ll be great. I’ve gotta tell my roommate that!”


      She was gone with the same suddenness and whirlwind speed that characterized all her actions. Gale and Phyllis looked at one another and burst out laughing.


      CHAPTER III


      Bell Night


      Classes started and with them the Freshmen’s troubles. New acquaintances, new scenes, new studies, and new instructors came with such rapidity that the girls were dizzy with it all. Carol and Janet were in the same dormitory building as Valerie and Madge. Consequently their close friendship was by no means interrupted. Gale and Phyllis went to see their friends quite often. When they were in their own room they found that Ricky Allen and her roommate joined them frequently. The girls were fast becoming friends.


      Ulrich Allen, Ricky to her friends, was a breezy, friendly girl from the West and there was not a soul in the class who did not know all about her. Her roommate was a quiet, sweet young girl from Georgia. Ricky took pains to see to it that everyone should know about her, too.


      Janet declared that Ricky was as clear and as unassuming as the country from which she came. Nevertheless, Janet and Ricky could be seen with heads close together very often, planning mischief or laughing over their latest bit of gossip.


      Gale, since the afternoon she had rescued the Dean from the lake, had seen the older woman only once. On that occasion the Dean walked across the campus to the library with her. It was something she would take care not to let happen again, she told herself. It seemed that girls from the sorority house had seen her. The upper classmen looked with the utmost distaste upon such familiarity. They saw to it that Gale should regret such friendliness with the head of the institution. She was teased unmercifully and chided and scoffed at upon every occasion. Most of the girls did it in fun, the fun that upper classmen usually have with a Freshman, but one girl in particular seemed to personally resent Gale.


      Marcia Marlette had been one of the very last Juniors to arrive for the semester. She lived in Penthouse Row, the fourth floor, in a room directly over Gale and Phyllis. She had heard the story of Gale and the Dean. She had seen for herself that the Dean did smile and stop to talk with Gale when such occasions presented themselves. She was one of the girls who was voluble in her protestations against the new Dean. She had been favored and especially privileged the two terms before. Now that there was a new Dean and a new regime her privileges were swept away. She was to be no more favored than any other girl. That didn’t please Marcia, and since she couldn’t very well spite the Dean she decided to torture Gale—supposedly a close friend of Dean Travis.


      Gale bore the girls’ teasing silently, in amused indifference. She didn’t mind the stunts she and Phyllis had to perform to appease their sorority sisters, but from the minute Marcia Marlette appeared on the campus things were different. Gale could bear the other girls’ teasing, their songs, their sly pointed remarks, but she couldn’t and wouldn’t stand for it from Marcia.


      “I tell you, Phyl,” Gale said stormily, flinging her books onto her desk, “I won’t stand for it. I’ll—I’ll tell Dean Travis.”


      Phyllis smiled patiently. “Can’t do that, Gale. We’ve got to take it. Our turn will come.”


      “I know,” Gale said. She flung herself upon the bed and glared at the ceiling. “But I will blow up and explode if Marcia Marlette doesn’t stay away from me.”


      “What has she been doing now?”


      “Met me after Chemistry class and walked to the house with me—making nasty remarks about the Dean all the while. I’ll—I’ll slap her face some day,” Gale threatened.


      “Whoa, there,” Ricky Allen murmured, sticking her head in at the open door. “Who is gonna slap who?”


      “Are we missing anything?” added Gloria Manson.


      Gale sat up and laughed. “I am boiling over with suppressed wrath.”


      “Only it isn’t suppressed any more,” Phyllis murmured. “Girls, you see before you a volcano about to erupt.”


      “Go ahead and erupt,” Ricky invited, settling herself comfortably on Phyllis’ bed.


      “What happened?” Gloria asked sympathetically.


      Gale sat on the window sill and took a deep breath of the autumn air. “That awful Junior has been pestering me again. I suppose it is only a matter of months before I become immune to it.”


      “That awful Junior heard what you said,” a voice declared nastily.


      Gale put her head out the window and looked up. Marcia Marlette was leaning out her window and grinning with exasperating superiority.


      “Perhaps you would like to say it directly to me,” she invited.


      Gale was not lacking in courage and her anger now made her more daring.


      “Certainly I’ll say it,” she answered firmly. “I said you were pestering me again. So what?”


      The Junior’s face was more irritating.


      “Freshmen are supposed to be polite to upper classmen—especially sorority sisters. Rebellion will cost you a month’s special privileges.”


      “But that isn’t fair!” Gale cried indignantly. “I didn’t do anything—wait, Marcia——”


      But the Junior had disappeared into her room. Gale swung about and confronted the others. She strode to the door, but Phyllis preceded her. With her back against the door Phyllis asked:


      “Where are you going?”


      “Up to Marcia’s room,” Gale said hotly. “I’m going to tell her a few things! Things I’ve been aching to say ever since I first saw her. I’m going——”


      “You are going to stay right here,” Phyllis said calmly. “Sit down, Gale, and get hold of your temper again. I never saw you so fiery. I don’t know what Marcia might have done or said, but I’ll wager it was only to make you angry. She wants you to do something like this. You will only injure yourself in the end.”


      “Ignore Marcia,” Ricky advised.


      Gale submitted reluctantly to their advice. She knew it was wiser to ignore Marcia’s slights and cutting remarks, but just the same she was still angry. Her resentment was growing deeper every hour. Oh, she had taken instant dislikes to people before, but she had never felt so unreasonably, so thoroughly hateful toward another girl. The minute she had seen Marcia stroll into the dining room on the night of the latter’s arrival Gale could have told Phyllis she wouldn’t like her. Before Marcia ever said a word to her, Gale felt resentment burning within her. She didn’t know why. Then, when Marcia started to annoy her and Phyllis, Gale more than ever disliked the Junior. So far she had been successful in hiding it. She avoided all possible contact with Marcia, but after all they were bound to meet sometimes. They sat at the same table at dinner, and it was there Marcia was worst of all. Gale and Phyllis accepted everything she said with a slight smile and silence. That only seemed to make matters more difficult. Marcia was deliberately picking an open quarrel and the upper classmen fully realized the position of the Freshmen. Their attitude softened somewhat and for that the girls were grateful. But it still did not solve the question of Marcia.


      “Are you going out for hockey?” Gloria asked, idly thumbing Gale’s Chemistry book.


      “Sure,” Ricky declared, “aren’t we, Phyl?”


      “I am,” Phyllis said. “How about you, Gale?”


      “For class hockey? The first meeting is tomorrow afternoon.” With difficulty Gale turned her attention to other things.


      “We only have five minutes before dinner,” Gloria announced next.


      Ricky dragged herself upright. “Shall we go downstairs and wait?”


      Phyllis flung a hasty glance at Gale. If they went downstairs now Marcia would most likely be there. It would be bad enough at dinner with her sitting across from them.


      “No,” Phyllis said vaguely, “I want to brush my hair and——”


      “You had better hurry,” Gale murmured.


      Phyllis remained close to Gale when they descended the stairs behind Ricky and Gloria. The girls were moving toward the dining room. Phyllis looked hastily around for Marcia. She was not in sight. When Phyllis slipped into her seat beside Gale she looked across the table. Marcia’s chair was empty.


      “Where’s Marcia?” she murmured to the girl on her other side.


      “She has permission to eat at the West Campus Dormitory,” was the answer.


      Phyllis sighed with relief. She did not want to see a quarrel between Gale and Marcia. It would mean only trouble for Gale. Marcia was used to having her own way, girls naturally catered to her. She would not stand to be ignored by a Freshman. That Gale should be friends with the Dean was all the more reason for Marcia to resent her. Last year Marcia had been close to the old Dean. Marcia had had special privileges. She had not been tied to the college grounds to observe the rules as the other girls had. But now Dean Travis did not grant Marcia those special privileges. Phyllis believed that was all that stood between the Dean and popularity with some girls. A lot of the girls wanted special privileges and the Dean did not grant them. Phyllis could not help but admire the Dean for treating all the girls exactly the same. There would be even more dissatisfaction if some girls were allowed to do things and others weren’t.


      Phyllis, upon learning that Gale and Marcia would not possibly meet tonight and quarrel, was gay with relief.


      “I know how you feel,” Gale murmured to her friend. “But you really shouldn’t have worried, Phyl. I would never make a scene here—before all the others.”


      “Are you a mind reader? How did you know what I was thinking?” Phyllis demanded.


      Gale laughed. “You are an open book to me,” she giggled.


      Phyllis sighed. “Woe is me! Nothing is a secret any more.”


      The girls did not linger with the others long after dinner. They went to their room, Phyllis to read and Gale to write letters. She owed one to her parents, one to Miss Relso, who was still taking an interest in their school life, and one to Brent Stockton. The one to Brent was the longest and well it should be. Gale did not often see the young aviator with whom she was so much in love, but their letters were long and frequent and filled with many pictures.


      “Send Brent my love,” Phyllis told her as she struggled into her pajamas. “Doesn’t that make you jealous?” she wanted to know teasingly.


      “No,” Gale said promptly. “I even sent him a picture of you—and me,” she added.


      “Foiled!” Phyllis murmured, smothering a yawn in the pillow, “Aren’t you ever going to bed?”


      “Lights-out bell hasn’t rung yet,” Gale reminded her.


      “You can go to bed anyway,” Phyllis informed her. “The Dean won’t mind.”


      “Go to sleep,” Gale laughed.


      The moonlight came into the room with illuminating brilliance. The girls slept peacefully, sweetly dreaming delightful dreams. The campus was still with the peace of an autumn night. The sorority house was dark. It was as if another world of glorious peace and accord had opened where previously had been the trill of voices and patter of running feet. Now nothing moved but the silent clouds over the moon and the gentle sifting of leaves in the wind.


      But suddenly the night was shattered by a bell, a bell riotous and loud, somewhere close to the ear of the sleeping Phyllis. She sprang out of bed with a shriek. Gale sat up and put her hands over her ears. Another bell joined the first and together their voices made a clatter that disturbed sleepers all over the building. Phyllis dashed wildly about, seeking the cause of the clatter. She found an alarm clock under the bed, whose bell was the cause of the initial outburst. She turned it off while Gale sought the second bell. But Gale had no sooner found the clock hidden in her suitcase than another bell broke forth and another and another. The place was alive with bells, each louder and more shrill than the one before.


      The girls sat in the center of the floor and looked helplessly at one another.


      “Let ’em ring,” Phyllis advised.


      “That’s all we can do,” Gale conceded laughingly. “I wonder whose idea this was?”


      “What?”


      “I said——” Gale began to repeat patiently, but it was no use. Phyllis could not hear her above the clatter. It seemed a million bells were ringing. Never had the girls heard such a varied assortment of bell sounds.


      Gradually the bells began to stop. Gently the tinkling died out and the girls climbed back into bed. But they were no sooner settled than the loudest and most disturbing gong of all started.


      “Sounds like a fire alarm,” Phyllis shouted.


      She was hastily rummaging in her closet. Her search disclosed a big alarm clock hidden in a hat box. She brought it out.


      “How do you shut it off?” she yelled to Gale.


      Gale shook her head, laughing. The two tried everything, but the most effective was stuffing the clock under two pillows. That softened its siren shriek somewhat.


      “What a night!” Phyllis groaned, as she climbed back into bed. She very slowly and carefully stuffed cotton in her ears. “I am going to sleep the rest of the night even if the roof caves in!” she prophesied.


      “What was going on in your room last night?” Ricky demanded the next morning when she paid them a visit before breakfast.


      “Somebody hid a hundred alarm clocks in here to scare us,” Phyllis explained, crawling from under Gale’s bed. She had discovered two more clocks.


      “Going to start a store?” Gloria asked, motioning to the array of clocks standing on Phyllis’ desk.


      Phyllis shook her head. She opened the door and pushed a chair out into the hall. On it she set all the clocks. In front of them she put a sign “To be claimed,” and then they all went down to breakfast.


      “Look!” Ricky pointed dramatically to the chair when they returned to get their books for classes.


      The chair was empty. The clocks were all gone.


      CHAPTER IV


      Trouble Ahead


      Gale tucked her books under her arm and started down the steps of Happiness House.


      “Gale! Wait!” Adele Stevens called and fell into step beside her. “Even Seniors go to classes sometimes,” she smiled. “Nice morning, isn’t it?”


      “Very,” Gale agreed.


      “Last night was a nice night, too,” the Senior said, with twinkling eyes.


      Gale laughed. “Yes. The sound of a million bells always lends enchantment to an autumn night.”


      Adele laughed, too. “You and Phyllis have been good sports, Gale. Don’t think we haven’t noticed it.”


      “We’ve gotten fun out of it, too,” Gale said.


      “You are the kind of girls we want in Happiness House,” the Senior declared. “But,” she frowned, “Gale, we are sorry for some things——”


      “Freshmen expect a lot,” Gale said, smiling.


      “I mean—such as Marcia Marlette.”


      “Oh.” Gale looked across the campus, letting her eyes dwell on the red and golden brown of the leaves stirring in the breeze.


      “Gale, don’t ever think that the things she does have the approval of the whole sorority,” Adele continued seriously. “She is one of our members, true. She was elected to our house when she was a Freshman. Now we can’t exactly put her out—it wouldn’t be the nice thing to do and she won’t quit of her own accord. She knows we don’t like what she has been doing lately. Our sorority house is Happiness House. We want to keep it that. We don’t want quarrels or bickering. We want friendship between the girls, friendship that lasts much longer than our college days. Do you see what I mean?”


      Gale nodded. “I think so.”


      “Well, I leave you here. Remember, Gale, you and Phyllis are the sort of girls we want in Happiness House—and we hope you want to stay there.”


      Gale watched the Senior enter the Hall where she was to attend her class. Slowly Gale strolled along to her own class. She liked Adele Stevens.


      “Was our noble president giving you some good advice?” a voice asked dryly.


      Gale merely glanced at Marcia Marlette as the girl walked beside her. “Yes.”


      “Thought so. I suppose you think she is just the noblest person,” Marcia laughed. “Freshmen always take to Adele. They plan to be like her, but then Freshmen are idealistic and——”


      “I’ve got to go,” Gale said, and hastily ran up and into the nearest building. Inside she stood in the shadows until Marcia had turned away and was almost out of sight. Then she came out and went on more peacefully to her own class.


      Gale was finding college life more and more interesting. She did want to make something of her life and she seriously thought of studying medicine. She didn’t want to be a nurse—rather a doctor. The other girls were inclined to treat such ambition with lightness. They didn’t think much of women doctors, but Gale was still determined. Whether she would achieve her doctor’s degree was dim in the future, but at least she had chosen to take the pre-medical course at college. She figured that was a step in the right direction.


      Her favorite subject right now was Chemistry. She found Professor Lukens, the Chemistry teacher, willing to answer all and any questions. Often she lingered after classes for a further talk or experiment. On one occasion Doctor Norcot was there and the three of them had a most interesting talk until the Dean and Professor Powell, assistant Chemistry teacher, arrived.


      “I came for you,” the Dean said to the Doctor. “My secretary was suddenly taken ill. She is in the infirmary and the nurse advised calling you.”


      “I’ll come at once,” the Doctor said.


      Gale, too, gathered up her books and made her way to the door. There the Dean joined her.


      “Gale, I haven’t seen you for a week or more.”


      “No,” Gale agreed.


      The Freshman went down the stairs with the Dean and the Doctor. They stopped on the steps outside to talk before separating. Gale was talking to the Dean when the Doctor suddenly pushed them roughly to one side.


      “Look out!” she shouted.


      There was a tinkle of glass and a dark stain spread on the stone steps at their feet. The three bent over it before the Doctor whirled and ran into the building.


      “A test tube of acid!” Gale cried in amazement. “I wonder how that came to fall out the window?”


      “Fall? Perhaps it was thrown,” the Dean murmured, looking up at the windows to the Chemistry room which fronted on the campus.


      “Thrown!” Gale gasped. “But if that had hit one of us—the way acid burns we might have been scarred for life! No one would do such a thing!”


      “No,” the Dean agreed unenthusiastically, “no one would do such a thing.”


      Gale looked at her strangely. The Dean was white, whether with fear or anger, Gale did not know. From the Dean, Gale looked at the shattered glass and up at the window. Doctor Norcot was leaning out, looking directly down at them. She disappeared and a few minutes later rejoined them on the campus. Her face was sternly set and she answered the Dean’s questioning glance with a shake of her head.


      “There was no one in the room—and the test tubes and materials are all locked in the closet.”


      The Dean flashed a glance at Gale, The Doctor smiled in understanding.


      “Shall we go on to the infirmary now?” she asked.


      A few minutes later Gale was walking across the campus toward the field in back of the tennis courts where the Freshman class was practicing hockey. So deeply in thought was she that she passed several girls from the sorority house without recognizing them at all. That night she talked the whole affair over with Phyllis.


      “Do you think the Dean actually suspects that the acid was thrown?” Phyllis asked in consternation. “That is an awful thing for anybody to do!”


      Gale frowned. “That is what she said. Remember, too, that somebody cut her canoe adrift and she was almost caught in the rapids.”


      “It would seem somebody doesn’t like the new Dean,” Phyllis murmured. “Do you know what was wrong with her secretary?”


      Gale shook her head. “No, but I am going to find out. I have a hunch that the three incidents are tied together in some way.”


      “Ah! Mystery at Briarhurst!” Phyllis said gayly. “But both things might have been accidental, you know.”


      “I don’t think so,” Gale said firmly. “A rope doesn’t cut itself and secondly, a test tube of acid doesn’t walk from a locked closet and fall out the window.”


      “Then you think someone is really trying to injure the Dean?”


      “It looks like it,” Gale said. She crossed to the window. Her studies were forgotten, the open text book on her desk did not exist. “Heavenly night, Phyl.”


      From the campus below floated up a chorus of friendly voices. The Seniors were singing their sorority song:


      “Secure in love and laughter,


      Our voices blend on high,


      We link our hands in friendship,


      The girls of Omega Chi.”


      “So far so good,” Phyllis said, putting her arm about Gale and leaning with her on the window sill.


      “What? The song?”


      “No, I mean us. We’ve been here three weeks now and like it more every day. At least I do,” she added.


      “Let’s go and see Janet and Carol,” proposed Gale mischievously.


      “It is study hour,” Phyllis returned. “Freshmen are supposed to slave away over their books. We are to remain indoors.” She continued with twinkling eyes, “How shall we get out? By the back door?”


      Gale switched out the light. On tiptoe the girls went to the rear stairs. With the silence of shadows they descended to the ground. Once outside they stood for several minutes in the shadows of the building, waiting for the Seniors to disappear from view. Finally they were safely away from the sorority house. Quickly they ran to the dormitory building where Janet and Carol were housed. Once there, another problem presented itself.


      “How’ll we get in?” Phyllis wanted to know.


      There were two Juniors sitting on the steps in front of the building so that was closed to them. Gale pointed suggestively to a trellis from which only lately the dried vines had been cut to leave room for new growth in the spring.


      “Acrobats, eh?” Phyllis giggled. “Well, why not? We used to climb ropes in gym at High School. I guess we can climb that to the second floor. It is a good thing they don’t live on the fourth,” she added in a stage whisper as she rested halfway to their goal.


      Carol and Janet were bent over their books. Out of the corner of her eye Carol saw a head slowly appearing at the open window.


      “Help! Burglars!” she shrieked.


      “Shshsh,” Phyllis laughed. “It is only us.”


      “Such hospitality,” Gale said disgustedly, climbing into the room after Phyllis. “You should have a stepladder at least for your callers.”


      “Our callers don’t usually enter through the window,” Janet returned. “Am I glad to see you! I was about to burst with all the biology I am cramming into my head.”


      “I don’t see how she does it,” added Carol lightly. “Bugs, bugs——”


      “Speaking of bugs,” Janet put in, “when does the Freshman team play the Sophomores in hockey?”


      “Next week,” Phyllis answered.


      Noiselessly the door opened. Valerie and Madge stole into the room.


      “Ah, a family reunion,” Janet beamed. “We will have to celebrate. Carol, get the chocolate.”


      “We have a box of cookies in our room,” added Madge generously.


      “Ah, perhaps we had better go to your room,” Carol declared brightly.


      “I’ll bring them here,” Madge offered.


      Neither the hot chocolate nor the cookies lasted very long when once the six girls set seriously about the task of devouring them.


      “You know,” Janet said, munching the icing off her cookie before she ate the rest of it, “I heard that one of the Chemistry teachers is sending the Dean candy and flowers.”


      “Mmmmm,” Carol hummed.


      “Romantic idiots!” Madge called them. “Because the Dean is young and good looking you think there is a romance.”


      “Well, why not? Even college professors aren’t immune to it. Look at Gale——” Janet offered mischievously. “Even she was conquered by a birdman.”


      “That isn’t all about the Dean,” Valerie said in a whisper and the others leaned forward in interest. “I heard someone is trying to murder her—or something.”


      “What do you mean?” Gale asked tensely. “Tell us!”


      “I heard,” Valerie said, “that her house was set afire yesterday.”


      “What?” Both Phyllis and Gale were on the edge of their chairs with renewed interest. “How?”


      “No one knows,” Valerie replied. “The maid saw the curtains blazing in the library. She called the caretaker and he ripped them down and stamped the fire out. There was nothing they could have caught fire from. It must have been done deliberately.”


      “But who?” Carol scoffed. “Why?”


      “Things like that aren’t done,” Janet added. She looked at Phyllis and Gale. “You two look as though you actually believed it.”


      “Tell them what you know, Gale,” Phyllis advised. “But,” she added, “you mustn’t go around telling the other girls. We can’t prove anything—it is only what we think.”


      “We’ll be as mum as mice,” Carol promised. “If we have been missing anything, tell us!”


      Gale told them of the things she had discovered and of the things she suspected. The other girls were astounded.


      “We will have to appoint ourselves solvers of the mystery,” Carol suggested.


      “We are the best mystery-solvers at Briarhurst,” added Janet. “But where do we begin? There aren’t any clues or anyone to suspect.”


      “Good detectives find those things,” Madge informed her.


      “But for goodness sake,” cautioned Phyllis, “be careful about it. Dean Travis might not like our bothering with her affairs. After all, it isn’t our business, you know.”


      “We’ll make it our business,” Gale proposed.


      “And it might mean adventures for us,” added Valerie.


      “We have been falling rather low on adventures,” commented Janet. “Things have been too quiet. We must stir something up.”


      “We will do that, never fear,” prophesied Carol.


      “And now we have to go back to the sorority house,” Phyllis said, consulting Janet’s desk clock. “Lights-out bell rang twenty minutes ago.”


      “Perhaps we can use the front door instead of the window this time,” suggested Phyllis.


      Gale and her friend cautiously descended to the campus and there took a deep breath of relief. They had gotten out of the dormitory house without detection, but now to get back into their own room!


      They sped across the campus, keeping in the shadows. Almost at the very door of the sorority house they were forced to halt. Crouching in the shadows of the shrubbery they waited while two figures strolled toward them. Two women stopped directly in front of them. One was speaking and they recognized the voice of the Dean.


      “But don’t you see—that candy was meant for me. If Miss Horton became ill eating it——”


      The doctor nodded. “You had a narrow escape. You don’t know who sent it to you?”


      They continued on their way and the girls glanced at one another. When they had safely and secretly entered Happiness House by the rear door which they had left unlocked when they went out and were again in their room Phyllis smiled:


      “I guess your hunch was correct.”


      “Mmm,” Gale murmured, staring into the darkness as she lay in bed. “Do you suppose they were talking about her secretary? If so, she became ill eating candy that was originally sent to the Dean.”


      “Poisoned?” Phyllis hazarded.


      “I don’t know.” Gale raised herself on one elbow and looked across at Phyllis. “Do you remember Janet saying one of the Chemistry teachers was sending her candy?”


      “Say——” Phyllis sat up suddenly. “Chemistry Professor, acid, poisoned candy—they all fit together.”


      “We aren’t sure the candy was poisoned, but that is what I was thinking,” Gale murmured. “However, there are four Chemistry professors.”


      “The question is which one of them threw the acid and poisoned the candy,” Phyllis agreed. She yawned. “I am afraid the puzzle will have to wait until morning. This detective is getting sleepy.”


      Gale wanted to lie awake and think over the puzzling circumstances surrounding the Dean and her reign at Briarhurst, but she didn’t, and it was to be many weeks before the mysterious occurrences were solved.


      CHAPTER V


      The Hockey Game


      The Freshman class proved to have a very fine hockey team. The girls, including Phyllis, Gale, Ricky and Gloria, were all very agile, swift and determined. The spirit of coöperation which existed between the members of the team was largely responsible for their victories. They made goal after goal in perfectly timed coöperation. They triumphed over the Sophomore team with such a crushing score that the whole Freshman class was delighted and held a party in their honor.


      Then came the election of class president. Phyllis, to her astonishment and delight, was elected the Freshman president. Valerie was elected secretary. Altogether, the Adventure Girls were delighted to think two of their number held offices in the class.


      The room in Sunshine Alley became the headquarters for all sorts of meetings to discuss class activities. There was scarcely any time at all when someone wasn’t there.


      Still, with the activities of her office, Phyllis found time to practice with the Freshman hockey team. They practiced often and diligently. The team was next scheduled to play the Junior class and that, they were sure, would be more difficult than the Sophomores. For one thing, Marcia Marlette was on the Junior team. That fact made Gale sure of a difficult encounter.


      As the days went by the Adventure Girls could discover nothing new about the strange events that had occurred to the Dean. Gradually their interest began to fade. Occasionally Gale saw the Dean and Doctor Norcot, but even she learned nothing new.


      Gale left the Chemistry class on this afternoon without a moment’s wasted time and went to the gymnasium and the lockers. There the girls were gathering for the pending hockey game between the two classes. Some of the girls were already in their playing suits and Gale hastened into hers. Phyllis helped her into the pads which, as goalie, Gale needed. Phyllis, in her position of forward, preferred to wear as little protection as possible. She considered herself agile enough to dodge the flying sticks when in a tussle for the ball and was of the opinion that the shin-guards only deterred her when she was in a hurry.


      There was a big turnout for the game. Janet and Carol had elected to try out for the cheer leaders’ club and they were on duty this afternoon to see that their class should get a large measure of support from the fans.


      Gale and the opposing Junior took their positions at the goals. The teams were in line and the game began. The fans cheered lustily on the slightest provocation but there was no goal scored.


      Marcia Marlette was playing a brilliant game, even the Freshmen had to admit that. She was here and there and everywhere. She had the ball headed toward the goal every chance she got. Once Gale parried a desperate shot of Marcia’s that would have meant the first score had it been a little harder and a little straighter.


      But the Junior team did not have the same spirit of coöperation that characterized the younger girls. Marcia was playing for personal glory. The girls could all see that. More than once, if Marcia had passed the ball to a team mate who was in the clear, a score might have been made, but she preferred to play it herself and each time irrevocably lost.


      Such was not the case with Phyllis and her team mates, however. They did not hesitate to pass to one another. They were not playing for their own brilliant performances, rather for the game. They wanted their team to win and they did everything in their power to make it so. So unconquerable was their enthusiasm that the score mounted in favor of the Freshmen. Goal after goal was made.


      “Lucky for us, Marcia isn’t particularly brilliant,” Janet told Carol on the sidelines. “If she didn’t want to be the whole show herself, the Juniors would easily win over us.”


      “Treason in the Freshman class!” Carol frowned upon her. “Don’t you think we have a good team?”


      “Of course,” Janet said. “But look at Marcia. She is casting daggers from her greenish eyes at Phyl. One would think there was no one else on the field but Marcia and Phyllis. They have been watching and checkmating each other all afternoon.”


      “She would dearly love to wrap her stick around Phyllis’ neck—or Gale’s,” giggled Carol. “There they go!”


      Marcia and a class mate were dribbling the ball ever closer to the Freshman goal. Gale was on guard. Phyllis and Ricky swept in to rescue the ball and save the game.


      There was a sudden mix-up of flying sticks, arms and legs. Two of the players sprawled into the goalie. Gale had a fleeting vision of Marcia Marlette striking out viciously with her stick before she went down under the impact of another Junior.


      Gale scrambled to her feet. The others did likewise—that is all but Phyllis. She lay perfectly still, her one leg twisted under her. Janet and Carol dashed out from the sidelines. A sudden hush had fallen over the spectators.


      “Phyl!” Gale cried and dropped beside her friend.


      “What’s the matter?” Doctor Norcot and Professor Lukens had appeared from among the spectators.


      After a brief examination by the doctor, Professor Lukens picked Phyllis up in his arms and started toward the infirmary with her.


      Gale tore off the padding of her position and ran after them.


      “But the game——” mildly protested a Junior.


      “Get another goalie,” directed Gale and was gone.


      Gale was forced to wait in the doctor’s office. She wriggled impatiently in the uncomfortable leather chair. Getting to her feet she walked restlessly to the window and around the room. There were a lot of medical books here which at another time would have interested her immensely. However, now she could think of nothing but Phyllis, of the whiteness of her friend’s face and the stillness with which she had lain on the field.


      The door knob turned and the doctor came into the room. She was in the white clothes of her profession and wore the professional smile.


      “Phyl——” Gale said.


      “She’ll be all right,” the doctor assured her, “but her leg is fractured.”


      “B-Broken?” Gale managed to whisper.


      Doctor Norcot nodded. “She must have been hit with a hockey stick—a vicious hit.”


      “But she will be all right?” Gale insisted.


      “After a few weeks she will be as good as new,” the doctor promised. “Would you like to see her?”


      “Oh, yes!”


      Gale found Phyllis awake and grumbling. The sight of her friend made Gale’s heart twinge with pity. Phyllis was trying so hard to be brave.


      “I’ve climbed ivy trellises, even jumped out of an airplane with a parachute—and I break my leg playing in a hockey game,” Phyllis said disgustedly. “A fine class president you picked!”


      “We picked a good one!” Gale said quickly. “We——”


      “In here?” a voice said and the door was opened.


      “Hi,” Janet said.


      “We came as quickly as we could when we thought we could see you,” added Carol.


      “Who won the game?” Phyllis demanded.


      “We did,” Ricky said, “because you played so well before——”


      “Before Marcia Marlette cracked you with her hockey stick,” Janet added savagely.


      “She didn’t do it,” Phyllis said wearily. “No one can say who did it. Sticks were flying in all directions.”


      Janet said nothing more but she and Gale exchanged significant glances. The girls did not stay long after that. It was evident that Phyllis was tired and they thoughtfully took their leave early, but Phyllis detained Gale long after the others. Gale held her friend’s hand until Phyllis was asleep then she softly left the room.


      Slowly, deep in thought, Gale stepped from the infirmary building to the campus. A chill night wind had sprung up. She turned toward the gymnasium. She was still in her hockey suit. She would have to go to the lockers and change before going to the sorority house.


      Dinner had been an hour ago but she scarcely missed the comfort of her meal. She had been so worried about Phyllis she did not realize how time had flown past. Finding the janitor was an easy task. He unlocked the door to the gymnasium for her and she wasted no time in going to the lockers for her things. Stepping again onto the campus, now warm in her woollen jacket, Gale caught sight of the Dean crossing the campus to her home. Dean Travis beckoned to Gale and waited until the Freshman joined her.


      “How is your friend?” she asked immediately.


      Gale told her.


      “You missed your dinner, didn’t you?” the Dean continued. “Come home with me. We will dine together.”


      “Oh, but I——” Gale began confusedly.


      “Forget I am the Dean for this one night,” Dean Travis invited humorously. She smiled and Gale could not resist. “I’ve wanted to talk with you often, Gale. You aren’t merely one of the Freshmen to me, you know. You are a friend.”


      Gale found the living room of the Dean’s home cozy and warm. A wood fire burned in the fireplace. She sat on the divan before it and let the warmth of the flames ease away some of the nervousness she still felt from her worry over Phyllis. The dinner was the best she had had at Briarhurst, at least she enjoyed it the most. She talked to the Dean as she might have to one of the girls. There was no stiffness or formality between them. She found herself telling the Dean about Phyllis and about the letter she, Gale, must write when she returned to the sorority house. It was a letter to Phyllis’ aunt, the cold, austere woman who was paying Phyllis’ tuition at Briarhurst. Gale did not like Miss Fields. She resented the way the woman so completely dominated Phyllis’ life and the blind obedience she exacted from the girl.


      It was late when Gale got back to the sorority house. Adele Stevens met her at the door.


      “How is Phyllis?”


      Gale told her all the details she could and together they walked up to Gale’s room. There the sorority president stopped to chat a while. When she left Gale found it lonesome. It would be hard to get used to living alone for a few weeks. Phyllis was always so gay, so friendly and understanding, Gale would certainly miss her.


      She sat down at her desk to write to Miss Fields. It was the most difficult task she had ever had to do. She didn’t like Phyllis’ aunt and her letter was not the friendly, sympathetic epistle it might have been had she been writing to one of the other girls’ mothers. When she finished she read the note through. It was decidedly stiff and unfriendly. She tore it up and began another. She finally enclosed her fifth attempt in an envelope and stamped it. She was sure Phyllis would receive scant sympathy from Miss Fields. The woman, in all the years since Phyllis was small, had given the girl no obvious affection, no love. Phyllis always had been afraid of her, always had to obey her blindly and implicitly. Gale remembered how difficult it had been for Phyllis to come to Briarhurst with the rest of the Adventure Girls. And now this had to happen! How would Miss Fields accept the news? That worried Gale quite as much as it did Phyllis.


      Standing at the window, watching shadows moving slowly on the campus as clouds drifted past the moon, Gale thought of what Janet had said that afternoon. Had Marcia deliberately hit Phyllis with her hockey stick? Gale’s more charitable nature rebelled at the thought. Marcia might be selfish, stubborn, not at all likeable, but surely she wouldn’t do anything like that!


      The Freshmen had won the game but at what a cost. Her zeal for the game would cost Phyllis days of suffering and weeks of inactivity that would be even harder to bear. Mentally Gale made a promise to help Phyllis all she could.


      CHAPTER VI


      A Note


      “Surprise!” Phyllis said gaily.


      Gale stared in amazement. Phyllis was in her own bed in their room in Sunshine Alley yet she hadn’t been there that morning. Doctor Norcot stood beside the bed smiling. Adele Stevens was on the other side.


      “Phyl!” Gale stuttered. “What—why—how—my dear, I’m so glad to see you!”


      “She wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace until I said she could come back here,” Doctor Norcot explained, smiling.


      “I’ll get well twice as quickly here,” Phyllis declared. “I feel a hundred per cent better already.”


      “Sunshine Alley will cure her,” Adele Stevens laughed.


      When the doctor and Adele were gone Gale sat beside Phyllis and hugged her.


      “Gee, I’m glad to have you back. If you hadn’t come soon I would be talking to myself.”


      “Tell me everything that has happened in these weeks,” Phyllis demanded. “Who has done what and why?”


      “Well, the teacher gave us a corking examination in Biology today but I don’t know why,” Gale laughed.


      “I suppose it was to see how brilliant you were,” Phyllis smiled. “Gale! Guess what! Monday I start classes again. I’ll have to go on crutches for a while but at least I won’t have to stay in one room any longer. Isn’t it marvelous?”


      “We’ll have a party and celebrate,” Gale proposed. “I’ll tell Janet and Carol to come over. Let them climb our trellis this time. I’ll make fudge and——”


      “Wait a minute! You take my breath away,” Phyllis declared. “Oh, Gale, you have no idea how lonesome it was over there in the infirmary.”


      “I know how lonesome it was here,” Gale countered. “This was bad enough. All by myself at night, I’d dream I saw ghosts—I almost moved over to the infirmary to be with you,” she laughed.


      “I hear that the Dean has started the work on the stables for the horses we are to have in the spring,” Phyllis said. “We will have a lot of fun riding. Remember that summer in Arizona?”


      “We’ll have fun if we can stay on the horses,” Gale giggled. “Ricky is an authority on the subject and she doesn’t know we can ride so she has been giving us some lessons.”


      “Without horses?”


      “We use chairs and things,” Gale explained, “but a real live horse will be more difficult to handle than a chair with a pillow on it.”


      “Rightly spoken, my friend,” Ricky herself declared, entering unannounced at that moment. “Phyllis! You’re back! Gee! Hi, Glory,” she shouted across the hall to her roommate, “look who is here! Our star hockey player is back!”


      Sunshine Alley became alive with figures eager to welcome Phyllis back. The Freshman president had been sadly missed.


      That night the room was the scene of a secret rendezvous of the Adventure Girls. Valerie and Madge had managed to unobtrusively sneak out of their dormitory house with Janet and Carol. A light hidden under a tilted wastepaper basket enabled just enough light to escape to dispel the darkness while the girls sat around and talked in whispers and ate Gale’s fudge.


      “Has anybody heard anything more about strange things happening to the Dean?” Phyllis asked.


      The others shook silent heads. However, Janet spoke up.


      “I was in French class late the other day and when I came out two teachers were talking in the hall. I dropped my book accidentally and while I was picking it up I couldn’t help but hear what they said. It was strange.”


      “Well? What did they say?” Carol inquired lazily.


      “One said ‘Then the President hasn’t yet discovered who took the money from the fund?’”


      “Yes?” Gale and Phyllis leaned forward.


      “The other one said ‘No.’ Then they saw me and walked away.”


      “You scared them,” Carol accused.


      “What do you suppose they meant?” Madge murmured.


      “By a simple act of deductive reasoning I have come to the conclusion that there is a crook loose on the campus,” Janet announced.


      “Did you think of that all by yourself?” Carol chided.


      “Someone took money from the school funds?” Gale murmured. “Things are getting worse.”


      “Why don’t they call a policeman?” Carol asked, juggling a book on her head.


      “And get the college name spread over every newspaper in the country? That would be a nice scandal for the school!” Janet scoffed.


      “It’s better than having our things disappear from under our very noses,” Carol retorted.


      “No one has touched any of the students’ things,” Valerie reminded them. “It seems to be the college and the Dean who are in difficulty.”


      “I wonder who is doing it?” Phyllis murmured. “It must be someone in the college.”


      “Did you see Marcia Marlette this afternoon?” Carol started to giggle. “Where was she going? She was dressed in all her finery.”


      “She had everything on but the kitchen sink,” added Janet with a laugh.


      “I hear that Professor Lukens, the Chemistry teacher, has conferences with her after classes sometimes,” Madge murmured.


      “He has with Gale, too,” Valerie smiled.


      “Aha! Rivals!” Carol jeered and dodged a magazine thrown by Gale.


      “How about the stables going up over behind the Chemistry Hall? Wait until I dash down College Avenue on a pure white steed——” Carol began theatrically.


      “You will fall off,” Janet said dryly.


      Carol made a face at her. “How do you get down from a horse?” she inquired sagely.


      “Jump,” offered Janet.


      “Step down,” Madge said.


      “You don’t, you get it from a duck,” Carol said sweetly.


      Janet choked on her fudge. Madge threw a handy pillow while Carol took refuge behind Phyllis.


      “In case you don’t know,” she continued, “down is what you stuff pillows with.”


      “You don’t have to explain,” Janet said distastefully. “After that terrible pun I think I had better take you back to the dormitory. Come along, infant.”


      “See you tomorrow, Phyl,” Valerie said in parting.


      “But I don’t want to go to bed yet,” protested Carol.


      “Shshsh,” Gale warned. She listened at the door. “Someone is coming.”


      “Where’ll we hide?” whispered Janet frantically.


      Carol dived under the bed. Janet did likewise while Valerie and Madge ran to the closet. Gale put the light out and hopped into her bed. Innocent silence settled down over the room. Footsteps halted at the door. Cautiously the doorknob turned, but the door did not open. Instead, something white was shoved under the door. When the footsteps had retreated along the corridor again the girls cautiously came out of hiding.


      “Now go ahead and sneeze!” Janet stormed at Carol. “If we had been discovered it would have been your fault. You always have to sneeze at the strangest times!”


      “I can’t help it,” Carol giggled. “You tickled me.”


      “We had better get out before we are discovered,” Madge whispered fearfully.


      “Wait until we see what is in the note,” Janet proposed. “Open it, Gale.”


      Gale lit the light again, under its protective shield, and picked up the square white envelope lying on the floor. She turned it over in her hand. There was no address upon it. She tore it open and while the other girls waited read the few words. She stared retrospectively at the floor.


      “Well?” Carol hissed. “Is it a secret?”


      “What? Oh——” Gale turned to the note again. “It says ‘Do not interfere in affairs that are none of your concern.’”


      “Is that all?” Carol said in disappointment. “No—no threats?”


      “What can it mean?” Phyllis whispered to Gale.


      “Just what it says,” Janet declared bluntly. “We are to mind our own business—or else.”


      “Or else what?” Carol demanded.


      “Mind our own business,” Madge repeated. “But what have we interfered in?”


      “True,” Valerie admitted. “We haven’t done anything.”


      Gale sat on the bed beside Phyllis. “I wonder if this was meant only for you and me—or for all of us,” she murmured.


      “No one knows we are here tonight—at least I hope no one knows,” Janet said.


      “It is obvious someone doesn’t want us to discover something,” Phyllis murmured.


      “But what?” Carol insisted. “Mixed up, I call it.”


      “You’re always mixed up,” Janet said loftily. “Can’t you understand, darling, that whoever wrote this note is afraid of us?”


      “We aren’t that bad looking,” Carol protested humorously. “What are they afraid of?”


      “I wish we knew,” Gale said. “However, now that we are accused of prying into whatever it is, we will really do some prying.”


      “I’ll sleep with my eyes and ears wide open,” Carol promised.


      The girls took their leave then, sneaking as noiselessly as possible down the corridor and out the back door of the building. Gale went downstairs with them, locked the door and returned to her room. She found Phyllis still awake and pondering the strange note.


      “Who left it, Gale?” she asked.


      Gale shook her head. “I wish I knew. It might make things clearer.”


      “At any rate, we must know something that we shouldn’t,” Phyllis said wisely. “What will we do about it?”


      Gale ran restless fingers through her curls. “I don’t know, Phyl. I was beginning to think things were calming down. Now this——”


      “Stirs them up again,” Phyllis said. “You had better go to bed, Gale, you are tired.”


      “And you, Phyl,” Gale said contritely. “This has been a day for you, hasn’t it? The Doctor would scold if she knew you have had scarcely any rest since this morning.”


      “Bother the Doctor,” Phyllis said fretfully. “Gale, promise me you won’t do anything about that note until I can go with you.”


      Gale nodded slowly. “When I do something I’ll tell you—but I don’t know what we could do,” she added helplessly.


      CHAPTER VII


      No Clues


      Gale hastily deposited her own and Phyllis’ books in their room and went flying downstairs again. Phyllis, out on her new crutches, was waiting for her on the campus. Together the two slowly made their way to the home of the Dean. They had seen her leave the office only a few minutes earlier and hoped she would interview them. Or rather, Gale corrected her thoughts, let them interview her.


      The girls had talked things over long and earnestly. They had let several days elapse, but now they had decided the best thing to do was to go to the Dean with the note that had mysteriously appeared in their room.


      Gale proposed to tell the Dean everything that the girls knew or suspected—things which the Dean, herself, already knew. The attempts on the Dean had been interpreted by the girls to mean direct attempts to seriously injure her. Now they wanted to know why. Since someone had chosen to link them to the mysterious events, by means of that note, they felt they had a right to share the mystery whatever it was.


      Gale was trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle together as they walked along. First there had been the canoe, then the acid hurled from the Chemistry room window, the candy eaten by Dean Travis’ secretary—and other things that had come to her ears such as the fire in the Dean’s home and the stolen funds from the college treasury. But what was it the girls knew that someone feared? Try as she would, Gale could not think of a thing that pointed directly to any one person. There was no reason anyone should suspect the Adventure Girls of being interested in the Dean’s difficulties.


      “It is glorious being able to be about again,” Phyllis sighed as she rested a moment. “I can hardly wait for the time I’ll be able to play hockey again.”


      “I shouldn’t think you would want to play,” Gale said laughingly. “You’ve been so brave, Phyl,” she added more seriously.


      “Tush!” Phyllis smiled.


      But Gale was not deceived. She knew Phyllis well, she knew her friend’s moods and lately she had recognized the strain Phyllis was under. The confinement Phyllis had undergone was desperately trying. Phyllis was active, she was full of life. She had to be doing things, accomplishing things to be content. If anything should happen to take away Phyllis’ activities and zest for enjoyment, life would not mean much to the girl. The courage she had displayed these past weeks had been strongly aided by the knowledge that with patience she would be able to go back to her old activities again. It was only because she knew her indisposition was but temporary that Phyllis had been able to bear it so cheerfully.


      Gale ran lightly up the steps of the Dean’s home while Phyllis waited. Steps were difficult for her to negotiate and she would not do it unless she were certain the Dean would see them.


      The maid answered Gale’s ring. She said the Dean was home and would see them. When the girls were in the living room the Dean entered. She smiled naturally upon Gale and shook hands with Phyllis.


      “I’m delighted to see you about again, Miss Elton.”


      “I’m delighted to be about again,” Phyllis said happily.


      “Dean Travis, we came to see you because—that is we think——” Gale paused for breath then continued more resolutely, “The day I towed your canoe to shore you made me promise not to mention the subject. I haven’t—generally. Since then I’ve heard of things that have happened to you. What you said made me think the acid was thrown out the window that day and——”


      The Dean held up her hand for silence. She was staring past Gale. The Freshman turned. The door behind her was slowly closing.


      “Suppose we walk on the campus,” the Dean proposed in a low voice. “We can be sure there will be no prying ears there.”


      “Do you want to wait for us, Phyl?” Gale asked.


      “No, indeed!” Phyllis said vigorously. “It may be hard for me to get around but I won’t remain behind. I’m not going to miss anything.”


      The three walked slowly in the direction of the Chemistry Hall in back of which work was being carried on building the new stables. The workmen were finished for the day so the girls and the Dean could inspect the scene while they talked. Lumber was piled high in readiness for the building, the foundation was already dug and the ground was littered with implements and discarded stones and bricks.


      The three halted near a pile of lumber. No one was in sight, so Gale continued with the tale she had. When she had finished the Dean looked at both Gale and Phyllis thoughtfully for a moment before she spoke.


      “What you say is true,” she agreed. “Strange things have been happening, but I see no reason why you should be connected with me.”


      “You see,” Phyllis put in, “we have always been mystery fans and we have been keeping our eyes and ears open. Perhaps someone found out we were snooping——”


      “But we haven’t discovered anything,” Gale said. “Dean Travis, what about the money that was stolen? Did someone take money from the college funds?”


      The Dean nodded slowly. “Since you know so much I will tell you what little more there is to be told. Someone, we don’t know who, took money—cash—from the safe in my office. The balance of the money, however, is in the bank and quite safe.”


      “Haven’t you any idea who might have taken it?” Phyllis pursued.


      “Four people have the combination, and I am convinced that each one is trustworthy. About the other occurrences—you already know as much as I.”


      “Why did Professor Harris give up her position as Dean?” Gale asked suddenly. She had for a long time been thinking that the former Dean might be trying to revenge herself upon the new head for taking her position.


      “She went abroad to live in England, I believe,” Dean Travis said. “She had been planning it for quite a while.”


      “And then you were appointed,” Gale murmured.


      “Wasn’t there an election or something?” Phyllis asked. “Wasn’t there anyone else trying for the position the same time as you?”


      “I believe there was,” the Dean smiled. “Are you trying to make me believe that my rival for the position has sworn revenge? No, girls, I don’t think that is possible.”


      “What does Doctor Norcot think about these things?” Gale asked.


      “She is at quite a loss to explain them,” the Dean murmured.


      “The day she ran back to the Chemistry room—she saw no one?” Gale continued hopefully. “I’m sorry, Dean, this sounds like a cross examination, doesn’t it? We are being terribly nosey, but it is only because we are so interested.”


      “Since someone is sending us notes it makes us all the more curious,” added Phyllis. “I would like to know who sent us that note.”


      “Do you have it with you?” the Dean asked.


      Gale pulled it from her coat pocket and unfolded it.


      “You see,” she said, “it is typewritten so there is no danger of recognizing the handwriting.”


      “About every other person at Briarhurst has a portable typewriter,” Phyllis frowned. “We are absolutely stumped for clues.”


      “Aren’t you afraid to stay here with so many things happening?” Gale asked the Dean.


      The Dean shook her head smilingly. “I’ve been entrusted with this position and I am going to see it through to the best of my ability. I am going to make Briarhurst an even finer and larger college than it already is. That is, of course, with the coöperation of the girls.”


      “You have our coöperation,” Phyllis said promptly. “All the Adventure Girls and some others are keenly interested in everything you propose—the new organ for the chapel, the new and different classes, the horses for spring riding, all of them. It will be really wonderful. I’ve always wanted to ride well,” she continued softly.


      The Dean tapped Phyllis’ crutch. “Doctor Norcot tells me it will be only a week or so and you won’t have to use these any more. I’m glad.”


      “So am I,” Phyllis said vigorously. “I——”


      Her words froze in a cry of horror on her lips. The pile of lumber against which Gale and the Dean were leaning was tottering. Phyllis threw herself forward, shoving and dragging Gale and the Dean clear, but in so doing was herself caught in the avalanche of lumber as it toppled down upon them.


      CHAPTER VIII


      Mysterious Stranger


      Gale could never quite clearly remember her dash to the infirmary after Doctor Norcot, but finally Phyllis was there, shut into a room with the doctor and nurse and Gale and the Dean were in the corridor. Gale was pacing up and down, the Dean watching her. It was dark outside and a single light made a white circle on the tile floor and walls.


      Gale stopped her pacing long enough to glare at the door to Phyllis’ room. She had a wild desire to throw it open and burst in.


      “Be patient a little longer, Gale,” the Dean said compassionately. “You can see her in a few minutes.”


      “Why did it have to be her?” Gale asked in an agonized whisper. “She suffered so much these past weeks after the hockey accident and now—— She did it saving us! We might have been crushed under that lumber.”


      The door opened and the Doctor came out followed by a nurse.


      “May I go in?” Gale asked.


      The Doctor nodded wearily. “Be cheerful, make her smile but don’t let her get excited or talk too much.”


      “I’m so full of splinters I can’t even smile,” Phyllis said gloomily when Gale was beside her. “You had better go get your dinner.”


      “You aren’t going to get rid of me so easily,” Gale laughed.


      Phyllis’ face was all scratched and she looked white and tired.


      “Honestly, Phyl——” she began when she remembered the Doctor’s warning. “This was a fine thing for you to do. Now I’ll be by myself in our room tonight again. See that you are back tomorrow, young lady, or I shall move in here with you. After all, I believe you did it so you wouldn’t have to go to Biology class tomorrow. There is more than one way of escaping an exam. Though I can’t say I would choose this way.”


      “Don’t talk so much,” Phyllis said bluntly. “You don’t know a word you are saying.”


      Gale nodded soberly. “Right you are. I can’t think of a thing but the way you pulled us out of danger this afternoon and now you——” She took her friend’s hand. “I’ll make it up to you sometime, Phyl.”


      “Go way,” Phyllis said tenderly. “Go get your dinner and study your old Biology and come and see me tomorrow.”


      Gale went out and found the Doctor and the Dean in conference in the corridor.


      “She seems to be all right,” Gale said.


      “She has the courage of six girls,” the Doctor said firmly. “But, Miss Howard, I am afraid your friend is right where she was five weeks ago.”


      “You mean her leg——”


      “Crushed under the lumber this afternoon,” the Doctor said. “Not too badly crushed but enough to undo the healing of these past weeks.”


      “Poor Phyllis!” Gale whispered.


      “Do you think she would want to go home until she is well again?” the Dean asked as she walked to the door with Gale.


      Gale shook her head. “No,” she said decidedly. “Phyllis wouldn’t want to go home.” Strange, perhaps, that she should choose to stay here, but even the college infirmary was brighter, more cheerful than the house on the hill to which Phyllis would have to go.


      “Come and have your dinner with me,” the Dean invited.


      “Thanks, no,” Gale said when they were on the campus. “I—I’d rather be alone, thank you. I have to write Phyllis’ aunt again,” she sighed.


      The Dean turned toward her office and Gale toward Happiness House. She walked along, hands in her pockets, deep in thought until at last she reached the sorority house. She met Adele Stevens and Ricky and conveyed to them the news of Phyllis. After her dinner she went upstairs to study but she found she could not concentrate.


      Phyllis was on her mind. Alternated with thoughts of her friend were remembrances of the conversation they had had with the Dean that afternoon. She was completely at sea as to who could be doing the mysterious things. Quite suddenly she sat erect before her desk and stared with narrowed eyes at the wall opposite. That had been a goodly pile of lumber this afternoon. It had been piled, perhaps a bit precariously, but nevertheless it had not wavered until that moment before it fell. Could it be—was it possible—that someone had pushed it? The pile really had needed but a bit of pressure to send it over. Who had exerted that bit of pressure?


      At first Gale laughed at herself. It was a wild idea! No one would do that! But the more she thought about it the more plausible it became. She had thought no one would throw acid out the Chemistry Hall window—but evidently someone had!


      Then she remembered the note the Dean had had in her hand when the lumber fell upon Phyllis. She had a fleeting vision of the same note lying in the mud unheeded. Their one valuable clue gone!


      Catching up her coat Gale switched out the light and stepped into the hall. No one was in sight. She sped down the stairs and at the bottom bumped into Adele Stevens.


      “Where are you going, Gale?” the Senior asked. “It is study hour.”


      “I know,” Gale said breathlessly. “I—I can’t study. I thought I’d go for a short walk.”


      “Thinking about Phyllis?” Adele said kindly. “All right, Gale. I suppose you can tonight. Be back before lights-out bell.”


      “I will,” Gale breathed and was gone before the sorority president could change her mind.


      The late autumn evening was clear and cold. The leafless branches of the trees rubbed together making queer eerie noises. Windows of the dormitory and sorority houses shone yellow with light. Gale stepped along briskly. She passed the dormitory houses and halted before the Chemistry Hall. There was a light burning in the third floor laboratory. Was one of the Professors working late? Probably. She turned away into the shadows behind the building.


      It was terribly dark in here. She took the small flashlight from her coat pocket and switched it on. She had been just about to stumble into a mud puddle. Now she jumped across it and proceeded with caution. She came to the scene of the afternoon. The lumber lay as it had fallen. In her mind’s eye Gale could still see Phyllis lying there. She shivered and turned away. Carefully she went over the ground. Caught under a board, torn almost in half, Gale found the note. It was dirty and wrinkled and torn but she carefully folded it in the original creases and stored it in her coat pocket. She switched off her flashlight and stood listening. Had she heard a sound?


      The moon was completely hidden behind a cloud. The wind whistled in her ears. She shivered in her warm coat. It wasn’t the cold, it was the darkness, the shadowy world about her, and the knowledge of another’s presence. She strained her ears to catch the faintest sound. There was a sudden creak and a smothered exclamation as someone stumbled over a bit of lumber. Gale crouched against half-piled boards and waited.


      A man’s figure was outlined against the light from the moving clouds. A hat pulled low on his forehead and a long overcoat with collar turned up completely hid his identity. Gale considered jumping in front of him and flashing her light in his face. She would know who he was then! But she reconsidered the next moment, and waited to see what he was after. It was obvious that he was searching for something. He crouched low to the ground, examining every foot of space thoroughly with a small pocket lamp. What could he be searching for? Could it be the note in her pocket? Convulsively her hand closed about the muddy piece of paper. It must be this! There was nothing else here. Gale took a step backward as the figure moved closer. That was the fatal moment. She stumbled wildly over something and fell. The clatter was distinct and as loud as a cannon shot in the stillness. The man whirled. He flashed his light full into Gale’s face. She blinked in the sudden glare and did not move. In another second the light was gone and the figure had fled toward the campus.


      Gale scrambled to her feet but it was hopeless to think of pursuit. If only she hadn’t fallen! Her clumsiness had spoiled everything! The man was gone now and so was her chance of solving the mystery. She shook the mud from her coat and picked her way back to the campus.


      The light was gone from the Chemistry laboratory. A lot of windows in the other dormitories were dark, too. It was growing late. Gale hastened her steps. She had to be in before lights-out bell rang. She had promised Adele, and not only that, she didn’t fancy being out late on the campus with that mysterious stranger—the mystery man who knew her identity but whom she did not know. He had her at a decided disadvantage. He knew, now, who was spying on him and noting his movements. She knew she must guard against someone, but whom? If only she had discovered his identity! She rebuked herself again. She would have given nearly all she possessed to know who else wanted the note.


      When she returned to her room she examined the bit of paper more closely. Through the dirt, after she had carefully pasted the torn parts together, the brief typewritten message was still clearly legible. There was nothing to distinguish this typewriting from any other except—the letter R was slightly raised above the level of the other letters. That might help a little in identifying the typewriter. If she found a machine which had that little peculiarity it might lead to the mysterious stranger.


      She smiled to herself as she switched off her light and got into bed. She would turn all the girls into Sherlock Holmeses seeking and trying all the typewriters they could find.


      CHAPTER IX


      Bad News


      Noiselessly Gale closed the door behind her. Swiftly her glance traveled over the room. Girls’ things were strewn about in disorder. Gale smiled to herself with mingled pride and humor. At least her own room and Phyllis’ didn’t look like this and this room belonged to Juniors! Cautiously she bent down and looked under the bed. Yes, it was here. She pulled out the black case and snapped back the lid. With nervous fingers she inserted a sheet of paper in the portable typewriter. She typed a few words and tore the sheet out again. She had just snapped the lid and shoved the case beneath the bed once more when she heard voices.


      Marcia was returning! Gale ran for the closet. There was no time to slip out of the room without being seen. She hid in the depths behind the dresses. The door was open a crack. She could hear but she could not see what went on in the room.


      “Now where did I leave them?” Marcia’s voice demanded fretfully.


      Another lazy voice belonging to Marcia’s roommate inquired:


      “Delivering more notes for Professor Lukens?”


      “No. It’s my Latin notes—here they are! Let’s go, we’ll be late.”


      The two girls were gone as quickly and as suddenly as they had come. Gale lost no time in making her way out of their room. She went downstairs to her room where Valerie was waiting for her.


      “Did you get it?” Valerie asked.


      Gale sank onto the bed and heaved a sigh of relief. “I did, and I nearly got caught. Marcia and her roommate came back while I was there.”


      “Did they see you?”


      Gale shook her head and unfolded the sheet of paper. “I hid in the closet. Now, where is that note?”


      “Here.” Valerie produced the note which the girls had received under the door.


      Carefully the two checked the letters. The letters produced by Marcia’s typewriter were even and clear cut. It was evident that the notes had not been produced by the same machine.


      Valerie sat back and looked at Gale. “Well?”


      Gale shrugged and folded the papers together. “Exhibit A is a failure. We’ll try some more.”


      “We got it!” Carol burst in followed by Janet.


      “Is it catching?” Valerie asked.


      “Whose is it?” Gale wanted to know.


      “The Chemistry Professor’s,” Carol said proudly.


      “And the assistant’s,” added Janet. “We covered them both. Are we good detectives or are we?”


      The check-up of the typing on the last two notes was the same as it had been with Marcia’s. None of them were alike and none of them resembled the typing in the mysterious note. The type of the Chemistry Professor’s machine was much larger while that of his assistant was smaller.


      “Shucks,” Carol said disgustedly. “We had all that work for nothing.”


      “Perhaps it wasn’t written by any machine here at the college,” Valerie said.


      Gale nodded. “True, it might not have been.”


      “I think it was,” Carol said. “There are no visitors on whom we could blame all these mysterious happenings, and certainly the same person is responsible for the notes!”


      “We will have to find some more typewriters.”


      “Tell you what,” Janet said, “I’ve a bright idea. Let’s give a party and hold a scavenger hunt. We will make the items for the girls to bring in mostly typewriters. In that way we will have all the typewriters brought to us and we can try them.”


      “It would immediately make the one person we want suspicious. He could smash his machine then,” Carol said. “You will have to have a brighter idea than that.”


      “My next bright idea is to go and visit Phyllis,” Janet said. “All in favor——”


      “Aye!” The vote was unanimous.


      The girls descended to the campus. It was while they were passing the East Campus Dormitory where Janet and Carol abided that another Freshman hailed them.


      “Hi, Carol, the house mistress wants to see you—and she is angry,” the girl added confidentially.


      “If it is that little matter of a broken window——” Carol began calmly.


      “Broken window?” Gale asked. “In your room?”


      Janet giggled. “I threw a book at Carol. She dodged and it went through the window.”


      Valerie shook her head sadly. “A Freshman trick! I am ashamed of you. To think——”


      “She wants to see you too,” the Freshman said smiling, “about the broken vase in the hall.”


      “A Freshman trick!” Janet mimicked.


      “It was an accident,” Valerie said firmly. “I slipped and fell against it. I couldn’t help it if the table wiggled and the vase fell off.”


      “Did it fall or was it pushed?” Carol winked at Janet.


      “I suppose I’ll have to go in,” Valerie sighed.


      That left Gale to go on alone to the infirmary to see Phyllis. That young lady was chafing at the delay in her recovery. It was a week now since the second accident and she wanted to get back to Happiness House and on her feet. She did not like the restrictions placed on her by the Doctor and frankly told her so. Doctor Norcot merely smiled and told her to be good.


      Gale told Phyllis all the news of the campus and only when it was nearing dinner time did she leave. When she closed the door to Phyllis’ room behind her she noticed the Doctor standing in the hall. She beckoned to Gale and the Freshman followed the physician to her office. There Gale sat in the chair facing the Doctor across her desk.


      “Is anything the matter?” Gale asked when she noted the tenseness of the Doctor’s expression and the frown on the usually smiling features.


      The latter nodded gloomily. “There is—a great deal.”


      “Has anything happened to the Dean?” Gale asked, the mystery still uppermost in her mind.


      “No,” the Doctor said getting up and pacing to the window. “No, she is quite safe.”


      “Then it is Phyllis,” Gale said with quiet conviction. “What is it? Tell me!”


      Doctor Norcot came across and leaned against the corner of the desk at Gale’s side.


      “What sort of a woman is Miss Elton’s aunt?”


      Gale was taken somewhat by surprise. Why should she ask about Phyllis’ aunt?


      “She——” Gale fumbled for words. “She isn’t exactly pleasant,” she said at last quite frankly. “Cold—aloof—stern. Why?”


      “Has she money?” Doctor Norcot asked next.


      Gale was more astounded than ever.


      “I—I don’t know,” she said finally. “She keeps a big house—but not lavishly. She is sending Phyllis to college. I suppose she must have.”


      “Does she love her niece? I mean, would she do anything for Phyllis?”


      Gale sat back in her chair and looked squarely at the Doctor.


      “I don’t understand, Doctor. Why don’t you ask Phyllis these things? Why do you want to know?”


      “Because——” Doctor Norcot laid her hand gently on Gale’s shoulder. “Because unless your friend has an operation she will never walk again—not as other girls.”


      “Oh!” Gale shrank at the picture presented to her. Phyllis helpless! Phyllis never to run or dance or play with the girls again.


      “But isn’t there something we can do? I’ll do anything!” she told the Doctor passionately. “Anything!”


      “An operation will cost money. Unless she has it——”


      “Unless she has it,” Gale echoed faintly. “How much would you charge for the operation, Doctor?”


      “Oh, I wouldn’t perform it,” the Doctor said. “I’m not a surgeon. But we would have to get a good one—the best in the East. Otherwise she hasn’t a chance.”


      “Have—have you told her?” Gale asked.


      “No—quite frankly, I haven’t the heart.”


      “She is so brave,” Gale agreed simply. “It is horrible to think——”


      “I had to tell you,” the Doctor said. “Between us perhaps we can think of something to do.”


      Gale passed a dazed hand across her eyes. “I can’t think of anything right now.”


      “It has been a shock. We will talk about it again tomorrow.”


      Gale rose and went to the door. “Do you think we should tell Phyllis yet?”


      Doctor Norcot smiled slowly. “Suppose we wait a little while. There is no use to frighten her. When we tell her we might be able to promise her recovery later.”


      Gale was in a daze as she walked across the campus. Phyllis, the girl who had always been so active, so gay in the face of tremendous odds, was faced now with a sterner bit of life than had yet confronted her. It would take every bit of courage Phyllis possessed to face the news when the Doctor told her.


      Gale had no rosy hopes that Miss Fields would help. Phyllis’ aunt was not the sort to be generous and kind especially when it hurt herself. If she did not consent to put up the money for the operation Phyllis would suffer. The injustice of it hurt Gale. She was Phyllis’ friend, Phyllis had saved her and the Dean at this expense! She must do something! But what? She didn’t have the money—none of the girls had. They were helpless, as helpless as Phyllis herself, to do anything.


      Gale, instead of going immediately to the sorority house, went down to the village. The long walk was what she needed. The bracing air invested her with a little optimism. After all, Miss Fields couldn’t be as harsh as all that! She wouldn’t want Phyllis to suffer if she could help. At the railway station Gale sent a telegram to Marchton asking Miss Fields to come to Briarhurst as soon as possible and signed her own name.


      Then she walked slowly back up the hill, scorning the ride offered her by the old bus driver. She wanted to be alone and think and not have to listen to his garrulous chatter.


      Dinner was in progress when she arrived at Happiness House. Instead of going into the dining room she went upstairs. Once there she flung herself upon the bed and smothered her sobs in the pillow. Her tears were all for Phyllis; for her own helpless position, helpless to aid the friend who had tried to aid her, Gale, in like circumstances; for the friend who had saved Gale serious injury that day from the falling lumber.


      “Aren’t you hungry?” Ricky demanded bursting in. “My eagle eyes caught sight of you sneaking in just now and I—say, what’s the matter? Gale! You aren’t sick!”


      Gale sat up, wiping away her tears. “Nope.”


      “Then why the anguish? Bucking Bronchos! Don’t tell me you flunked your Biology!”


      “Nothing so simple,” Gale said.


      “Simple? Biology is anything but simple! I never heard of so many bugs back on the ranch,” Ricky mourned. “I sometimes wish I had stayed there.” She put her arm about Gale. “Tell Auntie what the trouble is.”


      Haltingly Gale told Ricky everything the Doctor had said.


      “We gotta do something,” Ricky said. She sniffed. “You’ll have me crying too in a minute. Does Phyllis know?”


      Gale shook her head. “We don’t want her to—yet.”


      “Then you had better not tell the other girls,” Ricky advised wisely. “One of them is sure to let it slip.”


      Gale nodded. “It will be between you and me. I’ve telegraphed her Aunt to come. The Doctor can talk to her before we tell Phyllis.”


      “Come downstairs and have your dinner,” Ricky coaxed.


      “I’m not hungry.”


      “Neither am I—now,” Ricky sighed. “But we have to eat something. Remember, we have hard classes tomorrow.”


      CHAPTER X


      Miss Fields’ Visit


      “I am going with you!” Ricky said firmly. Gale looked at Doctor Norcot helplessly. When Ricky was determined upon a thing nothing could change her mind.


      “Why?” Gale ventured.


      “I want to see what this female Simon Legree looks like,” Ricky said calmly. “You may need my sunny presence to help persuade her.”


      “There won’t be much use for persuasion I’m afraid,” Gale said drearily. “Either she has the money or she hasn’t.”


      Yesterday Gale had received a telegram with the news that Miss Fields would be in Briarhurst this afternoon for merely an hour. As a result Doctor Norcot and Gale were going to the railroad station to meet her when Ricky had descended on them with the news that she was going along. Gale was glad of the other girl’s companionship for the Doctor was strangely silent.


      The train was late and Gale found it hard to conceal her impatience. She was impatient for Phyllis’ Aunt to arrive and yet she dreaded meeting her. The Adventure Girls had always feared the silent woman in the house on the hill. Now Gale did not fancy giving her the news about Phyllis. She would let Doctor Norcot handle the situation.


      The woman that descended from the train was the same stern person Gale had known in Marchton. What change she had expected Gale did not know. She only felt now, suddenly, definitely, that Phyllis’ case was lost before it was ever presented. This woman would not be charitable or generous.


      The three had planned to take her to the one restaurant in the little village for luncheon. There, seated in a booth by themselves, Gale let Doctor Norcot tell Miss Fields all about Phyllis while she and Ricky listened.


      The Doctor was eloquent in her praise of Phyllis. In the end she stressed particularly the need for the operation.


      Gale forgot the dessert before her. With the silent Ricky she watched the sharp features of the woman opposite her. Miss Fields was regarding the plate before her with unwavering eyes. Not a flicker of emotion disturbed her features. Doctor Norcot glanced at Gale and smiled, a peculiarly baffled smile. Phyllis’ chances now lay in Miss Fields’ hands alone. Beneath the table Ricky’s hand caught hold of Gale’s.


      Miss Fields glanced at her watch and rose. “It is almost time for my return train. Perhaps we should go.”


      The girls exchanged glances with the Doctor and followed Miss Fields from the restaurant. Silently they walked back to the station. The hour that Phyllis’ Aunt proposed to spend in Briarhurst was up. Already her train was approaching.


      “But aren’t you going to see Phyllis?” Ricky demanded finally. She could be quiet no longer.


      “What have you decided?” Gale asked breathlessly.


      Miss Fields looked at Gale and actually smiled. It was a brief smile, and her eyes did not light with friendly warmth. Then she turned to the Doctor.


      “I want to thank you, Doctor Norcot, for taking so much interest in Phyllis. I regret that I am not able to do what you suggest.”


      “You mean——” Gale began.


      “You haven’t the money?” Ricky put in brusquely. “But you are sending Phyl to college. You must have money!”


      Miss Fields’ eyes froze the garrulous Ricky with a single glance.


      “My affairs are only my concern. My association with Phyllis concerns a promise I made many years ago. Believe me, I am truly sorry.”


      “But you must do something!” Gale said.


      Phyllis’ Aunt stepped onto the train. “It is impossible for me. Goodbye.”


      “A promise! Sorry!” Ricky stormed when the train had gone and they were on their way back to the campus. “She couldn’t keep a promise or be sorry for anything!”


      “I wonder what she meant?” Gale murmured. “Doctor Norcot,” she said later, “are you going to tell Phyllis today?”


      The Doctor took a deep breath. “She must know sometime. I’ll go and see her this afternoon.”


      “I’ll go with you,” Gale said immediately.


      “And I,” Ricky added.


      The Doctor smiled. “I would wait until tomorrow if I were you.”


      “She won’t want to see us,” Ricky agreed upon second thought.


      “Wait until tomorrow when she will feel better. Then you must act as if nothing has happened—you must be perfectly natural. Don’t make it any harder for her,” the Doctor cautioned.


      “You can count on us,” Gale sighed. “When can she come back to the Omega Chi house?”


      “In a few days,” the Doctor promised. “She may feel better if she is with the girls.”


      “Then she won’t have to leave college?” Ricky asked fearfully.


      “No,” the Doctor said, “not unless she wants to. She will be able to attend classes and get about but not without a cane or crutch—ever.”


      “There isn’t any justice!” Ricky said savagely as she went up the Golden Stairs with Gale and entered the latter’s room. “Why did such a thing have to happen to Phyl? Who——” she stopped in amazement and looked about the room. “What’s happened?”


      The room was topsy turvy. Bureau drawers were pulled out and the things tumbled about. The desks had been thoroughly searched. Even the closet door stood open and the girls could see the tumult within.


      Gale smiled. “Someone was hunting for that note, I’ll wager.”


      Ricky had been taken into the girls’ confidence. Now she stared wide-eyed at Gale. “Did they find it do you suppose?”


      “Hardly!” Gale pulled the note from her coat pocket. “Since I know someone else would like to have it, I keep it with me.”


      “Have you discovered the typewriter that wrote it?”


      “No. The girls are still hunting,” Gale laughed. “Every time they see a typewriter they run for it.”


      Ricky and Gale set things to rights and then Ricky departed to find Gloria. Gale went downstairs and over to the dormitory house to tell Valerie and the others about Phyllis. They might as well all know now.


      She was still puzzling over Phyllis’ Aunt’s words. A promise? To whom? No promise was important enough to stop her aiding Phyllis now!


      Miss Fields had been a mystery to the girls in Marchton ever since they knew her. They had always looked with awe upon the grey silent house and the woman who lived there. Through Phyllis they had glimpsed the life of Miss Fields—cold, always calm. Gale reminded herself that she had really been prepared for this. She had not thought in the very beginning that Miss Fields would have the money. Yet she had hoped against hope for Phyllis’ sake. Now there was nothing to be done.


      Over and over again the words recurred to Gale. Miss Fields’ association with Phyllis concerned a promise she had made several years ago. But what sort of a promise? Gale, quite suddenly, had a brilliant idea. At first she had thought she must wait until the Christmas vacation or at least until she went home for Thanksgiving before she could question Miss Fields more closely, for question her she was going to! Certainly she was not going to consider the matter closed now! Gale was determined to do everything in her power to help Phyllis. She knew she could count on the other girls to feel the same. Gale was going to get to the bottom of Miss Fields’ reserve! She determined to find out just what the woman meant. But Thanksgiving was several weeks away—Christmas even more so. She would write to David Kimball. He was a boy in Marchton who had been Phyllis’ staunchest ally. He would help. He could set in motion the wheels of their action. While he studied law in Marchton he could aid Phyllis. She would write to David tonight!


      CHAPTER XI


      Phyllis


      Phyllis sat by the window and looked over the campus. It was the last day of classes before Thanksgiving. Tomorrow the girls would be going home for the holiday. But she was going to stay right here. Her Thanksgiving dinner would be served here in her room as so many other meals lately had been. Oh, there would be other girls in the building, she would not be alone. But she would feel lonely nevertheless.


      Gale was going home. Phyllis smiled reminiscently. Gale had been sweet these last weeks and so had the other girls. They had all been marvelously good to her—but that, to her, was worse than if they had quarreled and shouted at her. If only something would happen to break the even tenor of her days! If only the girls weren’t always so sweet, so considerate! They felt sorry for her, she knew, and it irked her. She was going to classes again now, studying, but college life wasn’t the same. There were no extra activities for her. She could not partake of the basketball games in which Carol and Janet starred. She could not join the dancing classes which claimed all Valerie’s attention. She could not hope to ride in the spring riding classes to which Ricky and the others were looking forward so joyfully.


      She threw her book at the opposite wall with such vigor that the book bounced back and landed on the floor with a dull thud. If only something would happen! She was sick of being pampered. If they would only treat her as they had before her accident. They argued with her then, scolded—anything! Anything but this eternal sweetness and light! She herself felt anything but sweet. She was tired of having to be courageous, always appearing to be cheerful! She wanted to let out some of the pent-up energy.


      She looked down upon the campus. Gale and Valerie with Carol and Janet were coming toward the sorority house. They seemed to be in a hurry and kept glancing up at the window where she sat. She smiled ruefully. At last she had given them something to stir them. Now perhaps something would happen—at least, they wouldn’t change her mind! Phyllis laid her cane on the floor beside her chair and turned to face the door. Sunshine Alley was about to have a bit of a thunderstorm.


      “We won’t stand for it!” Carol said the second the door opened.


      Phyllis merely smiled.


      “What do you mean by it anyway?” added Janet.


      “Just what I said,” Phyllis replied. “I am resigning as president of the Freshman class.”


      “But why? You must have a reason!” Valerie put in.


      “I have a reason,” Phyllis said stubbornly. “I can’t go to all the class activities, I can’t run around and be in everything that the president is supposed to—so I am resigning.”


      “We won’t accept it,” Gale said determinedly.


      “You have to call a meeting of the class and it will be accepted. It has to be!” Phyllis said.


      “But, Phyl,” Janet pleaded, “we want you to be the president. All the girls feel the same.”


      “It wouldn’t be fair to the class,” Phyllis insisted. “A president is active—she has a lot to do. Well, I can’t do it so I’m resigning. It is very simple.”


      “We won’t let you,” Carol said finally. “Val, you are secretary. Do something about it.”


      “I already have,” Valerie said surprisingly. “I and the Vice President and the Treasurer.”


      “Well?” Phyllis said eagerly. “The officers agreed to accept my resignation, didn’t they?”


      “They did not,” Valerie said. “We agreed, and posted a notice in the East Campus Dormitory to the effect, that you are still our president. Gale is president pro tem, and any one who disagrees must see one of us. How does that suit you?”


      “You mean Gale is to act in the places where I can’t?” Phyllis asked.


      Valerie nodded.


      “Then I’m president in name and Gale does the work,” Phyllis said. “That isn’t fair.”


      “I’ll love it,” Gale assured her bouncing on the bed. “That will give me authority. And will I use it!”


      “That is what I’m afraid of,” Carol grimaced. “See here, Miss President pro tem, don’t think you can order me around.”


      Gale laughed. “I am going to try. Tonight there is a party here and you gals can come providing you go home now and let Phyllis rest.”


      “I don’t want to rest,” Phyllis put in fretfully. “Stay here and talk to me.”


      Carol looked from Gale to Phyllis.


      “To go or not to go, that is the question!” misquoted Janet.


      “Gale is so hospitable,” laughed Carol.


      “I don’t know about the rest,” Valerie said, “but I have to go. The Christmas entertainment given by the Freshman class is being planned and the secretary has a lot of work.”


      “While the president takes things easy,” Phyllis said bitterly.


      “Who is going to sing?” Janet asked.


      “Yes,” added Carol, “I heard the class is in need of a good contralto. Who is the star who is to sing in the chapel?”


      Valerie shook her head. “Something else to keep me awake at night. I am on the committee to put the entertainment over and I haven’t the faintest idea who we will choose.”


      “How about Phyl?” Gale asked.


      “Phyl!” Janet echoed. “Of course! You’ve a fine voice, Phyl.”


      Phyllis laughed. “But I won’t be in the entertainment!”


      “All you have to do is sing,” Carol seconded.


      “But it is impossible,” Phyllis said. “Me? Sing in the chapel? Don’t be ridiculous.”


      “But——”


      “I won’t listen to another word,” Phyllis said. “You don’t know what you are asking.”


      “Phyl, you would——”


      “No!” Phyllis almost shouted. “I would be scared to death.”


      Gale winked at Valerie. “She would be scared to death, girls,” she murmured. “So that settles the question. Now will you go home? Go home and pack your things and get ready to leave tomorrow morning.”


      “We won’t have time to pack tonight,” added Janet. “See you tonight for the party,” she added.


      The early evening was already descending on the campus and Gale lighted the light.


      “You didn’t have to chase the girls home,” Phyllis said peevishly.


      Gale said nothing, merely seated herself at her desk and opened her French book. She did not try to concentrate her attention on the pages before her. She was acutely aware of Phyllis moving about. Gale longed to help Phyllis but she sat in her place not paying the slightest heed to the slow and difficult movements of her friend. Suddenly when Phyllis stumbled and would have fallen Gale sprang up and saved her.


      “Let go!” Phyllis said indignantly. “I can make it by myself.”


      Instantly Gale’s arms relaxed. She knew Phyllis must get used to the difficulties of her movements now but it was hard to sit by and do nothing. Gale turned away to her desk again. A few seconds later she felt Phyllis’ hand on her shoulder.


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you,” Phyllis said.


      “It is all right,” Gale said.


      “But it isn’t all right,” Phyllis insisted stormily. “I snap at you—I snap at all the girls. It is only because——”


      “I know,” Gale said. “But you mustn’t think about things so much, Phyl. Something will be done. This may only be for a little while. We’ll think of a way——”


      “A way!” Phyllis murmured helplessly. “My Aunt was here, wasn’t she, and refused to do anything? She was my only hope.”


      “How did you know?” Gale demanded sharply.


      “Ricky,” Phyllis said. “She said something that set me thinking. I asked her point blank and insisted on her telling me.” She laughed a little. “Poor Ricky, she tried so hard not to let me know.”


      “We will do something, Phyl,” Gale assured her friend more hopefully than she felt. “You’ve got to make the best of things for a little while.”


      “A little while!” Phyllis echoed. “It has been months!”


      “Well,” Gale laughed, “if you are looking for an argument with me you are going to be disappointed. I refuse to quarrel. I——”


      “Gale!” Phyllis whispered frantically. “The window! There is a ladder being propped against it!”


      Gale ran to the window and threw it open. “Someone is climbing up,” she said smiling.


      “Who?”


      “I think you know,” Gale laughed.


      A dark head followed by broad shoulders hove above the window sill. A laughing voice spoke out of the November dusk.


      “Hi, Phyl.”


      “David!” Phyllis cried. “David!”


      “In person,” he assured her.


      “But how——”


      “I have the Dean’s permission to call on you properly tonight at eight,” he said laughing, “but I couldn’t wait. She would probably chase me out if she could see me now, though. I met Carol and Janet on the campus a few minutes ago and they very helpfully suggested this method. It is effective if startling.”


      “I’m going down for my dinner,” Gale said and disappeared.


      Gale had her dinner and then went out on the campus. She could see David on the ladder and Phyllis at the window. She waited in the darkness until she saw David descending the ladder. She joined him when he was safely on the ground.


      “When did you get here, David?” she asked shaking hands.


      “This afternoon,” he replied. “I went immediately to the Dean’s office. I didn’t know whether I could see Phyllis or not. She is nice, your Dean.”


      “Staying in the village?” Gale asked.


      “Yes. I’m going to stay until after Thanksgiving,” he answered. “The Dean said I might entertain Phyllis while the girls are gone for the holiday.”


      “She needs someone,” Gale said. “I’m glad you’re here, David.”


      “I gathered that,” he said seriously. “She seems pretty depressed.”


      “Did you see her Aunt?” Gale asked. “You know I wrote you what she had said and asked you to see her. Did you?”


      David shook his head. “She hasn’t been in Marchton since I received your letter. I went to the house and asked the woman who cooks for her when she expected Miss Fields back. She doesn’t know.”


      Gale sighed. “It seems we are balked at every turn. I intend to find out what it is all about when I get back to Marchton. If not now, at Christmas.”


      “I’ll try to keep Phyllis cheered up until you get back,” David promised.


      Gale returned to the sorority house then. She had to help Ricky set the stage for their party. Phyllis would see David again at eight o’clock while the other girls were upstairs. Gale would see that they had the living room to themselves for a long talk. She knew Ricky would aid her if there was any difficulty in engineering a serene night for Phyllis.


      CHAPTER XII


      Further Developments


      Gale tramped through the snow feeling light-hearted and gay. Snow always seemed to have such a psychological effect upon her. Whether it was the lightness of it, or the brightness of the sun shining on the surface of the snow she did not know. At any rate she felt at ease with the world.


      College had resumed at high speed for the short time between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Now it was but a week until the Christmas holidays. Gale felt joyfully elated. Last night she and Phyllis had carefully wrapped Christmas presents and hidden them in their trunks. There was a spirit of excitement in the air. The girls went about with mysterious bundles and smiles.


      Even Phyllis seemed to be nearly back to her old cheerful spirits. Ever since Thanksgiving when David had appeared at the college Phyllis was happier, calmer. Gale was glad. She had had absolutely no success in Marchton. Miss Fields had not been at home. It had been as David said. No one knew where she had gone or when she was coming back.


      Gale ran lightly up the steps and disappeared into the Dean’s office. The Dean’s secretary was absent so Gale knocked on the door to the inner sanctum where the Dean had her private office.


      “Come in.”


      Gale opened the door and stepped within.


      “Oh, Gale.” The Dean looked up. She was just slipping into her coat. “Be seated. I want to mail this letter. It must get off immediately.”


      “I’ll mail it for you,” Gale offered.


      “No, I’ll drop it myself. It will only take a moment. Wait for me.”


      Gale looked about the empty office. There was a typewriter next to the Dean’s desk. Her curiosity getting the better of her Gale inserted a sheet and typed a few words. It was not the smoothness or noiselessness of the machine that attracted her, but the letters themselves. The letters were even, in perfect alignment, all but the R. That was slightly raised. Gale could scarcely believe her eyes. She jerked the paper from the machine and brought the old mysterious note from her pocket. There was no question about it! The two had been written on the same machine! But it was impossible—incredible!


      The Dean had not sent them that note, had she? Certainly not! But who then? Her secretary? Gale looked dubious. There was more in this situation than she had guessed. That she decided before—but now! How had this note been written on the Dean’s typewriter? She put both sheets of paper into her pocket again as she heard footsteps in the outer office.


      “Now, Gale, what is it?” The Dean removed her coat and seated herself behind her desk.


      “Phyllis. She has decided she doesn’t want to go home for Christmas. She would rather stay here. David, Mr. Kimball, wants to come to Briarhurst again and see Phyllis over the holidays.” Gale drummed lightly on the space bar of the typewriter. “A nice typewriter, Dean. Just new?”


      “Yes, my secretary bought it yesterday.”


      Yesterday! Gale added that to the storehouse of facts in her mind. Yesterday! Yet she was sure the mysterious note had been written on it months before! She scarcely heard the Dean’s permission for David to come to Briarhurst as he had done on Thanksgiving, so busy was she turning over this new development.


      Her business with the Dean concluded, Gale left. She had dinner with Janet and Carol at the East Campus Dormitory and after that they all went to the chapel to hear the Freshman’s musical Christmas entertainment.


      The organ was playing when the girls entered. The chapel was decorated with holly and poinsettias. In the corner a mammoth Christmas tree with the traditional white star at the top sent out a fragrance of spruce and Christmas cheer.


      The girls sang carols and there were several solos. But the best liked soloist was a mystery. From the region of the organ, behind the holly and spruce display, came a girl’s voice. The others listened spellbound. Such richness and expression! Every note was as clear as a bell. The music rang through the chapel and brought a new understanding and appreciation of Christmas to the listeners.


      “Who is it?” Janet was simply bursting with curiosity.


      “She is superb!” Gale echoed. “I never heard a voice like that.”


      Valerie was sitting beside them, the smile of sweet satisfaction on her face a mystery.


      “You were on the committee, Val, who is it?” Carol coaxed.


      “It is a secret,” Valerie said. “But isn’t she fine?”


      “Wonderful,” Gale agreed. “I wish Phyllis could hear her.”


      “Why didn’t Phyllis come?” Madge whispered.


      “She said she was too tired.”


      “Shshshsh,” Janet warned as the soloist began again. “I could listen to her for hours. Is she somebody from the college, Val?”


      “Of course,” Valerie nodded.


      “Oh, if I only had a voice like that!” Carol sighed.


      “Then you would get some place,” Janet agreed. “That girl will be famous.”


      Valerie smiled to herself.


      When the quiet, musical evening was over the girls voted it a huge success. They doubted if even the play on the next night could hold them as enthralled. The Juniors and Seniors who had been present were quite as enthusiastic.


      “We want that singer in the Glee Club,” Adele Stevens said firmly. She was the active president of the organization and she did not intend to miss adding such a fine voice to the group.


      “I don’t know,” Valerie said dubiously. “We had a hard time persuading her to sing tonight.”


      “But why didn’t she come out from behind the shrubbery?” Carol complained. “We want to know what she looks like.”


      “Shrubbery!” Janet said horrified. “Carol Carter! To call our decorations that after the time we had arranging them!”


      “Sorry,” Carol laughed. “Who put the star on the top of the tree?”


      “Madge,” Janet giggled, “and she almost pulled the tree over a half dozen times.”


      The girls paused in front of the sorority house.


      “Perhaps we shouldn’t come in if Phyllis is tired,” Janet said.


      “Come along,” Valerie said lightly. “She can bear it this once. No one should be tired around Christmas time.”


      The girls trouped up the stairs singing as they went. They found Phyllis sitting at her desk, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright.


      “Greetings, my little sugar plum,” Carol said lavishly. “You don’t know what you missed tonight.”


      “What?” Phyllis asked.


      “A singer—and what a singer! Honestly, that girl could be the musical sensation of the year.”


      Valerie and Phyllis exchanged glances then they both started to laugh.


      “What’s so funny?” Janet demanded.


      “Either you girls are awf’ly innocent or you haven’t the brains I thought you had,” Valerie said between laughs. “Don’t you see? Phyllis was the singer. She was the soloist tonight.”


      “Phyllis!” Gale echoed.


      Janet and Carol howled together: “And you never told us!”


      “A fine pal you are!” Janet grumbled.


      “I’m disgusted with you,” added Carol. “Hiding a voice like that! We knew you were good—but never that good!”


      “I didn’t want to do it,” Phyllis confessed. “But Valerie said I didn’t have to appear before all of you. No one would know who I was. I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”


      “You certainly did,” Carol declared. “So much so that Adele Stevens wants you in the Glee Club.”


      “Never more can you be the shrinking violet,” Janet nodded. “Now you will blossom forth in notes of song and we shall see you never more. Ah, me, such is the price of fame.”


      “Wait a minute,” Phyllis laughed. “I sang tonight but that was only because Val wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace, otherwise. I don’t intend to join the Glee Club.”


      “It would be good for you,” Gale said. “You’ve always liked music, Phyl.”


      Phyllis yawned. “But now I believe I would like bed better.”


      “Just a gentle hint,” Carol chaffed. “It seems we are always getting put out of here.”


      “You shouldn’t come at such late hours then,” Phyllis said.


      “Tell me,” Janet said, “since you are surprising us, you aren’t going to be Santa Claus in the play tomorrow night, are you?”


      Phyllis giggled. “Hardly!”


      “Of course not,” Carol said indignantly. “She hasn’t got a beard.”


      Gale opened the window. Voices drifted up on the night air. The sorority girls were just ending their sorority song.


      “We link our hands in friendship,


      The girls of Omega Chi.”


      “I hope we get elected to the sorority,” Carol said. “Then perhaps we can move in here with you next term.”


      “We aren’t even members,” Gale reminded them. “We are here only on the recommendation of Miss Relso. If she hadn’t written for us we would never have gotten rooms in Happiness House.”


      “If we aren’t elected to the sorority in May we will have to move,” Phyllis added.


      “What’s that?” Carol shrieked as she backed away from the window.


      “What?”


      “Two eyes—staring in at me out of the darkness,” she pointed to the window.


      Phyllis and Gale laughed.


      “Only an owl in the tree out there,” Phyllis said. “He is often there at night.”


      “Why don’t owls sleep at night?” Janet wanted to know. “Are they afraid to sleep in the dark?”


      “And do deers ever blow their horns?” Carol questioned. “We better go to our own domicile,” she added at the dark glances from her friends. “Au revoir, ma chérie,” she murmured in her very best French.


      From the window Gale and Phyllis watched the girls disappear in the direction of the East Campus Dormitory.


      “You were wonderful tonight, Phyl,” Gale declared earnestly. “And were we surprised! When did you decide to sing?”


      “Valerie talked me into it,” Phyllis laughed. “She said I should do something like that—so I would have a part in the Christmas celebration I really enjoyed it.”


      “Phyllis—are you sure you won’t go home with me for Christmas?” Gale asked sitting on the bed beside Phyllis. “I would love to have you.”


      Phyllis shook her head. “No. I can’t go to my Aunt’s place—I could but I don’t want to, so I’ll stay here. Besides,” she said, eyes twinkling, “David is coming. I won’t be lonesome.”


      “That reminds me,” Gale said, “I meant to tell the other girls, too. Tonight when I went to the Dean’s office I had to wait a while for her. While I was waiting I tried her typewriter. Guess what I discovered!”


      “What?”


      “Our mysterious note was typed on her machine. What do you deduct from that? I didn’t tell her because I wanted to think about it for a while. It seems strange.”


      “Her own typewriter!” Phyllis echoed.


      “And she told me she bought the typewriter only yesterday!”


      “It can’t be,” Phyllis frowned. “There is something wrong someplace. Whom did she buy the typewriter from?”


      “She said her secretary bought it,” Gale said slowly. “I wonder if her secretary is everything she should be?”


      “Certainly she wouldn’t eat candy she knew was poisoned,” Phyllis said. “She was sick from it, remember.”


      “If it was poisoned.” Gale ran slim fingers through her hair. “The whole thing is beyond me. I’m not such a master mind after all.”


      “We will let it wait until after Christmas,” Phyllis said.


      The girls were forced to do that. Nothing more could be discovered at present and there was too much excitement with the holidays to bother about it.


      CHAPTER XIII


      Startling News


      Gale opened one eye and peered at the clock. The next instant she was up and hurriedly dashing through her usually methodical routine of dressing. It was Christmas morning. She was home with her parents and Brent was here! Last night had been the most glorious Christmas Eve she had ever experienced. The Adventure Girls, with the exception of Phyllis of course, and Brent and the other boys had gone carolling. After that there had been sandwiches and hot chocolate in the Howard living room where they could admire the big Christmas tree. Then, when the others had gone, a long intimate talk with Brent, learning all about his work in Washington and telling him all about her college life.


      Now she pictured Brent waiting downstairs and, important enough too, a lot of mysterious packages beneath the Christmas tree just waiting to be opened. With a final approving look at the laughing, gray-eyed girl in the mirror, Gale dashed out into the hallway. With a cheer she slid down the banister and landed right in Brent’s arms.


      “Merry Christmas!” she said gaily.


      “Merry Christmas yourself. Your Dad and I had about decided you were going to sleep all day.” He tucked her arm within his. “How about some breakfast? I’m famished!”


      “Before we open our presents?” she demanded. “I should say not!”


      Saint Nicholas had been more than generous in his gifts to Gale and the others. After a long time spent examining and exclaiming over what the boxes disclosed they went to church. Then a long walk home through the brilliant sunlight and a most satisfying dinner.


      “You know,” Gale confessed to Brent, “I keep thinking about Phyllis. I told you what her Aunt said that day, didn’t I? Let’s go see Miss Fields. I want to ask her what she meant—if she is home.”


      “As you say,” Brent agreed.


      The two walked up the long hill arm in arm. The air was cold and invigorating. Gale felt she must burst with personal happiness yet she found time to think of Phyllis and wish, as often before, that there was something she could do.


      The house on the hill was gray and silent, just as she had pictured it when she was at Briarhurst. The shutters were closed on most of the windows and there was a forlorn, deserted look about the place.


      “I think you will be disappointed,” Brent said. “It looks as though it is closed up for the winter.”


      “I hope she is here,” Gale said.


      Brent used the old iron knocker vigorously. They could hear the sound echo in the room beyond. They waited several minutes before Brent knocked again. To their surprise the door was opened almost immediately and by Miss Fields herself.


      “H-Hello,” Gale began uncertainly. “I want to talk to you, Miss Fields.”


      “I’m sorry, I’m busy,” the woman said.


      “I’ve got to talk to you!” Gale insisted. “About Phyllis.”


      Grudgingly the woman opened the door farther and Gale took advantage of it to slip within. Brent followed and then there was nothing for Miss Fields to do but lead the way into the cold, dark front room.


      Gale shivered as she sat on the edge of an old-fashioned stuffed sofa beside Brent. This was a terrible place, so cold and damp and dark. She wagered no sunlight had been inside the house since Miss Fields took residence there, and that was years and years. Brent reached over and took Gale’s hand in his warm grasp. It seemed to be what she needed.


      “Well?” Miss Fields’ voice was frigid and she sat stiffly in her chair.


      “I—that is——” Gale began lamely. “We, the girls, are anxious to help Phyllis all we can. We can’t do it without your aid.”


      “Well?” Miss Fields repeated.


      “We want to know why you won’t help,” Gale said quickly.


      Miss Fields grew even more frigid if that were possible. She regarded Gale with the utmost disdain and Gale was glad of Brent’s presence. She felt she would have withered away under such a glare if she had been alone.


      “I told you that day at Briarhurst it was impossible,” she said.


      “I know,” Gale agreed, “but we want to know why. You must think we are impertinent, but you see we think an awful lot of Phyllis. Something must be done.”


      “It will do you no good to question me,” Miss Fields returned. “If that is all I will wish you good day.”


      “Wait!” Gale cried when the woman would have left them.


      “You have no right to make Phyllis suffer because of a promise you made years ago. She can be cured and you can help! There is no promise important enough to stop that!”


      A cool glance was all the reply she got.


      “You’ve got to help Phyllis,” Gale insisted doggedly. She took a deep breath and looked at the woman almost pityingly. “I had no idea anyone could be so hard-hearted—so unfeeling! No wonder Phyllis hates you!”


      To the utter amazement and consternation of Gale and Brent, Phyllis’ Aunt sank into a chair and covered her face with her hands.


      “I know she hates me,” Miss Fields said in a dry whisper, “but I’d do anything for her.”


      Gale looked at Brent and he looked at her. Was she hearing aright? Was this the cold stern woman whom they had always accused of having no feeling whatever—of being cruel to Phyllis? It seemed Gale’s words had released a spring of words that had been harbored too long.


      “I’ve raised Phyllis since she was two years old. I’ve never meant to be cruel but I’ve been afraid I would lose her,” Miss Fields continued staring at the floor. “I was jealous and afraid of the friends she made—it seemed to take a part of her away from me. I wanted to know what she was doing—I wanted her to love me.”


      Gale refrained from commenting on the fact that Miss Fields had taken a mighty strange manner of showing her love for Phyllis. She listened incredibly to the story of this strange lonely woman who had raised Phyllis. It was a cry of a heart which had at last broken through the cast of steel and ice which had so long encased it. It was hard to believe that Miss Fields really possessed a genuine affection for Phyllis. But, Gale admitted slowly to herself, it might be possible for one, such as Miss Fields, to want to have Phyllis’ affection solely for herself, to be jealous of the girl’s outside activities and friends because it meant a branch of life in which she could not share. She had overlooked, in her blind striving for all of Phyllis’ companionship, the girl’s craving for friends her own age and the other interests of younger people.


      “I realize what this—this accident has meant to her,” Miss Fields assured them. “I would help—I’ve tried to think of a way—but I can’t. My hands are tied.”


      Brent leaned forward and spoke for the first time.


      “Phyllis is not really your niece, is she, Miss Fields?”


      Gale looked at him in surprise. This was a new angle! Phyllis not really Miss Fields’ niece? What did he mean?


      Miss Fields stared at Brent. Her eyes had the hunted look of an animal caught in a trap.


      “What do you mean?” she asked fearfully.


      “You might as well tell us everything,” Brent pursued kindly. “We only want to help straighten matters out. Phyllis isn’t really your niece, is she?” he insisted.


      Miss Fields looked down at her hands clasped together tightly in her lap. Finally she raised her head.


      “No,” she said.


      “I thought so,” Brent murmured. “You had better tell us about everything. All about what happened years ago——”


      Miss Fields fixed her eyes on the opposite wall and started to speak. It was as if she had forgotten the young people to whom she was talking, merely repeating a story that had been lodged in her mind for years.


      “Years ago I was secretary to a Doctor. He had a wife and a little girl. One day his wife was killed in a bad railroad accident. Before she died she made me promise to stay with Phyllis. The Doctor was heart-broken and partly to forget, partly to further his ambition, he decided to go to Europe to study surgery. He left his little girl with me and enough money to keep her until he should return and longer.”


      “Didn’t he ever return?” Gale asked anxiously.


      “I lived in his house with Phyllis for two years. Then one day I received a wire that he was returning. I thought of all sorts of things—that I might be discharged—I might never see Phyllis again. I was lonely—I had no family, and I had grown to love the little girl like my own daughter.” She looked sadly at Gale. “I brought Phyllis here. I’ve hidden her all these years——”


      “Her father?” Gale asked.


      Miss Fields bowed her head. “He returned to Europe after a few years—when he didn’t find us. I’ve always been afraid someone would discover who she was—that is why I didn’t want Phyllis to make friends—I was afraid. Now you know everything—what do you propose to do?”


      Gale looked speechlessly at Brent. Her head was whirling with the new discovery. What a story had been here in their midst! Phyllis was the heroine of a story as incredible and fantastic as any fiction. What were they to do first?


      “Who is her father?” Brent asked.


      Miss Fields looked at him silently for a long moment. “Doctor Philip Elton,” she said finally.


      “The famous surgeon?” Brent echoed in surprise.


      Miss Fields nodded. “But no one knows where he is. When I learned Phyllis needed money for an operation I tried to get in touch with him. I was willing then to let him know about Phyllis because I couldn’t help her any more—but he could. It was impossible. He is somewhere in Europe.”


      “We’ve got to find him,” Gale said excitedly. “Think what it means to Phyl——”


      Brent rose. “We will start a search immediately. When he is found he can decide what is to be done,” he told Miss Fields.


      Gale and Brent went out into the sunshine leaving the woman sitting alone in the cold forlorn house.


      “To think of all that being hidden for years and years,” she murmured as they walked toward her home. “Because Miss Fields was so selfish. She didn’t think what it might mean to Phyllis——”


      “I’ll start the search for Doctor Elton,” Brent planned. “I suppose David will want to help when he returns.”


      “Do you think we should tell Phyllis now?” Gale asked. “Or do you think it would be better to wait until her father is found?”


      “Perhaps it would be wiser to wait a little while,” Brent agreed.


      They reached Gale’s home and entered the warm living room.


      “Why don’t you take your overcoat off?” Gale asked. “You are going to stay a while, aren’t you?” she continued humorously.


      Brent shook his head. “No. I’m flying back to Washington this afternoon.”


      “Brent!” she wailed. “You didn’t tell me.”


      “I wanted it to be the happiest sort of Christmas,” he replied. “Some day you will be going with me.”


      “Some day,” she agreed.


      When Brent had gone Gale curled up in the corner of the divan and watched the flames of the fire in the fireplace. She let her dreams run rampant. Some day she would be flying to Washington with Brent. She remembered what a thrill it had been flying to Canada with him last year. She remembered, too, the night of the Senior Prom when she and Brent had strolled in the garden.


      But even over-riding all her rosy dreams was the astounding news she had heard about Phyllis that afternoon. It was like a fantastic fairy story. To think that Phyllis was the daughter of a famous surgeon, really a wealthy girl who had been hidden away in this small town all these years by a strange, selfish woman who claimed affection for the girl. Think what it must have meant to Phyllis’ father—to return to his home to find the woman, whom he had entrusted with the care of his little girl, had disappeared taking his daughter with her. It must have been heart-breaking! But think what a reunion there would be when they met now—after all these years! How would Phyllis receive the news?


      Gale pictured all sorts of ways to bring Phyllis and her father together yet the one which actually was to happen was even more dramatic.


      Gale went to the telephone and put a long distance call through to Briarhurst. A few minutes later she heard Phyllis’ voice.


      “Merry Christmas!” Gale said gaily. “How are you? What did you do with yourself?”


      “David hired a sleigh drawn by two horses and we had a long ride in the country,” Phyllis said happily. “It was glorious.”


      They talked for a few moments and then Gale hung up, feeling satisfied that Phyllis had really enjoyed her Christmas after all. She had said nothing of her interview with Miss Fields, that would come later. Gale even doubted if she would tell the other Adventure Girls yet. It would be a secret between herself and Brent and David until Doctor Elton was found and could be produced.


      She went back to her position before the fire. In ten days she would be going back to college. Then to pick up the threads of mystery concerning the Dean. This would be the spring term. Her riding lessons would start and she was anxious for them. Her only regret was that Phyllis would not be able to join her. Perhaps if her father was found and there was an operation performed Phyllis would eventually be as active as she had been. But not now!


      Gale opened a book and nibbled on a chocolate caramel. She was perfectly content with her present position. A book was always a treasured companion to her. She could find much delight in following the adventures of a printed hero and heroine. Their adventures were always more dangerous, more glamorous than events in real life.


      But alas, her composure and peace were not to last. There arose a loud clatter outside and the doorbell pealed long and loudly. Gale resignedly, smilingly, closed her book. Only the Adventure Girls would make so much noise.


      CHAPTER XIV


      Discovered


      “Look!” Carol pirouetted gracefully for the benefit of her friends.


      “I’m speechless,” Janet said appreciatively.


      “Wait until I get my sun glasses,” pleaded Phyllis. “I’m dazzled.”


      Carol was arrayed in the scarlet lounging pajamas she had received for a Christmas present. The Adventure Girls were all gathered in her and Janet’s room viewing the display with mingled exclamations.


      “And wait——” Carol murmured diving into the closet.


      “More to come,” Madge said shaking her head. “If it is as terrific as those pajamas, don’t show it to me. My nerves won’t stand it.”


      “My riding habit,” Carol said proudly.


      Janet laughed. “All you need now is the horse.”


      “I’ve heard they have a merry-go-round in the next village park,” Valerie put in. “Perhaps they would let you practice there.”


      Carol made a little face at her. “Just the same, I am all prepared.”


      “What time is it?” Phyllis asked suddenly. “Heavens! I have to go. I promised Adele to go with her to the Glee Club meeting this afternoon.”


      “Ah, our singer is blossoming out,” Janet said gleefully. “What did I tell you!”


      “I’ll go with you,” Gale said. “I have to see Professor Lukens about our Chemistry assignment tomorrow.”


      The two girls went down to the campus. Gale saw Phyllis safely to the Glee Club meeting before she went on to the Chemistry Hall. The corridors and rooms were for the most part empty. She went to the classroom where the Professor often spent his afternoons going over papers. He was not there so Gale went on to the laboratory.


      At the door she drew back hastily into the corridor. Someone was in the room but it was not the Professor. It was Miss Horton, the Dean’s secretary, and the girl was fussing with the lock on the cabinet where the experimental materials were kept. Gale watched her cautiously through a crack in the door. The glass doors were suddenly opened. A small glass vial found its way from the closet into the pocket of the girl’s coat.


      Gale turned and fled down the hall. Outside she waited. Miss Horton came out. With a glance about she hurried down the steps and set off in the direction of the Dean’s office. Gale followed, hurrying her steps to keep the girl in sight. At the corner of the building Gale bumped into Valerie.


      “Going to a fire?” Valerie asked. “Say, Gale, do you know where I can find——”


      “Can’t stop now,” Gale said. “Val, something is going to happen. Find Doctor Norcot. Bring her to the Dean’s office right away. Hurry!” Gale urged when Valerie hesitated.


      Valerie broke into a run. Gale hurried on her way. Miss Horton was disappearing into the building. Gale followed and it was not until she was in the building that she realized she had no definite idea at all why she was so alarmed. True, it was strange that Miss Horton should break into the Chemistry cabinet and take something—Gale wasn’t sure what. Could it have been Miss Horton who hurled that acid out the window at the Dean so many weeks ago? Could it have been Miss Horton who wrote that mysterious note to the girls? Could she have cut the rope to set Dean Travis’ canoe afloat?


      Yes, all those things were quite possible. But what was she up to now? There were a lot of things in that Chemistry cabinet—things which in the wrong hands could cause a lot of damage.


      On tiptoe Gale approached the door to the outer office. Miss Horton was stirring a white liquid in a glass. On her desk was the discarded vial from the Chemistry laboratory—empty! The contents had been put into the glass with something else. Gale watched the silent actions of the girl within the room. Miss Horton was nervous, erratic, in her movements. She appeared slightly crazed with an inner obsession. The telephone rang, the bell startling both Gale and the girl inside.


      Miss Horton stared at the instrument for a moment then picked up the receiver. She sank into her desk chair.


      “Sarah! Why did you call? Of course I’m all right. Don’t worry. Do you understand? Don’t worry! And Sarah—you will be Dean of Briarhurst someday.”


      With those words Miss Horton replaced the receiver. She looked about the room and stood up. Grasping the glass again she walked toward the Dean’s office. She opened the door and spoke. Gale could clearly hear her words.


      “This will help your headache, Dean Travis.”


      Gale lost no time. She dashed wildly into the office, knocking the glass from the Dean’s upraised hand, thinking at the same time what would happen if she was wrong in her suspicions!


      “Don’t drink it!” she cried.


      The glass crashed to the floor and made a dark stain on the carpet. Miss Horton gazed at Gale in horror, shrinking toward the door.


      “Gale! What does this mean?” the Dean gasped.


      “It means Miss Horton broke into the Chemistry laboratory and took a vial—poison probably. She mixed it in that glass,” Gale continued accusingly.


      “Is this true?” the Dean asked, looking from Gale to her now sobbing secretary.


      The girl did not answer. Doctor Norcot and Valerie appeared in the doorway.


      “What is going on?” the Doctor demanded breathlessly. She held up the empty vial which had been on the secretary’s desk. “Whom does this belong to?”


      “Gale——” Valerie said in mystification.


      “It is all right now,” Gale said, “Miss Horton almost poisoned the Dean. I followed her here from the Chemistry laboratory.”


      “Yes, I meant to poison her,” Miss Horton said desperately, hysterically. “If it hadn’t been for her my sister would be Dean of Briarhurst. She worked years to have the position, she studied in Europe, everything to fit herself for this. Then you came along,” the girl said to Dean Travis, “and were appointed. It nearly broke my sister’s heart.”


      “You thought if you could get rid of me your sister would still have a chance,” Dean Travis said slowly. “Is that it?”


      “Yes. Now I’ve failed. You might as well know, I took the money from your safe, too. I meant to put it back—but I couldn’t right away. Now you will probably send me to prison.”


      The Dean smiled in sympathetic understanding. “No, but if you return the money, pack your things and leave tonight, we will forget the whole incident.”


      “Now,” Valerie pounced upon Gale when they were outside. “Tell me what happened? It was all a mystery to me yet you seemed to know all about things.”


      “Simple,” Gale grinned. “Miss Horton’s sister wanted to be Dean at the same time as Dean Travis. You know who won. Miss Horton evidently sought revenge for her sister. She was doing these things to frighten Dean Travis into leaving. Once she left, Miss Horton’s sister stood a good chance of being appointed in her place.”


      “But Dean Travis didn’t scare so easily, is that it?” Valerie asked.


      “Right,” Gale agreed.


      “So Miss Horton was going to murder the Dean,” Valerie shivered. “How horrible!”


      “She didn’t really know what she was doing,” Gale said.


      “And the Dean forgave her as if it were nothing at all,” Valerie said. “Attempted murder is a criminal offense.”


      “Miss Horton was too scared to ever do anything like it again,” Gale said. “There was no use punishing her farther. After all, no harm was actually done.”


      “You forget the note and the mysterious man that night back of the Chemistry Hall,” Valerie reminded her. “And what of Phyl’s accident? Did someone push the lumber that day?”


      “That we will probably never know—about the man I mean,” Gale said. “She must have had someone with her. But I think she wrote the note. As for the lumber that caught Phyllis, I believe that really was an accident.”


      “Will the girls be surprised!” Valerie said. “Anyway, I’m glad I was in at the finish.”


      The girls were gathered in the living room of the sorority house. One of the Seniors had a small radio and she was fussing with it while the rest listened and idled away the time until dinner. Just as Gale entered and joined Phyllis and Ricky a voice from the radio proclaimed:


      “Flash! An unconfirmed report has just been received that Doctor Philip Elton, the world renowned surgeon, is lost in the jungles of Brazil. Doctor Elton sailed from Liverpool, England, a month ago for a vacation cruise on his yacht, the Tornado.”


      “Some fun,” Ricky commented. “I’ve heard all sorts of things about those jungles.”


      “Is he any relation to you?” Valerie asked of Phyllis smilingly. “Same name.”


      Gale held her breath until Phyllis had replied.


      “Not that I know of,” Phyllis laughed. “No relation of mine is fortunate enough to own a yacht.”


      Gale moved away. If she stayed with the girls another minute she would tell them the truth or burst!


      “Hi, Gale!” A voice called. “Telephone!”


      Gale shut the door to the small closet-like room which the girls had converted into a telephone booth.


      “Hello? Yes.”


      It was Brent.


      “Oh, Brent, I just heard the news about Doctor Elton. Phyllis heard it, too, and she doesn’t suspect a thing.”


      “I called to tell you,” Brent said. “David and I are flying down tonight. The South American government is sending out a searching party and we want to help.”


      “Take care,” Gale pleaded. “The jungle is so dangerous.”


      “Who was it?” Ricky demanded, when Gale emerged.


      Luckily the dinner summons saved Gale the necessity of an explanation. After dinner the girls retreated to their rooms to devote much needed time to their studies.


      Gale looked up from her books to Phyllis. Phyllis was bent over a mathematics problem; her cane lay beside her chair and she looked very tired.


      “Do you ever hear from Miss Fields, Phyllis?” Gale asked suddenly.


      Phyllis looked up in surprise. “She sends me a monthly allowance. That is all, why?”


      “I wondered. Did you always live with her, Phyl?” Gale continued slowly.


      “I can’t remember anyone else,” Phyllis said. “Very faintly I recall a big house and a dog. We used to have grand times together. But I never had a dog in Marchton,” she said, “so perhaps it is all a dream.”


      “Is Miss Fields your mother’s or your father’s sister?” Gale asked next. She knew the woman was neither, but she wanted to have Phyllis’ thought on the subject.


      Phyllis twirled her pencil between her fingers. “Perhaps you will think I’m funny, but sometimes I think she isn’t even my Aunt.”


      “Why?” Gale asked intently.


      Phyllis shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t explain it. The feeling is just there. She never speaks about any of those things.”


      “Hmmm,” Gale said.


      “But this isn’t getting my mathematics done,” Phyllis sighed.


      “Nor my Latin,” Gale agreed.


      The girls resumed their studies, but Gale’s mind insisted on wandering off to picture an airplane bearing two young men toward South America. David and Brent were off to aid in the search for the famous surgeon—Phyllis’ father! What if the Doctor wasn’t found? Gale looked across at Phyllis. Practically all of Phyllis’ future hinged on the news announcement they had heard downstairs and the girl did not know it!


      “What are you going to do after college, Phyl?” Gale asked dreamily.


      Phyllis laughed. “What’s the matter, isn’t the Latin interesting?”


      “Terribly,” Gale smiled. “But what are you?”


      “I haven’t the faintest idea,” Phyllis confessed.


      “Neither have I,” Gale admitted, “unless it is to be a doctor. Anyway, you can go back to your mathematics.” She turned her attention to her book again, but she couldn’t concentrate on it. She wandered out of their room and downstairs. She found the Senior still at her radio listening to a popular comedian.


      “Any more news flashes?” she asked.


      “Nope.”


      Gale went back upstairs. She was restless. She wished she was with Brent and David. It was hard to wait for news. It was so much better to be in the center of the activity. But now it was doubly hard for her because she was the only one here who knew about Phyllis’ father. If there was only someone she could talk it over with! But it was to be a secret and she would keep it. Still, sometimes she felt she must tell Phyllis that things would be brighter for her.


      For days Gale’s suspense continued. She attended classes, basketball games, club meetings, and every afternoon walked to the little village for an evening paper. There was very little news printed about Doctor Elton and his trip into the Brazilian jungle. Neither did Gale receive any word from Brent. She had not heard a thing since the night he telephoned her. Now she had an additional worry. Not only was she concerned about Doctor Elton, but more so about Brent’s safety.


      Day after day she scanned the newspapers, listened to news reports on the Seniors’ radio and looked for a letter, but none of them yielded the news she hoped for. She tried to conceal all anxiety from Phyllis and the other Adventure Girls, but she wasn’t very successful. They could not help but notice her sudden absorptions in newspapers and the radio. However, try as they would, they could not drag forth any explanation. Gale laughed all their questions aside.


      Then one day came a thick letter from Brent. Gale received it in the living room and raced to the privacy of the girls’ sanctum to read it. Lying on the bed, her chin propped on her hands, the letter against the pillow, Gale read it through once and then again. She rolled over on her back and stared at the ceiling.


      Doctor Elton was found and Brent and David were flying him to Briarhurst. They would arrive on the seventeenth. This was already the fifteenth! They had told the Doctor Phyllis’ story—also that she was his daughter. Brent said very little of what a revelation it must have been to the Doctor. She searched out a particular paragraph again.


      “‘Doctor Elton is willing to perform Phyllis’ operation himself, but she is not to know until afterward that he is her father. Why he makes that reservation I do not know—unless it would be more of a trial and an ordeal for her knowing who he was. So, Gale, dear, it is up to you to get Phyllis ready to meet the Doctor. He wants to do things right away.’”


      “Why so deep in thought?” Phyllis asked, when she entered.


      “Phyllis——” Gale sat up. “Phyl, suppose you had the chance to have the operation that might make you all right again, would you go through with it?”


      Phyllis grew a little pale.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Just that,” Gale pursued. “Suppose the biggest doctor in the country said you had a chance—a very good chance, if your leg was operated on and reset, of walking again as you used to. Would you take it?”


      “Would I take it?” Phyllis gasped incredulously. “Oh, Gale, need you ask? I’d take any sort of chance—even the slimmest.”


      “It means weeks again of convalescence—time in the hospital,” Gale reminded her gently.


      “But it would be worth it,” Phyllis said. “Gale, tell me what you mean!”


      Gale hugged Phyllis rapturously. “It means, Phyl, that Doctor Elton, the surgeon, is coming to Briarhurst to see you. He is going to perform it.”


      “When?”


      “He arrives day after tomorrow.”


      “But the money?”


      That momentarily stumped Gale.


      “He is interested in you,” Gale explained lamely. “Brent met him and was telling him about you and he——”


      “An experiment, is that it?” Phyllis asked.


      “Um—ah—sort of,” Gale agreed. “But think what it will mean, Phyl! You’ll even be back on the hockey team next year,” she added gayly.


      “Who will be on what hockey team?” Valerie asked, entering. “Greetings, Madam President and Madam Pro Tem. What did I interrupt?”


      Phyllis breathlessly told her and went off happily to tell Ricky.


      “How come, Gale?” Valerie asked, mystified. “To have Doctor Elton, THE Doctor Elton——”


      “It is a long story,” Gale said, swallowing a lump in her throat. “I’ll tell you sometime, Val, but the main thing now is Phyllis—she is so happy.”


      “It is going to take a lot of courage to go through it all again,” Val said. “I suppose there is no doubt about the success of the operation?”


      “If Doctor Elton can’t do it, it can’t be done,” Gale said firmly. “He is the best, Val. Besides that, he is her——”


      “Her what?” Valerie asked interestedly.


      “Nothing,” Gale said hastily. “Here comes Phyl. Let’s go tell Doctor Norcot and Dean Travis now,” she proposed.


      CHAPTER XV


      Phyllis’ Story


      Gale leaned her hot cheek against the coolness of the window pane.


      The rain beating against the outside tinkled in her ear. She closed her eyes and swallowed a big yawn. From her position she could see the small town of Weston spread out before her. Lamps gleamed yellow gold, reflected on the shining wetness of the streets. Automobiles crawled past like bugs on a sheet of black paper.


      “Do you suppose he will ever come out?” Gale asked wearily.


      “It has been three hours,” Valerie sighed. “It will scarcely be much longer.”


      David paced up and down the waiting room while Brent sprawled lazily in a leather chair and stared at the ceiling. The girls turned from the window and contemplated the room. They had come there early in the afternoon with Phyllis and Brent and David. At the hospital, for the first time they met Doctor Elton. He was a middle-aged man, good looking and dignified. Gale could see a strong resemblance between Phyllis and her father. The Doctor had immediately taken Phyllis away with him, being professionally kind, but not at all fatherish as Gale had remarked to Brent.


      “That will come later,” Brent told her.


      The four of them had elected to wait until the operation was over. They had not seen Phyllis again. Now it was long past their dinner time and they were waiting for Doctor Elton to tell them of the success or failure of his work.


      Gale argued with herself that there could be no thought of failure. Doctor Elton was skillful, the most marvelous surgeon of his kind in the world. But a little demon of pessimism reminded her that any operation could fail—no matter how skillful the physician. But not to Phyl! Not to Phyl! she repeated over and over. Phyllis certainly deserved a reward for all her bravery and courage.


      The minutes dragged away into hours. The grayness of the world outside was seeping into the room. A nurse came in and quietly, efficiently lighted the lamps, straightened a group of magazines, and disappeared again.


      “If somebody doesn’t come to us soon,” Valerie threatened, “I’m going hunting for Doctor Elton. Do you suppose he could have forgotten about us?”


      Gale shook her head and turned again to the window. She did not relish the ride home to the college in the rain. They had been forced to bring Phyllis to Weston because it was the nearest town with a modern, sufficiently equipped hospital for Doctor Elton. Doctor Norcot was here, so Phyllis’ father said. The girls had not seen her as yet, but Gale wished she would bring them some kind of news now.


      “We better go out and get our dinner,” Brent said finally. “We may have to wait quite a while yet.”


      “I couldn’t eat anything,” David said decisively, flinging himself into a chair, only to get up and walk restlessly about again.


      “Nor I,” Gale said.


      She wondered if Doctor Elton proposed to tell Phyllis who he was tonight. Hardly, she decided later; this was scarcely an opportune moment. It would be a bit of a shock to find after all this time that Phyllis had a father, and that it should be Doctor Elton would be more stupendous still.


      There were footsteps in the hall. All of them came to attention. Doctor Elton entered. His face was grave and pale. He looked more tired than anyone Gale had ever seen. It was as if all the cares in the world were on his shoulders. He seated himself in a chair and looked at them.


      “Well?” David said impatiently.


      “She will be well again,” the Doctor pronounced. “Two months should see her back on her feet as before her accident. She is wonderfully brave,” he murmured. “I have never seen such gay courage. I have just left her. She wants to see you,” he added to the girls. “But only for a moment,” he added warningly, “she must not be excited. The nurse will take you.”


      “I’ll wait,” Valerie said unselfishly. “Two of us might be too much.”


      Gale followed a white uniformed nurse down the narrow hall past numerous closed doors. At last the nurse halted and motioned for Gale to enter a corner room. Slowly Gale did so. Phyllis smiled at her.


      “Hi!” her friend said faintly. “I came through, Gale.”


      “Splendidly!” Gale said. “Oh, darling, we’re so glad for you. Gosh,” she sniffed, “I’ll cry in a minute. In that case I’ll be put out.”


      “Do you suppose you can arrange it so I might see David for a few minutes?” Phyllis whispered.


      Gale’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll try.”


      Twice a week after that for five weeks Gale made trips to the hospital to visit Phyllis. Sometimes Doctor Norcot drove her, sometimes she took a local bus, but on two occasions the Dean herself drove Gale.


      One afternoon when Gale was making her visit alone Doctor Elton called her into the office before she saw Phyllis.


      “So will you tell her, Gale?” the Doctor asked in conclusion. “I can’t just rush in and say ‘I’m your father.’ It would be too dramatic and much too abrupt. Probably she won’t believe it at first. I can hardly realize myself that I have a grown daughter.”


      At his frank smile Gale felt aglow with friendliness. The more she saw of Doctor Elton the more she liked him. She could see now where Phyllis got her capacity for making friends, her radiating smile and her sense of humor. Doctor Elton had spent all his time here in Weston, ever since the discovery of his daughter. But as yet Phyllis was ignorant of whom he really was.


      “I’ll tell her,” Gale agreed. “But you had better be close at hand because I’m sure she will want to talk to you right away.”


      “I’ll stand outside the door,” he promised. He straightened his tie nervously. “Do you think she will like her father?” he asked with a smile.


      “From what I have seen of you two together,” Gale said, “she already likes you a lot.”


      Phyllis was in a chair by the window. The sun was streaming in. There were magazines and newspapers in profusion, but Phyllis was busy with none of these. She had a sketching board propped up before her and with charcoal was rapidly transferring the view from the window to the paper. The low buildings and the farther hillside upon which spring was already awakening trees and plants were pictured with exactly the right delicate shadows and lights.


      Gale opened the door and closed it softly behind her. Phyllis did not hear her at all, so engrossed was she in the work at hand. Gale tiptoed across the room to look over Phyllis’ shoulder.


      “Splendid!” she commented gayly.


      Phyllis was so startled the pencil dropped from her hand and rolled on the floor. Gale rescued it.


      “You have been hiding things from me,” Gale accused. “First a glorious voice and now real artistic ability. I am discovering that I hardly know you at all.”


      “Gale!” Phyllis welcomed her eagerly. “Sit down.” She made room for Gale on the chaise-longue. “Did you hear? Did the Doctor tell you? I’m coming back to Briarhurst next week.”


      “You are!” Gale said joyfully. “I’m so glad.”


      “He thinks by the first of May I should be as good as new—no canes or crutches or anything.”


      “He is a wonderful man,” Gale commented.


      “Doctor Elton?” Phyllis murmured. “He is—he is—oh, words fail me,” she laughed. “But I can never repay him for what he has done—or you either, for that matter.”


      “Me?” Gale gasped.


      “You and David and Brent,” Phyllis nodded. “I just know it was you who were responsible in bringing Doctor Elton to see me at all.”


      “It wasn’t us alone. It was something much more important,” Gale said slowly. She thought this was probably the best opportunity she would have to tell Phyllis about her father. “I’ve a story to tell you, Phyl—it is more interesting than a fairy story—and it is true. Remember that, it is true!”


      “Reading fairy stories again, Gale?” Phyllis laughed. “Go ahead, I’m listening.”


      Gale took the sketching board and laid it on the floor, then she grasped both Phyllis’ hands tightly in her own.


      “It seems about nineteen years ago a little baby girl arrived at the home of a certain young doctor and his wife. The doctor was ambitious and wealthy. The three were supremely happy. But one day his wife was killed in a railroad accident. The doctor was broken-hearted and could really find peace of mind only in his work. He decided to go to Europe to study surgery—the height of his ambition. He entrusted his little girl to the care of a woman who for years had been his secretary. He gave her money and told her to look after the baby until he returned.” Gale paused for breath. Phyllis was regarding her with steady, clear eyes.


      “This woman grew to love the little girl,” Gale continued, determined to be as charitable as possible to Miss Fields. “For two years the doctor remained in Europe making a name for himself—becoming famous. When he decided to come home the woman got panicky. She was afraid something would separate her from the little girl. She decided to run away and hide and take the girl with her. She found a small town and a lonely old house. The doctor returned to the United States, to his home, to find the woman and the child gone. No one knows exactly how long he searched before giving up in despair. Then he returned to Europe and his work again. Meanwhile, the woman and the girl remained hidden. The girl grew up into a sweet young lady and went away to college.”


      “Gale—what are you saying?” Phyllis whispered faintly.


      “Don’t you see, dear?” Gale asked gently. “You’re the little girl—the doctor, your father, is Doctor Elton.”


      “Oh, no!” Phyllis said. “Gale, it can’t be true—if you are teasing——”


      “But it is true,” Gale insisted smilingly. “I know it sounds fantastic but such things can happen. It has happened. Your Dad is here, Phyl, and he is never going to let you out of his sight again. He is waiting outside——”


      “Bring him in,” Phyllis said quickly. “Oh, please, Gale——”


      “I won’t bring him,” Gale said, “I’ll send him. I’m off to school again but I’ll be back on Thursday.”


      Gale softly closed the door upon Phyllis and Doctor Elton. Smiling she went out into the sunshine and boarded the bus. She felt all vivid with joy herself to think that she had been able to help a little in giving Phyllis her new happiness—for there was no doubt that Phyllis was happy. Her eyes and face had told Gale that much.


      Gale scarcely felt the bruises she acquired while being bounced around in the bus en route to Briarhurst. She was in a rosy dream-world where magical wishes and lovely thoughts came true. She descended in the little college town and walked up to the college still in blissful joyland. She found Carol and Janet and Valerie standing before the sorority house arguing.


      “We are not going to tell her now and spoil everything!” Carol said conclusively.


      “Tell who what?” Gale wanted to know.


      “You know we have been saving the news of our equestrienne ability as a secret for Ricky. Being western born and bred she thinks she is the only one here who knows anything about a horse,” explained Carol.


      “I want to tell her about our summer in Arizona when we learned to ride like Indians,” Janet put in. “She teased me unmercifully this afternoon. Told me tomorrow in our first riding class I wouldn’t know one side of the horse from the other. I won’t stand for it!”


      “But it will only be for a few hours now,” Valerie soothed her. “Imagine her surprise tomorrow when we calmly jump into the saddle and gallop off.”


      “Where have you been?” Carol asked Gale. “To see Phyl? How is she? I’m going with you on Thursday.”


      “She is on top of the world,” Gale said happily. “All taken up with the discovery of her father.”


      “Ricky said——” Janet was continuing with her original theme when the import of Gale’s words was borne in upon her. “Phyl is all taken up with what?” she asked.


      “Yes, why don’t you speak distinctly?” Carol added laughingly. “I almost thought you said something about Phyl’s father.”


      “I did,” Gale acknowledged calmly.


      “But she hasn’t——” Valerie began. “Wait a minute! Gale Howard! Have you been doing detective work on something unbeknownst to us?”


      “It is a long story, gals,” Gale said. “Come up to my room and I will unfold a tale that will make you throw away your latest detective novel for lack of interest.”


      Comfortably ensconced on her bed beside Valerie, while Carol and Janet hovered at comfortable if ungraceful angles on Phyllis’ cot, Gale told them the story she had earlier unfolded to Phyllis. The girls were as astounded and as sceptical as Phyllis at first had been. However, they were all glad things had turned out so happily and profitably for Phyllis.


      “Imagine,” Carol said dreamily, “he gets lost in the jungles of Brazil and comes home to meet his daughter whom he hasn’t seen for nigh onto eighteen years.”


      “He hasn’t been lost in the jungle all these years,” Janet corrected her friend.


      “No,” Carol admitted, “but isn’t it wonderful?” she repeated. “Do you suppose,” she continued hopefully, “he would lend us his yacht to go cruising this summer?”


      “And get ourselves lost in the jungle as he did?” put in Janet. “No thanks! I have no desire to get eaten by a ferocious tiger.”


      “I just mentioned it,” Carol said soothingly. “Besides, he wasn’t eaten by a tiger.”


      “It was only a matter of time,” Janet said knowingly. “He probably would have been eventually.”


      “Who knows,” Carol said argumentatively, “perhaps he would have eaten the tiger.”


      “Oh, dry up!” Valerie said explosively. “When is Phyllis coming back to school, Gale?”


      “Next week,” Gale replied. “She won’t be able to start classes right away and she will have to use crutches for two weeks or so, but the doctor thinks by the first of May she will be as fit as a fiddle.”


      “Coming back next week?” Carol sat up in inspiration. “We’ll give her a surprise party.”


      “Fine,” Janet agreed. “But there is one surprise I am more interested in right now—the one we are going to give Ricky tomorrow.”


      A week ago horses had arrived for the students. The girls had all inspected the ten mounts and each privately had her own decided upon. Surprisingly there were not many girls who were interested in the classes. A lot of them, especially the upper classmen, already were horsewomen or had their rosters so full they could not find time for any more after-hour activities. Not so the Adventure Girls, however. They were fully determined to ride as were Gloria and Ricky. The Adventure Girls had ridden a lot the summer they spent in Arizona. They could stick in the saddle of their mount at no matter how fast a pace on a flat stretch of road. At hurdles is where they encountered their difficulties and this is what they wanted to learn. They wanted to learn to take fences and broad jumps as easily as the riding instructor. It promised lots of fun as well as healthful exercise.


      CHAPTER XVI


      The First Lesson


      “Now don’t be frightened when the horse looks at you,” Ricky advised Janet patronizingly as the five Adventure Girls with Ricky and Gloria walked to the new stables to meet the other two members of the class and their instructor.


      “The horse will probably be frightened when Janet looks at it,” Carol giggled shamelessly.


      Janet favored them both with a look of utter disgust and settled her hat at a more rakish angle.


      At the stables the girls found the two grooms with saddled mounts ready and waiting. Their instructor was already mounted. Several upper classmen had come down to watch the Freshmen get their first instructions. Among them was Marcia Marlette and Gale thanked her lucky stars that she knew something about riding. She would not look foolish before Marcia. The other two members of the class arrived and the girls took the reins of their mounts.


      “Just watch me,” Ricky whispered to Janet. “I’ll show you how to mount.”


      Janet murmured something under her breath which Ricky innocently did not hear. Ricky swung into the saddle with the easy familiarity of being used to horses. Janet followed suit.


      “Excellent!” Ricky applauded. “It almost looked as though you had done it before.”


      “I’m crazy about the merry-go-round,” Janet explained, coughing away a giggle. “What do we do now?”


      “Get the correct hold on the reins,” Ricky instructed.


      With the most guileless of expressions Carol and Janet, especially, went through the pantomimes of beginners. The upper classmen spectators were getting a lot of enjoyment out of the scene.


      The horses were spirited mounts but easily handled by the girls. At last the instructions were beginning to pall upon Carol and Janet. They didn’t like the leisurely pace they were forced to maintain for the class as a unit. When they came to an open stretch in the road Carol and Janet urged their horses alongside the instructor. They talked in low tones for several minutes; finally she nodded smilingly.


      “Yipee!” Janet cheered. “Now, Ricky, we’ll show you some riding!”


      Side by side Janet and Carol spurred their horses on. The mounts, fresh and eager, galloped away sending up a cloud of dust in their wake. Ricky watched the two girls in amazement.


      “Where did they learn to ride like that?” she gasped to Valerie.


      “On the western plains,” Valerie laughed. “We spent a summer there. Janet has been bursting to show you.”


      “Look at them go!” Gloria cried. “They really are good.”


      “On flat roads, yes,” Madge smiled. “Let them come to a jump—and watch out.”


      “Let’s catch them,” Gale proposed.


      An acquiescent nod from the instructor with a word of caution, and the Adventure Girls with Ricky were off in pursuit of their friends.


      Carol and Janet were racing neck and neck down the road. They were trying recklessly to outrun one another. Their horses seemed to enter into the spirit of the occasion and raced ahead. The girls bent low in the saddles. They had not had so much fun since they were in Arizona.


      “Race you to the old mill,” Janet shouted.


      “Be there ahead of you,” retorted Carol.


      Around a bend in the road ahead there was an old deserted water mill. Its water wheel was still now and the stream from which it had once secured current was a mere trickle of water through the woods. The girls had discovered the old mill on one of their jaunts about the countryside. Now Janet and Carol decided it would be a good spot at which to bring to a close their race.


      “They must be heading for the old mill,” Valerie cried to Gale as they followed their friends’ trail of dust.


      Ricky reined in her horse. “Girls, I, was there yesterday,” she said excitedly. “There is a big oak tree down across the road. If they don’t see it and jump——”


      “Come on.” Gale spurred her horse on anew.


      She and the others could picture what might happen. Janet and Carol coming around the bend suddenly, totally unprepared for the tree across the road, might have a bad fall. If their horses did not make the jump there would most certainly be an accident. Even if their horses did clear the tree that did not say the girls would. They needed plenty of time to prepare for a jump and time to think of what to do. Horsemanship was not as instinctive with them yet as with Ricky. She could have cleared the jump without hesitating, but not so the other two Freshmen.


      Carol, her head down, whispering encouragingly to her horse, felt that she was having the most marvelous time of her college term. She had always loved thoroughbred horses. Inch by inch her mount pulled ahead of Janet. Gleefully she observed that at this rate she would win the race. They were rounding the bend of the road. Not much farther to go! Carol glanced over her shoulder at Janet. Her friend was gesticulating wildly and endeavoring to rein in her horse. Carol mistook her friend’s gestures for enthusiasm and waved in return.


      “Look out, Carol!” Janet shouted. “The tree! Jump!”


      Janet saw her friend turn. Carol’s horse was almost upon the huge trunk of an oak tree lying directly across the road. Carol stiffened, then bent forward on her horse’s neck. Together, in marvelously graceful form, Carol’s mount carried both himself and his rider over the fallen tree successfully.


      However, Janet, surprised at the appearance of the tree and in her effort to warn Carol, had neglected to check her own mount. He raced ahead. Now it was too late to stop him.


      The pursuing girls rounded the bend. Their horses raised a cloud of dust as they were brought to an abrupt halt by their riders.


      “Janet!” Madge screamed.


      The girls saw Janet’s horse try to take the jump. He rose into the air but with an inexperienced rider his jump was not successful. His hind feet caught on the trunk, throwing both him and his rider heavily to the ground. The horse scrambled to his feet, leaving his rider prostrate on the ground.


      Carol was off her mount in the twinkling of an eye. The other girls scrambled over or walked around the fallen tree which had caused the accident.


      “Are you all right, Jan?” Carol asked anxiously.


      Janet ruefully inspected herself. “I guess I’m all here,” she acknowledged.


      “I should have warned you about that tree,” Ricky said. “You’re really a good rider,” she added.


      “Of course, ow—oooo—ouch!” With mingled exclamations Janet managed to get to her feet with Carol’s help. “And I wanted to show off!” she giggled. “How did the horse make out?”


      “He is all right,” Valerie said.


      “We got our signals mixed,” Janet continued laughingly. “He saw a green light and I a red one.”


      “How are we going to get the horses back over the fallen tree?” Carol asked. “I don’t care to jump mine again.”


      “I’ll jump them for you,” Ricky said promptly.


      The girls rode back to their instructor and the other girls. At the stables they dismounted again and watched while their horses were trotted away to their stalls.


      In the sunset they limped toward their dormitories—Janet by far the most exhausted.


      “I think I’ll take a pillow the next time,” she declared. “Then if the horse and I decide to separate I will have something soft to land on.”


      “The object is not to separate,” Carol informed her. “Do you want to go riding tomorrow, Janet?”


      “Riding!” Janet echoed distastefully. “I am not on speaking terms with my horse. No more riding for me this week! Tomorrow I shall go in for something gentle like baseball.”


      Carol laughed. “Baseball! You can’t come within five feet of the ball with your bat.”


      “Woe is me,” Janet said, gently depositing herself upon the dormitory steps. “Do I have to prove everything? Come to the athletic field tomorrow and I’ll show you I can hit a home run.”


      Carol laughed derisively.


      “I can, too,” Janet insisted. “I hit you, don’t I, when I throw a book at you?”


      “Except when I duck and it goes through the window,” reminded Carol.


      “Don’t sit there,” Madge prodded Janet firmly. “We have to dress for dinner.”


      “And we have to get back to Happiness House,” added Gale to Ricky and Gloria, but making no movement toward home.


      “Isn’t spring the most glorious time of the year,” sighed Valerie. “When the grass is growing, the buds budding——”


      “And the brooks brooking,” Carol finished. “Come along,” she urged Janet. “We have to dress and I’m hungry.”


      “I will be black and blue tomorrow,” Janet prophesied gloomily. “My chagrin is mountainous. To think I had to fall off when we were going so good.”


      “Console yourself,” Valerie soothed. “We shall probably all fall off sooner or later.”


      “I will live in hopes,” Janet said brightly. “What are we going to do tonight?” she asked.


      “I am going to study my history,” Valerie said firmly. “Spring exams are just around the corner and I find my knowledge of dates strangely lax.”


      “Me for my geometry,” Ricky said sorrowfully.


      It developed that all the girls had more or less studying to do for the spring finals. Gradually they separated, Janet and Carol to drift upstairs to dress for dinner, Madge and Valerie to follow more leisurely. Gale walked to the sorority house with Ricky and Gloria. They separated only to meet again at dinner. Afterward Gale went off alone to the solitude of her room to study. She would be glad to have Phyllis back with her again.


      CHAPTER XVII


      Omega Chi


      May brought not only the round of festivities on May Day but the knowledge that they were in the last stages of the term. Freshmen were looking forward eagerly now to the time when they would be Sophomores. Seniors were looking forward with mingled joy and regret to the day when they would receive their diplomas.


      One evening in May was always devoted to the sororities and clubs. It was then new members were chosen and new officers elected for the next term. The Omega Chi sorority always celebrated with a big party for their members. During the evening the newly elected members were sought out and informed of their good fortune in being selected to fill the vacancies left by Seniors going out.


      The Omega Chi was eagerly sought by all the Freshmen. It meant not only belonging to the most popular group on the campus, but the girls were, for the most part, honor students, students likely to succeed in campus activities as well as their chosen profession later. There was no discrimination for the wealthy girls. The officers sought girls who were honorable, pleasant, and had a sense of humor. The standards they secretly set were sometimes hard to surpass and it was the reason the sorority had not a larger membership than it had.


      On this night the officers of the Omega Chi were secreted in the dining room. Freshmen had been banished to their rooms. Other sorority members lounged about the living room or on the veranda outside. The tinkle of a guitar and the hum of girlish voices rose to Gale and Phyllis at the window of their room.


      Phyllis had returned to the campus two weeks ago. As yet she had not been out of her room. That was something Gale could not understand. Doctor Elton had been so sure, so positive, that the first of May would see Phyllis as well as ever. Yet here she was still tied to her armchair at the window.


      “A glorious night, Phyl,” Gale said dreamily. “Did you ever see so many stars—or see them so close?”


      “Listen to the girls singing,” Phyllis said.


      “‘The girls of Omega Chi!’” The last words of the sorority song floated up to them.


      “Do you suppose we would be fortunate enough to be elected to the sorority?” Gale asked.


      Phyllis laughed. “If we aren’t we will probably have to move next term.”


      “Perhaps I had better start packing,” Gale laughed. “But seriously—I want terribly to get into Omega Chi. I like all the girls so much——”


      “All the girls?” Phyllis asked lazily. “Even Marcia Marlette?”


      “Don’t spoil my evening!” Gale said quickly. “I refuse to think of her.”


      “You have to think of her,” Phyllis laughed. “She might be president next term when Adele is no longer here.”


      “I hope not!” Gale said aghast. “The girls would never elect her—surely!”


      “Funny things can happen,” Phyllis reminded her.


      “Phyllis——” Gale rested her chin on her hand and gazed at the moon. “Is your father coming to see you tomorrow?”


      “Yes, why?”


      “I’ve got something to ask him,” Gale said. “Do you suppose Janet and Carol will get into the sorority?”


      “What do you want to ask my Dad?” Phyllis interposed. “Is it—about me?”


      “Yes,” Gale said firmly, decisively. “He told me you would be hopping about like a sparrow by the first of May. You aren’t and I want to know why,” she said bluntly, watching Phyllis closely.


      “I know,” Phyllis said, bowing her head. “He told me too. He has done everything he can. It is my own fault that I’m not.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I’m afraid to try it,” Phyllis said. “I’m afraid everything won’t be as perfect as he says it will.”


      “But, Phyl, there is nothing to be afraid of——” Gale said gently. “It is all up to you now. You are only holding yourself back.”


      “I know,” Phyllis said faintly. “But the day I came back to the campus—I tried to walk. The doctors and nurse made me get up and walk across the room—at least try to. I didn’t make it. I fell and now—I’m afraid to try again.”


      “But that was natural for the first time,” Gale soothed. “Darling, you’ve got to try it again.”


      “I’ll try it when I get enough courage,” Phyllis sighed. “But I’m running rather low on courage right now.”


      “But——” Gale began.


      “Hist!” Ricky hissed from the door. “I have secret information that the new candidates have been selected,” she informed them.


      “Who are they?” Gale asked eagerly.


      “Well,” Ricky acknowledged, seating herself beside Gale, “that is still a mystery.”


      “They bring the girls from the other dormitory houses here, don’t they, for the celebration?” Phyllis asked.


      “Yes,” Gale answered. “Look!” She pointed out the window. “There go two of the girls now—I’ll wager they are going after some Freshmen.”


      The campus gradually became alive with girls, figures moving back and forth, each intent upon some errand. Suddenly two figures stepped out of the night below the girls’ window. A few seconds later two more joined the first.


      “Hi!”


      They recognized Carol’s gay voice and knew it was the remaining four Adventure Girls.


      “Yes?” Gale called.


      “We made it!” Carol shouted. “We’re in!”


      “And we are coming right up to see you,” added Janet.


      At the same moment a knock sounded on their door. An upper classman informed them that they, too, had been elected full-fledged members in the Omega Chi, and since one of their number was not able to come downstairs to partake in the reception for the Freshmen, they would bring the reception to their room. Gale’s and Phyllis’ room became the reception place for twenty new members. Adele, in her position of president, calmly took possession of Gale’s desk over which to transact the business of her office.


      The little group listened attentively to the purposes of the sorority as extolled by their president, and paid strict attention while the constitution and list of new officers were read to them. They were humorously reminded, before they broke up, that their initiation would take place at the beginning of the new term.


      The next afternoon after classes Gale made her way to the lake. Doctor Elton had promised to have Phyllis there in the sunshine. Gale had made a flying visit to her room to don a bathing suit for a swim, and finding Phyllis absent, concluded that the Doctor had kept his word.


      Gale had been thinking over what Phyllis told her last night. What a struggle had been going on in Phyllis’ mind these past weeks and none of them had guessed! Just those few words on the night before had brought home to Gale the knowledge of what Phyllis was up against. The girl was afraid—terribly afraid that the miracle Doctor Elton had performed would not hold. Something must be done! The girls must do something to bring back Phyl’s self-confidence. But what? Only Phyllis herself could really go through this trial. She must try her own strength. That was the only way she could ever possibly be sure of herself again.


      Phyllis and her father were sitting on a bench overlooking the lake. Gale waved as they saw her approaching. Phyllis’ hand was in the crook of her father’s arm and she looked very happy. Gale told herself that the discovery of Phyl’s father had worked miracles—all but the most important one.


      Doctor Elton strolled away from Phyllis and approached Gale. Just out of earshot of the girl on the bench they stopped. They talked together for several minutes and then Gale came on to Phyllis while Doctor Elton went toward the campus.


      “Glorious afternoon,” Gale said dropping beside Phyllis.


      “So nice and warm in the sunshine,” Phyllis agreed. “Where did my Dad go?”


      “Said he had a date with Doctor Norcot, but he will be right back. Have you seen Janet or Carol today?”


      “No. Valerie told me they were riding again. Ricky flew away to join them when she heard of it.”


      “Been here long?”


      “No. I waited for my Dad to bring me down,” Phyllis said.


      Gale looked at Phyllis, at the crutches lying on the grass at the side of the bench, and then away across the blue waters of the lake. Her eyes were narrowed in silent thought. She saw the thick growth of trees on the farther shore, the calm waters along the grassy bank almost at her feet, and the treacherous current farther out in the center of the lake, but it was not of these things she was thinking.


      “Have you tried to walk today?” she asked.


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      Phyllis sighed. “I’ll try it some time—but now I’m too peaceful here.”


      “Doesn’t your father want you to try?”


      “That is all I hear,” Phyllis said wearily. “He insists—and he is a great insister,” she added smilingly.


      “But you are just as determined to wait,” Gale laughed. “Well, when you decide let me know.” She stretched lazily. “I think I’ll go for a swim.”


      From the pocket of her jacket she drew a red bathing cap and slipped it over her curls. She divested herself of her jacket and waved to Phyllis as she darted away.


      “Don’t go out too far and get caught in the current,” Phyllis warned.


      “I’ll be all right,” Gale called back.


      Phyllis watched the blue waters close over her friend. With a little sigh she leaned back. She wished heartily she could be in there with Gale. However, she couldn’t, so why worry about it?


      Gale was having a glorious time. The water was cold but she did not mind it. Her strokes cut the water cleanly and swiftly. The water along the shore was calm and little ripples drifted up to the bank. Slowly and carefully Gale worked her way out a little farther, always mindful of the whirl of waters which swept continually to the falls at the farther end of the lake. Gale used to swim often in the waters of the bay near her home. She was an excellent swimmer and diver, one of the champions on the team at High School but she had not entered into the competition here at Briarhurst.


      The sun was sinking farther into the west all the time and Phyllis was becoming impatient to get back to the sorority house, but she did want to wait for her father. Gale said he promised to return immediately, but so far he had not come. Gale was in the water a long time and Phyllis was thinking of calling her to suggest going back to Happiness House when she noted signs of distress from Gale. All was not well with her friend.


      “Help, Phyl!”


      Faintly Gale’s voice came over the blue waters of the lake that separated them. Phyllis gripped the bench hard. Gale was struggling in the water to keep her head on the surface. Anxiously Phyllis looked about. The two girls were alone at this point. Phyllis called aloud but her voice echoed hollowly back to her. The frantic splashes in the water were becoming fainter as Gale grew weaker. Once again Phyllis shouted, but there was no answering call.


      Gale was a good swimmer, she would pull through, Phyllis assured herself. But she was also reminded that even good swimmers had been known to drown—and Gale was being swept nearer and nearer to the swirling current. Phyllis uttered a swift silent prayer that help would miraculously come from somewhere—but it didn’t.


      The woods remained silent except for the little rustle of leaves and the twitter of birds. The water lapped the shore just as gently and undisturbedly.


      Horror stricken, Phyllis saw Gale’s red cap disappear beneath the surface. Anxiety, an urge stronger than herself to help Gale, gripped Phyllis. She forgot about the crutches lying on the grass, forgot that she was afraid to walk. Her eyes were on the water—seeking sight of the red cap. It bobbed to the surface and she rose to her feet. The cap disappeared beneath the blue waters again and Phyllis took several hasty steps toward the shore.


      Miraculously her father appeared from a clump of shrubbery while from a little farther back in the growth of trees came Doctor Norcot.


      “Oh—hurry—Gale——” Phyllis began desperately.


      Doctor Elton let out a shrill whistle. Gale’s red cap appeared on the surface and with clean-cut strokes the girl swam for the shore. She climbed dripping wet up the bank.


      “Gale——” Phyllis began.


      “Sorry to frighten you so, Phyl,” Gale said lovingly, “but I didn’t drown after all. Our plan worked, Doctor Elton,” she added triumphantly.


      “Your plan?” Phyllis murmured when for the first time she became aware that she was standing unassisted—she had actually walked alone for several paces!


      Gale put a wet arm about Phyllis. “Darling, you did it!” she exclaimed. “You forgot yourself and walked.”


      “Then you weren’t really in danger!” Phyllis echoed. “But I was so frightened I couldn’t think of anything but——”


      “Helping me,” Gale finished. “That was exactly what we counted on.”


      Phyllis took a deep breath. “Now I’m going to walk back to the sorority house,” she said determinedly.


      Phyllis slipped her arm within her father’s. With his help she led the way back to the campus. Doctor Norcot and Gale followed more slowly.


      “Do you think she is doing too much at once?” Gale whispered.


      “Doctor Elton knows best,” the college physician replied.


      Phyllis was in the most excellent of spirits when they reached Happiness House. She was tired but she would not admit it and insisted upon going down to the dining room for dinner to sit in her old place beside Gale. The girls greeted her with hilarity and a warm welcome. Even Marcia Marlette expressed her pleasure at seeing Phyllis back. But after dinner Phyllis went upstairs with Gale and immediately to bed. She was worn out not only with the unaccustomed physical activity but the mental strain.


      Gale sat at the desk and wrote a long letter to Brent. Afterward she knelt at the window and let the May breeze ruffle her hair while she watched the lights in the other dormitories slowly being extinguished.


      From the room upstairs came smothered giggles and a thump. Marcia Marlette and her roommate were having a party. Gale frowned at the night. Marcia, much to Gale’s and the other girls’ amazement, had been elected to the office of president of the sorority for the next term. How the feat had been accomplished Gale did not know, but she was not enthusiastic about it. Marcia could never be the friendly president that Adele Stevens had been this term. Gale rebuked herself. She mustn’t believe the worst until it happened. Marcia had been exceedingly nice to Phyllis this afternoon. Perhaps the responsibilities of her new office would bring out the better side of Marcia’s nature. But Gale doubted it. The next term did not look very bright for the sorority with Marcia at the helm of the organization.


      Gale yawned and crawled into bed. The next term would have to take care of itself. Right now there was the question of whether Marcia and her friends would break through the ceiling.


      CHAPTER XVIII


      Carol Slides


      The balmy May afternoon saw the baseball game between the Freshmen and the Sophomores taking place on the athletic field behind Carver Hall. The players were most enthusiastic about this latest undertaking of theirs. It seemed most of the girls in the school had turned out to see this tussle between two feminine baseball teams and to hail the victor.


      Janet, with supreme confidence in her own ability, had elected herself pitcher for the Freshmen. The girls had played several games and Janet had been pretty good, if not particularly brilliant. Carol, to support her pal, was catcher. Valerie was acting first baseman and Madge was shortstop. Their gymnastics teacher was the umpire and the Freshmen were sometimes suspicious of her friendly feeling toward the Sophomores. However, the nine Freshmen elected “Do or Die!” as their motto and went into the game with all the vigor and speed at their command.


      But alas, the Sophomores were also good. They had experience added to their playing ability and for the first three innings scored four runs to the Freshmen’s one. Janet, finding herself up against excellent batting ability, became nervous. Her throws to the home plate were a little wild and two girls walked to base.


      Carol met Janet halfway between the pitcher’s mound and the home plate where the next Sophomore stood swinging her bat.


      “Are you good!” Carol scoffed. “I thought you were the world’s wonder woman pitcher. I’m beginning to believe you are the world’s worst.”


      “That’s gratitude for you!” Janet sighed. “Here I nearly throw my arm out of joint and I get no credit from you.”


      “I told you to throw them a little low for Agnes and you didn’t. You deliberately threw the ball at her bat. All she had to do was stand still and let it hit. It cost us another run.”


      “So what?” Janet said wearily.


      “Come on, toots, do your stuff,” Carol encouraged. “We’ve got to strike this girl out.”


      “Brackity saxe, saxe, saxe,


      Brackity saxe, saxe, saxe,


      Y-e-a, Freshmen!”


      The spectators chanted loudly and enthusiastically. Gale and Phyllis led the Freshmen rooting section in an uproarious cheer. They yelled with all the abandon of children on a spree.


      Janet beamed upon the crowd and swung the ball.


      “St-uh-rike one!”


      Carol ran out and handed the ball to Janet.


      “Swell, pal!” she declared.


      Janet beamed again and threw the ball.


      “St-uh-rike two!” The Instructor was having as much fun out of the game as the girls were.


      Janet, concentrating on the batter before her, had momentarily forgotten the girls on first and second base. The Sophomore on second base was an adventurous soul and now she took advantage of the pitcher’s absorption to steal to third. Halfway there Janet saw her and threw the ball wildly to Madge, the short stop. The Sophomore dived for the base. The baseman received the ball from Madge while the Sophomore turned and dashed madly back toward second. The ball went again to Madge. The Sophomore tried once more for third base. The runner see-sawed back and forth until she was finally caught and pronounced out.


      The Freshmen were jubilant, especially Janet and Carol. The pitcher returned to the work at hand and the batter-up was struck out.


      The innings went on until the ninth. At that time the score stood twelve to ten in favor of the Sophomores. Janet had been relieved in the pitcher’s position by another Freshman. However, in the last inning she returned.


      Somehow the Freshmen managed to keep the score the same. They did not let the Sophomores score again and the side retired. The Freshmen were at bat.


      “I don’t like the wicked look in that pitcher’s eye,” Janet said as she stood beside Carol watching Valerie at bat.


      “You probably won’t hit the ball either,” Carol pronounced sadly as Valerie struck out.


      “Is that so?” Janet bristled with indignation. “Maybe I haven’t made a home run this game yet but I’ve been waiting for a crucial moment.”


      “It looks like this is it,” Carol laughed. “There goes another one of our girls—out!” She sighed. “Ho, hum, we might as well give in. We need two runs, but we’ll never make them with only one more girl—and you are it.”


      Janet frowned on her. “I’ll hit that ball if it is the last thing I do!”


      Carol’s eyes twinkled as she watched Janet take her place before the catcher.


      “She is angry,” Madge commented.


      “I tried to make her mad,” Carol confessed. “When she is stirred up she plays much better.”


      “St-uh-rike one!”


      Carol made a wry face at Janet. The latter frowned more viciously and gripped the bat securely in both hands. Carol nudged Madge significantly.


      “She is really cross now.”


      The spectators were hushed. The game depended on Janet and what she did.


      “St-uh-rike two!”


      “Woe is me!” Carol murmured. “My psychology didn’t work.”


      “She has one more chance,” Madge said. “If she only gets on base and then someone else makes a run——”


      “Two runs to tie the score! It might as well be ten,” Carol said pessimistically.


      “Look! Look!” Madge cried gleefully. “She did it! She socked that old ball way out——”


      Janet had swung with all her strength and hit the ball squarely, sending it high into the air over second base. The Sophomore in her effort to get it overshot the mark and fumbled. Janet was away like a shot to first base, past first and safe on second!


      “I hope I do as well,” Carol remarked.


      She was the next batter up. The Freshmen were still howling with delight over Janet’s hit. The first was a foul ball. The second attempt Carol missed. But the third time! Like Janet, the necessity for action brought cool determination and steadied her. She hit the ball a resounding smack that sent it bounding along the third base line.


      Janet was off to third base while Carol sped to first. Both girls were safe.


      Now the game looked particularly bright for the Freshmen. With two girls on bases they had a good chance to even the score. But if one more was pronounced out the game was over and lost. Another Freshman stepped up to the home plate. She was nervous but determined.


      Janet took several steps away from third base but kept a wary eye on the pitcher. She simply must get in and score! She looked at Carol.


      Carol was edging away from the security of first base. The pitcher was looking at Carol. Janet went a little farther toward home. Carol suddenly dived toward second. The pitcher threw the ball to the second base. The baseman missed it and it bounded a few feet away. By the time the ball was secured Carol was safe on second base and Janet had stolen home.


      The Freshmen fans were wild. They cheered lustily. Their team needed only one run to tie the score now!


      The Sophomore pitcher seemed to have lost her grip on the situation. The Freshman at bat walked to first base. The next girl also walked. That forced Carol to third base. What a chance now to tie the score—even to win the game!


      Carol watched the pitcher closely. She edged away from the base. The baseman followed. It all happened very suddenly. Carol in her exuberance and confidence in having stolen to second base once, thought she could do the same thing again. The pitcher was watching the strange motions of the girl at first base when Carol dived for the home plate. With lightning rapidity the pitcher whirled and tossed the ball. In a cloud of dust and cinders Carol slid into the catcher.


      “Out!” the umpire said firmly, indisputably.


      The Sophomores were jubilant, their team had won! The Freshmen were downcast, but they did their best to hide it.


      “Of all the dizzy tricks——” Carol derided herself.


      “You did great,” Janet defended surprisingly. “We gave them a thrill anyway.”


      “But I had to spoil our big chance,” Carol wailed. “If I had only waited——”


      “What’s the difference?” Valerie said gayly. “They only beat us by one point.”


      “And I hit the ball,” Janet reminded her friend. “What did you say about my not being able to even see it?”


      “I take it all back,” Carol said humbly. Then she bristled with indignation. “I think I was safe at home, and I also think the umpire was on the Sophomores’ side!”


      “Tush!” Janet said. “Let’s change and join Gale and Phyl.”


      For all of the other girls’ levity Carol was inconsolable. She felt responsible for the girls losing the game and even though they in no way chided her or scolded she blamed herself.


      “It was the best ball game I ever saw,” Phyllis declared when they were all united on the East Campus Dormitory steps. “I never thought girls could play such good baseball.”


      “You have no idea what we can do,” Janet told her condescendingly. “You should see us pull taffy.”


      “Whoops! How exciting,” Madge laughed.


      “Exciting or not, it is a good idea,” Janet said. She beamed upon Gale and Phyllis. “If you two sorority sisters could find a way to come up and see us tonight we might have a taffy pull.”


      “We’ll be there,” Phyllis promised promptly. “Nothing could induce me to miss it.”


      “See you tonight then,” Carol yawned. “I’m going to get some last minute studying in on my Geometry. Tomorrow is our final exam.”


      The other four girls disappeared within the dormitory house while Gale and Phyllis strolled toward Happiness House in the afternoon sunset.


      “Let’s go see White Star,” Phyllis proposed. “We have plenty of time before dinner.”


      White Star was the mount in the stables which Phyllis had chosen for her own when she first started to ride two days before. She had long before visited the stables with the other girls and made friends with the black horse who had the white star on his forehead from which he got his name. She had ridden, too, that summer in Arizona but just two days ago had she begun her proper training at Briarhurst. Every day found her participating more and more in the activities which she had at first pursued when she came to college. Gale, too, did not need to act for Phyllis any more as president pro tem of the Freshman class. Phyllis was now able to attend to all the business in which she was involved.


      There were no riding classes this afternoon and all the horses were in their stalls with only one groom on guard. White Star whinnied softly at the girls’ approach. He was a magnificent animal—sturdy, and his satiny coat was smooth and shiny. He nuzzled Phyllis’ shoulder with his soft nose.


      “Get away, old softie,” she said smiling. “Want some sugar?”


      Eagerly the horse thrust his nose into her hand and secured the white lump.


      “Do you carry a supply of sugar with you?” Gale laughed. “Every time you come here you have some and White Star knows it. He would follow you back to the sorority house if he could get out.”


      Phyllis rubbed White Star’s forehead.


      “He is a great horse,” she said, “the only one I’ll ride here at school.” She brought forth another piece of sugar from her pocket. “That is the last!” she warned.


      With a final pat for White Star the girls left the stall. The horse sent a soft whinny after them.


      “The Dean is a lot more popular with the girls now than she was before, isn’t she?” Phyllis murmured. “The new organ in the chapel, these riding lessons—everything has won the girls over.”


      It was true. The resentment against the Dean had miraculously faded with the realization that everything she planned was really for the benefit of the school and the girls there. All trouble had ceased with the departure of Miss Horton. Now Briarhurst was the most peaceful and harmonious spot in the world. But sometimes even the most blissful peace is rudely disturbed.


      CHAPTER XIX


      White Star


      The taffy pull was most successful. With due secrecy Gale and Phyllis had managed to get out of Happiness House and into their friends’ dormitory without being discovered. What really might happen if they were found would be serious but they were skylarking and they did not think of the consequences of their act. They were too intent on having a good time.


      The high spot of the evening came when Carol’s hands were both occupied with pulling the golden strands of sticky mass.


      “Ooooo,” she cried, “my ear itches. What’ll I do?”


      “Scratch it,” Janet suggested practically.


      “And get my golden curls all full of molasses?” Carol demanded. “Think of something else. Only hurry up—ooooooo!”


      Valerie came to the rescue. She was the only one who had available a hand which was not entangled in the taffy.


      After that they ate and pulled to their hearts’ content. The evening flew away. When the lights-out bell rang Gale and Phyllis decided it was high time for them to be getting back to Happiness House. It would be quite a puzzle for them to get safely back to their room unseen. They hoped the door was not yet locked.


      With the stealth of criminals they left the dormitory house. Once on the campus they paused in the shade of the trees to breathe freely. From a window Janet and Carol waved to their two friends and silently disappeared within the darkness of their room. The girls on the campus strolled leisurely toward the darkened Happiness House. They were really in no hurry and it was such a nice evening.


      Some imp of mischief whispered in their ear and they turned toward the lake. They stood on the shore and watched the moonlight make little gold ripples on the waves. They explored the dark shadows of the thick growth of trees along the lake and shivered at the eerie noises.


      Finally Gale became sleepy and they decided that they really must go back to their room. Tomorrow they had a difficult examination to pass, for which they had studied for days and days. It was important that they should be fresh in the morning.


      “We really shouldn’t have gone to that party tonight,” Phyllis yawned. “I haven’t a blessed Geometry thought in my head.”


      “We had fun though,” Gale said. “I never ate so much taffy in my life.”


      “What would happen if we were caught in another dormitory house?” Phyllis wanted to know. “We wouldn’t be expelled, would we?”


      Gale made a wry face. “Why must you think of those things?”


      Phyllis put a hand on Gale’s arm. In the darkness of the trees they stood listening. They could hear the gentle lapping of the lake water almost at their feet. From over their head an eerie voice demanded:


      “Who-o-o-o.”


      A pair of eyes glared down at them like green electric light bulbs suddenly flashed on and turned off then flashed on again as an owl blinked through the night.


      “Doesn’t he scare you?” Phyllis shivered. “He reminds me of a Hallowe’en goblin.”


      “We really should go to bed,” Gale said once more, “as much as I hate to admit it.”


      “We’ve had a lot of fun this term, haven’t we?” Phyllis sighed. “It is hard to believe that our Freshman year is almost over.”


      “Fun!” Gale echoed. “I wouldn’t say you had so much fun,” she added.


      “On the whole I did,” Phyllis declared, “and I even found a father! He is going to Marchton to see Miss Fields and move all my belongings,” she continued.


      “He is! What is going to happen to Miss Fields?” Gale asked.


      “I asked him not to do anything about her,” Phyllis said. “All I want is never to have to go back there.”


      “Then we won’t see you much this summer,” Gale sighed. “Marchton will seem different.”


      “Oh, I’ll see you all right,” Phyllis said but she did not explain further then.


      The girls had left the wood shore line behind them and come out again upon the campus. Now they could see the stars above them twinklingly close.


      “Look at that red glow back of the Chemistry Hall,” Gale said suddenly. “What do you suppose it is?”


      “I can’t imagine,” Phyllis said. “Something at the stables. Let’s investigate.”


      Keeping in the shadows so as to be out of sight of any wandering teacher the girls crept around the Chemistry Hall. What they saw froze them momentarily to the spot with horror. Flames were curling around the corner of the main stable and smoke was pouring from a shattered window. From the groom’s quarters stumbled one of the attendants. The other regular man was not on the grounds today.


      “Gale,” Phyllis said urgently, “there is a fire alarm attached to Carver Hall. Sound it! Tell the Dean——”


      “Right!” Gale said promptly, not waiting to hear any more, and sped away.


      Phyllis ran forward. “Are you all right?” she demanded of the man.


      “The smoke——” he choked.


      A frightened whinny from the stables brought Phyllis up short. The poor trapped horses! She couldn’t stand there and do nothing!


      “Get the fire apparatus working!” she shouted and dashed for the stables. Madly she dashed back again. “Got a knife?” she asked the groom.


      Dazed from the smoke and the sudden confusion, where an hour ago had been peace, the man nodded his head and struggled to get a pen knife from his pocket. Once it was secured Phyllis dashed again to the nearest stall. The horses were trampling, rearing, whinnying in fright. The smoke was thick and it was impossible to breathe freely.


      Phyllis was hurled against the side of the stall as the horse rose on his hind legs pawing the air wildly with his forehoofs, straining at the rope which tied his bridle to the stall. She picked herself up from the straw mumbling unintelligible things when she discovered she had dropped the knife. Her fingers found the rope but it was impossible under such conditions to untie the knot. Quite by accident, a lucky accident, her foot came in contact with the knife as she dodged another flying hoof. She picked it up and cut the rope. Pulling and coaxing she got the horse into the open air. She tied him securely to the hitching post where the girls were wont to dismount after their classes. It was a sufficient distance away from the burning stables to make him safe. It was absolutely necessary to tie him, although it wasted several precious minutes. Otherwise, with the queer trait of his breed, he would immediately have dashed back into the building.


      Once more Phyllis returned to the stable. The groom had disappeared, probably in search of help and fire extinguishers. The uproar of the horses beat in her ears. Their frightened whinnies were even more pitiful than human cries might have been. The animals were so helpless! The second horse was led and tied to the post beside the first. She felt bruised where another flying forefoot had caught her off guard. The flames were roaring like a furnace now. The straw in the stables would be excellent food for the flames. Luckily the fire had started in the groom’s quarter and must work up through the harness room. If it had started in the heart of the stables themselves she would never have been able to get near the horses.


      One by one Phyllis brought the horses out. When the last one was secure she leaned weakly against the post. The alarm bell was tolling now. It had been ringing for several minutes but in her absorption she had not heard it. Soon the girls would be on the scene and the fire apparatus would be in play. Phyllis felt as if she would never again get the smell of smoke out of her system.


      One—two—three—she counted the horses neighing and rearing at their posts. Nine! There should be ten! With a sinking of heart she looked at them all again. White Star was not there! White Star! The best of the group! How could she possibly have missed him?


      Without another thought but that of her favorite mount Phyllis dashed back into the stables. One—two—three—stalls empty. Nothing but silence and the crackling of flames—flames creeping closer, destroying, and smoke.


      Her head was whirling and she felt choked. Once she stumbled wildly over something and fell to her knees in the straw. She sat there several seconds, dazed. She had better find White Star soon or they would both be trapped! Why didn’t help come? Though only a few minutes could have elapsed since she and Gale first sighted the fire it seemed like hours. What was that?


      An excited whinny came to her, followed by the sound of crashing blows against wood. White Star! And he was trying to kick his stall to pieces! Despite the terribly desperate situation Phyllis could not help but smile. White Star proposed to fight! She stumbled to her feet and went on prowling through the smoke until she came to the stall in which all the uproar was taking place. She felt as though all the strength in her body was leaving her. White Star was bucking and kicking with all his might. The smoke was like a blanket smothering everything and through which Phyllis felt her way to White Star’s head. She took hold of his bridle and he nuzzled against her shoulder affectionately. He seemed to recognize his friend. With her last remaining strength Phyllis cut the rope that held White Star. She turned him around and gave him a stinging blow.


      “Go it, boy!”


      The horse reared and plunged out through the door of his stall, leaving Phyllis a huddled figure on the straw.


      Gale, after turning the electric switch that automatically sounded the fire alarm, had sped to the Dean’s office. She found Dean Travis working late. After excitedly blurting out the news Gale dashed again to the stables, stopping for nothing. She was just in time to see White Star appear.


      The horse bounded out of the smoke into the cool night air. He stopped short, raised his head and whinnied, pawing the ground with his forehoof. He glanced at the other horses, straining at their ropes, tossed his head, and turning, dashed back for the burning stable.


      “Phyl——” Gale shouted.


      There was no reply. Gale saw the groom and another man playing a stream of water upon the flames on one side of the building. She went closer. Through the smoke she could see White Star.


      Gale could not explain White Star’s actions. She had read of how horses always dashed back into the burning building from which they were rescued, unless they were tied outside. It was evident that Phyllis had tied the others, why not White Star? This was her favorite!


      Gale looked at the other struggling horses and wondered at the strength of her friend. Horses were strong at any time—frightened, terrorized as they were now, she did not see how Phyllis had managed to get them all out.


      White Star appeared out of the smoke and almost ran her down. He stood for a second looking at her, pawing the ground and tossing his head.


      Gale remembered seeing a wonder horse in the movies who acted like this when he was summoning help for his master. Was it possible—— White Star was a magnificent animal. She had always acknowledged that, but she had never actually credited him with super intelligence. However, now his eyes seemed to be pleading with her; the crazy way he dashed about made her think he was trying to tell her something.


      “Phyllis!” Gale shouted again.


      “Ahoy.” Carol and Janet dashed up breathlessly.


      “We got here first because we didn’t have to stop to dress seeing that we weren’t yet undressed—if you understand me,” Janet said.


      “We might have known you would be here,” added Carol. “Where’s Phyl?”


      “Look at that horse!”


      The groom had taken it into his head to rescue White Star and tie him beside the other horses. But White Star had other ideas. He raced madly past the flames and into the smoke.


      “I think I know what he wants!” Gale cried and the next time White Star dashed into sight she followed him.


      “The crazy——” Carol began. “Gale, come back!”


      Gale bumped into White Star. She was unable to see him clearly, the smoke hurt her eyes, and she was choking for breath. With one hand on his bridle she let him pull her along. The horse trotted forward until he came to his stall. There he stopped.


      “W-What now?” Gale coughed. Dimly through the smoke she became aware of a figure lying on the ground. “Phyl!” she screamed. “Phyl!”


      A burning rafter crashed to the ground at some little distance. White Star reared and plunged away but a second later he was back, trembling and whinnying. Gale lifted Phyllis and put her across White Star’s back. Necessity and fear had lent her strength and now she pulled White Star’s head down to her shoulder. With a tight grip on his bridle she started forward at a run. The horse plunged after her. How she managed to dash out through the smoke Gale didn’t quite know but thankfully she had come at last to her friend.


      CHAPTER XX


      The End of the Term


      “I am personally going to buy White Star a whole box of sugar for his very own,” Carol said positively. “The horse is a hero.”


      “And he speaks a language all his own,” added Janet. “Gale understood him but we didn’t.”


      “It is lucky for me that Gale did understand him,” Phyllis said lazily.


      It was the last day of classes, weeks after the fire at the stables. The girls were gathered on the campus after their last classroom session, discussing the high points of their college term. The miraculous way White Star had summoned help for Phyllis never ceased to be a thing of wonder to them. Neither Phyllis nor Gale had suffered other than a slight sickness from smoke. New stables had been erected and riding classes had gone on as before, with the exception of White Star’s sensational rise in popularity.


      “All the girls want to ride him,” Madge laughed, “but he seems to prefer Phyllis.”


      “Ah, yes, brothers under the skin,” Carol giggled daringly. “What is this power you have over horses, Phyl?”


      “The same you have over Chemistry professors,” Phyllis retorted. “What I want to know is, why did Professor Lukens pass you?”


      “Because I’m brilliant,” Carol said modestly.


      “More likely because he wanted to be rid of you,” Janet put in. “You asked more questions in class than——”


      “Let’s go down to the village and get a soda at the drug store,” Madge proposed peacefully.


      “An excellent suggestion,” Carol said immediately. “Why don’t you think of things like that?” she asked Janet.


      “Because walking doesn’t appeal to me,” Janet said promptly. “Now if—behold!” she said in astonishment.


      The girls were at the edge of the college grounds. Mounting the hill to the gate was a new, shiny bus which declared in broad white letters on the side “Briarhurst College.” At the wheel was the same old fellow who had met them in his dilapidated contraption when they arrived at Briarhurst and who had been so against the new Dean because she wanted to buy him a new bus.


      “Say, did somebody leave you money?” Janet shouted.


      He stopped the bus and opened the door. “Want a ride to the village? Ain’t she a beauty?” he asked next when the girls had accepted his invitation with alacrity and tumbled into the vehicle. “The new Dean’s responsible. Course,” he added condescendingly, “she ain’t as good as old Lizzie but she’s sure spiffy!”


      Janet and Carol chortled with glee.


      “Spiffy is exactly the word!” Carol declared.


      At the foot of the hill he let them out and went on his way.


      “Miracle number two,” Carol laughed. “Remember how fond of his old bus he was?”


      “Now he is even more proud of this one,” Madge agreed.


      “Lead me to the drug store,” Janet said firmly.


      “What are we going to do this summer?” Valerie asked over her chocolate soda.


      “Let’s go camping,” Madge proposed. “We can have a lot of adventures that way.”


      “Hm,” Janet agreed unenthusiastically.


      “My dad,” Phyllis said slowly, “has offered to let us use his boat—if we want to.”


      “If we want to,” Janet echoed gleefully.


      “Carol Carter! Did you suggest it to Doctor Elton?” Gale asked, trying to be stern but failing.


      “Well,” Carol murmured, “it might have slipped out in my conversation with him. You see I——”


      “We see,” Valerie laughed.


      Suppose we leave the Adventure Girls here, discussing their plans for the summer. We shall join them again for more excitement in The Adventure Girls on Vacation4.


      
        
          4 Note: The Adventure Girls on Vacation was never published.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      THE SECRET OF STEEPLE ROCKS, by Harriet Pyne Grove [Part 1]


      CHAPTER I


      STEEPLE ROCKS


      “Are you satisfied, Beth?”


      Elizabeth Secrest turned with a smile to the two girls who had come up behind her, their footfalls silent in the sand. “The world is mine,” she answered, with a comprehensive sweep of her arm and hand toward the foaming surf which was almost at their feet. “Doesn’t it fill you, some way?”


      “Yes, Beth; I’m not myself at all. Here—take these and look at those towering rocks with them.” Sarita Moore handed her fine glasses, all shining and new, to the older girl, who directed them toward a distant pile of rocks. There two rose high, irregularly decreasing in circumference, and at this distance apparently pointed at their tops. Below them massed the other rocks of the dark headland.


      Elizabeth looked long and steadily. “Steeple Rocks!” she murmured. “I wish that I owned them! But I would give them a better name. I’d call them Cathedral Rocks. Doesn’t the whole mass make you think of the cathedrals—the cathedrals that you and I are going to see some day, Leslie?”


      The third girl of the group now took the glasses which her sister offered. “Sometimes, Beth, I can’t follow the lines of your imagination; but it doesn’t take much this time to make a cathedral out of that. Are you happy, Beth?” There was a tone of anxiety in the question.


      “Yes, child. Who could help being happy here? Look at that ocean, stretching out and away—into eternity, I think—and the clouds—and the pounding of the surf. Think, girls! It’s going to put us to sleep tonight!”


      “Unless it keeps us awake,” suggested Leslie, “but I’m all lifted out of myself, too, Beth. Imagine being here all summer! Look at Dal, Sarita.”


      Leslie pointed toward a masculine figure standing on the beach not far in advance of them. “It’s ‘what are the wild waves saying?’ to Dal all right!”


      Dalton Secrest, who had preceded his two sisters and their friend in their visit to the beach and the tossing waves, stood facing the sea, his hands in his pockets, his tall young body straight before the strong breeze. He heard the girls’ voices above the noise of the surf, as they came more closely behind him, and turned with a smile as his sister had done.


      [image: Image13745239.EPS]


      “What great thoughts are you thinking Dal?” Sarita queried.


      “Sorry that I can’t claim any just this minute, Sarita. I was thinking about what fish there are in the sea for me. When I’m not building the shack I’m going to fish, girls, and I was wondering if the bay wouldn’t be the best place for that.”


      “Of course it would, Dal,” Leslie replied, “but you can easily find out where the fishermen get their fish. I thought at first that I should never want to eat. It is almost enough to look. But now—‘I dunno,’ as the song goes!”


      “We’d better be getting back to the tents,” said Dalton. “Beth looks as if she had not had enough, but I’ll have to gather some wood for a fire and by the time we have our supper it will be dark. We can watch the sunset just as well from above.” With this, Dalton Secrest linked arms with the girls, and with one on each side of him ran as rapidly as sand would permit to where Elizabeth had found a seat upon a rock back of the sands.


      “Come on, Beth. Time for eats. Les and Sairey Gamp are going to do the cooking while you sit out on the point with your little pencil to sketch.”


      “Don’t you call me ‘Sairey Gamp,’ Dal Secrest,” laughed Sarita.


      “Never you mind, Sairey, you can get it back on me. If I have any time left from building, fishing and bringing home the bacon, I shall be the wild pirate of Pirates’ Cove!”


      “Listen to Dal!” cried Leslie. “You’d think that he had to support the family! But I will admit, Dal, that if ‘bacon’ is fish, it will certainly help out expenses.”


      Dalton fell back with his older sister, Beth, while the two others went on, all directing their way to a spot some distance ahead, where the climb to the upper level was not difficult. All four were exhilarated by the new scenes, the beauty and almost mystery of the sea, the beach, the rocks and crags, and the invitation of the singing pines where their tents were pitched.


      As anyone might surmise, their arrival was recent. Sensibly they had pitched their tents first, while Dalton could have the assistance of the man who drove them there; but after the necessary things were accomplished they hastened to get as close to the sea as possible, for none of them had ever seen it before.


      It was one of the interesting spots on the much indented coast of Maine. There were an obscure little fishing village, a bay, into which a few small streams emptied, and a stretch of real coast, washed by the ocean itself. It was this beach which the newcomers had just visited with such pleasure, at a place varying in its outlines, from curving sands washed by a restless sea to high rocks and half-submerged boulders, where the water boiled and tossed.


      As the summer visitors climbed the ascent, they noticed that in the village at their left most of the fishers’ cottages lay within easy reach of the beach proper, from which the launching of boats was easy. There was a dock, stout, but small. It was quite evident that no large vessels came in.


      The bay lay in the direction of Steeple Rocks, but the climb to reach it would have been impossible from the beach. This was blocked by the high cliff whose rocks reached out into the waves and curved around into one side of the bay’s enclosure, though gradually lowering in height. Much farther away, around the curving, rocky, inland shore of the bay, and across its quiet waters from this cliff, loomed the other more bulging headland which reminded Beth of a cathedral in some of its outlines. But Beth was an artist, and an artist had not named Steeple Rocks.


      Dalton helped Elizabeth while the other girls scrambled up to the path by themselves. “I do hate to play the invalid, Dal,” breathlessly said Beth, clutching her brother’s arm. “What is the matter with me, anyhow?”


      “Nothing in the world, Doc said, but being just played out. What do you expect? You can’t do a million things and teach school, for fun, of course, on the side, and feel as frisky as a rabbit at the end of the year. Just wait, old girl. We had to let you help us get ready to come, but about two weeks of doing nothing and sleeping in this air—well, you will probably be able to help me up the rocks!”


      Leslie, meanwhile, was explaining to her chum Sarita how their property included the smaller headland and its rocks. “There is right of way, of course, but this is ours.”


      The girls were standing by this time high on the rocks, from which they could look down and back, along the beach where they had been. At this place the point ran out to its curving, jutting, broken but solid rampart which kept the sea from the bay. Below them a few boats dotted the surface of the bay. Sarita through her glass was watching a vessel which was passing far out on the ocean.


      “How did it happen, Leslie, that you never came here?” Sarita asked.


      “You see, Father had just bought it the summer before he died. He had been up in Canada and then down on the coast of Maine. He came home to tell us of the place he had bought at a great bargain, where we had an ocean view, a bay to fish in, and a tiny lake of our own. Then came all our troubles and we had almost forgotten about it, except to count it among our assets, pay tax on it and wish that we could raise some money on it. But nobody wanted a place that had no good roads for an automobile and was not right on the railroad, though, for that matter, I don’t think it’s so terribly far.”


      “Yes, it is, Les, for anybody that wants to be in touch with civilization, but who wants to be for the summer?”


      “Well, as we told you when Beth said I could ask you to come along, it is just what we want to camp in, and there are people near enough for safety, besides the ‘Emporium’ of modern trade in the village, if that is what one can call this scattered lot of cottages.”


      “It is more picturesque, Beth says, just as it is, and most of the summer cottages are on the other side of the village, or beyond the Steeple Rocks, in the other direction, so we’ll not be bothered with anybody unless we want to be. I like folks, myself, but when you camp you want to camp, and Beth is so tired of kiddies that she says she doesn’t want to see anybody under fifteen for the whole three months!”


      Sarita laughed at this. “She seemed jolly enough on the way.”


      “Oh, Beth is jolly and perfectly happy to come; but we did not have any idea how worn out she was, simply doing too much and so afraid we’d have too much to do to get our lessons. Why, when Dal and I waked up to the fact that Elizabeth was almost agoner, we were scared to pieces. She couldn’t get up one morning after Commencement was over—but you remember about that and how we sent for the doctor in a hurry. My, what a relief when he said that it was just overdoing and that she was to stay in bed and sleep, and eat anything she wanted to!”


      “She told me how you wanted to feed her every half hour.”


      “Yes,” laughed Leslie, “and I tried all the good recipes in the cook book, almost.”


      But the girls walked out on the point a little distance, then returned, while Leslie, from her memory of her father’s plan, pointed out the place behind a windbreak of rocks where Elizabeth thought he intended to build the “Eyrie.” Strolling back from the Point, across an open space partly grown with straggling weeds and grass, the girls entered the pine woods, which was the thing of beauty upon the Secrest land. There Beth was seated upon a box, watching Dalton build a fire.


      “Ever and anon that lad shakes a finger at me, girls, to keep me from doing anything,” Beth said, in explanation of her idleness.


      “Good for Dal,” said Leslie. “Sarita and I are the chief cooks and bottle-washers around here. Just sit there, Beth, and tell us what to do, if we can’t think of it ourselves. I see that you brought water, Dal. Shall we boil it before drinking?”


      “No; this is from the prettiest spring you ever saw. I opened some boxes and set up the tables, so you can go ahead. I’m going to get a supply of wood handy. We’ll fix up our portable stove to-morrow, but I want to have it in good shape, and then I thought that you girls would like a camp fire tonight.”


      “Oh, we do!” cried Leslie and Sarita almost with one voice. “We’ll have hot wieners and open a can of beans. They’ll heat in a minute. Dal, that is a fine arrangement, fixing those stones for us to rest our pan on.”


      It was Leslie who finished these remarks, as she and Sarita busied themselves with the work of supper and Dalton went back into the woods again for more wood. They heard the sound of his hatchet as they put a cloth on the little folding table and set it in a convenient place outside of the tent. “The table will make a good buffet, but I want to take my plate and sit on the pine needles.”


      “You will be obliged to, for want of chairs at present,” said Elizabeth, jumping up and insisting on being allowed to help. What a new atmosphere it was! Here they were, off in the “wilds” and their own wilds at that, with all sorts of happy experiences before them.


      Dalton, whistling a popular song went about hither and yon, gathering a supply of wood, lopping off undesirable portions of old limbs here and there. Looking up at a sound, he was surprised to see a rough-looking man approaching him. He was ill-featured, dark, grim, and of stalwart build. Dalton, rather glad of his hatchet, stood his ground, waiting to be addressed.


      “What are you folks doing here?” the man demanded.


      “This is our land, sir,” replied Dalton, “and we have just come to camp here for the summer.” He felt like adding, “any objections?” but thought that he would not be the one to start any trouble by impertinence. He did not like the man’s tone, however.


      “How do we know that you own this land? I’d not heard of its being sold.”


      “It can easily be proved. Our name is Secrest. My father bought this several years ago.”


      “Is your father here?”


      “Well, excuse me, sir, would you prefer to ask your questions of my father? Are you the mayor of the village?”


      “No; but any of us have a right to know what strangers are going to do.”


      “Perhaps you have, sir,” said Dalton, in a more friendly way, “but it’s a free country, you know, and we own this piece of ground. I’m expecting to camp here all summer, and to build a more permanent home, or start one, for our summers here.”


      The man nodded. “Well, if that is so, and if you mind your own business, you may like it. But it ain’t healthy around here for snoopers, nor folks that are too cur’ous. That’s all.” The man stalked away, tying more tightly a red handkerchief around his neck, and hitching up the collar of his rough coat. The ocean breeze was growing a little chilly.


      But a thought occurred to Dalton and he spoke again to the man. “Wait a moment, please. How about these woods and the places around here—are they safe for my sisters and our friend?”


      “Yes, safe enough. It’s too far from the railroad for tramps and thieves and there ain’t no good roads for the fellers with cars. The folks over at Steeple Rocks growl about that.”


      “We have neighbors over in that direction, then?”


      “So you didn’t know that. H’m. You don’t know much about this place, if your father did buy it.”


      “No. None of us were ever here before.”


      “And your father’s dead.”


      Dalton looked up surprised at that, for he had purposely avoided answering that question about his father. The man grinned a little. “I reckon a kid like you wouldn’t be talkin’ about buildin’ a cabin himself if he had a father. Have you got a boat?”


      “No, but we’re going to have one.”


      “Remember what I said, then, about minding your own affairs.”


      Having no good reply to this, which Dalton resented, he curbed his rising anger at this rude acquaintance and watched him stride in the direction of the road, which wound through the woods some distance away. “Well, your room is far better than your company,” thought Dalton, as he picked up his sticks, making a load of them. He wondered whether this were one of the fishermen or not. He did not have the same speech as that of the other New Englanders whom they had recently met. The man who had brought their goods from the station had been most friendly, answering their questions and volunteering all kinds of interesting information about the country. It was odd that he had not mentioned the people at Steeple Rocks, but it had so happened.


      With such thoughts, Dalton went through the woods, whose wonderful pines had so delighted them, and finally joined the girls, arranging his firewood at a convenient distance. Leslie found little things for Dalton to do and supper was hurried up. The table was used for buttering bread and fixing sandwiches; then each with a loaded plate sought a place around the fire, which Dalton heaped with firewood till it blazed as hotly as was safe.


      There was some scrambling around when the wind veered and blew the smoke in the wrong direction, but the camp was more or less protected from the direct breeze. Happy and hungry, the campers disposed of a good meal in the midst of considerable fun and joking. Long acquaintance had made Sarita like a member of the family. She and Leslie recounted amusing incidents of their school year just ended, or consulted Dalton about their plans for the camp and the Eyrie. Elizabeth woke to something like her old fire and announced that she intended to go back to “sweet sixteen” and play with the rest of them.


      “Oh, Beth, bob your hair, then!” urged Leslie, running her fingers through her own curly brown mop.


      “Not much she doesn’t!” Dalton objected. “I can’t imagine Beth without her piles of pretty hair. Who was that beau, Beth, that wrote about your ‘waves of burnished gold’?”


      Beth laughed. “I was very mad, then, when you infants discovered that poem.”


      “Beth’s hair is just a little too dark to be called‘golden,’” reflectively said Sarita. “You might braid it and wear it over your shoulders, Indian fashion.”


      “It would be in my way, my dear.”


      “Bob it, Beth!” again said Leslie. “Dalton is just like the rest of the men about a girl’s hair. Think how fine it will be not to have so much to dry when you go in swimming.”


      “Don’t you weaken, Beth,” spoke Dalton, eating his last sandwich. “Think of the ‘artistic Miss Secrest’ without her ‘wonderful hair.’”


      “Come now, folks, it’s my hair. I’m not doing anything at all about it, and what a waste of time and opportunity to discuss such a subject here! Come on, girls, we must fix up the beds. Dal, please help us with the cots, and did you think what a fine dresser that big box will make, girls? It has a division in it, you remember. We’ll set it on end, put a cover on it over some paper, tack a curtain across, and there will be our dressing table, with a big shelf behind the curtain. I’m wasted in the schoolroom, Sarita. I ought to be an interior decorator. To-morrow some of those pretty spruce limbs will make a fine background for our mirror!”


      “Beth! Did you honestly buy that mirror in the store by the station? Dal, it’s the funniest thing you ever saw and we look crooked in it. Beth must have liked it because it makes her look fat!”


      Springing up, the party of four piled their plates and cups on the table, where Sarita busied herself in repacking the food in its containers and the others went into the larger tent. There trunks and boxes had been left in confusion.


      In a short time Dalton had the three cots up and took another to his own tent, which stood opposite the larger one. Leslie had suggested the arrangement, insisting that they must live on an “Avenue.”


      Elizabeth and Leslie were now drawing both woolen and cotton blankets from a big trunk of supplies, together with four warm bathrobes. Sarita came in just in time to seize upon hers with an exclamation of welcome. “We’ll probably want to sleep in ’em,” she said, with an exaggerated shiver, putting on the garment over her sweater while Leslie laughed at her.


      Trunks were pulled around into place, boxes piled out of the way, flashlights and the convenient bags or cases, with which they had traveled, found and placed by their owners’ cots. On the rude dresser, to be made more attractive in the future, a candlestick, candle and a box of matches stood ready if needed, “And if anybody lights the candle, let him beware of burning up the place!” warned Beth.


      “Her, not ‘him,’ Beth,” corrected Leslie. “The only ‘him’ has a tent of his own. I’m going to see, too, that Dal has enough blankets on his bed and everything. No, keep out, Beth. Don’t worry; I’ll think of just exactly what we have that he must have, too. Say, what did we do with those towels? Thanks. Dal is grand to do things for us, but when it comes to fixing up himself—” Leslie ran across the boulevard, which Sarita now called the space between the tents, and the girls smiled as they heard her arguing with Dalton about something.


      “Listen, Dal! It gets cold up here. I’ve known girls that camped in Maine. I know that you’re hot-blooded and all that. I’ll just tuck these blankets in at the foot, and I know that you’ll want to draw them up by morning.”


      Some bass murmur came from her brother, and then the girls heard Leslie’s more carrying voice.


      “No, I’ll brace them back on this box and then they won’t be too heavy on your feet. Well, have it your own way, then, but if you freeze, I’ll not be responsible!”


      Leslie was grinning herself, when she came into the girls’ tent and saw Sarita shaking with laughter, as she sat on the edge of her cot undressing. “We couldn’t help hear, Les!” she said. “The boulevard should be wider. What was it beside the blanket discussion?”


      “The last thing he said to me was ‘Can’t you let a guy go to bed?’—but he was laughing and lifted the flap of the tent for me with a most ridiculous bow. Dal’s the funniest thing!”


      “All the same I’d be scared to death, going to bed away off here, if it wasn’t for Dal across there.”


      “I imagine that I would be, too, though Beth and I have gotten used to taking care of ourselves. Now you in bed first, Beth. You must get out of the way of ‘going over the house’ to see if everything is all right. I will boss somebody!”


      “You can boss me all you please, Leslie. You may even tuck me into bed,” said Beth, looking so sweet with her long, light braids, that Leslie walked right over, turned back the blankets on Beth’s cot, almost lifted the slight figure into place, tucked her in snugly and kissed her soundly.


      The first day in camp was over. Dalton had purposely said nothing about the man of the woods. He would mention it to Leslie and Sarita in the morning, but on the whole he expected no trouble. The fishermen reached the bay, as a rule, from the ocean itself, rather than from the high cliffs. There was little to bring anyone in that direction, except possibly someone of their neighbors from Steeple Rocks. His question to the man had been more to test his purposes, than for information, and Dalton was sorry that he had not mentioned the target practice which he had induced the girls to take up more as a safe means of defence than as a sport, though he had not told them that.


      But Dalton Secrest was of no timid sort. This was a new adventure and promised much. What it was to include he did not yet know. There were to be some moments not exactly “healthy,” as the man had warned, though Dalton himself was not responsible for unraveling the mystery of Steeple Rocks.


      CHAPTER II


      PEGGY DESCENDS


      Elizabeth, Dalton and Leslie Secrest were intelligent young people of some culture and background, though that impression might not always be given when Dalton or Leslie fell into the modern school vernacular. Elizabeth, two years out of college, was more careful, inasmuch as she was teaching drawing and other lines of school art to children and was also the head of their little family.


      It had all happened very suddenly, the death of the parents and the plunge into partial self-support. Interest from the invested life insurance furnished part of their income, and what Elizabeth called her “munificent salary” the rest. Dalton earned enough outside of school hours to help considerably. Elizabeth had insisted that he must finish high school and now thought that he should take enough of their principal to see him through college. This was a subject of argument between them, for Dalton considered that out of the question. He had just been graduated from high school and had prevailed upon his sister to take the money for this adventure, particularly with the purpose of finding out how valuable the property was for a possible sale.


      Plans were all a little vague, but when the doctor ordered Beth somewhere for change and rest, Leslie and Dalton executed the whole affair, with Beth’s advice and assistance. Enthusiasm had grown when they came upon a letter outlining their father’s plans for building what he called the “Eyrie” and now that they were here, seeing upon the spot their few but beautiful acres, and the limitless sea by which they lay, values went up, mentally at least.


      Beth of the “burnished locks,” was not beautiful, but her golden-brown hair crowned a delicate face with fairly regular features, steady blue eyes, dreamy when they had a chance to dream, and a sensitive mouth. She was slight and of medium height, twenty-three at her next birthday.


      Dalton, eighteen on the day of his graduation, was most fortunately a tall, strong lad, with a very practical turn. Vocational training had fostered this and young as he was, Dalton expected, with some help, to build a very respectable log cabin from the timber on the place. His last two vacations had been spent in helping a carpenter and small contractor. While his experience might not apply to handling logs, it would help.


      Leslie, like Dalton, was more of the brunette type, though not dark. Brown hair and lashes, grey eyes, good features with a pleasing mouth, laughing or firm as circumstances might demand, were her assets. She was taller at not quite sixteen than her older sister, and according to her own statement could not “draw a crooked line”; but she could play on ukelele or guitar as well as on the piano at home, and she and Sarita knew all the songs, old and new, that their generation afforded.


      Sarita, brown-haired, brown-eyed, demure, pretty, half a head shorter than Leslie and a few months younger, was the fortunate one of the party in having a father. An easy-going step-mother let Sarita do very much as she pleased, a delightful, though not altogether safe method of management. But Sarita’s pleasures were always harmless ones and included those of her chum Leslie. Both girls were active, energetic and capable, with many an enthusiastic scheme or ambition originating in their fertile minds. Dalton sometimes called them the “self-starters.”


      After a trip with Dalton to view the little lake and to help him bring water from the spring, the girls spent the morning of the second day in arranging their camp quarters. Elizabeth, when challenged to bring forth her curtains for their “dresser,” surprised Leslie and Sarita by producing them, deep ruffles that had once graced some home-made dressing table. “They were in a trunk in the attic,” Beth explained, “and I thought that we could use them here in the Eyrie, if it ever gets built.”


      The cots, trunks and the beruffled box took up most of the room in the larger tent, but some perishable supplies were stored there; and Dalton set about making what the girls called a chicken coop, to keep their boxes of food stuffs from harm, all to be covered with a huge piece of waterproofing.


      While he was doing this, he had an opportunity to tell Leslie and Sarita about his inquisitive visitor of the evening before. He described the man and gave details of the conversation.


      “What do you suppose he meant, Dal?” asked Sarita in some excitement, her brown eyes growing larger. Leslie, too, was alert, scenting some secret.


      “Oh, I imagine that there is a bit of rum-running, perhaps,” replied Dalton, driving another nail. “We’d probably better take his advice about minding our own business, though I will admit that it made me hot to have a chap like that laying down the law. I’ll make a few inquiries among the fishermen. I’ve got to see about getting a boat, too. I wouldn’t do this, but we have to make our stuff safe from rain or little foragers. What a waste of time it is to work here, Sarita.”


      “Yes, it is. Poor you, Dal—let’s not have an Eyrie.”


      “Oh, I’ll like building that, when I get at it. It isn’t going to take so long, when the materials come and the man who is to help me comes with his helpers. I’m going through the woods some time today to mark the trees that I want.”


      “Don’t take the big lovely ones, Dal,” said Leslie.


      “No, I’ll not. I shall select the trees with less symmetrical limbs or placed where thinning out will be good.”


      “Do you know all about old-fashioned ‘log-raising,’ Dal?” Sarita asked.


      “No, I don’t know ‘all’ about anything, Sairey, but this man helps build the new-fangled log houses that they have in the north woods, so I have hopes. There! That’s finished!”


      “Look, Dal,” suddenly Leslie said in a low voice, and Dalton turned to see a gentleman riding among the trees and coming toward them.


      The little camp had been placed back a short distance in the grove, where a more open space occurred, with smaller trees and bushes. It had pleased Elizabeth here, though she said that she was being cut off from a view of the sea. But it was better so, more retired, and the smaller trees were, safer neighbors in a storm than the tall ones. Lovely ferns, vines entwining the trees, and wild flowers grew about them.


      Beth was in the tent, still straightening and unpacking but the three outside watched the pretty horse and its straight rider. The gentleman dismounted, fastened the horse to a tree, and walked toward them.


      “Good morning,” he said, and the young people returned the greeting. Everything was in perfect taste about the riding costume, Leslie noticed. The gentleman rather nervously flexed a small whip in his gloved hands and looked sharply with keen black eyes from one to another, addressing Dalton in particular. “I am told that you have purchased this place and are about to build a house of some sort upon it.”


      “Yes, sir. My father bought the ground something over two years ago.”


      “Are you sure that the purchase was completed?”


      “Yes, sir. We hold the deed and I preserved the check that my father gave for the land, when we came across it in going through his papers.”


      “Where is the deed?” The gentleman spoke a little abruptly, Leslie thought. Who in the world could he be?


      “The deed is in the bank at home, but I suppose if you want to assure yourself of our right here, you could consult the records here. I’m not sure just where the place is where the deed was recorded, but my sister will know. Leslie, please ask Beth to come.”


      “That is not necessary,” impatiently their caller said. “I am sorry to tell you, but I am quite sure that your title is not clear. I understood that this land belonged to me. It is certainly included in the description upon the deed that I hold.”


      “It is very strange,” said Dalton. “I think that you must be mistaken. When did you purchase the land to which you refer?”


      Leslie was proud of Dalton. He talked just like Father and was so dignified and nice without being “mad.”


      The gentleman hesitated. “It is part of a tract which I acquired some time ago. If I were, you I would not go on building, for I should certainly not sell this land on the bay. It is too bad, but why can you not look up a camp at some other place upon the coast? I know of several excellent places to be purchased at a low price. Indeed, considering the matter from your standpoint, I might part with a strip of land some forty miles from here for merely a nominal price.”


      The man was almost fascinating when he smiled in this persuasive way, Sarita was thinking, but why so suave and urgent?


      Dalton smiled. “If I have to prove that I own it, so do you,” he said, “and I think that I will not consider anything else just now. Perhaps it would be just as well not to go on with the building, though I have already ordered some material. If this should prove to be your land, I will pay you for occupancy, but we’ll just continue to camp here. My older sister is very tired after her teaching and likes this place. My father’s plans were all made and we expect to carry them out in part. But we will not destroy anything, and I will not cut down the trees that I intended until we look into the matter at the courthouse.”


      That this did not please the gentleman was quite evident. He frowned. “I should like you to leave at once,” he said at last.


      “I do not intend to leave at once, sir,” sharply said Dalton. “May I ask your name?”


      “Yes. I am the owner of Steeple Rocks and have my summer home there. I should advise you to leave. My name is Ives. I am wondering if you are yet of age. I understand that your father is not living?”


      “No, I am not of age, and it is true that my father is not living.”


      “Who, then, is the executor of your estate?”


      “My sister is executrix, the older one. We have a friend, though, who is our lawyer whenever we need one. If necessary, I can write to consult him about this; but you can easily find out whether or not our deed is recorded.”


      “That is not the question, young man. The question is whether the man of whom your father bought the land had any right to it. You will avoid trouble if you leave the place. My lawyer will look into the matter. A few days, of course, will make no difference. There is a truck on my place which I should be willing to lend you for the transfer.”


      With a business-like air, Mr. Ives took a card from his pocket and wrote something upon it with a shining gold pencil. Dalton, Leslie and Sarita watched him with various expressions. Dalton’s face was firm and sober. Leslie’s eyes were contracted a little as if she were sizing up a suspicious character. Sarita wore a look of bright interest. This was an adventure.


      Handing the card to Dalton, Mr. Ives said, “That is the name of the little village where I can permit you to camp, or can offer you land with a clear title. One reason that we like this place is its comparative isolation and we want to keep our holding large and intact. But you would doubtless enjoy more companionship and that you will find in the other community. The homes are scattered, however, and the beach and views are beyond criticism. As I said, in view of your disappointment about this, I can afford to be generous.”


      Dalton glanced at the address on Mr. Ives’ personal and listened to what was said. “I see your point, Mr. Ives,” he replied, “but none of us intend in any way to disturb the quiet of Steeple Rocks. We, too, like the wildness of the place, as well as the feeling that we are on land that our father admired. My sister is an artist and rocks and woods appeal to her. Thank you for the offer of the truck, but we’ll not be moving till we find out definitely the facts in the case.”


      “If you will call, I will give you such information as you want about my ownership,” Mr. Ives said, in the tone of speaking to an obstinate boy. Quickly he turned away, and a silent group watched him until he disappeared among the trees. Then Sarita dropped to the ground and sat holding her knees. “Well, what do you think of that!” she cried, “Going to tell Beth, Dal?”


      “No; not a word, please, girls. Beth is too happy to have her fun spoiled and her sleep disturbed by a new problem.” Dalton sat down on an old stump and Leslie dropped beside Sarita.


      “She got out her pencils and paints and things a little while ago,” said Leslie, “and she was unpacking her easel when I left the tent. That accounts, perhaps for her not coming out. I wonder she didn’t hear Mr. Ives. There she comes, now.”


      “Let me handle it, please, Les,” said her brother in a low voice. “Hello, Beth, getting ready to paint up the place?”


      “Yes, I’m taking my easel out on the rocks. I must get a sketch right away of the bay and Cathedral Rocks. I thought I heard another voice out here, but I was too lazy and busy with my traps to come out.”


      “You don’t want to see anybody, do you, Beth? Well, this was only the man that lives across the bay, or around the bay, as you like, the man of Steeple Rocks. I imagine that he wouldn’t mind your sketching them. What do you think, girls?”


      Dalton’s voice was so sarcastic that Beth laughed.


      “You didn’t like him, that’s certain. I’m glad that I didn’t come out. He can’t help my sketching his rocks, however. Oh, isn’t it too glorious here! I thought that you were going to take a swim as soon as the tide was right.”


      “The girls are, I guess, and I’m tempted, too; but Beth, I think that I’d be more sensible to hike out and see about our building affairs and one thing and another. I may get a horse in the village and ride to the station, too, to see about the other junk that’s to come. You won’t be afraid without me, will you, girls?”


      “No, indeed,” Leslie declared. “Besides, Sarita and I are going to put up our target and practice a little. Bail us out if we get arrested for shooting, Dal. But if they hear it at the village at all, it may warn anybody of ‘hostile intent.’”


      “I don’t like to hear you speak in that way, Leslie,” said Beth, with decision. “It is right for you to learn, I think, but use the greatest care, please. Load just before you try for the target and be sure that all your cartridges have been exploded. If you never get reckless or careless it is all right. You’d better fix your target in front of the rocks, too. Then there will be no possibility of someone’s coming through the trees to get shot.”


      “My, Beth, you think of everything don’t you? We’ll not do it at all, if it makes you nervous, and I promise you, up and down and ‘cross my heart,’ that no ‘weepon’ is going to be left loaded. In case of an attack by Indians, we shall have cartridges handy anyhow.”


      “In case of a large band of Indians,” grinned Dalton, rising from the stump, “there are plenty of cartridges in my tent.”


      “Just think,” said Sarita, looking around at the spruces and ferns, “once there were Indians all over this place. I ’spect they liked it, too.”


      “I ’spect they did,” returned Dalton, “and I ’spect that they and the white men had a great time trying to drive each other off.” With his back to Beth, Dalton winked at Leslie. “Girls,” he added in a new tone, “whatever happens, I’m going to take one dip with you. Come on. Everybody into bathing suits!”


      Beth was already strolling toward her rocks, but one more unusual adventure was in store for the others. It was not quite as convenient as if their property sloped directly to the beach, but the trail was not long to a descent whose footing was not too impossible.


      Presently they were on their way, Dalton running ahead, with his bathrobe over his arm, the girls in their coats over their bathing suits, for the breeze was a little cool. Yet the sun was warm, and the lapping waves of a smooth sea invited them.


      “Dal says,” Leslie was saying, “that he is going to find out where the deed is recorded and he may be able to get into touch with the man of whom Father bought the place. He doesn’t know when he’ll be back. Let’s get Beth to bed early tonight. It will be easy, because she is ordered to do it, you know. Then she won’t know if Dalton doesn’t get back. Will you be afraid?”


      “Very likely, but it has to be done. Mr. Ives looked rich. Don’t you suppose that he could even get the records fixed up if he wanted to?”


      “I don’t know. I should imagine that we’d have some account of the recording, some receipt, or something. I don’t know much about such things, but Dal will find out, and Beth, too, if we have to tell her. Oh, if Beth can have only a few weeks of rest, it will be enough! Mercy, what’s that?”


      The girls looked back along the narrow, weed-grown trail. A loud clattering on the rocky way announced the coming of a horse at some speed. The girls drew off among some bushes. They were startled to see a great black horse dashing over the uneven ground and a frightened girl clinging to reins and saddle, with no control of the animal. A white face and tight-set lips flashed by, as the horse swerved suddenly, almost unseating its rider. Then it dashed on.


      “It shied at us,” said Sarita. “Look. She’s trying to shake loose from the stirrups—to jump, I suppose. My! There’s that pretty nearly straight-up-and-down place just beyond where we go down to the beach!”


      Leslie set her teeth together and shivered. “Poor girl! But perhaps the horse won’t fall. At that pace I’m afraid it will kill her to jump.”


      Both girls started to run forward, as a turn in the cliff and the trail took the horse and its rider out of sight for a few moments, behind a clump of wind-blown pines and some bushes. But the girls hurried around to where they could see the road again, and they wondered where Dalton might be.


      “If Dal has gotten to the beach,” said Leslie, “we’ll have to call him to help, in case of a bad accident.”


      “It is pretty level after that one place,” Sarita answered, “and perhaps someone at the village will catch—”


      But they heard a frightened scream. Now they could see the scene clearly. What was the girl doing? And there stood Dalton at the side of the trail opposite the cliff’s edge. His feet were apart, bracing his body, for his arms were outstretched to catch the girl. There went a flying, falling figure—and Dalton, under the impact, fell too. What a crash among the bushes!


      CHAPTER III


      PEGGY IVES


      The running girls reached the scene just as Dalton and the girl who had jumped from the horse were picking themselves up and out of some blackberry bushes. Leslie was relieved to see that Dalton was disentangling himself with all his limbs in working order.


      “Oh! oh! Didn’t I kill you, falling on you that way? I ought to have known better, but you held up your hands, you know. Say, I could have chosen some bushes that weren’t blackberry bushes, though!”


      Somewhat hysterical Leslie thought the young lady, but when she knew her better, she found that this was Peggy Ives’ usual style of conversation.


      “Just look a little farther on and you will see why any bushes would do,” said Dalton, pulling a long blackberry branch from her dress and giving her his hand to help her up.


      “Say, you are all scratched up, too, and you even had the sense to throw your robe over the bush—not that it did much good! I’m full of prickles, but I am certainly much obliged!”


      By this time the young girl was on her feet, looking questioningly at the girls who had stepped up closely.


      “Are you hurt, Dal?” Leslie inquired.


      “Not to amount to anything—a few scratches.”


      “And a bump or two,” added the new acquaintance.


      “I caught you sideways,” said Dalton, “and only eased your fall. Are you sure that you are whole?”


      “Oh, yes. I’m not feeling so good, but neither are you. My name is Peggy Ives.”


      “Mine is Dalton Secrest and this is my sister Leslie.”


      Leslie, rather ashamed of having asked after her brother’s safety first, held out her hand to Peggy and asked if she could not help get out some of the prickles. Sarita was introduced while they drew out of the bushes and crossed the trail to the edge of the cliff, where there were rocks to make seats for them.


      Peggy limped a little and Leslie put an arm around her, finding Peggy a slim little thing, glad of someone to lean upon. Dalton still stood by the blackberry bushes, getting rid of briars, and wiping off the result of some scratches, with a handkerchief which he had found in his bathrobe pocket.


      “What became of my horse?” Peggy asked. “Did either of you see it?”


      “Yes,” Sarita answered. “He ran on and fell, but he must have picked himself up, for I looked down the road a minute ago and he wasn’t there.”


      “I am going to ‘catch it’ at home. Oh, here they come!”


      They all looked up the road, in the direction of Steeple Rocks, to see Mr. Ives and a pleasant-looking youth of perhaps Dalton’s age. Both were riding, their horses carefully held in to keep them from stumbling. “Did you get thrown, Peggy?” the boy asked, as Peggy rose and limped out toward them.


      “No. I jumped. That boy over there—”


      “Never mind, Peggy,” said Mr. Ives impatiently. “Jack says that you bolted into the woods and left him. Where is your horse?”


      “I don’t know. This girl says that she saw him roll down the hill, but he isn’t there now. They were ever so kind to me—”


      Peggy seemed fated to be interrupted, for Mr. Ives again broke in upon her speech to direct the boy to give Peggy his horse and go down into the village to find the other. “If you can’t find him, go to Bill’s and get a horse to bring you home.”


      Peggy was helped upon the other horse, after a vain effort to introduce Mr. Ives to the girls. Dalton had thrown his bathrobe around his shoulders and started for the beach as soon as he had seen the Ives delegation approaching. “I have met them, Peggy,” Mr. Ives had said shortly. “You did not see me bow to them.”


      “Neither did we,” said Sarita, a moment after Peggy, looking back with a smile and wave, had ridden away.


      “Neither did we what?” asked Leslie.


      “See Mr. Ives bow to us.”


      “Well, he gave us a look anyway, and maybe he did bow. I didn’t think about it.”


      “Scene number two in the Secrest-Ives meller-dramer!” Sarita went on.


      Leslie laughed. “What brilliant idea have you now, Sarita? What was scene number one? Mr. Ives’ appearance?”


      “Yes. Villain appears, threatens hero. Scene two, villain’s daughter rescued by the hero. Leading lady, star of the movies, yet to be discovered. Perhaps she is the villain’s daughter.”


      “She is a nice little thing, isn’t she? I imagine that she is a little younger than we are, but it’s hard to tell. She has a funny streak—telling Dal that she could have chosen the bushes!”


      “I liked her, and Mr. Ives can be just as nice as pie, but he wants to get rid of us, that’s clear, and he doesn’t like it that Dal isn’t more upset and scared about it.”


      “Smart girl. That’s what I think, too. But I wouldn’t say that he is really a ‘villain.’ Perhaps he is right. Wouldn’t it be too bad if there was something crooked about the title and Father didn’t know it! The only thing is, I can’t imagine that Father would buy a piece of land without knowing all about it.”


      “And your dad a lawyer, too!”


      “Exactly. But look at Dal, going in anyhow! The salt water will nearly kill him with those scratches!”


      They did not stay in the water long on this first occasion, but they all found it invigorating and Dalton insisted that after the first he did not notice the scratches. “I’m hurrying off now,” he said, after they came out of the water. “I’ll probably have to get the name of the man Father bought the place of from the deed. I wish we’d brought our deed with us. Perhaps Beth will remember it, and I can ask her casually, ‘by the way, Beth, do you remember,’ and so forth?”


      “I’ll ask her, and tell you. You’ll not be dressed before we get there.”


      “No. Take your time. Don’t hurry Sarita up the cliff and maybe have some accident yourself. Turned out to be Ives’ daughter?”


      “Yes, I suppose so, by the way he bossed her, and her name is Peggy Ives. Didn’t you kind of like her?”


      “A smart little thing. She screamed just before she jumped; but she was plucky about her bruises. I shouldn’t be surprised but she sprained her ankle. Get acquainted, girls. Perhaps the stern parent will relent toward us.”


      “I think I see ourselves calling at Steeple Rocks! You’d better go. You have been invited, you know.”


      Dalton laughed and ran on, his bathrobe flapping about his ankles.


      But like Peggy, Dalton was not feeling “so good.” He had fairly thought at the impact that his shoulder was broken or dislocated. Then he found, as they picked themselves out of the blackberry briars, that it was not. The cold sea water felt good to it and he gave himself a vigorous rubbing both in and out of the water, not trying to swim out far from shore, a sensible plan in any event, since they did not know the coast here. Now his shoulder ached.


      When Leslie came into the little camp, shortly after his own arrival, he called to her. “Any of that liniment, Les, that I use?”


      “Yes, Dal. Do you suppose that Beth would go anywhere with you along and no liniment?”


      Dalton heard Sarita laugh at this.


      “I didn’t know, Leslie,” Dalton returned. “I didn’t expect to play football up here, you know. Please hunt me up the bottle—that’s a good girl!”


      Leslie made no reply, for she was already hunting the liniment. Handing it in through the flap of the tent, she said, “Let me rub your shoulder for you, Dal.”


      “Thanks. I’ll do it this time, but it knocks out my going anywhere with my good clothes on. Did you ever see such luck!”


      “Don’t worry, Dal. If Mr. Ives really is going to do anything mean, all he would have to do would be to telephone somebody to fix it up and that would get ahead of you anyhow. It is too late to go today, seems to me. Get up early to-morrow morning and start.”


      “Perhaps I will, but I’ll go to the village and get some means of transportation arranged for.”


      Shortly Dalton was out, arrayed in his camp outfit, an old shirt and a sweater covering the aching shoulder. But he looked more dogged than happy as he started down the trail again, and Sarita remarked to Leslie that Dalton was blue.


      “I believe that he is more worried over what Mr. Ives said to us than he will say. But I’m not going to worry. Whatever is right will be found out, I hope, and anyhow we are in this lovely country. It wouldn’t cost much to put our things in a truck and go somewhere else, but not on any old land of Mr. Ives’! We could rent a spot near here. But what I’m wondering about is if he has any reason why he wouldn’t want us to stay around. There are other tourists, though, in cottages.”


      “But none so near Steeple Rocks, Leslie, or on the bay. Maybe he just wants what he thinks is his own land.”


      “Or wants to think it.”


      As so often it happens, the day had turned out entirely different from their plans. Instead of target practice the girls chose other pursuits. Elizabeth was absorbed in her first successful sketches. Dalton brought back from the village some fine fish and reported that he had found out how to get to the county seat, where the deed would be recorded. He had found someone at the village who would drive him there.


      Elizabeth was not admitted to this news, but after their delicious supper, she officiated as chief nurse in making Dalton comfortable. The other girls had given her the details of the accident.


      “It will do no harm to wait a little in seeing about your building, Dalton,” consolingly said Beth, gently rubbing in the liniment. “By morning, though, this will feel better, I am sure.”


      “Gee, your hands are soft, Beth. You are as good as Mother used to be!”


      “That is about the nicest thing you could say to me, Dal,” returned his sister. “I’ve been a poor substitute, but I have wanted to take her place a little.”


      “You are all right, Beth,” said Dalton, with boyish embarrassment over sentiment expressed. “You’ve had to do Father’s job too. Boy, that feels the best yet! Do you know what I’m going to do, Beth?”


      “I am no mind-reader, Dal.”


      “Well, I’ve decided to put off building or even cutting the trees for a week or two. I’ll fish and poke around in a boat, seeing the place. You and the girls will want to come along sometimes, too. We’ll go out and get you fine views of the shore and beach and all the rocks you want to sketch. And the next fish we eat may be what we have caught. How do you like lobster and shrimps, Beth?”


      “I am perishing for some!”


      “Here’s the boy that will get them for you!”


      Thus Elizabeth accepted the change of plan without being troubled by a knowledge of the cause.


      CHAPTER IV


      “SNOOPERS”


      The camping adventure developed rapidly and more pleasantly during the next few days. Elizabeth was enthusiastic, sleeping soundly, taking a daily dip or two with the other girls and adding to the really good sketches which she was making either in the woods or on the cliffs and shore.


      Dalton returned from his trip to the county seat with the news for Leslie and Sarita that the deed had been properly recorded. Someone at the courthouse had asked Dalton, in connection with some inquiry of his, whether he had an abstract of title or not. This Dalton did not know and he promptly wrote to their lawyer friend to inquire.


      “If we have, Leslie, I’d like to see Mr. Ives get around that.”


      “Perhaps he just wanted to frighten us and get us away. Could he be connected with rum-running, do you suppose?”


      “Men apparently as honest as he are,” Dalton replied, “but unless it is on a large scale, I scarcely think so. I’ve put it up to Jim Lyon, anyway. I wouldn’t be surprised if he took a vacation and came on. I offered him a bunk with me—you wouldn’t mind, would you, Les?”


      “It wouldn’t do, especially as he likes Beth; but there would be some place that he could stay, or he could have a camp of his own.”


      “He could bring his sister and the kiddies, too,” Sarita suggested.


      “Of course! There is a lovely place for a camp right on our little lake. It would have been much more convenient for us, too, only we wanted to be nearer the ocean. Write again and suggest it, Dal. Mrs. Marsh looked sort of wistful when we were talking about going and wished that they could afford a trip. If Mr. Marsh can’t get away, why couldn’t they put the youngsters in the old Ford and drive through?”


      “Write and suggest it, Leslie. Jim has a key to our deposit box, and I imagine that if we have an‘abstract’ or a ‘guarantee of title’ it’s in there. I don’t remember; but there were a lot of papers and things that I never looked at. Now I’m going to have a good time fishing. I found out who sold the place to Father, and I’ve written to him—so let nature take its course while we camp. I met a chap on the train that has a motor boat, a regular little yacht, he says, and he has invited me to go out with him. Then I’m getting a little boat of our own with an engine in it, Les, and it is big enough to sail the briny all right, except in a storm, perhaps.”


      This was a great surprise to Leslie and Sarita, who greeted the news with enthusiasm, though Leslie remarked that she did not suppose he ought to have taken the money.


      “Well, Leslie, it is my money, and I got this at a wonderful bargain—you will be surprised. It belongs to a man at the county seat and he is starting to leave the state altogether, after being accustomed to spend the summers here, you know. He almost gave the little boat away. I took a big chance, of course, for I haven’t seen it, but he said that if it wasn’t what he said it was, I needn’t finish paying for it. He took a chance on me, too, for I only gave him a small payment. But I’ll send him a check as soon as I see it. It’s in a boat house at the village.”


      The girls could scarcely realize their good fortune, but Dalton rather dreaded telling Elizabeth. He spent some little time thinking how to approach the subject diplomatically and then gave it up when the time came. Elizabeth did look sober and warned Dalton that he was using money which should be saved for his further education; but she, too, was pleased with the thought of the trips that they would take together. Was the outdoor life making her think less of the “welfare of the children?”


      The boat was in fairly good condition, Dalton found, though he had it carefully gone over, helping in this himself. At odd times, he and Leslie began to make a way down to the bay from the rocks, to a place which Dalton thought would be suitable for the boat. Nature had provided most of the steps, but there was one stretch where it was necessary to assist nature and make a safer footing. Then a rope, fastened above and below, would give confidence, for a fall would not be pleasant if it ended on the rocks on the edge, or in the water. On a ledge above the water, one then walked to a small cove.


      There, at the most protected part of the bay, where the higher part of the cliff began to start out into the curving point or arm which formed a real breakwater, the new boat should lie. But Dalton spent only a part of his time on these preparations. In a rented boat he and the girls rowed out on the bay and examined its every cove. “Snoopers,” Sarita said they were, and Leslie remarked that so far their observations had been “healthy” for them, which reference Elizabeth did not understand. But then she did not always understand the jokes of the younger girls. She had her own thoughts and dreams and seldom inquired about apparently trivial matters.


      Several times when they were on the bay they saw the rough man of Dalton’s first acquaintance. But he paid no attention to them and gave Dalton no opportunity to nod or speak, if he had wanted to do so.


      Bay and sea were often dotted with fishing boats that either remained or went out to a greater distance or to other points along the coast. The girls began to talk learnedly about codfish and mackerel, lobster, haddock and halibut. They did not tire of the sea food and Elizabeth came back to earth enough to discover how to cook most effectively the fish which Dalton, Leslie and Sarita caught.


      At last the day came when the new boat was ready. Launched at the village, it contained its young owner at the wheel and a boy of about Dalton’s age, who was fussing about the engine to see that it was working properly. Leslie and Sarita were in the bow, uttering mild squeals of delight at the way the little vessel cut the water, as they went some distance out into the ocean, preparatory to entering the broad mouth of the bay.


      When they were ready to turn and enter the bay, the young mechanic, Tom Carey by name, took the wheel and showed Dalton what part of the bay to avoid, though the entrance was large enough and without any rocks in its deep waters. “But keep away from the little bay or cove under Steeple Rocks,” said Tom. “The buoys, of course, warn you.”


      “It is safe enough with a flat boat, isn’t it?” Dalton inquired. “I came very near rowing in there the other day, but there was that buoy with ‘Danger’ on it and I put off my going till I should ask what is the matter.”


      “Matter enough. I suppose that it is years since anyone has tried to go into the bay from this side. Around the other side of the headland, though, there are the boats that belong to the Ives’ place and they get out into the bay here by that rocky channel you see. It’s wide enough, and luckily there is that sort of a long bar of broken rocks that separates their dock from Pirates’ Cove. That is what the smaller bay is called. There is a terrible current or undertow, they say, and the last person that ever went in over there never came back. Folks saw the boat drift in under the rocks and not a scrap of the boat was ever seen again, and the man seemed to be knocked over by the rocks. Nobody ever saw him again, either. He was some sort of a foreigner. It’s funny how many foreigners we get here.”


      “Where do they come from?” asked Leslie, who had come to watch the proceedings when the bay was entered.


      “I guess that some of them come over from Canada,” replied Tom. “They don’t stay very long, as a rule, though there is one family of Russians that has been here for several years. They seem to have a lot of relatives that visit them, especially in the summer. Bill Ritter, too, always has a lot working for him that can’t speak good English or don’t speak English at all. They may come from the fisheries down the coast. Bill’s Swiss, they say.”


      “What does he do?” idly asked Leslie, watching the waves.


      “He fishes; and I think that he supplies the Steeple Rocks folks with fish and lobster. He’s always going there. You’ve probably seen him. There he is now in a rowboat.”


      Dalton looked in the direction to which Tom nodded and saw the darkly red, sunburned features of the man who had spoken to him in his own woods. “Yes, I’ve seen him before. And that is the boat from which somebody waved to me, when I was over by Pirates’ Cove. It was probably Bill that pointed out the buoy with the danger sign. When he saw me row to it and read it, he rowed away. He must have been rowing towards me before. I’m much obliged to Bill. Look at him, Leslie. That is the man I was telling you about.”


      Leslie, with a quick, understanding look at her brother, gazed in the direction of the rowboat to which they were now nearer. But its occupant, after a glance in their direction, rowed farther away and seemed to be making preparations to cast his line.


      Sarita now came from where she had been leaning over to look at the depths and asked what Tom thought of Dalton’s boat and its engine.


      “They’re all right. That engine is almost new. Keep her oiled and you can go to Europe with her.”


      “We’ll go to Europe in a larger boat, I think,” laughed Leslie. “Honestly, though, could we put out to sea in this boat?”


      “It would be less rough out farther than here about the coast and these rocks, except inside the bay, of course. But I wouldn’t advise you to get out there in stormy weather. You are going to keep your launch inside the bay, aren’t you?”


      “Yes, just as soon as we get the place fixed for it. Dal wants you to see the place, don’t you Dal?”


      “Yes. I can’t imagine the boat’s getting beaten on the rocks badly there, even in a gale; but I want you to look at the cove and see what you think.”


      Leslie thought that gales seemed almost impossible on a day like that. The sky was serene, with gently floating masses of white clouds against the blue. The sea was almost calm, except where a line of breakers came in close to the shore. In the bay there were only ripples, with the salt water gently bathing the rocks of the cliffs and washing them with a light spray. “Cathedral Rocks” towered at the northern end of the bay and their own smaller cliff made a low headland at its southern side.


      As they carefully approached the lower end, they could see Elizabeth up on the rocks with her big umbrella and her easel. She was too deeply engaged to see them at first, but when she heard their hail, she came to look over and wave joyfully.


      CHAPTER V


      PEGGY SAYS “THANK YOU”


      This was only the beginning of trips. Leslie, Sarita, Dalton, and very often Elizabeth, went about bay and sea in the new launch, which Leslie named at once the “Sea Crest Yacht,” only a variation of their own name, she said. Sarita thought it delightful that their name was so appropriate to these circumstances and declared that their prospective cabin ought to be called Sea Crest instead of the Eyrie. But Leslie reminded her that their father had suggested an “Eyrie.”


      “We’ll have an ‘eagles’ nest’ on the rocks, perhaps, unless it does seem very much better to build in the woods,” said Dalton bareheaded, keeping the wheel steady as the little yacht cut the waves.


      “Perhaps Dalton would prefer some other name for his boat, Leslie,” suggested Elizabeth, by way of reminding her sister not to be too possessive.


      “He told me that I might name it,” Leslie replied, “didn’t you, Dal?”


      Dalton nodded. “It’s the Secrest yacht,” said he. “I like Leslie’s idea. I’m teaching her to be at the wheel, Beth, and all about the engine, too. I hope that you have no objections.”


      “It will probably be too late if I have, but do use judgment, children!”


      “We will, dear old emergency brake!”


      “Poor old Beth! She didn’t want to be so grown up and careful, but had to be!” As she spoke, Leslie put her arm around Elizabeth, who was standing beside her.


      “I’m letting you all share the responsibility now,” laughed Elizabeth. “I hope that I’ll not regret it!”


      “If we get reckless, Beth, we’ve learned that we have to take the consequences,” Sarita inserted.


      “Yes, but we don’t like consequences, Sarita.”


      “Hear, hear!” came from Dalton, “but Les can run the launch if she keeps away from the rocks. Luckily the entrance to the bay is broad enough, and the bay itself is remarkably free from rocks that we can’t see. Tom has given me full instructions, and he even drew a little chart for me.”


      In two weeks time the “yacht” and a newly painted rowboat were safely tied or anchored within the little cove below the Eyrie, as they had decided to call their rocks, whether a cabin or lookout were ever built there or not. It was Dalton who suggested a “lookout,” a small shelter among the rocks, where Elizabeth could paint, and from which all of them could watch the changing sea, or be protected from a storm. As Dalton told Leslie and Sarita, perhaps it was a good thing that they were hindered in their first plans and work. “We’ll have a much better idea of what we want to do, for being around the place a while.”


      Although Dalton occasionally felt uneasy about matters, his materials had not arrived for the cabin, and the man whom he had expected to help him was delayed with other work. They heard nothing from the young lawyer at home about an abstract of title. Indeed, he had not replied to their letter at all, which seemed strange, considering his previous devotion to Elizabeth.


      Mr. Ives had not appeared again, nor had they seen anything of Peggy. She, very likely, was more hurt with her fall than she had been willing to admit. Dalton wrote another letter to the lawyer and after learning that one of Bill’s sons had charge of the little village post office, he hired a horse and rode himself to the town at the railroad station, to see it safely on its way. Just why he should be so suspicious of Mr. Ives, he did not quite know, but it was instinctive.


      Fishing trips in the rowboat were successful. They were managing to have good meals at slight expense. It was the other part of their undertaking that took the money, Dalton’s boat and the prospective building. But they had no regrets. There would be enough to do it and Dalton told Beth that with her attaining fame from some picture of Steeple Rocks, and his learning to fish and handle a boat, they would be “fixed for life.” It was a great adventure and the lure of Pirates’ Cove brought much speculation to Leslie and Sarita.


      “What would it be called Pirates’ Cove for,” asked Leslie, “if no pirates ever went there? It isn’t any worse with rocks than lots of other places around here where we go, and I think that the story of a whirlpool or current is all nonsense!”


      “That’s all right, Les,” said Dalton, who was standing by her on the Sea Crest at the time when she made this remark. “Watch your wheel, Sis. There. Turn it that way just a little now. Good girl. But all the same, you keep out of Pirates’ Cove, Leslie. So far as the name is concerned, there are plenty of Pirates’ Coves on this coast. I’ve no doubt. It’s a good name for any rather mysterious place.”


      “Yes, it is,” said Sarita, who was waiting her turn at the wheel, “but that is it. When we have a Pirates’ Cove right at our door, so to speak, why not get some good of it?”


      Dalton laughed at this and said that they would row around into the Ives’ territory “one of these days. We can see all the rocks closer there.”


      “Not I,” firmly said Leslie, not knowing that she would be the first one to go. “It might remind Mr. Ives of our existence, if he should see us. Let’s let well enough alone, folks. When we hear that we have an abstract of title and everything, you can go over to Steeple Rocks, Dal, and tell him so.”


      “I’ll begin to cut down a few trees, then,” said Dalton, with a grin. “That will bring him over fast enough.”


      But their freedom from Mr. Ives was due to another cause, as they found out at once; for when they came back from this trip, they found Peggy Ives at the camp, in animated conversation with Beth. Beth was showing Peggy their camp and she was admiring the convenience of their “bungalow tent,” when Leslie and Sarita appeared in the door.


      “Oh, here is our circus lady,” cried Sarita before she thought. She and Leslie had so dubbed Peggy, but they had not intended to announce it.


      Peggy’s eyes smiled at Sarita, however, as she turned from an examination of the ruffled dressing table. “Is that what you call me! I was quite a performer, wasn’t I? I just came over to tell you how much obliged I am that your brother made me jump before I got to that awful place further on. I came to say ‘thank you’ to him, and then I want you all to come over to Steeple Rocks to have dinner with us.”


      “Thank you, Miss Peggy,” Elizabeth said at once. “I scarcely think that we can do that. You see, we have chiefly camping clothes, and we are not ready for dinner at a home like yours.”


      “Oh, we don’t always dress for dinner. Mother lets me come in to the table in my sport things. She wants to see you. Father had to go away on business the very next day after I fell, and we haven’t seen a thing of him since. I would have been over before, but I did give my ankle a terrible wrench and then I was sick a little, too. Mother said it was‘shock,’ but my nerves are all right!”


      “I’d think that the scare you had would do something to them,” Sarita remarked.


      “It is ever so good of you to ask us over,” Leslie added, glad that Elizabeth had started the ‘regrets,’ “but Beth is right about our clothes, Peggy. You’d better visit us here. We’ll have a beach party and chowder. Wouldn’t that be fun?”


      “Yes, it would. I’d like to; but still, we want to have you come to Steeple Rocks, too. Where are the clothes you traveled in? You will like my mother. She is nicer than my father, and I am very sure that she will be disappointed if you can not come. She told me to bring you today if you would, and if you had something else that you were doing today, you could come to-morrow. Then she didn’t know whether you had a car, or horses, or anything, if you thought it too far to walk. It’s terribly rough for a car, of course.”


      They were outside, now, sitting upon the various seats that Dalton had provided, from stones, or logs found in the woods.


      “No, we haven’t any car or any horses, but it is not too far for us to walk,” gently said Elizabeth. “I still think, though, that, as Leslie says, it would be better for you to visit us here. Stay to supper with us. Dal is fishing now. Sometimes he gets a big fellow that we can scarcely eat up.”


      “I wouldn’t dare stay this time, thank you. Mother would think that I’d had another accident. Besides, the boy that you saw the other day is with me. He stopped back in the woods on the way over from the road. I’d love to stay, though.” Peggy looked as if she were almost ready to yield, in spite of better judgment.


      “We’ll hurry up the meal,” Leslie suggested. “There comes Dal now. Go and ask your friend to come too. It doesn’t take any time to cook fish on our portable stove, and it will be such fun to have you.”


      “I’d love to see how you do it! Well, I’ll go and call Jack and see what he says.”


      Dalton reached the tent just as the “circus lady” was disappearing into the woods. “‘How now, Malvolio?’” he inquired facetiously. “More communications from the Ives?”


      “Peggy came to say ‘thank you,’ Dal,” Beth replied. “She is a dear little girl—though for that matter, I imagine that she is only a year or so younger than Leslie and Sarita.”


      “She just told me that she is fourteen,” said Leslie, who had walked a little distance with Peggy. “She did it in such a funny way, saying that perhaps we thought her too young to ‘play with us,’ but she would like to know us. Imagine, Dal.” Leslie looked at her brother with a funny smile that Elizabeth, naturally did not understand.


      “Why is that strange?” she asked. “I know that Dal does not like Mr. Ives, from something he said; but why shouldn’t he like Peggy?”


      “There isn’t any reason at all,” Dalton answered. “She did give me a lame shoulder and a few bruises and scratches on our first acquaintance, to be sure, but that was nothing.”


      “This sounds as if your meeting Peggy were in a fight. Dal,” Sarita said, “but hurry up with that fish. Leslie and I will help you clean it, while Beth gets the things ready to cook it.”


      Thus it happened that neither Leslie nor Sarita could offer a fishy hand to Jack Morgan, who came hurrying into camp with Peggy, his blue eyes smiling and his frank face interested, as they could clearly see. He acknowledged the introductions with the manner of a boy used to meeting people, and laughed when Leslie and Sarita displayed their hands, cleaning fish with Dalton over some paper which could be gathered up and burned later.


      “I hated to be hurried away that day when Peggy scared the Ives family nearly to death, but her father and I did not know but she might be seriously hurt after all; and after being shaken up by the ride home, she was glad enough to be taken care of in a hurry, weren’t you, Peggy?”


      “M’m-h’m,” nodded Peggy, watching operations with the fish. “If Dad hadn’t been so cross over nothing, I wouldn’t have minded so much.”


      “He was worried, Peggy,” said Jack. Leslie thought it good of him to make excuses for his handsome but irritable host.


      At once they all liked Jack Morgan. He turned out to be a cousin of Peggy’s, whom Mrs. Ives had invited for the summer at Steeple Rocks. Peggy privately informed Leslie that Jack was worth a dozen of their other guests, most of them friends of her father’s, she said. But almost everyone was grown up, she said, and Peggy had no chums of her own. Sarita and Leslie forthwith invited her to make chums of them, and they were not a little touched at the eagerness with which Peggy accepted the offer.


      The little hurriedly-prepared supper broke any remaining ice. When Jack finally rode off with Peggy, both insisted that there must be a beach party at Steeple Rocks very soon, to which all the camping party would come. Beth thought that it would be very pleasant and accepted for the family, which was just as well; but she did not notice that while the rest commented on the kindness of the invitation, none of them committed themselves about coming.


      “We did that very well, Dal,” Sarita remarked afterwards. “They know that we’d love to come, but if Mr. Ives appears and says anything, they may remember that Beth was the only one who said anything definite about accepting, and even she said ‘if we can.’ I am pretty sure that they are all regular summer folks with money and clothes and style.”


      “It does not sound very well to hear Peggy criticise her father,” Dalton suggested, to the girls’ surprise. They had seen Peggy go up purposely but shyly to Dalton after supper, to say her “thank you,” they supposed, and they had noticed Dalton’s friendly response.


      “I thought of it, too,” said Leslie, “and I am sure that Beth did; but at that, Peggy Ives may have reason to dread her father, even though she should not speak so before strangers. I don’t trust him.”


      Yet it was Leslie, on the very next day, when she was at the beach, alone, who accepted an invitation to enter the Ives’ launch. She was the first one of the Secrest party to land at Steeple Rocks.


      CHAPTER VI


      A “CLOSE-UP” VIEW


      Dalton had gone to the town on the railroad, where he had arranged to have his mail sent for a while, writing to the lawyer again and telling him to direct important letters to the general delivery there for the present. Sarita had a headache and was lying down for the afternoon, looked in upon occasionally by Elizabeth, who was at her usual occupation of sketching or painting. Beth ascribed Sarita’s headache to some cheap candy which the girls had bought at the village and was hoping that a little soreness about Sarita’s throat would not amount to anything.


      Leslie, who had been in the ocean earlier in the day with Elizabeth, was a bit of bright color on the beach in a red frock and sweater to match. She was easily seen from the launch, where figures waved at her and pointed toward the dock, a small one at the end of the town nearest the Secrest headland, as Peggy had begun to call it.


      They were beckoning her to come, Leslie saw; and making a pile of her shells, for gathering them was her latest occupation, she ran toward the little dock. There, before she arrived the pretty launch was bobbing up and down inside the breakwater.


      “Come on for a cruise, Leslie!” called Peggy. “It’s grand this afternoon. We’ll bring you back in time for anything.”


      Jack was out on the rough boards to help Leslie inside of the launch. It was really not necessary to accept or refuse, only to climb in.


      A large, dark woman looked critically at Leslie and Leslie found no sympathy in her eyes when, after she was seated, she met her glance. “Madame Kravetz, this is Leslie Secrest. Madame teaches me, Leslie. Where is Sarita?”


      “She has a headache and Beth is hoping that it doesn’t mean tonsilitis. Sarita wore a thin dress and forgot her sweater when we went out last night, but Beth is dosing her and perhaps it will not amount to anything.” Leslie was wondering a little about Peggy’s governess. She did not look French, and her name was certainly not French. She might be one of those Swiss who are part French and part German. Leslie did not like her expression.


      Jack was running the launch. Out to sea they started; then, after a time, they made for the bay, which was better for launches than the sea, which was growing rough. For a while they cruised around among the fishing boats and a few pretty sail-boats until Peggy directed Jack to head for Steeple Rocks.


      “Take Leslie through the channel, Jack, and show her our little harbor in our own bay.”


      Madam Kravetz started to say something, but closed her thin lips rather tightly instead. Leslie thought that she had been about to make an objection, but she was having too good a time to think much about their chaperon.


      The channel was interesting. Jack was careful between rocks at the entrance, but the distance widened as they proceeded. At their right a narrow islet with high rocks kept the force of the ocean from the channel and other rocks made a breakwater for the Ives’ harbor, “Ives Bay.”


      “People are often afraid when we take them through the channel for the first time,” said Peggy, “especially if they have heard the stories about Pirates’ Cove. But we tell them that the channel is deep and safe even for a boat of fair size, if they veer away a little from the rocks on the Cove side.”


      Peggy nodded toward the rocks at their left over which tossing waters left their spray. “Dad showed Jack where to go and where not to go,” she added. “I just love Steeple Rocks, Leslie, and I wish that you would come here a lot.”


      Leslie saw that Madame Kravetz looked annoyed. She almost turned her back upon the girls and looked out over the boat’s edge with a frown. “These are Beth’s ‘Cathedral Rocks,’” Leslie replied to Peggy. “She loves them, more than any of us. Beth is an artist, you know. But we all love to look at them and I like any rock on the coast. They beat sand for beauty any day, though I will say that for bathing, you may give me a sandy beach.”


      Little waves lapped the shore near the dock where Jack skilfully brought their boat. Leslie felt thrilled, as she confided to Sarita later, to see a pretty sailboat tied there, together with other boats of various sorts. Dear me, they could have everything they wanted, she supposed.


      In response to Leslie’s exclamation over the number of boats, Peggy said that her father had a large yacht, too, that had to be docked in the other bay. “We wondered if that larger dock were not yours,” said Leslie. “I think that you are a very lucky girl, Peggy, to have so much fun.”


      “But after all, Leslie, it’s people that make fun and good times, not things, or even places, though I like to cruise.” Peggy frowned and looked thoughtful, while Leslie wondered again. But now Jack was offering to help the ladies out of the boat.


      “What are you going to do now?” asked Madame Kravetz.


      “Oh, I want to show Leslie all over Steeple Rocks. Jack and I have been intending to explore them more ourselves, but we haven’t had time, with all the company we have had.”


      “No—and you haven’t time now,” coldly said Peggy’s governess. “Your mother will expect to meet your friend, since you have brought her here; and then it will be necessary to see her home before long, if her sister does not worry about what has become of her.”


      “Oh, you always think up such horrid things, Madame K,” rather pettishly Peggy said. “All right, though, for I want Mother to see Leslie.”


      It was quite a climb to reach the top of the headland and then, indeed, they were only at the beginning of the higher mass known as Steeple Rocks. But good steps had been made, with a strong railing, that made the ascent easy to the young people. Madame Kravetz, also, climbed easily.


      When they reached the top of the steps, they walked from the upper platform to a rocky expanse which was evidently the rear of the Steeple Rocks garden, for presently they came among little trees, planted with decorative intent, and Leslie found herself within a formal garden. Flowers were blossoming and Leslie would have liked to linger, had not Peggy hurried her on to show her the house, an immense affair, of how many rooms Leslie could only guess. There were gables and ells and corners and masses of stone. There were chimneys and bay windows and balconies. From the rear they went around to the front, past a porte-cochere, where a big car was standing.


      The entrance was particularly beautiful, Leslie thought, with wide steps and pillars. Great flags of stone made the porch floor. Light wicker chairs stood about and a long wicker couch was piled with pretty cushions in gay colors. “And they don’t want us to have even a log cabin!” Leslie thought, in a moment of resentment.


      But no one could be resentful with Peggy, who was the most hospitable creature imaginable. Jack, too, felt the responsibility of making Leslie have a good time. Peggy took Leslie to her own pretty room first, where both girls made themselves a little more presentable. Leslie was glad that her dress and sweater were respectable, since she was to meet Mrs. Ives. Gathering shells on the beach had not improved the appearance of her hands, which were now washed with Peggy’s pet soap, fragrant and soothing. Then they joined Jack on the porch again, to find him at a little table behind tall glasses of delicious lemonade and a dish of cakes. This was almost better than camping! But never mind. The Secrests, too, would have a house one of these days!


      Through the trees they could see a tennis court where active figures were playing and other people were about. White, red, blue, orange, all sorts of colors, had a share in the sport costumes. “It’s doubles,” said Peggy. “There, it’s over. Now they will be coming in, I think.”


      In a few minutes small groups, perhaps a dozen people in all, sauntered toward the house, Mrs. Ives hurrying on before the rest. “That’s Mother in the white,” said Peggy, going to the steps to stop her.


      “Oh, Mother, stop a minute, won’t you? Leslie’s here.”


      Mrs. Ives halted and turned toward Leslie and Jack. “Yes, Peggy, if Jack will order some lemonade and cakes for us all. That is what I was hurrying for. So this is Leslie?” She cordially extended a hand to Leslie, who rose and stepped forward to greet her, rather surprised to find her so young, in appearance, at least, with her bobbed hair and youthful dress. Referring to their kindness to Peggy, Mrs. Ives renewed her invitation.


      But Leslie saw that her hostess was not speaking very seriously. “Thank you, Mrs. Ives,” she said. “We were glad to be invited, but there have been things to hinder us (indeed there had), and then, we are scarcely prepared to mingle with your guests. We came to camp, you know.”


      “That will make no difference,” cordially said Mrs. Ives, “but perhaps you will best enjoy the beach party that Peggy is planning. Peggy, you arrange it and have what you want. Excuse me, Miss Leslie, I must go on.”


      Although Leslie felt that Mrs. Ives pleasant cordiality was not assumed, she saw that her mind was wandering toward her older guests during the time of their brief conversation. One of the ladies was waiting for her and both went into the large room which Leslie had noticed as she passed in the hall. Sounds of music presently reached them.


      “Now that’s over,” coolly Peggy remarked, “and we’ve gotten rid of Madame. Jack, I want to take Leslie to my room and talk with her a little bit. Will you be ready to take her back in the launch when we come down?”


      “I surely will, but you’d better make it snappy if you don’t want to have Miss Beth worrying over what has become of her wandering sister.”


      Leslie looked at her watch. There was time for a little visit only. She followed Peggy back into the attractive room with its comfortable, summer fittings.


      So near the sea, the house was suitably screened from the strong winds by the pile of headland rocks with their two towers. Peggy, however, considered this a decided drawback, since there was no good view of the sea from any of the windows. “But Dad said that I would be glad sometimes not to be blown away or think that I was going to sail off with the house! He wanted it close up against the rocks, and you can see for yourself that part of the house fairly joins them. Dad has his office there and his own little library. He’s a shivery sort of man, anyhow, used to Florida in the winters, you know.”


      “How would I know, sweet Peggy?”


      “Probably you wouldn’t,” laughed Peggy. “That is what my own father used to call me, ‘sweet Peggy,’ after the old song.”


      “Oh, then, Mr. Ives is really not your father,” said the surprised Leslie. But that accounted for some of Peggy’s rather disrespectful speeches.


      “No, and I ought to be ashamed of myself for not liking him better. I can have anything I want and he doesn’t care. O Leslie, I wish that you would let me talk to you about things sometimes! You are all so happy, and we aren’t, very, here. I don’t know just what is the matter, either!”


      “Why, of course you may talk to me, Peggy! It seems to me that you might be happy enough, a nice, pretty girl with everything to make you happy. Why, child, we’ve had real trouble—well, I suppose that you have been through that, too, losing your father.”


      “Yes, though I was pretty small, then. Haven’t you very much to live on, either?”


      Peggy was quite frank in her question, but Leslie, to whom having money or not having it was only an agreeable or disagreeable incident, did not mind. “Not so very much, Peggy,” she answered, “but enough to get along and more than some people. Then we are always expecting to do and be something wonderful, you see!” Leslie was laughing a little, but Peggy understood.


      “Perhaps that’s it,” Peggy said. “Nobody here wants to do anything but have a good time. If I had been allowed to have one of my girl friends here this summer, I suppose I would have been satisfied. But when Mother invited Jack, even, Dad made a terrible to-do about it and almost said that he should not come; but he had already been invited. Dad said that he did not want any ‘curious boys’ around. Leslie, there is something funny going on and I wish I could find out what it is. I’m pretty sure that Mother doesn’t know either, and she worries. She has been worried ever since that old foreigner came to be a sort of secretary or something to Dad. He manages his business, Dad says sometimes. He’s a Count. Madame Kravetz belongs to the nobility, too.”


      “From what country?” asked Leslie, interested.


      “Russia, I think, though she claims to be French. Old Count Herschfeld is supposed to be Austrian. You’ll see him sometime. He has fishy eyes and is very straight and tall and pale, and has a slit for a mouth, and walks like a soldier. Probably he was some sort of a general in the war.”


      “If I were you, Peggy, I wouldn’t worry over anything that you can’t help. You will be able to enjoy this wonderful place. It must be great to be in Florida for the winters, too.”


      “I suppose it is. I never thought about it. Mother married Dad when I was about six years old. He was nicer then than he is now. We travel so much that I have a teacher with me all the time. But I heard Mother talking to Dad about not putting me in school, so I suppose that boarding school will be the next thing for me.”


      “Do you like your governess?”


      “I do not. To myself I call her ‘Crabby.’ Kravetz, Kravy, Crabby, you see. Sometime I will forget before company!”


      “Better not,” smiled Leslie. “But if they let you, suppose you stay around with us a good deal this summer. You and Sarita and I will be a sort of—‘triumvirate,’ you know. Dal will be terribly busy pretty soon, building our log cabin, and we’ll have to run our launch half the time without him, and fish in the small boat, too. He is taking most of his fun now, he says, though, of course, he will like to build the house, too. He is crazy about the woods and about making things and having a house of our own. We sold our house when Elizabeth got a place to teach in a bigger town only a few miles away.”


      “I wish Elizabeth taught me,” said Peggy. “I could learn more if I liked the teacher and was sure that what she said was true.”


      Leslie was quite impressed by that statement. She had not liked the face of the governess either.


      “I’m going to be real good and see if they will not let me off from lessons, though Mother said that Madame Kravy needed the money and the place. But she could stay just the same. Dad said the other day that he needed some one ‘to help him in his office.’”


      Leslie wondered what his business could be that he carried it on in this remote spot. But he might be some big executive who had to keep in touch with affairs and write “letters and things.”


      Busily they talked. Peggy thanked Leslie for asking her to be a member of a “triumvirate” and said that if Sarita did not mind she surely would belong. “Jack is sort of lost, too, without anybody of his own age. Perhaps Dalton would not mind if he hung around when he was building.”


      “Well, Peggy, I think that I ought to tell you something, if you promise not to say a word to Elizabeth about it. You see Beth was all used up when school was out, and if she can only have a little while to be happy and get strong again, why then it won’t make so much difference what happens, and I suppose that she will have to know about this. Now it might interfere with the ‘triumvirate.’”


      “Tell, me. I’ll not say a word. I can’t imagine what it is.”


      “I’m sure you never could. You see, Peggy, your father may not want you to come to see us, or have us out here, or anything. Was he there when your mother sent word for us to come?”


      “No.”


      “I thought so.” Then Leslie gave the details of their first meeting with Mr. Ives, summing up the case quite clearly. “So, you see, if Mr. Ives wants to get us off the land, and we stand up for what we think are our rights, it may not be so very pleasantall around. We’d always like you, Peggy, but it might be embarrassing for you to have much to do with us.”


      “It would be a great deal more pleasant than not to have anything to do with you. Little Peggy will try diplomacy. I’ll find out what Dad is up to; but if I don’t, and the position in the triumvirate is still open, I’ll fill it, you can be sure.”


      “Well, then, Peggy, don’t do anything you oughtn’t for our sakes.”


      “How about little Peggy’s sake, Leslie?”


      “Same thing. But if your mother lets you, you will certainly be welcome on the Sea Crest and in the Eyrie pretty soon.”


      “When shall we have the first meeting of the‘triumvirate’?”


      “Say to-morrow.”


      “To-morrow it is.”


      The faintly ticking little wrist watches announced to the girls who glanced at them that they must bring the visit to a close. They ran downstairs and Leslie strolled out, while Peggy hunted up her cousin. In a few minutes the three were going down the steps to the Ives’ launch, which carried them past the foaming rocks and into the bay toward Leslie’s homing spot, the little rude dock at the base of the Secrest headland. Pirates’ Cove looked just as interesting and deadly as ever, as they passed it. The Sea Crest bobbed up and down gently in recognition of the other boat, and Jack gallantly handed Leslie to a safe foothold and saw her up the more difficult steps, before he took the wheel from Peggy and waved a goodbye. The little launch chugged away. Leslie stopped at the top to lean upon a rock and watch the boat and her new friends. What a queer household there was at Steeple Rocks. Mr. Ives was not Peggy’s father. She was glad of that. She was sure that others there beside Madame Kravetz were foreign. The lady who waited for Mrs. Ives and joined her had spoken to her in French, probably because Mrs. Ives knew French; for she heard the guest “jabber” something else to another lady that followed them.


      There was something queer going on, Peggy had said. Of course. It was that, perhaps, that made Mr. Ives try to send them all away. Leslie’s thoughts were busy with impressions received at Steeple Rocks.


      CHAPTER VII


      RIGHTS ASSURED


      On Leslie’s arrival in camp, she found only Beth there. Something savory was steaming on the portable stove, which stood out under the trees, protected from any breeze too strong both by the natural screen and one manufactured from canvas.


      “Soup tonight, Leslie,” said Beth. “Sarita thought that she could enjoy it. Step into the tent and see what you think of that water color. I finished it. Tell me that the sky looks like the one we see here!”


      “Oh, it does, Beth,” called Leslie in a moment from the tent. Then she came out to help. “It is lovely, Beth, the prettiest thing you have done yet. Where is Sarita?”


      “Back in the woods with her glass. The last I saw of her she was trailing a warbler and trying to find its nest. I think that she called it a redstart. She is ever so much better, though rather weak after that headache. Her throat is a little raw, but she will escape any further trouble, I think. I hope that Dal will get back in time for supper. I was almost worried about you, gone so long.”


      “Peggy and Jack picked me up from the beach and I had a trip to Steeple Rocks. There doesn’t seem to be anything to do, Beth—do you care if I go to hunt Sarita?”


      “Not at all.”


      Back into the fragrant woods Leslie strolled and met Sarita coming with Dalton by the little trail, now quite a path of their making, that led through the woods from the road.


      The two were laughing and talking as they came and Dalton waved triumphantly a letter as he saw Leslie. “Letter from Jim Lyon, Leslie. We have the abstract of title safely reposing in our deposit box, where Jim says it had better stay. We are to refer Mr. Ives to him. This land never did belong to Mr. Ives. He sent me a little list of names of the owners. So Mr. Ives is—mistaken! In other words, it’s all a bluff, for some unknown reason, to get rid of us, or grab the land, or something.”


      “Then we can go right on and have our shack! How grand! Sarita, if your head wasn’t shaky, we’d have a war-dance right here where they used to have ’em!”


      “What’s the matter with Sarita?” Dalton inquired. “She does look a little peaked.”


      “Oh, I’m all right now, Dal. Beth was sure that I was going to be sick, but it was only a sick headache, I think. Beth’s been doctoring me all day. My throat is a little raw and that’s all. Let’s hurry up to tell Beth the good news.”


      “You have forgotten that she does not know the bad news.”


      “Sure enough. Why not tell her now?”


      “No—I—think not,” hesitatingly said Dalton. “I’ve another letter for her from Jim—I told him that she did not know what Mr. Ives said and that we are trying to keep her from worry. I transacted some business about the building, and that will be enough news for Beth about my trip. If Beth and Peggy don’t know, it will make relations less strained, I think.”


      “I told Peggy today, Dal. I almost had to. Do you mind?”


      “You have as much right as I have, Leslie, to manage affairs with Peggy. Tell me about it.”


      “I will. I’ll tell nearly everything at supper, then we’ll have a private confab later. What do you think? I was at the very stronghold of the enemy—Steeple Rocks!”


      Leslie enjoyed the surprise of Dalton and Sarita, but she continued to speak of Beth. “We’d better let her have a little longer time to rest. This doesn’t spoil our fun at all, but she might worry and not sleep.”


      Dalton wore a wide grin. “Your freedom from care shows your confidence in your natural protector,” said he, tapping his chest.


      Leslie laughed with Sarita, but told her brother that he was more nearly right than he thought. “Under these circumstances I’d certainly hate to be here without you!”


      “Thanks for the tribute, Les; I’m almost overcome, but I think that I can manage to get into camp without assistance.”


      But Dalton pretended to stagger a little, while both laughing girls ran to his support just as they emerged from the deeper wood into the clearing. Elizabeth, watching the soup, looked up, startled to see Dalton apparently in need of help, but it was evident in a moment that it was only what she termed “some silly joke” as she summoned them to supper.


      “Now Beth, don’t look at me in that tone of voice,” jovially urged Dalton. “See this letter that I have for you? Don’t halt supper, though, while you read it. I’m half starved.”


      “I think that I can manage to wait until after supper,” dryly returned Elizabeth, but she flushed when she saw the letter.


      “Nice old Beth,” crooned Leslie. “I’m doing all the clearing up after supper, and you shall have a free day to-morrow, too, shan’t she, Sarita?”


      “I think so! Poor Beth would just get into some inspiring mood for her latest masterpiece, when she would happen to think that I ought to have some medicine, or a drink, or something.”


      “Nonsense! I had a lovely, quiet day.”


      But Beth was tired and after reading her letter she went to bed, while Leslie cleared away the evidences of the meal and washed the dishes with Sarita’s help. Dalton then built a fire out on the rocks which overlooked bay and sea and there they toasted marshmallows and talked, Sarita wrapped like a mummy, as she declared, to keep her from too strong a breeze. They put her in a sheltered spot, but they sat for a long time about the cheerful blaze, talking over the events of the day and other things.


      Dalton gave the details of his trip to town more fully than he had done before Beth at supper. By the firelight the girls read again the letter from Mr. Lyon to Dalton. “Here’s what he says, Sarita,” said Leslie, leaning where the light would fall upon the page.


      “‘I’m glad that you suggested our coming to Maine, Dalton. It may be possible, though we do not want to drive with a big camping outfit. Can such things be purchased near you? I believe that you ordered yours sent on. I may as well take my vacation there.’” Here Leslie pursed up her mouth and gave Sarita a comical glance.


      “‘You may imagine how the children shouted when I read them your message. Marsh can not come, but Mary looked as if the mere suggestion of Maine breezes were refreshing. We are having very hot weather. I will wait to hear again from you before making definite plans.’”


      “He will also wait to hear what Beth thinks, I imagine,” said Sarita.


      “We can let them use the bungalow tent if we get some building done by the time they want to come,” Dalton suggested. “Now that we’ve had the brilliant idea of an Eyrie first, here on the rocks, that ought to be finished pronto, and its one big room will do for you girls if our company comes before the shack in the woods gets finished. That will take longer. But I’ve ordered lumber for the Eyrie and it’s going to back right up against the rocks. We are going to have a frame inside, then use the rocks around here for the outside, a real stone house, you see, girls, and I shall have it built with a little window looking over the rocks and out to sea, our real ‘lookout.’ You girls can help gather the smaller stones if you want to, and Beth may have, some artistic ideas.


      “A man is coming to help me. I’ve ordered a wheelbarrow and a lot of things. Just wait till the truck comes to-morrow!”


      “Shall you begin to cut down the trees that you have marked, Dal, now that you know our title is all right?”


      “I am not sure. Cutting down trees will mean that someone from Steeple Rocks will be right over. I think that it might be better to get the Eyrie right up, with a lock on the door.”


      “Aha! Our castle, Sarita!” cried Leslie. “You are right, Dal. Now let me tell you all about Peggy. She wants to be with us as much as possible, Sarita. It was too pathetic. Imagine not being happy with all the advantages that she has! But she told me that Mr. Ives is not her real father.”


      Leslie paused to let this statement take effect. “Good!” Sarita exclaimed, and Dalton, too, nodded his approval.


      “Then, her governess, too, is Some queer foreigner and an old Count Somebody, that is in some business or other with Mr. Ives, is there and her mother has worried ever since he appeared on the scene somewhere in Florida—”


      “I admire your definite way of telling the facts,” Dalton remarked.


      “I want you to get only the main fact, Dal, the‘atmosphere’ of Steeple Rocks. From what Peggy says it is clear that she is uneasy and that there is some mystery there. If we take Peggy into our society, Sarita, we are very likely to find out what it is, and anyhow the kiddie needs us, I think. She may be as old as we are in some ways, and again she is just a little girl. But she is true blue, I believe, nothing deceitful about her.”


      “You can take her around on our launch, Les,” Dalton suggested. “I’ll be too busy for a while to take out the boats, and you can run the launch as well as I can now.”


      “I’ll do it. We’ll cruise around and fish sometimes. By the way, Jack Morgan may come over to ‘help you with the building,’ he said, when he deposited me on our rocks; and Peggy announced that both of them would be over to-morrow.”


      Dalton’s grin was again in evidence. “We’ll see who wins out, the folks that want to get rid of us, or those that want us to stay,” and to emphasize his remark, he threw another stick on the fire.


      By the flickering light they strolled around to look at the place where the Eyrie was to be built. As in the case of the Steeple Rocks home, it could be built against the protecting rocks, in a natural “corner,” where the rocks of the headland might form almost two walls. But Dalton explained that it would be better to have a good frame inside, and both girls said that as Dal always knew what he was about they would leave it to him to show them by doing it.


      It was quite late when Dalton left them, but Sarita and Leslie lingered. “Be in pretty soon, Dal,” said Leslie. They turned into a favorite corner of the rocks, where they, could perch upon one and see over a ledge. “Why, look, Sarita,” continued Leslie. “There is a big ship. See all the lights!”


      “It is either moving very, very slowly out there,” said Sarita, “or standing still. Look! There’s a signal of some sort.”


      Climbing around the rocks, careful of slipping in the dark, Leslie and Sarita found a post from which they could see the entire bay and its surrounding waters. Neither had said so, but each was wondering whether there might not be some answering lights from the village or from Steeple Rocks.


      It was from the village, however, that a motor boat put out. They could hear the chugging sound of its engine and watched its light. It was eerie there, with the sound of the breakers, the faint noise of the little engine as it went farther away, the great dark headlands and woods, the misty air from the ocean. Sarita drew dose to Leslie and took her hand. “It is all so big that it scares me,” she whispered.


      “I love it,” Leslie whispered back, “but I imagine that it’s just as well for nobody to see us here.”


      “Let’s go back,” hastily said Sarita.


      “If you want to, but who could see us in this dark?” Leslie looked up at the sky glittering with stars. “If it were moonlight it would be different. But perhaps we’d better not talk. Somebody might be snooping around to see if any of us were up.”


      Sarita, not quite herself yet, sat down on the rocks at hand, but Leslie stood with deepest interest, watching the moving light. “Now they are there,” she whispered to Sarita; “Come on, child, I’m going to see you to bed and then come back with my flashlight to see where that motorboat comes back to—don’t you admire my English?”


      “I’ll wait with you, Leslie.”


      “No, not after the day you have had. I ought to have been more thoughtful. Come on, honey-child, if only to save me from Beth’s reproofs.”


      Leslie never knew how wise a move she had made, for when she and Sarita had been in the tent for a little while, moving carefully, with only an occasional flash of the flashlight, in order not to disturb Beth, a watcher among the rocks moved slowly away toward the village. Their fire on the rocks had been noted.


      It was just as well, too, that Leslie waited for some little time after Sarita was in her cot before leaving the tent again. She knew that it would be some time, very likely, before the launch would return, especially if, as she thought, they were engaged in rum-running. In consequence, she, too, undressed, slipping on her warm bathrobe and her rubber-soled tennis shoes for her little venture. She grew sleepy as she sat for a little while on the edge of her cot, wrapped in a blanket. Then, when she found herself nodding, she roused with a start! Oh, she must have gone to sleep and it would be too late!


      But she looked at her watch and found that only twenty minutes had passed since she and Sarita had come in.


      It was a little spooky, Leslie thought, to go out to the rocks alone. She had half a notion to call Dalton, but when she tiptoed to his tent she heard his even breathing and had not the heart to waken him. Coming from the darkness of the tent, it did not seem so black under the starlight. She kept to the path and occasional flashes from her light showed her the ground before her. Their fire was out.


      When she reached the spot where she and Sarita had stood, she was surprised to see the launch half way toward the bay. It had not taken them long to load, she thought. And a second surprise, though not so much of one, either, was to see the launch speeding in the direction of Steeple Rocks, not by way of the bay and the channel, but from the ocean, doubtless to the Ives’ bay.


      Something, then, was to be taken from the ship to Mr. Ives. Perhaps it wasn’t liquor. Perhaps Mr. Ives was a jewel smuggler. Perhaps he wasn’t! Leslie laughed to herself at another idea. Mr. Ives was away. It might be that he himself was on board the vessel and was delivered here instead of being taken further down to the port. That was probably it. Still—


      CHAPTER VIII


      THE EYRIE


      True to the arrangement, Dalton’s man arrived the next morning with two trucks instead of one and another man to assist. They were real New Englanders, with speech quaint to these young people. The head man told the girls that the shack would be up by night. They thought that he was joking, but if it had not been for a few hindrances it might have been accomplished. It was necessary, however, to fasten it very securely to the rocks, for lack of much foundation, though Sarita declared that it fulfilled every requirement of a house founded upon the rock.


      It was surprising how much two men with Dalton’s trained assistance could accomplish in one day, and they left for home well satisfied with what had been done. As some more lumber was needed the men drove the trucks back to town, but they promised to come early and expected to stay the next night and, indeed, until the Eyrie was completed.


      Neither Jack nor Peggy put in an appearance, but the girls scarcely thought about it, in the excitement of the growing building. Leslie had told Sarita and Dalton about her having seen the launch move toward Steeple Rocks, and both girls related what had happened before to Dalton. He said little, but seemed to agree with them in regard to the possibilities.


      That night it was the girls who retired before Dalton. He was fussing around, as Leslie expressed it, seeing that tools were under cover and everything about their materials in order, when they left him and went into their tent.


      Remembering what warnings had been given him, Dalton felt a little uneasy, now that they were actually launched in building, though in so small a way. He hoped that no one had discovered the undertaking so far.


      Finally he went to bed and slept till some time past midnight when he woke with an uneasy feeling. The surf was booming beyond the camp and the rocks. He heard an owl hooting in the woods. Then he thought he heard sounds as if someone or something was moving through the thickets or brushing by the bushes along the path. It would be hard to make one’s way through this grove without some noise.


      Again he heard the cracking of a stick. Reaching for his gun, Dalton sprang out of his cot and peered through the flap of his tent. A dark figure was stealthily entering the camp, making its way toward the pile of lumber. It was carrying something. This was placed against the lumber and a match was lit.


      Dalton waited no longer. He stepped out from his tent, directed his gun toward the stars, away from the tents, and fired. Crack! The shot reverberated among the rocks and the intruder lost no time in getting out of range and sight. Dalton smiled grimly as he ran in apparent pursuit, but really to see that the dropped match had gone out. He darted behind the lumber, then, not knowing but the shot might be returned. The sounds of someone crashing through the woods came to him and he came to the conclusion that he had successfully frightened away his enemy. Most likely he would not want to be identified, Dalton thought. There was not much danger that there would be any battle now.


      “Oh, Dal! What is the matter? What—are you hurt?”


      Here was Leslie, coming from the door of his tent, where she had evidently gone first to find him.


      “Here, Sis—get back to bed instanter! No, nobody is shot. I’m sorry that I had to wake you all up, but somebody was trying to set fire to our lumber and I had to scare him away. Did you hear him smashing through the woods?”


      “Yes, and I thought that he had shot you. I was glad to see your cot empty, then I was afraid that you were shot out in the woods!”


      “Go back and tell the girls what happened. We’ll not be bothered again tonight; besides, I’ll stay awake till daylight. You sleep on and wake me up when the men come, if I oversleep.”


      “All right. I don’t think that Beth even woke up. Her nerves certainly have gotten cured. Sarita is awake, though. I told her I’d find out. Want my flashlight, Dal?”


      “No, thank you, Les. I have my own if I need it.”


      “Well, don’t stay where you might get hurt, then.”


      “No. I’m going back to the tent again, but I’ll have to sneak around a little from time to time. Don’t worry if you hear me.”


      Fortunately for Dalton, Leslie wakened early and roused her brother when the workmen arrived. Such progress was made that in a few days the entire Eyrie was complete, “lookout,” stone wall and all. There was plenty of material for the wall. Boulders near at hand were pried and rolled into position and smaller stones were lifted to place above, all secured by mortar, like a brick wall. The roof, with the little window that looked toward the sea and above the rocks, took some little time, for it must be made weather-proof. But so small a shelter was soon finished. Elizabeth promised herself much fun in their finishing the inside to their liking. It was to be their watch tower as well as “The Artist’s Retreat,” Leslie declared.


      “I’ll give you a day or two more of my valuable time,” said Dalton, “to put up shelves and make the step that we need at the door, then I’m going to begin on the trees. The men have another job and that is why they were willing to work overtime every day and finish this. If I decide to stay here all winter by myself, I’ll have this plastered. But this boarding up will do this summer.


      “The other man that I engaged for the log house can come pretty soon. My plans are fine unless something interferes. I think that I will report to Mr. Ives the matter of the man who tried to set fire to our lumber. I can’t think that he would want that to happen. A fire here would spread to his own woods. Trust a man to look after his own interests, even if he is willing that something should happen to us. I don’t think that he was concerned in it. It is hard to understand, unless Bill or someone works on his own in smuggling.”


      “You are sure that it is smuggling, Dal?”


      “What else could it be?”


      Then at last came Peggy and Jack, the very day after the Eyrie was completed, coming in the Ives’ launch and docking where they had left Leslie. Up by the rocky steps they climbed, not seeing Sarita and Leslie, who were peering at them over the rocks.


      “Welcome to our Eyrie!” cried Leslie as they reached the top.


      “Oh, hello, girls,” Peggy returned. “You almost scared me. I didn’t know that you were so close. We just had to come as soon as we could to see what you have been doing. Have you built your Eyrie, then, or started it?”


      “Just come on a little way and then turn around to your right. Couldn’t you see the little lookout window from the bay?”


      “Didn’t notice it. Oh, how cute! And you are making the step of stones, too, with concrete.”


      Peggy ran around to where Dalton was on his knees, pointing up the step in front of the Eyrie door. He was so absorbed in his work that he did not look up for a moment. Then he lifted his face and saw Peggy.


      “Yes; this is home-made concrete. Let’s hope that it will last. Where have you been, Peggy? Leslie told us that we might expect you over some time ago. You have missed all the excitement of our first home-building.”


      “I know it. It’s been so stupid, except for our playing tennis and cruising around a little. Jack is perishing for someone old enough for him to have real fun with. The rest of our guests are too old and I guess that they are all leaving anyhow. We couldn’t come, you know. Well, yes, we could, but Dad was home, and I didn’t want to risk having an order not to come over at all. So I told Jack that we’d just wait and say nothing till Dad left. Mother said that he was going away again, and we made no remarks at all.


      “But now Dad is gone and we can have that beach party. Leslie told you, I suppose, that she told me about Dad’s claiming to own your land.”


      Dalton was rather surprised at the way in which Peggy put it, but he answered her seriously. “Yes, Leslie told us about the visit she had with you. I hope that we shall not have any trouble with Mr. Ives. We have had word that we have an abstract of title, so we shall not leave, of course. But I scarcely think that it would be the thing for us to go to Steeple Rocks when he might not want us there. It is very kind for your mother to invite us, but you must remember that she does not know anything about it all. Can’t you continue to come here instead? You girls can have all kinds of fun together.”


      “But we like you, too. Didn’t you rescue, me from a—stony grave? I want you to see Steeple Rocks.”


      “And I confess that there is no place I should rather see.” Dalton was on his feet now, replacing the boards by which they could enter the Eyrie door without setting foot upon the wide step, just completed.


      Jack, Sarita and Leslie came up now, for an introduction between Jack and Dalton, and to peep within the one large room of the Eyrie. It was still quite primitive, with a sliding bar on the inside of the door to make it secure at night, and a hasp, staple and padlock on the outside, but the boards had been neatly fitted together, perpendicularly, and the rafters were not unpleasant to the eye. Already the girls had decorated them with spruce, and a bouquet of wild flowers stood upon the long shelf which Dalton had put up.


      “We can’t have any fireplace here,” said Leslie, “but we shall in our bigger house.”


      “Who knows?” Dalton inquired. “We may enlarge this place sometime and make what Father expected it to be.”


      “Sure enough, who knows?” quoted Peggy. “I believe that Dalton will do anything he wants to do!”


      Dalton gave Peggy a big brotherly smile. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m going to try, but things do not always turn out as you expect, Peggy.”


      “I should say they don’t!”


      CHAPTER IX


      THE FIRST TREE FALLS


      “Dal, are you sure that we ought to do this?”


      Elizabeth Secrest eyed her brother seriously.


      “Yes, Beth. I know that you are thinking about the money, and I don’t blame you. You have had a hard enough time to earn our income, and if I slash around and spend all our principal, you’ll be thinking‘What’s the use?’ But Beth, there is a method in my madness, and if we get a livable house up, next summer you can bring some of the girls, charge them a reasonable price for room, and board, too, or let them cook for themselves. Then I ought to make a little money out of the launch. There’s a little colony only a few miles away, if we don’t get enough people here to pay.”


      “It is a pity to spoil our woods with people,” said Beth.


      “But we’ll make the camp ourselves,” urged Dalton, “and have only nice folks. How would a girls’ camp strike you, and I might have a few boys somewhere?”


      “No, thanks. I get enough of that in school time.”


      “Poor Beth! But suppose we manage it so you do not have to teach during the year. If I got some one to play chaperon and run the affairs, would you be hostess and perhaps teach a class of girls in sketching or something in your line?”


      “Dal, I’d hate it. Wait till Leslie grows up a little further to try all that. You wouldn’t like it yourself.”


      “I’d like anything that took you out of the school room. But I have another plan for that. All right, Beth; but just the same, we’ll go ahead now. There are possibilities here. I promise you to spend as little as possible and to do as much of the work myself as I can.”


      “I don’t want you to kill yourself and not to have any of the fun, fishing and all.” Beth had a sympathetic voice that always carried more meaning than her words themselves.


      “I have already had a great time with that, and I shall again, later. But you know how I like this sort of thing. I’d like to be a big contractor some day. The first tree comes down to-morrow morning!”


      Dalton had another reason for working steadily at their camp. The experience with the man who had tried to set fire to their lumber had made quite an impression. Dalton had talked it over with Leslie, who thought that it might be the Eyrie which could be especially objectionable, since it had the view of the bay and any operations there.


      “You don’t suppose, Dal, that they could think us spying?”


      “They might think that we would report them if we saw anything unusual; but if they think that we are here on purpose it will reassure them when we build a larger and more permanent home—unless all this comes from Mr. Ives, and he is really determined to get us away, for some reason.”


      “We girls are going to try to find out.”


      “Don’t use Peggy unless she wants to be in it, whether her father is concerned or not.”


      “What do you think of me, Dal Secrest! Peggy shall know everything that we know, if she lends herself to our investigating. She was thunderstruck when she found out about our having an abstract of title, and Mr. Ives’ name not even mentioned.”


      Dalton nodded. “Peggy is an unusually nice girl, but she is considerably younger and hasn’t much judgment. Don’t let her get into trouble at home, if you can help it. As for me, I’m going to be right on the job most of the time, and while we are putting up the log house, I’ll keep a man to sleep right here in camp. I would sleep in the Eyrie now, to watch it, if it were not for being farther away from you girls.”


      “How about our sleeping there, then? With the padlock off, they will know that someone is inside, and there will be enough air with that one window open on the side of the ocean.”


      “Someone might climb up on the roof,” laughed Dalton.


      “Yes, but I’d like to see them climb out and into the window. There’s a sheer drop of I don’t know how many feet. And one thing, I don’t see how they could set fire to the Eyrie.”


      Dalton did not tell Leslie of what he had been afraid, namely that Eyrie and rocks might be blown up with dynamite. But he finally consented to have the girls move over to the Eyrie, which suited Beth; nor did she know how many times Dalton wakened at first and came over to see if Eyrie and girls were safe.


      But Dalton Secrest was not easily moved from any purpose that he was convinced to be a wise one. The first tree fell by his ax at the appointed time. All the girls, Peggy included, were on hand to watch operations, and Jack arrived, from an errand to the village, just in time. “There!” said Dalton, leaning on his ax, “that’s done!”


      The girls, warned away before the tree fell, came around to look at it. “Doesn’t it seem a pity to cut any tree down!” Leslie exclaimed.


      “Yes, it does,” Dalton acknowledged, “but you need not be afraid. I appreciate this woods perhaps more than you do, Leslie. But you notice that the trees are all growing too thickly here. I shall cut two more out.” To illustrate, Dalton gave a sharp blow with the ax to one of the trees which he had marked.


      “Have you another ax, Dalton?” Jack inquired. “What is the matter with my taking a hand in this?”


      “Only the fact that your host, Mr. Ives, does not want us to build here,” frankly Dalton replied.


      “What is the matter with him?” asked Jack, not much impressed with the news. He took the ax from Dalton’s hand and applied it to the base of the tree with some skill. Peggy jumped up and down like some little child and clapped her hands.


      Dalton rubbed his hands and stood back to rest a little. Leslie watched Jack with some admiration. They were just beginning to get acquainted with Jack, who was not as talkative as Peggy, but manly and capable. Leslie had an idea that he was not from as wealthy a home as Steeple Rocks, though he seemed to have clothes for all occasions. She was glad that he was related to Peggy and not to Mr. Ives. It would be hard to like anybody that really belonged to Mr. Ives, she thought, though she was conscious that she might not be quite fair to the suave gentleman, so unpleasant had been their relations.


      “Go on, Jack; that was good,” Peggy was saying. “It will be such fun to watch a real log house go up. Didn’t the pioneers always help each other?”


      “I fancy not when a man was building on land belonging to someone else!”


      All of the young people were startled at this new voice which came from behind them, as they faced the tree and Jack. They turned to see a tall, straight man of possibly sixty years, looking coldly upon the scene.


      “Count Herschfeld!” exclaimed Jack.


      Peggy shrugged her shoulders. “I rather think there isn’t anything of the sort here,” said she.


      Dalton tossed aside the ax, which Jack had half unconsciously handed him, and stepped forward. “And who may you be?” he asked quietly, setting his lips firmly as he stopped speaking.


      “Introduce us, Peggy,” sneeringly said the older man.


      Peggy threw back her head and stepped from beside Sarita toward Dalton. “This is Count Herschfeld, Dalton. Count Herschfeld, this is my friend, Dalton Secrest, who is building on his own land! Miss Elizabeth, Count Herschfeld—Miss Leslie and Miss Sarita—” Peggy began to be embarrassed with the number of introductions. She was not very old, and Elizabeth put an arm around her, as she stepped forward in great surprise.


      “Are you visiting at Steeple Rocks, Count Herschfeld?” Elizabeth inquired, starting to put out her hand, then remembering that his first remark had not been friendly. What could it mean? She glanced at the faces around her. Jack, frowning, was leaning against the tree. Sarita and Leslie had drawn together and were looking at the Count with anything but friendly expressions. It seemed as if they were not as surprised as she.


      “You could scarcely call it visiting, Miss Secrest. I conduct Mr. Ives’ business affairs very largely.”


      “I see. Can we do anything for you this morning?”


      “Most certainly; you can order your brother to refrain from cutting any more of Mr. Ives’ trees, and I am sorry to inform you, as Mr. Ives informed you some time ago, that we should like to have you withdraw from these woods.”


      “But they belong to us, Count Herschfeld. There must be some grave mistake on your part. My father purchased this land, which is duly recorded and we hold deed and abstract of title in the usual way. My father was a lawyer, sir, and it is not very likely that he would accept a doubtful title.” Beth’s voice sounded very courteous and sweet, but she was as dignified as she was in the school room.


      “Good old Beth,” whispered Leslie to Sarita. “She knew all about it all the time. We could have saved ourselves all that trouble if we had told her!”


      “But you did it to save her the worry. It’s a joke on us, all the same!”


      What would the Count say next, Leslie thought. He could not have expected them to be so sure of their rights.


      With a sneering smile on his face, Count Herschfeld stood there, bracing himself now with his walking stick. “I have no doubt that you think yourselves within your rights,” began he, but Dalton stepped up to him with a card on which he had been scribbling while Beth talked.


      “Here is the address of our lawyer, Count Herschfeld,” said Dalton. “You may wish to telegraph him. I want to have no trouble over this, but neither do I propose to be hindered. I have looked up the records purposely before beginning to build. We are not harming any one, Count Herschfeld, and we want to be let alone. I hope that we shall not be obliged to seek any protection from the law!” Dalton spoke strongly and meaningly.


      Count Herschfeld lifted his eyebrows at that, but the sneer on his face remained. “I will report what you say to Mr. Ives,” he replied, “also the felling of the trees.”


      “Mean old thing!” Peggy cried, as the Count disappeared through the trees. “Probably he’ll tell about our being here and Jack’s helping! He couldn’t have heard the chopping clear from Steeple Rocks, could he?”


      “No, Peggy,” said Dalton. “Beth, we’ll have to tell you what happened before. It’s a good joke on us. We have spent lots of time and trouble finding out, and here you knew all about the abstract of title and everything.”


      “It was my business to know, Dal. Why didn’t you tell me?” Elizabeth was quite amazed that she had not been informed at first.


      “Mr. Ives came right over, and you were so worn out that we didn’t have the heart to give you anything to worry about. That was all. Write to Jim, Beth, and hurry up his coming!”


      “I’d scarcely like to do that, Dal,”—but Elizabeth was smiling. “Suppose we just go right on, as you have been doing, Dal. We have the right of it. I am surprised that a man of Mr. Ives’ wealth and position should do this. Do you know, Peggy, why he thinks he owns this land?”


      “I don’t think that he thinks he owns it,” replied Peggy, her cheeks red with excitement. “He wants you to go away, and I don’t think that he is very smart about it, either. He might know that you would know what you are about.”


      “Why should he want us to go away, Peggy?” queried the still amazed Elizabeth. “What harm could we do here? Does he want all this woods and country about the bay to himself?”


      “Something like that,” Peggy agreed. “He was fussing at Mother, for ‘bringing so many guests’ to the place, and he said that he came here to get ‘away from civilization.’ Seems to me, though, that he makes a great many trips back into it!”


      “Perhaps he is obliged to,” kindly said Beth. “What is his business, Peggy?”


      “I don’t know. He doesn’t drink, if that is what you are thinking. He has wines for those foreigners, friends of his, and the ‘Counts’ that are always coming, but he never takes any to amount to anything.”


      “Oh, Peggy, I never thought of such a thing. Please consider that question unasked!” Beth had not given possible smuggling any thought.


      “I don’t care, Miss Beth. I’m worried myself about all this.”


      “Cheer up, Peggy,” said Jack. “Your dad and these folks will let their lawyers fix it all up, and meanwhile we’ll have all the fun we want.”


      “Unless Dad takes a notion to keep us at home!”


      “Here goes for the other tree,” said Jack, picking up the ax again.


      Leaving the two boys engaged in their task, the rest strolled from the woods to the rocks, where Beth disappeared into the Eyrie, which she was fitting up to her taste. The other girls went down to the launch, the Sea Crest, in which they were soon speeding out upon the bay.


      “Every morning,” said Peggy, “Jack will bring me over, either through the woods or in our launch. I’m going to say a little something to Mother, so she will avoid the subject with Dad, and perhaps she will help us to come. She sometimes does when Dad is unreasonable.”


      Leslie did not quite know whether she approved of this or not. Any form of deceit was abhorrent to Leslie and she liked Peggy too much to want her concerned in it. The situation at Steeple Rocks did not seem very admirable, to tell the truth.


      CHAPTER X


      THE SECRET


      No more was heard from the Count. Dalton and Jack spent a busy week, working together and becoming very well acquainted. They were of almost the same age with many ideas in common. Jack was intending to enter a university in the autumn and tried to persuade Dalton to enter with him, but Dalton told him that he was the man of the family and while it had been a matter of course to expect a college education while his father lived, it might not be best now. He had that matter to decide. If he went, he would work his way almost entirely.


      The girls had savory lunches for the boys, but they were often out on interesting affairs of their own about which they said little either to Beth, Dalton or Jack. The Sea Crest and the little row boat dubbed the “Swallow” were in frequent use. For the most part the girls wore their bathing suits, with raincoats or heavy coats over them, according to the weather. They swam near the beach, they made trips to the village; they climbed over the rocks, and under Peggy’s leadership they became acquainted with the literal ups and downs of the rocky paths around Steeple Rocks. They talked of secrets and mysteries before the boys, inviting their questions, but Dalton and Jack claimed that if they had anything to tell they would tell it.


      “Oh, you’ll be sorry!” cried Peggy to Dalton, whom she liked very much, it seemed, “when we find out why is Pirates’ Cove or uncover a pirate hoard, or something!”


      “If you find it on our side, Miss, it belongs to us!”


      “Finders keepers, Dal,” laughed Peggy.


      Of the girls Leslie was Peggy’s favorite, but Sarita had no reason to be jealous, since Peggy was too much younger to spoil the old close relation between the older girls. Yet Peggy was a bit of fire and energy and real lovableness to them both, and old enough in her ways to adapt herself to them if they forgot to adapt their plans to Peggy. Through Sarita, Peggy was introduced to the different gulls and other sea birds that flapped or sailed or flew over the bay and in the woods. Leslie knew them too and Peggy was envious, she said, until she found out that looking through Sarita’s good lenses, she, too, could distinguish the differences and learn to identify some of them. The little sandpipers that flew in wheeling flocks or skimmed with rapid feet over the sands were her particular delight.


      Leslie and Sarita wondered what Peggy’s real name might be, if Mr. Ives were only her step-father, but Peggy did not seem inclined to talk about herself and they were too polite to ask. That she had been christened Marguerite, Margaret, or some other more dignified name than Peggy they naturally supposed, but they were puzzled a little, as doubtless mischievous Peggy intended, when she wrote large upon the sand one day at the beach the name Angelina.


      “That, of course, is my real name, and Mother used to call me Angel sometimes till Dad said that it wasn’t very ‘characteristic.’” But Peggy’s pretty lips were parted in what might easily be called an impish grin.


      “Don’t tell whoppers, little girl,” advised Sarita.


      “Thanks. I’m glad you think that ‘Angel’ is appropriate.”


      “Your lightning deductions are something wonderful,” lazily said Leslie, who was lying on the sand in the sun. It was really a hot morning “for once,” as Peggy said, and the girls could safely take their time to their dip. Peggy was telling them about bathing in Florida, and how she loved it. “But I’m glad to be here with you girls now and the peppy days that we usually have here just suit me. How about going around home after a while, letting me have a lunch fixed up and exploring that little cave we found. Perhaps there is a passage to that hole in Pirates’ Cove.”


      “Whoever heard of a hole in a Cove?” Sarita queried.


      “You know what I mean, the hole in the rocks there.”


      Leslie jumped to her feet. “Come on, then. Let’s do something. One more dip and then for camp!”


      Three heads bobbed up and down in the surf as they tossed a big ball, one that Peggy had brought from Florida, from one to another while they swam. By this time they had learned where it was safe for them and where the undertow might be a little too strong. Dalton, who was a strong swimmer, had both inquired and investigated.


      A run and a climb and running again brought them into camp, where they changed to dry garments and started on a hike through the woods toward Steeple Rocks. By this time Leslie and Sarita had become quite familiar with the way. They scarcely liked to appear at the great house there just because they knew that Mr. Ives was away; yet Peggy frankly wanted them, and her mother cordially urged them to come often. She thanked them for making life at the coast so pleasant to Peggy.


      Count Herschfeld was away, too. Peggy said that it was like a different place with him away and openly rejoiced in the absence of “the Kravetz,” as Jack called her, most disrespectfully. Where she had gone Peggy did not know. The pleasant fact was enough for her she told the girls, though not in just those words. Peggy was a great girl to “rattle on,” Sarita said; but Leslie thought that there was always a point to Peggy’s remarks and enjoyed them.


      When they arrived at Steeple Rocks, Peggy ran in to interview the housekeeper, while Leslie and Sarita strolled about the grounds, which by this time were in their prettiest summer garb. In part the gardens were formal, but there were nooks cleverly wild, yet rescued from the uncomfortable features of real wildness. They sat down on a rustic bench near the tennis court and surveyed the arbors, the porches, the solid, handsome house, the mass of Beth’s Cathedral Rocks and their steeple spires, towering behind and above.


      “Grim and mysterious, aren’t they, Sarita?”


      “Yes, Leslie. I rather like the distant view best.”


      “We get advantage of the distance for the outlines.”


      “I wonder if Mr. Ives has built anything into the rock—I mean bored or blasted into it See how closely that wall joins the rock.”


      “That is where Mr. Ives’ library and office are, Peggy said, and I think that she mentioned a safe built into the rock. She said that was why he keeps everybody away from that part of the house.”


      “Oh, he does, does he?”


      “So Peggy said. She says it’s no temptation to her to go near his ‘old office.’”


      Sarita smiled. “Peggy has turned out to be the most enthusiastic member of our ‘triumvirate.’ Do you like her mother?”


      “I don’t know what to think of Mrs. Ives. She is lovely to us and she seems to think a great deal of Peggy, if she does turn her over to other people. Perhaps she has to. Do you remember Mrs. Peacock? She didn’t do a thing but preen her feathers and play bridge and golf till the crash came; then she gathered up her kiddies from various schools and went to work to take care of them.”


      “Yes. It’s hard to tell about the society women.”


      The girls rose as they saw Peggy tripping down the steps with a picnic basket in her hand. They joined her and went toward the path which led around into the rocks. They crossed the path by which they had entered the grounds from their own and the Ives’ woods, crossing also the rocky way with the steps which led down to the dock where the Ives’ yacht was supposed to stay.


      On a narrow ledge to their left they had need to be careful, but it led to a small cave which they had discovered before. It was not like one hollowed out by the action of water, but more like a space in the midst of rocks which some giant had been piling, one upon another. There were cracks and fissures, too, and the retreat was large enough to be interesting.


      “I’ve got sandwiches and doughnuts, pickles, some shrimp salad, and a blueberry pie,” Peggy announced, “and there is some lemonade in the ‘icy-hot.’” She swung the basket to the rocky floor as she spoke and sat down beside it.


      “You are all hot with climbing and carrying that basket,” sympathetically said Leslie. “You should have let me carry it part of the way as I wanted to.”


      “It helped me swing around that narrow place,” laughed Peggy. “Besides, let the hostess provide the eats.”


      “Are you hostess?”


      “Isn’t this Steeple Rocks? I know that you are laughing at the lunch, but those were the things I found and they all looked good.”


      “I know by experience, Peggy, that anything from your house is good,” said Leslie. “This isn’t the first time that you have treated us. Hurrah for blueberry pie in Maine! We found a new place for blueberries, Peggy, scrumptious ones.”


      Peggy had saluted when Leslie complimented the Steeple Rocks cooking. Now she changed expression. “Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum, I smell the—smoke of an English-mun! Isn’t that funny? Don’t you smell cigar smoke, girls?”


      “I believe I do a little, Peggy,” Sarita replied. She was at the opening, and taking a careful step or two she looked over the ledge, her hand on a rocky protuberance for safety’s sake. “Somebody’s going down toward the dock. Perhaps we are getting a whiff from the pipe he is smoking.”


      “Please see who it is, Sarita, if you can without being seen. Mother said that Dad might be home today, and if he is, I want to keep out of sight as much as possible.”


      Leslie, listening, puckered her brows and Peggy saw her.


      “Now Leslie, don’t worry. It isn’t bad of me to keep out of trouble. You just don’t understand, that’s all.” Peggy gave Leslie an engaging look out of frank, affectionate eyes.


      “Little flirt,” laughed Leslie. “She knows, Sarita, that she only has to look at us with ‘them eyes’ to have us melt. Why don’t you try that on Mr. Ives?”


      “You think that I’m just pretending! I don’t like you any mare, Leslie Secrest!” But Peggy was half smiling as she spoke and Leslie did not apologize.


      Sarita was still looking out over the ledge. Then quickly she stepped back behind the jutting rocks and plumped herself down by the other girls. “It’s Bill,” she said. “He was going on down, but I couldn’t get a good look at him till he suddenly turned; and then I was afraid that he would see me watching him—hence my sudden retreat!”


      “Could there be some other ledge along here, and someone on it?” Leslie suggested. “This one ends here, I suppose, with that big bulge of rock.”


      “Suppose we fasten a sign of some sort here and then look up from below and see just what is near us here. That does not smell like a pipe, and I can smell it yet. Can’t you?”


      “Yes, Peggy, though not so much,” said Leslie. “Sarita, this is more like an Eyrie than ours, isn’t it? You can see most of the bay, our headland, the sea and a bit of the village from here. Do you suppose that we can see this with our ‘mind’s eye’ next winter when we are digging into our books and have nothing better to look at than the flat plains of home?”


      “I wonder,” said Sarita. Below them lay the bay, sparkling in the sun. Its salty waves leaped up on many a half-submerged rock near the shore, that sent back the spray. Beyond the rim of confining rocks and the Secrest headland, the sea surged more quietly than usual, though there was a line of breakers to be seen. The sky was a deep blue, its clouds in heaps of billowing, floating white.


      “This,” said Peggy, “is the home of the ‘triumvirate.’”


      “‘Triumvirate’ is not exactly appropriate, Peggy,” Sarita remarked.


      “No,” said Leslie. “How about the Three Bears?”


      “Who’s been sitting in my chair?” squeaked Peggy in a high voice.


      They all laughed. It did not take much to make them laugh today. Peggy was rummaging in her basket and now handed out some paper napkins. “Let’s have a good name, then,” she continued. “What would a triumvirate of girls be?”


      “Femina is the Latin word for woman,” said Leslie. “Put it in place of vir and see what you have.”


      “Tri-tri—” began Peggy, thinking; “trium-feminate!” she triumphantly finished, flourishing a bottle of olives so vigorously that the cork, previously loosened, came out and the liquid spilled.


      Soon the girls were munching sandwiches and olives, drinking copiously of the cold lemonade and talking as busily as ever of Jack, Dalton and the prospective log house; of the queer happenings at camp and at sea; and of their secret, the ‘mystery’, in regard to which they had teased or tried to tease the boys.


      “Tell me again, Peggy,” said Leslie, “just what you heard said and just where it was. I want to get it straight. It may be that we ought to tell Dal and Beth.”


      “It’s all right with me, Leslie, if you do,” said Peggy. “I’m sure that Dad has something up with the Count, and if either he or the Count are going to do anything to you folks, I don’t want it to happen. But I’m hoping, of course, that for Mother’s sake Dad isn’t into anything real wicked.


      “Well, it was the night after he was supposed to have gone away that last time. I was as wide awake as anything and I thought that I’d slip out of the house and go down to the shore a while. The house was all still, you know, and I guess it must have been about two o’clock. I would have taken my bathing suit for a dip, but I promised Mother that I would never go in all alone. So I just slipped out in my silk negligee and slippers, though it was a little shivery.


      “I sauntered down the long flight of steps, holding to the railing, and all at once I heard Dad’s voice below me. I almost ran up the steps in a hurry, but what I heard was interesting, so I scrooched down on the step right where I was to listen a minute. That was curiosity, I’ll admit, and I ought to have been noble enough not to have done it—only that things are queer, and when they are, a body hassome right to find out. What do you think, Leslie?”


      “I don’t know, Peggy; but it does seem that way.”


      “Anyhow Dad was saying next, ‘They are not mere children to be frightened and driven off as you supposed. If I had known that what you told me was an absolute lie, I wouldn’t have gone as far in my statement to them as I did. Just let it drop.’”


      Peggy’s air and dignified speech so reminded the girls of the suave Mr. Ives that both of them smiled broadly. The words were brutally frank, but Peggy’s tone robbed them of sharpness. Now she was the cold Count in her recital. The girls could fairly see him draw himself up in courteous resentment.


      “‘You do not mince words, I see. It was the only way to produce the effect through you. If you believed it yourself, you could intimidate them.’”


      “‘But they were not intimidated. I do not like this intimacy with my daughter any more than you do. But the first object must be to avoid suspicion. I would suggest that we employ’—then I missed a few words just at the important place! Dad dropped his voice a little, and you know how the surf roars sometimes. But I got one clue or one thing that might be as important. The Count started in to talk. ‘See to it,’ he said, ‘that they’—then a mumble of words—‘by the twenty-eighth.’


      “I said it over to myself, so I wouldn’t forget to tell you girls exactly what had been said, and then I realized that Dad was coming up the steps. They shook, as you remember they do a little when somebody walks. It was too far to get to the top before he reached me, so what did I do but whisk out to the side and drop under the steps to wait till he passed!”


      “But it is some distance, in places, to the rocks underneath!”


      Peggy nodded. “I knew it, but it was ‘instinctive,’ as you say, Leslie, to get out of Dad’s way, and by good luck a nice rock was reachable under my step. I just scrooched there again till Dad went by and I’m sure he never saw me. I waited, because I thought the Count might come next, but he never did, and I was so curious that when I hitched up again—you ought to have seen my acrobatic performance, girls—I sneaked down the steps to the bottom and finally all around the place and never a sign did I see of the Count. There wasn’t a sign of a boat, either, and there had scarcely been time, I think, for a boat to get around behind the channel entrance.”


      “I don’t know,” Leslie said. “You may have taken more time than you thought.”


      “Perhaps so, but wouldn’t I have heard a boat?”


      “A launch certainly, but not a row boat against the sound of the surf if it was rather rough that night.”


      “Perhaps the Count was behind a tree,” Sarita suggested.


      Peggy looked at Sarita to see if she were in earnest. “You know very well, Sarita, that there isn’t a tree there!”
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      CHAPTER XI


      THE INTENTIONAL “ACCIDENT”


      “I wonder what Bill was doing down at your dock,” said Sarita.


      “It needs some repairs,” Peggy replied. “I heard Dad say to Mother that he was going to bring the yacht down from where it has been undergoing something or other. I smell that smoke again, Sarita. Where do you suppose it comes from?”


      Peggy jumped up and went out upon the shelf again. “Don’t smell it at all out here,” she said. Sniffing, Peggy walked back further within their rocky den. “Must be a volcano under here, girls. I smell it more strongly.”


      “Do volcanoes smoke tobacco?” joked Leslie.


      “This must be a new kind,” Peggy returned. “Come here, girls.”


      Sarita and Leslie, rather cramped from long sitting, rose and shook out their frocks. Leslie tossed a bit of her last sandwich to the rocks below and said that the birds might have it.


      “You are right, Peggy. It isn’t very strong, but I do notice a bit of tobacco smoke. Isn’t it queer? Perhaps someone is outside and there is some current that whisks the scent through here.”


      “Nothing like having an imagination, Sarita. Perhaps there is a smuggler’s den below us. We may smell the liquor if we stay long enough. Perhaps Bill has some little cave inside, too.” So speaking, Peggy again ran out upon the ledge to look toward the Ives’ dock on this side. There was no sign of Bill.


      “If there is this much of a cave here, why mightn’t there be one somewhere below? We haven’t found the way to one, but we just might have missed it.”


      “That is so, Peggy,” said Leslie. “Isn’t this odd!” Leslie and Sarita were sniffing till Peggy laughed at the whole performance.


      “If I looked as funny as you girls do, sniffing and going from one crevice to another, I wonder that you didn’t make fun of me at the start!”


      “We were more interested in the smoke than in how anybody looked,” Sarita returned. “It is stronger way back here, don’t you think so?”


      Sarita was back where she was obliged to stoop considerably. There was a crack, or fissure, and a hole of no great size into what Peggy called the ‘inner darkness.’ “I believe that I could crawl into that,” said Peggy, with some decision.


      “Not for the world!” cried Leslie. “My dear chief investigator of the ‘tri-feminate,’ you might step off into space and fall into some crevice that we never could get you out of!”


      “That would be a calamity,” grinned Peggy. “I won’t then—not now, at any rate. It must be as you think, somebody is smoking somewhere and a current brings the odor up here—but some way that theory doesn’t satisfy me.”


      “That is because we scent a mystery, Peggy,” said Sarita. “It’s fun to imagine things. I’d just as lief find Bill to be a villain, but perhaps we’d better not meddle too much with things around here, Peggy.”


      Peggy set her lips together. “If there’s anything that ought to be found out, why, then, it ought to be—that’s all there is about it!”


      Peggy’s attitude settled it. Though the older girls felt that care should be taken not to go beyond the bounds of courtesy within the limits of Steeple Rocks, they certainly had no objections to Peggy’s solving any mystery there, particularly if the Count were the chief villain.


      Peggy had not told them of her little adventure in such detail before. With the words of Peggy’s step-father clearly in her mind, Leslie felt jubilant to think that their possession was to be practically undisputed. But what other plan was there in which they were probably concerned? She would tell Dalton, or get Peggy to tell him. Probably Peggy would enjoy the excitement of it. The date was interesting. That would be July twenty-eighth, perhaps. Was something to happen to them before that time? “See that they…by the twenty-eighth!” Pleasant prospect!


      Such thoughts ran through Leslie’s mind and Sarita asked her what she was thinking about.


      “I’m just thinking what the next enemy move will be. Peggy, I hope that you can find out what the plan is and what they intend to do to us.”


      “I’ll try,” Peggy promised. “What I’m wondering about is how we can get over on the front of the cliff and see if there are any caves there.”


      “I don’t know that I ever used my glasses on the headland when we were close,” said Sarita. “Suppose we take the Sea Crest out and go over that way.”


      “You forget how we watched those gulls and things that were roosting up there,” Peggy reminded Sarita in her usual indefinite way at which Sarita always laughed.


      “Gulls and things, indeed. I’m sure that I found an eagle’s nest and we were following a bald eagle as he flew. However, girls, I’m not so sure that we’d see anything if it were there. We never saw this from the bay, you know. There is one opening that we know of.”


      “What’s that?” Peggy inquired.


      “There in Pirates’ Cove.”


      “But there is the whirlpool, or whatever it is, and the buoys say danger.”


      “Sometimes I have wondered if that were a fiction,” thoughtfully Leslie remarked, “just to protect the old pirates or smugglers; and maybe Bill and his rum-runners take advantage of it. Do you remember, Sarita, how those gulls the other day were floating near that place? It was fairly quiet, you know, not much spray on the rocks, and I noticed how wide that low opening is. I think that a person could almost stand up there, if there is anything to stand on. I’d like to find out how it looks at low tide. I’m not sure that we ever were out there or thought of it at low tide. Were we?”


      The other girls did not know, but Sarita suggested that they would not dare risk going among the rocks there in any event and the girls agreed with her. “Dalton would go up in the air if we rowed in there, to say nothing of Elizabeth,” said Sarita.


      “I’d like to do it, girls,” and Peggy’s tones vibrated with her suppressed energy.


      “Much you would, if you once got inside and found that the whirlpool, or undertow, or what not, was no joke. Promise me that you’ll not try it.”


      “Oh, I’ll not do anything of that sort without you girls. But if ever you do, I want to be along.”


      “It is a bargain,” laughed Leslie, with no serious thoughts of its possibility.


      Peggy had asked permission to stay at the Eyrie if she were asked for supper, rather imagining that she would be, if chance took her there at the time. Jack probably would be working with Dalton until late. She welcomed, accordingly, the suggestion of their going out in the Sea Crest to take a look at the great bulk of the headland where it jutted out in its irregular masses over the waters that bathed its base. Before leaving, however, Peggy tarried behind to carry out an idea.


      It took the girls some time to climb carefully back to level ground and they took their own pace through the woods, or along the cliff, as fancy directed on their way back to the camp. They found Jack and Dalton perspiringly happy over their wood-chopping activities, for they were now trimming the trees of their branches and taking these to an open spot where they would dry for firewood.


      “Don’t take the Sea Crest,” said Dalton. “Catch us a fish for supper, girls.”


      “All right, we’ll either catch or buy one for you boys. Where’s Beth?”


      “Haven’t seen her this afternoon. She said that she was going to write to Mrs. Marsh. I went down to the village for her to get some groceries; so mind you have a good supper for your workmen, Les!”


      “We will. I’ll stop to see Beth.”


      At the camp they found Beth bringing up her correspondence, which was such a waste of valuable time in this glorious spot, the girls thought. Leslie and Beth planned their meal, which was to be a good one, whether they caught a fish or not. Peggy received her desired invitation before they descended the rocky way to where the row boat was moored. Sarita had stopped at the tent to get her field glass.


      They looked rather longingly at the Sea Crest, but their purpose could be as easily accomplished in the Swallow and there was a better chance of catching a fish for supper. Leslie was in charge of the fishing tackle and prepared to lure some unwary denizen of the deep to its destruction. So Sarita said, as she put her glass in a safe place and took the oars.


      The bay was calm and beautiful. This, after all, was their chief pleasure.


      Rowing steadily, for there was really no time to waste if they caught any fish for supper they reached the spot immediately opposite Pirates’ Cove and its frowning cavern.


      “See? There are a lot of water birds now,” said Leslie, pointing to some herring gulls that floated contentedly in the cove, not very far from the opening.


      “Yes,” said Sarita, “but remember that they can lift their little feet and fly away from any wave or tugging below.”


      Letting her oars rest, Sarita took her glass and began to scan the rocks above. “What’s that sign up there?” she queried, her glass turned toward the left. “Funny! I never noticed it before.”


      Sarita lowered her glass and looked at the girls. Peggy was as sober as a judge, her eyes widening. “Let Leslie look first,” she said, as Sarita offered her the lenses.


      Sarita put them into Leslie’s hand and she, too, expressed surprise. “There doesn’t seem to be anything written on it,” she remarked, still looking. “It is just a square white thing of some sort.”


      Sarita looked again and then offered the glass again to Peggy, who did not try to keep from laughing now. “You little mischief!” Leslie cried. “Sarita, that is where we were this afternoon and Peggy stuck something up there. What is it, Peggy?”


      “Oh, there was just a piece of pasteboard in the bottom of the basket and I had a brilliant thought. That is why I stayed behind and you had to call to me to hurry up. I just pinned our paper napkins on top of the pasteboard and then stuck it up. The first good wind will blow it down. I thought that we could tell from down here what was next to it, you know, and whether there would be any chance of getting around any further.”


      “Did you want our retreat discovered, Peggy?”


      “I thought of that, but I imagine that people have climbed all over there before, don’t you?”


      “Very likely,” Leslie replied. “Now be good children while I get ready to catch Dal’s fish.”


      The boat had drifted a little, and Peggy, who now was the only one with oars, looked mischievous as she allowed it to go just within the circle indicated by the chief buoy and one or two others. The other girls did not notice. Sarita was scanning the cliff and Leslie was engaged with the line.


      But they heard a hail and saw a boat approaching. “They’d better do all their calling before I begin to fish,” said Leslie, looking at the approaching boat. “That’s Bill and there’s somebody else—oh, it’s Tom! We haven’t seen him for an age.”


      Tom was beckoning and Leslie looked around to see what could be the matter. “Peggy,” she said, “child, you’ve gotten us inside the forbidden territory. Pull out!”


      Peggy did so without a word, but Tom continued to pull toward them and came up smiling. “How do you do, Miss Secrest and—?” He did not mention the other names, but took off his cap in salute. “Bill called my attention to you and I saw that you were in dangerous quarters, so I rowed over. See what luck we have had.”


      Tom displayed the fish in the bottom of their boat with pride, while the girls acknowledged the presence of Bill with little nods and “how do you do’s.” He was not very responsive and one “How do you do, Miss?” sufficed for all.


      “Oh, Tom!” exclaimed Leslie, who felt that she knew the lad that had shown them how to run the Sea Crest. “Couldn’t we buy some of those fish? We’re not doing it for fun this time. The boys are hungry for fish and Dal doesn’t have time to fish these days—he’s so busy getting ready to build our log cabin.” Leslie cast a surreptitious glance at Bill, remembering his warning to Dalton. But Bill was looking at Sarita’s glass, which she held loosely in her hand.


      “Of course you can have some of our fish. We were going to sell them anyhow. It will be all right with you, Bill, won’t it? I’m working for Bill now sometimes, Miss Leslie.”


      Bill had surlily nodded assent to Tom’s question, while Leslie bent over eagerly to look into the other boat, now close beside them, and to select her fish.


      “Kin ye see very fur with them, Miss?” Bill was now asking Sarita.


      “Oh, yes,” she replied. “It isn’t exactly like a spy glass, you know, but you ought to look at the moon with it some night when it’s full!” Sarita bid fair to start on her favorite fad now.


      “I noticed ye lookin’ at the rocks. What wuz ye lookin’ fur? Do ye mind lettin’ me look through’em?”


      Sarita handed over her glass immediately. “Certainly you may use it,” she said, though by this time it had occurred to her that Bill’s question might have some other ground than mere curiosity. But it would never do to show any reluctance. “I thought that I found an eagle’s nest the other day, and I was looking for that first. Then that forbidding old cliff is interesting anyway, don’t you think so?”


      Bill grunted some reply as he focused the lenses with no unpracticed hand. “Somebody’s tacked something up there,” he said presently, the glasspointed in the direction of the “retreat.”


      “I did that,” said Peggy. “That is to show our prowess. We’ve been climbing around about as far as we could go, I guess, and I was wondering if there weren’t other places we could get to.”


      This was very bold, Sarita thought, to the man who was very likely the chief smuggler. But then, Bill worked for Mr. Ives, she knew.


      “You’d better be keerful, Miss Peggy. Fust thing ye know, ye’ll miss yer footing and git drawed under in Pirates’ Cove. Here, Tom, I guess she wouldn’t mind if you took a look, too,” and Bill handed the glass to Tom, who wiped his fishy hands first, then took it and looked through the lenses with deep interest.


      “No wonder you are crazy about the birds, Miss Sarita,” said Tom. “I can see every feather on that gull.”


      “I ought to have showed you when we were all on the Sea Crest so much,” replied Sarita.


      “I was busy then,” said Tom.


      Bill Ritter now asked Leslie if she had picked out the fish that she wanted. Leslie then pointed them out and Bill started to gather them up. Suddenly the boat tipped a little. Bill, stooping, seemed to lose his balance and fell against Tom, unexpectedly. For calamitas calamitatum—Sarita’s cherished field glass flew from Tom’s hand, seeking a watery grave just inside of Pirates’ Cove.


      Sarita gave a little exclamation. Bill’s boat righted. Bill himself caught hold of Tom, then of the seat, to place himself again, and the incident was ended so far as the final disposal of poor Sarita’s bird glass was concerned.


      Tom gave an angry and startled look at Bill, then began to kick off his shoes and pull off his old sweater. “What’re you doing?” growled Bill.


      “Going down after her glass. You knocked it out of my hand! What did you mean by falling over me that way!”


      “I was trying to get their fish and put it over. Stay in the boat! You can’t dive here. You’ll never dive deep enough to git it!” Bill laid a detaining hand on Tom, who was distressed.


      “Oh, yes, Tom,” cried Sarita. “Don’t go in after it. Bill is right, and you didn’t mean to do it!”


      “I should say I didn’t!” exclaimed Tom, struggling with a desire to pitch Bill overboard. “I will get you some other good glass, Miss Sarita, as soon as I can. No, Miss Leslie, not a cent for the fish. That’s the least we can do now. It was Bill’s fault, too. I’ll be up at the camp to see you about this, Miss Sarita.”


      Seizing the oars, Tom rowed furiously away, paying no attention to Bill’s growlings. “Those squatters on Ives’ land have enough money to pay for our fish. That other girl picked three beauties and had her money out to pay for them!”


      Meanwhile Leslie, rather dazed by what had happened, picked up her oars and with Peggy’s help rowed quietly toward home. Sarita sat idle, presently putting her face in her hands, while her shoulders heaved a little. Peggy looked serious. “She cares a lot, doesn’t she?” she said in a low tone to Leslie.


      Leslie nodded, her face also serious, and a frown between her brows.


      Presently Sarita dropped her hands and wiped her eyes a little. “I couldn’t help a little weep, girls,” she said. “You don’t know the things I went without to save up for that field glass! But it doesn’t do any good to cry. Perhaps I can buy another some time. I can’t let poor Tom buy any. He is taking care of his old grandmother now, Dal said. They live in one of the neatest cottages in the village, but Tom has to make what they live on. Dear me! Think of the birds that I’m going to miss!”


      “Sarita,” said Peggy, “I’m going to buy some glasses. I’ll tell Mother that Sarita has gotten me simply crazy about birds and I must have some binoculars like what Dad has, or some good field glasses right away!” Peggy bent over her oars well satisfied with her plans, while the other girls looked at each other and at her with smiles.


      “What should we do without our Peggy?” affectionately Leslie inquired. “Don’t go too far, though, in saying how crazy you are about birds. Stick strictly to the truth, honey.”


      “All right, Leslie. But I do like them and I want the glass awfully anyway. I’d lend Dad’s, only I don’t suppose you’d want to use that. You can teach me birds, Sarita, and we’ll keep the glass at the Eyrie, so Dad will not find out. I’ll use my own money if you would feel better.”


      “Please, Peggy, don’t do anything about it. I can get along. There are enough other nice things in this grand place! And please don’t say a word about it at supper. I’ll be able to enjoy the fun then. But if the boys know, they may talk about it and I don’t believe that I can stand it just now.”


      Sarita’s voice was quivering again. Peggy spoke at once. “It’s a perfect shame! Don’t worry. I’ll not say a word at camp. Besides—I think that Bill did that on purpose!”


      “I wonder if he did!” exclaimed Leslie, looking at Sarita.


      CHAPTER XII


      ELIZABETH HAS AN ADVENTURE


      It is not to be supposed that Elizabeth Secrest was not having as good a time as the rest of the party, or that her days were altogether spent in the work and play of the artist. In a delicious rest of mind and body she had quickly gained back her nervous energy. Her camp life soon settled into a brief routine of daily duties, quickly accomplished with the help of the other girls, and into a rest and freedom from responsibility that she had not known for a long time.


      In this place of beautiful views and big spaces, worries seemed small. She often went alone to the beach, to walk up and down, sketch a little, pick up some newly deposited shell, or merely to sit, feasting her eyes upon the apparently limitless sea.


      One afternoon Beth was perched upon a rock, near the place where sand gave place to rock and their headland. She was thinking of their log house, so soon to go up now. Dalton was expecting the men on the following day. Her back was toward the village and she was not conscious of anyone’s approach until she heard herself addressed.


      “Pardon me, madam, is this the Ives’ headland, and are these what are called Steeple Rocks? From appearance I should say that they are farther on, but my directions pointed here.”


      Beth looked around to see a young gentleman lifting his neat straw hat and regarding her rather seriously. He looked like any young business man from the city.


      “No, these are not Steeple Rocks. This is the Sea Crest headland,” said Beth, making up the name as she talked. “Steeple Rocks lie around the bay, or across it from here.”


      “They are those large masses of rocks with the two towers, then.”


      “Yes. I call them Cathedral Rocks.”


      “A good name.” The young man smiled, looking at sea, rocks and sky, turning away from Beth a little and putting his hands in his pockets, like a boy who has just found a good place to play. Beth said nothing. He looked good, but Beth was not in the habit of making acquaintance with strange young gentlemen.


      “I wonder if you would mind giving me a little information about this neighborhood. I have just come by boat and rail from New York. I might add auto, if one could so denominate the ancient ark in which I was transported to the village.”


      Beth laughed at this. “It must have been an ideal ride,” she said. “We know all about that.”


      “I wonder if you are not Miss Secrest.” Beth’s interviewer hitched himself up on a projecting rock near her. “I shall not trouble you long, but you may be willing to give me some advice. I can not find a desirable place in the village to stay, that is, a desirable place which is not already full of tourists or town families.


      “I came prepared to camp, but my driver told me that I must get permission to camp in any of these woods and I was referred to the home of a man named Bill Somebody. I caught a glimpse of him and I passed the house instead of stopping! I thought I would stroll a while first. For some reason I was not prejudiced in his favor.” A whimsical smile curled around the newcomer’s lips.


      “Bill seems to be the village type of ward boss and manager of the general situation. My brother found that out when he had occasion to inquire what sort of protection we might count on here. He found that there was none at all aside from such as this man and his friends might furnish.”


      “Indeed. Have you had trouble?”


      “Nothing very serious so far, but it is just as well for a stranger to know about this. It is a funny little village. I have sometimes felt that I ought to do something for some of the people whom I have seen there. Some of the women are so hopeless looking. But my brother tells me to wait until we are better established. We are building a cabin.”


      “I am sure that this is Miss Secrest, then. My name is Evan Tudor and I belong to that great army of aspiring writers that throng New York. While I am writing that best seller, you know, I am on a certain newspaper, and have another side line at times.


      “Down at the dock a while ago I met a young fellow named Carey, who told me that you owned the first woods up on the heights and that I might ask you for permission to camp there for the night at least.”


      “Yes.” Beth was hesitating. She liked the appearance of the gentlemanly stranger, but would it do to offer him a place to camp in their woods?


      “So, if your brother agrees, will you not consent? I make a neat camp and I will not set the woods on fire.”


      Beth looked into the smiling face of the earnest young man and returned his smile. He might be a help, indeed, if they needed a friend at any time. “We are not stingy about our woods,” she said, “to any one who is careful. It is, I know, a fine place, because of the spring and good water. We expect some friends to camp with us later on in the summer. I think that I shall have to talk with my brother before I can say positively that you can make a real camp on our place, but surely for tonight we shall not refuse hospitality. Did you say that you have your outfit ready? We might spare you some things.”


      “Thank you. You are generous and kind. It is quite a relief to have it settled temporarily. Where shall I find your brother?”


      “He went out with our launch this afternoon, but he may be back at any time. You will probably want your equipment brought up by the road, not on the trail along the cliff. I can scarcely tell you now where to go, but you may select any spot that you like, if Dal is not there, and someone can show you the way to our camp; whoever brings you up will know the direction. It is toward the cliff, in any event. I will be there, or at the Eyrie, our little watch tower on the cliff.”


      “Young Carey may bring my stuff, or get me some one,” he said. “I will be at the camp or the Eyrie in about an hour, I think.”


      Evan Tudor smiled as he mentioned the Eyrie, for he was thinking that the “dove-cote” would be a more suitable place for a pretty, gentle girl like Beth. But people did not always recognize in Beth’s soft speech and ways of a gentlewoman her real energy and the fire of purpose which made it possible to do what she did.


      Bowing his thanks, Evan Tudor left Beth, treading quickly and surely close to the line of swirling foam, where the retreating waters were leaving the sand more or less closely packed. Beth watched him naturally enough, as he was the only person on the beach except herself. He carried his hat and let the breeze blow his thick brown locks as it would while he strode along. If the young lawyer at home had seen the interest in Beth’s eyes, he would very probably have refused the opportunity which had just come to him to try an important case, and might have come to Maine on the next train.


      Mr. Tudor was above medium height, slender, active, with a lean, attractive face and a pair of keen gray eyes which were to be employed with great effect during the next few weeks in the lines of a duty and interest. Beth followed him with her eyes till he had left the beach for the village; then she rose to go back to camp. But she had another slight interruption before she reached the place where the Secrest party usually climbed to the trail.


      Rarely villagers were to be found on this part of the beach, unless it might be a few children gathering shells. Now, however, an odd party was slowly advancing along the shore. Two women with little shawls tied over their heads, long, full skirts and big shoes, were behind a few children who were shouting in their delight.


      The women were talking together and madly gesticulating as they talked. One of the peculiarly dressed children went too near the water and a wave which came in farther than the last one, as waves have a habit of doing, drenched the little one’s feet. His mother, presumably, jerked him away roughly and spanked him soundly.


      Beth halted a moment at that and eyed the woman with some disgust. But that was an ignorant woman’s way of bringing up her family. As Beth paused, one of the older children saw her and ran to show her a shell, probably attracted by Beth’s face. An elfin face, none too clean, looked up at Beth, speaking a jumble of words in a foreign tongue. Beth shook her head to indicate that she did not understand, but she smiled and patted the little shoulder. In a moment the motley group stood around her.


      As Beth had picked up a handful of pretty shells when she first walked out upon the beach, she divided them impartially among the children. The mothers began to talk in guttural and foreign words, but Beth replied in English, knowing that it would be useless to try French, the only foreign tongue in which she could speak at all.


      The women and children laughed, and one little chap spoke proudly, waving his hand around. “’Merica!” he repeated several times.


      “Yes, this is America and the United States,” Beth added.


      The child nodded. He understood that.


      Beth turned to the women and inquired, “New York?” But they looked at each other and obviously did not understand.


      Beth tried it again. “Boston?” she asked, for she felt that they must have come in on some recent immigrant trip. Again the women shook their heads. If they had docked at either New York or Boston they had not learned the name of the port.


      The older boy who had spoken before was watching Beth closely. He now pointed out to sea and said, “Ship—’Merica.” Beth nodded, smiled and turned to go, with her inadequate words of farewell. But they understood the friendliness in Beth’s eyes and responded with more unintelligible words from the women and farewell shouts from the children, who went back to the swirling foam, or as near as they were allowed to go.


      More fishermen and their families brought to the village by Bill, Beth supposed. He must bring them directly from the immigrant ships—or—another thought came to Beth. What if these people had no right to be here! Were they aliens properly coming in under the quota allowed by the government? Perhaps Bill brought in some of his fishermen illegally. “Poor little kiddies,” Beth thought, “this is probably the first time that they ever played upon a beach!”


      When Beth reached camp, she found that Dalton and the girls had already returned. “I’m so glad that you are here, Dal,” said she, “for I don’t know but I’ve done something that I ought not.”


      “What has the head boss done,” grinned Dalton, “that she is willing to confess to a mere underling?”


      “Underling—nothing! You are the protector of this camp.”


      “Come out, Les, Sairey—and hear what our sister has to say for herself,” Dalton called.


      The girls came out from the tent with smiling faces, ready to hear some joke on Beth. “What’s Beth been up to?” queried Sarita. “Has she made friends with the Count? Promised Bill and Mr. Ives to leave these shores?”


      “Worse,” laughed Beth. “I’ve rented camping space to a dangerously handsome young man. Seriously, Dal, if the young man I met on the beach just now is as good as he looks, it may not be a bad thing for you to have him somewhere near us while you build. But I made arrangements only for his camping in our woods tonight. You will have to decide the matter.”


      “How old is he?” Sarita inquired.


      “I’m sure I don’t know. He is a writer, from New York, and must have come here as blandly ignorant of accommodations as we might have been. I think that he expected to find a suitable room for a night or two in the village. But he has all his camping outfit, I understand. Tom Carey must have directed him to us, from what he said.”


      To her interested audience Beth gave the details of her two adventures. Leslie was more interested in the children than in the young man and asked all about the party. “Funny that Bill gets all these new immigrants,” she remarked.


      “No, Leslie,” said her brother. “You see, Bill ships fish by boat or rail and he can get these people to work for him for next to nothing. You ought to see the shacks they live in. I bet some of them wish that they’d never come to ’Merica.”


      “But at least they have enough to eat, catching fish,” said Sarita.


      “I doubt it, if they work for Bill.”


      “Come, children, I must hurry,” said Beth. “There is a meal to cook and I promised to meet our boarder at the Eyrie.” Beth put on an expression of great dignity.


      “Ha!” exclaimed Dalton. “Do you girls realize what has occurred? Never can we leave our sister unchaperoned again!” Dalton linked his arm in Beth’s and began to stride around the camp with such long and exaggerated strides that Beth, laughing, had to run to keep up with him. But when she told him that the stranger would really arrive by way of the wood, he stopped and more sensibly directed their way into it, while Leslie and Sarita not understanding what that move meant, waved a goodbye.


      “I’ll walk with you a little way,” said Beth. “Have you seen anything of Peggy or Jack today?”


      “Not a thing. Peggy was coming early, too, for I told them that I was taking a day off before my men came to work on the house and that we would take out the Sea Crest.”


      “Probably Mr. Ives has come home. Peggy so cherishes coming here, or so she says, that she does not risk him forbidding her to come.”


      “He knows all about it, though. Didn’t Peggy relate what he said about disliking the ‘intimacy’ with us?”


      “Yes, but that makes Peggy all the more afraid that he will stop it. Possibly he thinks that he will know what we are doing through her, however, though I can’t imagine his getting much out of Peggy unless she wants to tell. Leslie worries about it slightly.”


      “That is because it is not the sporting thing to accept a man’s hospitality when one is opposing him. That is what bothers Les when Peggy takes her out in his launch or insists on her going around Steeple Rocks. After all, the hospitality is extended by Peggy and her mother.”


      “Certainly, Dal. But Leslie and Sarita are not‘opposing’ Mr. Ives exactly, are they?”


      “I am not so sure that their search for the ‘secret’of Steeple Rocks will not result in their finding Mr. Ives much concerned in something decidedly out of the way. By the way, the launch put out from the village last night, or early this morning. I was awake and I heard it. It had disappeared in a thick fog by the time I reached the rocks.”


      “Peggy herself seems to think that something is wrong,” said Beth, thoughtfully, “but our girls scent a ‘mystery’ chiefly, and Sarita hopes to find some‘pirate gold.’”


      “Much good that would do her if she found it at Steeple Rocks, and the Ives have enough wealth as it is.”


      CHAPTER XIII


      “WAVES OF BURNISHED GOLD”


      Before Beth realized it she was some distance within the thick forest with Dalton and she was just saying that she must go back, when they heard someone coming, off the scarcely recognizable trail, and struggling through bushes. Dalton, called, “this way,” thinking that it was probably Mr. Tudor.


      It was the young man himself, fortunately for his good suit of clothes, in which Beth had first seen him, now attired in camping costume, with high leather buskins. “I missed the path, didn’t I?” said he, smiling and pulling off his cap, “but I was pretty sure of the general direction toward the sea.”


      “Mr. Tudor, this is my brother, Dalton Secrest,” said Beth. “He will help you choose a place for your camp.”


      Dalton held out his hand, liking Evan Tudor at once. “I’m glad to meet you, sir. If you are a writer, I suppose that you want a quiet spot?”


      “You are right; I should prefer to be back in the woods rather than near the shore. It will give me exercise to take a run to the ocean every day. But I want to thank you for allowing me to camp in your woods. I shall help protect it, I assure you.”


      “I believe that you will, and we may need you, indeed. There is no reason why you should not stay as long as you like.”


      Evan Tudor was surprised and delighted at this quick decision and told Dalton that he should have no reason to regret it, while Beth, seeing that her share in the affair was over, excused herself and went back to camp, though not before she had invited Mr. Tudor to be their guest at supper. “Perhaps I will send the girls to call you after a while,” she said. “I suppose that you will show him to some place not too far from the spring, Dal?”


      “Yes, Beth.”


      While Dalton and Mr. Tudor went back along the poorly defined bridle path to the road, which came from the village to the wood, then took a great curve to avoid it, Dalton explained that there would be some noise for several days while the men were putting up the log cabin, but that there was a good place for a camp of which he was thinking. “You will be surrounded by woods, though the spot is comparatively open, and if it is not too far from the spring you may like it. The little stream from our lake takes a turn there, and there are rocks on which your fires will be safe. Indeed, you might use that water safely, for the lake is never polluted in any way. It is little more than a big pool, fed by springs and a tiny brook above.”


      “That sounds fine, but are you not building near your ‘lake’?”


      “Not too close, though we are nearer the spring than we are at our camp. Beth hated to leave the vicinity of the sea. But now she sees that it will be better to be closer to the water supply.”


      Mr. Tudor asked a number of questions and seemed to be interested in the way to reach Steeple Rocks from the woods. He inquired, too, about who were spending the summer there, in such a way that Dalton wondered if he had heard of the Ives before.


      Not knowing of any reason why he should not be communicative to this sincere appearing young man, Dalton mentioned Peggy, her mother and step-father, the Count, the foreign governess and the guests. He even told him of Mr. Ives’ request that they should leave. “I tell you this, Mr. Tudor, because you, too, may not be wanted here. I’d keep an eye out. Have you any way of defending yourself? By the way, though, we’d rather not have any hunting done here.”


      “I have no interest in hunting—animals, or small game of any sort,” and Evan Tudor laughed. “But I am armed, after a fashion.” Evan Tudor knew only too well that he would not be wanted, but he hoped to carry out the idea of a harmless writer on a vacation and to conceal his real purpose in coming. It was true enough that he was a writer, also that he needed a vacation. “Is there anyone besides Mr. Ives who feels inhospitable?” he asked.


      “Yes. A man whom they call Bill interviewed me, too, and warned me to mind my own affairs around here. He has a lot of people fishing for him and ships the fish. I rather think that Bill does a little rum-running, for there is much drinking in the village. Bill may ship that, too, for all I know. You may have to convince Bill that you are not employed by the government to detect rum-runners.”


      “If Bill inquires,” said Mr. Tudor with a smile, “you may tell him from me that I am not a prohibition agent, though I might do my duty as a citizen in that line, if necessary. However, I’ve another purpose, and I’ll mightily enjoy this woods of yours.


      “By the way, I’d like to interview some of those interesting foreign citizens in the village. The setting for them here is just a little more intriguing than in New York, for a change. A friend of yours down there told me a good deal about you. What sort of a chap is Tom Carey?”


      “Oh, Tom Carey is straight and all right, if he does work for Bill. Bill has taken a notion to Tom and I suppose he finds him smarter and more reliable than most of his workers. You will have to be careful if you interview those foreigners. Bill may not like it.”


      “I see. I’m to be careful about one Mr. Bill Ritter.”


      They were pushing through the woods as they talked. Presently they reached the road where a man waited with a heavily-laden mule. Evan Tudor picked up a typewriter from the protection of some bushes and Dalton gathered up a suitcase, which he saw by the side of the road, and a basket of what he judged were groceries. “It was quite a walk for you with these things,” he said.


      “Not so bad,” said Mr. Tudor. “I had help and the mule carries the most of the outfit.”


      It took almost as much time to get through the woods as to unload the outfit, but Dalton assured Mr. Tudor that in the direction of their camp the woods would be found more open and that it was not as far as it seemed. Evan Tudor was delighted with the camping spot and started at once to set up his small tent and arrange his supplies. Dalton began to help him, but the departing man, after he had received his pay, waited a few moments and then asked Dalton to “walk a piece” with him. “I want to ask ye somethin’,” he said.


      There was a twinkle in Evan Tudor’s eye as he glanced after them. He hoped that Dalton would establish what the modern youth sometimes calls his “alibi” and successfully divert suspicion; for Evan Tudor was on a quest.


      “Say,” said the man, as he and Dalton had reached a spot out of hearing and Dalton stopped, not thinking it necessary to go any farther. “Say, Bill wants to know what this chap is up to. Is he any coast guard feller?”


      “Bill came to see us when we first came, and I just told Mr. Tudor that Bill was the high ruler of this little village and would very likely want to know about him. He laughed and said that he had nothing to do with catching rum-runners, or words to that effect. He is a writer looking for material and taking a vacation, I suppose. He just came from New York.


      “But I’m going to say to Bill sometime that he is going a little too far. The way he does things around here makes any square people suspicious. I’m too busy right now to spend any time on fellows like Bill Ritter, but I am a good citizen of my country and I’m not protecting that sort of thing, either. Bill had better stick to fishing if he doesn’t want to get into trouble some day.”


      “I kinda thought you’d feel that way about it,” said the man, “but you’ll have to tell Bill that. Some of the rest of us don’t like Bill any too well, but—well, the kids has to have bread and butter. Bill didn’t tell me to ask was he with the coast-guard. That was my put-in. Bill told me to find out what he was up to. See?”


      “Well, now you know, and you can tell Bill from me that I informed Mr. Tudor about unfriendliness shown us and told him to be on the lookout!”


      The man laughed roughly. “I will. Sure he’s a writer fellow all right?”


      “That is what he told me, and he talked like one. You noticed that he carried his little typewriter case, didn’t you?”


      “Was that what it was? I noticed that he parked it kinda careful.”


      Dalton felt that this conversation had not been in vain. He repeated it to Mr. Tudor, who was setting up a small heater and began to demur in regard to taking supper at the Secrest camp. “It’s an imposition,” he declared. “I have plenty to eat right here.”


      “Sure you have, but what will Beth think? Moreover, we caught too many fish today for four people to eat up. Better not refuse to come—make it a celebration of getting into the woods on your vacation.”


      Dalton had scarcely stopped speaking when a feminine “Hoo-hoo” sounded from the woods across the stream. Leslie and Sarita were calling them. “Hoo-hoo,” replied Dalton in shrill imitation, and added, “we’ll be there, girls; give us ten minutes longer here.”


      Evan Tudor straightened up from his work to look across at the two smiling girls. Introduction was impossible, but he raised his cap and smiled, standing “at attention,” Sarita said, till they were lost again among the green spruces and birches.


      The girls reported to Beth what Dalton had said and preparations went on accordingly. The big fish were baking in the outdoor oven which Dalton had made. Beth was stirring up some blueberry muffins, to be baked in the oven of the “portable.”


      “We were stunned, Beth,” said Sarita, “by the style and bearing of your latest conquest. Not to be conceited at all, he looks like our kind of folks. Let’s see, what’s that sweet poem?


      “‘When I behold thy lovely face


      ‘Neath waves of burnished gold,’


      —what’s the rest of it, Les?”


      “That’s all we ever did get, Sarita. Beth found us as we had just begun to read it off, Dal and I.”


      Beth, her lips tightly pressed together to keep them from laughter, pretended to be deeply offended. “Such girls! Come, now, Leslie, get out a glass of that jelly we brought from home and finish up the table.”


      “It’s serious, Sarita,” laughed Leslie, still teasing her sister. “She is giving him our precious jelly!”


      “Don’t you really want to, Leslie?” Beth asked.


      “Of course I do, silly. I know well enough that you are following Mother’s rule of the best for guests. Where are the rest of those linen napkins? I suppose you will use those this time.”


      “Yes, if we have any. Look in my trunk, top tray. If you can’t find them, we’ll just use the paper ones.” But Beth kept laughing at the girls, for when Sarita suggested that Mr. Tudor was probably about forty, Leslie corrected her to “I should say thirty, just right for Beth, and poor Jim writes that they can’t come yet!”


      “I don’t blame him for taking that case, do you, Leslie?”


      “No, Sarita, of course not, but what is it that Shakespeare says about opportunity?”


      “Perhaps Mr. Tudor is not as good as Jim.”


      “He is much more attractive, though I’d vote for Jim now because he is such a good friend.”


      “Well you can’t help whom you fall in love with or don’t.”


      “Yes, you can. At least you can keep away from people you don’t want to fall in love with, like some fascinating bad man; but I suppose that you can’t very well make yourself fall in love with everybody that likes you.”


      “I’m so glad that I have you girls’ wisdom and experience to guide me,” demurely said Beth, and Leslie was just thinking up some brilliant reply when they saw Dalton and their guest. But Leslie managed to whisper to Sarita before real introductions took place, “There’s where Jim will have to do his best, because Beth doesn’t care enough for him, if I’m any judge.”


      Courteously Evan Tudor met the two girls, but he actually seemed almost embarrassed about having accepted the invitation to supper. “Really I think that it is enough to let me camp here, Miss Secrest,” he said.


      “I finally persuaded him,” said Dalton, “by telling him that his ‘name was already in the pot’ and that it would upset all your arrangements if he didn’t show up.”


      “Of course we would have been disappointed,” cordially Beth added. “Now just excuse us a moment till we get up this camp meal.”


      With her flushed cheeks and pretty smile, Beth made a charming hostess and Sarita whispered to Leslie as they began to do a few last things, “For all Beth says, he sees the ‘burnished gold’ all right.”


      There was gay conversation and exchange of news during the good but very informal meal that camping made necessary. The Secrests described the locality, in which Evan Tudor was so much interested and he, in turn, had bright accounts of his recent experiences in the great city. “I am going to forget it all for a few weeks,” he said. “If I write here, it will be because I can’t help it. I brought the old typewriter along for fear the ‘best seller’ might insist on being written; but all that I really expect to do toward my future profession is to fill a notebook or two for future use. Well, I have one or two sketches to get off at once.”


      “Will you put us all in for ‘characters’ in your‘best seller,’ Mr. Tudor?” Sarita asked.


      “You might all figure in my fiction, but I’ll not use you as ‘types.’”


      “Thanks. I’d be proud to be in one of your novels, but I’d rather not be a ‘character sketch.’”


      “Beth ‘sketches’ too,” said Leslie.


      “Now, Leslie, are you going to play the part of l’enfant terrible?” asked Beth. “Please don’t mention my efforts!”


      “Your brother has already told me that you are an artist, Miss Secrest. I wish that I might see how you interpret this place.”


      Quickly Beth looked at Evan Tudor. He spoke of interpretation. Perhaps he was one who understood. But voices were coming from the woods and Mr. Tudor turned to look in that direction. “Hitch’em anywhere, Jack,” they heard. It was Peggy Ives with her cousin.


      CHAPTER XIV


      THE NEW CAMPER


      It could be easily seen that Peggy was under some excitement. She almost sparkled as she ran into the little clearing, alone first, for Jack was doing her bidding with the horses. She was wearing a new riding outfit and cried, “Look at me, folks. Don’t I look grown up?”


      Not a little was she taken back upon seeing the stranger, but she recovered herself quickly, especially as Dalton rose and took a step toward her as if to protect her from criticism. Gaily Peggy extended her hand high, its fingers drooping. “Congratulate me, Dal,” she said, “on some new clothes. We’re having company—but excuse me, Beth, for rushing in this way.” Then she paused and waited to be introduced.


      “Miss Ives,” said Beth, formally and sweetly, as if Peggy were as grown as she claimed to be, “you will be glad to meet Mr. Tudor of New York, a writer who is taking a vacation in our fine country.”


      Peggy stepped forward a little to offer her hand prettily and modestly, as she had been taught to do. “I am glad to see you, Mr. Tudor, and I am sorry that I interrupted your visit, but this is the first time that the Eyrie has had company.


      “The great excitement, girls,” she continued, looking at Leslie and Sarita, “is that we are having important guests and I can’t get over having new clothes and part of the responsibility.”


      Evan Tudor had said the few pleasant words of greeting that were proper when he met Peggy, and stood by, interested. Jack Morgan now appeared, equally resplendent in riding togs that were new. He came forward as eagerly as Peggy had done, but as he was not saying anything, he was not embarrassed when he observed the stranger.


      After Jack had been introduced, he began to explain why they had not been over. “Peggy and I have been trying to help my aunt with her plans. Uncle is bringing down, or up, from wherever they are a prince and princess, a grand duchess or two and I don’t know whom else for a sort of house party, I suppose. Aunt Kit had a telegram some time ago, but we just heard about it lately. Then Uncle wired that he did not know just when they could get together, but he would bring them in the yacht and everything was to be ready to entertain them in their accustomed style.”


      “That might depend upon their recent fortunes, don’t you think, Mr. Morgan?” Mr. Tudor asked. He was standing with his hands behind him, a little smile on his rather thin face. “European royalty has had rather a hard time of it in some countries since the war.”


      “You are right. I imagine that the Russian grand duchess doesn’t find it any too pleasant at home.”


      “In fact she could not stay there at all,” said Dalton, “if I know anything about it.”


      “But probably Mrs. Ives’ guests are not all exiles,” Mr. Tudor added, open for information.


      “Mother and Dad met some of them abroad, I think,” Peggy volunteered. “And I think that Count Herschfeld knows some of them, and the Kravetz, too.”


      Beth looked rather disapproving of Peggy’s reference to her governess and Mr. Tudor wanted to ask who the Count and “the Kravetz” were; but he thought it not in good taste to ask any more questions. Peggy, however, explained. “The Count, Mr. Tudor, is a sort of secretary for my step-father. Do come over to see my things, girls. I shall have time to play around for several days. Dad wrote that they would be here at the latest somewhere around the twenty-eighth, he thought—oh, girls, that—” Peggy had just thought.


      But Leslie spoke at once. “Indeed, we shall be over right away, Peggy. Would to-morrow morning be too soon? It is not very long till the twenty-eighth, is it, Dal?” Leslie looked soberly at her brother.


      “Not very, Les.”


      “I wish that you would come, too, Dal. You have never been over and Mother was saying that she wanted to see the rest of the Eyrie family.”


      “I want to see your mother, too, Peggy, but I’m too busy with the building, you see. Bring your mother over here.”


      “I will, when the company goes. But then, she always has somebody.” Peggy looked rather cross at the thought.


      “We’ll ask your mother out for a little trip in the Sea Crest,” Beth suggested. “Perhaps she will feel that she can run off for a little while.”


      “I believe that she might,” Peggy replied.


      Evan Tudor had noted Peggy’s startled pause, and Leslie’s question concerning the date. He had a particular interest in matters here which he was not disclosing yet, but he welcomed anything which threw any light upon it. When Peggy and Jack went away after their short visit, he walked beside Peggy’s horse for some distance till it was necessary to strike off from the trail or bridle path to his own little camp. Several notes went into his small pocket notebook that night before he went to sleep. He was inclined to go abroad to do a little investigating, but he decided that first he should get some familiarity with the woods and coast by daylight. It might be just as well, too, to have one good night’s rest. He expected to have few before the twenty-eighth.


      Early the next morning Evan Tudor was at the roadside, waiting, and who should come to meet him there but Tom Carey, who then rode to the town at the railroad and sent a telegram, written at length, and signed E. T. It was very innocent and related to a certain article which would be ready for the press to meet the editor’s date.


      “Are you deeply engaged in the affairs of a certain man here named Bill?” Evan Tudor facetiously asked Tom, as he handed him the written message.


      “No, sir. I catch fish for him,” said Tom. “I might be doing something else, perhaps, if he meant some things that he said to me, but what I do I do in the open.”


      “Do you know what it is that Bill meant?”


      “No; I thought that it was liquor, but I am not so sure now.” Tom dug his shoe into the turf by the side of the road with a troubled face.


      “Would you consider finding out for me, if I should take you into my employ without interfering with your work for Bill? Indeed, that would be a part of it.”


      Tom looked up quickly. “You are after Bill!”


      “I am not sure that I am at all. Something is wrong up here. Can I count on you not to betray me?”


      “Yes, sir. Something is wrong up here. I’ve got to stay here with my old grandmom that has been here all her life, and I’d like to see somebody beside Bill running things.”


      “I picked you yesterday, from something you said,” Mr. Tudor continued. “I am taking quite a risk to tell anyone that I have a quest here, but I shall need someone, and I happened to find that I need you right away. I made this appointment with you not knowing that I should have to send this telegram, but I hoped to secure your services. I did expect to enjoy a little fishing, but I suppose that I shall have to keep up my writing a while, to give you the excuse of bringing fish to me every day. Tell Bill that the writing chap has ordered fish, shrimp, lobster, anything that you get particularly fine and every day. I mean to write, too—but not all the time.”


      This mystery appealed to Tom, whose eyes sparkled. “You can count on me, sir. Prob’ly Bill will charge you fancy prices, though.”


      “That is all right, and I’ll pay you, too. It’s going faster than I thought. Sure you can carry it off so that Bill will not suspect? It’s all right for you to show an interest in me, of course.”


      “I’ve kept more than one thing from Bill already, sir.”


      “Don’t forget, then.”


      Tom carried the telegram into the station with an air of great indifference, as he happened to see a man who worked for Bill, in fact one of Bill’s chief henchmen, on the platform.


      “H’lo, Tom. Wot’e ye doin’ here?”


      “What ye doin’ yourself?” Tom was grinning. Perhaps it would do no harm to let the man see the telegram. It would be better at any rate than to make any mystery over it. He went right ahead about the business of sending off the message, making out the blank and stuffing the original paper, scribbled by Evan Tudor, into his pocket.


      But the man was waiting curiously at the door. Tom hoped that it was mere curiosity that moved him. “Wot’s the matter? Any of yer folks sick?”


      “No. I’m sending a message for somebody else, the new man that came in yesterday. I s’pose everybody in town knows—”


      “Say, wot was it about? Bill was kinda suspicious las’ night.”


      “Bill’s always suspicious,” laughed Tom. “Read it yourself.” Tom pulled the mussed paper from his pocket. “The man’s on some paper. Abner said that he wouldn’t let anybody carry his typewriter but himself yesterday.”


      “That so?” The man scanned the paper. “Lemme show this to Bill?”


      “I don’t know whether I ought to give it to you or not. There’s nothing private in it, I suppose, but he paid me to bring it and I was to ask whether there was any message for him. Suppose he asks me about this?”


      “Was they any message fer him?”


      “No.”


      “Well, I don’t want it anyhow. I kin remember if Bill asts me.”


      But Bill was not quite satisfied with the report of his henchman. He decided to see himself what the “young chap was up to,” as he had done in the case of the Secrests. Evan Tudor was quite pleased with himself that he was running his typewriter at top speed, under the trees in his chosen retreat, when a rough man appeared before him with a “Hello.”


      “Good morning sir.” Evan looked up from his improvised seat on a boulder. “Too fine a morning to waste this way, isn’t it?’”


      “Might just as well stay in the city if you have to write.”


      “Just what I was thinking. But I don’t know. This is a pretty good place to think; and I don’t intend to keep it up after I get this off by mail, and maybe one or two other things out of my system.”


      “Hunting a quiet place, then?”


      “Yes; but it is partly for a vacation, too. Aren’t you the man who runs a lot of the fishing around here?”


      “Yes. How did you know?”


      “I think I saw you in the village, and someone told me. I got hold of a boy that works for you and I told him to bring me something every day, fish, shrimp, your choicest of anything. Can that be done?”


      “Yes, but you will have to pay for it.”


      “All right. Want a little pay in advance?”


      “No objection.”


      “Don’t cheat me, then.” Evan Tudor’s tone was not one which would give offense, rather one inclined to banter. He felt in his vest pocket and took out a folded bill, for five dollars. “That all right?”


      “We’ll do the best we kin fer ye.” Bill pocketed the money. This chap was easy. “Say are ye a friend of them Secrests? You was eatin’ there last night.”


      “Certainly I am a friend of theirs, though I never saw any of them before last night. And I don’t like that, Mr.—” Not recalling Bill’s name Mr. Tudor paused for a moment. “That looks a little as if I were being spied on. Are there any parties around here from whom I may need to protect myself?”


      Evan’s eyes flashed. Bill’s eyes fell. He was used to taking the initiative in threats. This was something new for him.


      “If ye mind yer own business, I reckon ye needn’t be afraid of nobody.”


      “That is good. I’ll not be, but it is just as well in a new country to be ready, I suppose. How are the village people about talking to strangers? I want a little material in the line of characters and I may wander among those interesting shacks a little. Will they throw me out?” Mr. Tudor’s face wore a whimsical smile.


      “They might. I wouldn’t advise ye to git too smart around here.”


      Bill sauntered off. He had come from the direction of Steeple Rocks, Mr. Tudor noted. He smiled to himself as he started the typewriter once more. He was paying Bill, Bill the chief sinner, aside from those who paid him for doing what he was doing.


      Evan Tudor spent the rest of the day in spying out the land. He searched the woods, finding it a glorious grove of beautiful trees and interesting growths of bush and fern. He had the love of a scientist for the different phases of wild life and spent some time over curious flowers, taking a list of those he knew for future use in some setting of a story. Toward dark, he entered the Ives’ land and after dark he wandered around Steeple Rocks, feeling justified in the intrusion, for his quest was a trust.


      But as it grew late he hurried back to his tent, for he rather expected that some watcher would know whether he spent the night in his tent or in “snooping.” He thought that so far he had escaped observation since evening fell. And after all, an early trip about would be only natural to a newcomer. Evan tried to put himself in the place of the evildoer, suspicious, fearful, and he wished at first to allay those suspicions.


      As he approached his tent, he thought he heard a rustle in the bushes. He put a tree between himself and the noise, but hummed a little. A shot in the dark would be possible, but scarcely likely. Bill would be the first one to be suspected, and Bill, whether able to prove an alibi or not, did not want any investigating authorities.


      So reasoning, young Tudor boldly walked to his tent, turned his flashlight inside of it and finding it empty, except for his undisturbed possessions, entered, lit a candle and prepared for the night. He lay awake for some time, a little uncertain whether or not he might be the intended victim of some attack. He was ready but nothing happened. No suspicious noise of any human source disturbed him. Finally he had to fight to keep awake, but when the stirring of the birds denoted the dawn, he fell into a deep slumber and slept far into the morning.


      CHAPTER XV


      MORE DISCOVERY


      There was early rising at the Eyrie on the morning after they had shared their supper with the new camper. Jack arrived from Steeple Rocks even before the men who were to help Dalton, and wore his working clothes. He reported that Peggy was up, expecting the girls at any time, but he drew Leslie aside, as he sometimes did, to tell her the developments at Steeple Rocks. Leslie was glad that Sarita was still getting ready, for Sarita was inclined to tease her over Jack’s preference. It was clear that Jack valued Leslie’s opinion on affairs at least.


      “My aunt is nervous and worried, Leslie,” said Jack. “She announced this distinguished company about to arrive, but does not seem certain just when they will arrive. The Kravetz is back, but disappears for a long while and pays no attention to Peggy. I overheard her say to Mrs. Ives that it was absurd to dress up Peggy to help entertain ‘for so short a time.’ Then my aunt said that she intended to have someone of her own right at hand, and she said it almost in a tone of desperation. The Kravetz sometimes has an air of dictating to my aunt that I have wondered about.


      “Aunt Kit said ‘all my own friends have been sent away on one excuse or another and I have this lot of foreigners to entertain again, half the time without my husband, I suppose!’


      “‘He will be here,’ the Kravetz said, ‘and the Count and I will help you.’” Jack laughed. “The Kravetz got up and went into the house, and Aunt Kit, who knew that I was in the hammock, came right over to me. ‘Jack,’ she said, ‘if I ever needed my own people it’s now. Promise me that no matter how insulting Madame Kravetz or anyone may be, you will stay around.’ So of course I promised, though if I get scared out at ‘royalty’ I may come here and bring Peggy any time. Peg, though, is all keyed up and tickled over her new clothes. It will be all right if I escape to the Eyrie, will it?”


      “You know that it will, Jack,” said Leslie heartily. “Do you know who any of them are?”


      “No, not by name. I supposed that they were people of title that my aunt and uncle met abroad; but from something she said I think that they are people whom she has never met at all. Yet she spoke of entertaining them ‘again.’ How do you account for that, Leslie?”


      “Perhaps she has had to entertain a different lot of them some other time,” said Leslie.


      “I expected you to say that. I rather think that she has, and if they are like the Kravetz, well, good-night!”


      Leslie laughed at Jack’s expression, but Jack looked around to see that no one was near and bent to say something low into Leslie’s ear. “Jack!” she exclaimed, as if startled. Then she looked into his eyes. “Jack, you’ve got it! That must be the matter over there—and your aunt suspects it, but isn’t sure, or else—”


      Leslie broke off, for Sarita was coming. They both turned with smiles and Leslie said, “Jack was just telling me of all the excitement over the guests that are coming. He does not appreciate it at all and would rather help build log cabins, I guess.”


      As Dalton came up to claim Jack, the girls started toward Steeple Rocks. Sarita led the way, partly by the woods, but they decided to enter the grounds near the cliffs and Sarita suggested visiting the “Retreat,” or Peggy’s little Eyrie.


      They found the rocks slippery from the mist, but the more cautious Leslie followed Sarita’s lead and they reached the cave without accident. “That was a bit risky, Sairey,” she said. “We’d better come here when it is dry.” But Sarita hushed her and reminded her that they had come to see if they could notice smoke again.


      Stooping, they went as far back as they could and Sarita observed that a piece of rock was loose at the hole where Peggy had been tempted to crawl in. She knelt and tugged at it, without any particular purpose except that of general investigation. To her surprise, it gave way and she nearly fell backward, losing her hold upon the rock, which rolled in the other direction, instead of out, though it seemed to stop with a bump against something.


      Sarita looked up at Leslie with a comical expression as she straightened herself and leaned forward to the opening again. She was about to say something, when to the girls’ surprise they heard an exclamation, “What is that?” someone asked. Both girls instinctively drew back and put their fingers to their lips in warning to each other. But what they next heard they placed more as if the sound were conveyed through a speaking tube in this curious place.


      Another voice was answering. “Rocks fall once in a while. There’s quite a crack by you. It’s more or less honeycombed, but there is no danger here.”


      “I see. I noticed a little draught when I lit my cigaret.” More followed, but the persons speaking were not in the proper position now for more than a murmur to be heard.


      “How lucky that we didn’t say anything near that hole!” whispered Sarita, as both girls withdrew toward the entrance. “Do you suppose that anything we have said here has been heard?”


      “I scarcely think so. Something would have been done about it, you know. It looks as if the secret of Steeple Rocks were nearly ours, Sarita, doesn’t it?”


      “It certainly does. Wait. I’m going back a minute.” Sarita knelt again at the opening and thrust her head within, to Leslie’s disapproval. She followed her, catching hold of her dress and looking at the rocks above her to see if any more had been loosened. She was relieved when Sarita drew back again. “Too dark to see anything, Leslie,” she reported when they were outside.


      They covered the rest of the way to Peggy’s house with very little conversation. “That was a stranger,” Sarita commented.


      “The other voice was like the Count’s,” said Leslie.


      “Shall we tell Peggy?”


      “I suppose so,” said Leslie doubtfully. She was thinking about that. What Jack suspected she would keep to herself for the present, but Peggy had a right to know the secret of her Retreat.


      Peggy was delighted to see them and took them to her room for what she called the “gorgeous display,” some very pretty but suitable frocks for a young girl about to mingle with others who had them. “It is going to be quite a house party,” Peggy said, “and a few of them may stay for some time, Mother says. It’s awfully interesting, though ‘royalty’ doesn’t mean so much any more. We had a princess once while we were in Florida and she had wonderful jewels. Mother thinks that there is one girl about my age. You simply must come over, girls!”


      “Clothes, my dear Peggy. Wouldn’t we look great to a grand duchess, in this rig, for instance?”


      Leslie turned slowly around, with the air of a fashion show model, displaying a sweater much the worse for wear and her oldest gym bloomers. “I really meant to put on something better, like Sarita, but I thought that I could sneak up to your room without your mother’s seeing me, and we want to go out in the boat afterwards, or we did want to go.”


      “I mind the maids more than I do your mother,” laughed Sarita. “The last time, you should have seen the scorn with which your mother’s maid looked at me.”


      “Pooh! What’s the difference? You girl’s always look like somebody nice, no matter what you have on. Jack says so, too. But what has happened to change you about going out in the boat? Is it going to be bad weather?” Peggy glanced toward the window, where sunshine was driving the mists away.


      “Mercy no! It’s going to be a wonderful day. Leslie, tell Peggy what we heard. It’s a great discovery, Peggy.”


      Peggy threw across the bed her most cherished frock which she had saved for the last to show them, and clasped her hands together in her eagerness to hear what had happened. They all sat down together on Peggy’s low day bed, a pretty wicker affair which stretched at the foot of the other bed. Peggy was in the middle. A background of silk and fluffy chiffon and tulle behind them set off the three heads bent close together, as the girls related in whispers what had occurred.


      Peggy was delighted, with little thought of what the discovery might imply. “Then there is a cave somewhere! Girls, we have simply got to find it! Will you go back there now with me? I’ll call Pugs, to hang up the things, and get into my knickers and sweater in a minute!”


      Peggy’s maid came into the room while the girls were still waiting for Peggy to scramble from one costume into another. She tried to smile and help Peggy, but the girls could see that she had been crying. Peggy explained as soon as they started out.


      “I didn’t know that dear old Pugsy cared that much for me. I’ve been a lot of trouble to her. But honestly, she’s almost a part of the family to Mother and me. Perhaps Mother can get out of it, but Dad says that Pugsy’s got to leave. I must have a maid that speaks French now! If it were Mother that wanted it, I could understand, but what does Dad care whether I speak French or not?”


      “It will be fine when you travel,” said Sarita.


      But Leslie, thinking of what Jack had said, wondered if Mr. Ives did not want to employ another foreigner instead of “Pugsy.”


      A dark-browed maid who was dusting in the hall looked at them in none too friendly a way. Even Sarita spoke of it afterward. But Peggy paid no attention to their surroundings as they left the house behind and darted past flower beds and masses of shrubbery on their way to the rocks.


      Once there, Peggy viewed the hole and was duly impressed. She had brought a flashlight, which disclosed nothing but rock beyond the hole, with a slight descent to where the loose rock had rolled. Granite walls and an arching ceiling were above.


      Leslie knew that it was foolish for all of them to enter, though Sarita declared that never a rock could fall on them. Nevertheless the prospect was so tempting that Leslie crawled in after the others. There was at least good air within. They hoped to find a passage to the cave whence the voices had come; but after a short distance, which they could cover without stooping, they were stopped by a granite wall as hard as the rest of Steeple Rocks. There was a deep fissure, however, and there they could feel a decided draught.


      The light turned off, they sat down to listen. Perhaps they could hear something more, if the people were still in the cave. Peggy suggested that perhaps they had heard the Count and someone back in the office. “I feel pretty sure that they have something back in the rock,” whispered she, “perhaps a real cave, and more than just Dad’s safe.”


      But Leslie shook her head. “I may be mistaken, but I think that this came from below.”


      As if to confirm her words, there came the sound of conversation, a mere murmur at first, then a few words very loudly conveyed by this queer speaking tube which nature had provided. The next were fainter, and then there was the murmur. “He’s walking around,” Leslie suggested.


      Peggy had a picture of someone restlessly pacing a cave.


      “Well, I hope that Ives will hurry up this house party. I’m certainly sick of staying here. How do I make up as an English lord, Bill?”


      A hoarse laugh was the answer to this, but Bill was not standing so close to the fissure, it was obvious.


      “And how am I going to get out of this?”


      “Same way you got in, by boat and at night.”


      “Why can’t I leave in the daytime if you can?”


      “Well, in the first place, you wouldn’t care to play the fisherman, I think, the way you look now, or to stay in one o’ the shacks with the rest o’ the crowd. I kin take you out tonight, if you want to go, but what I’m going to do now is to swim under water a ways. Want to try it?”


      “No thanks. But I’ll join the rest tonight. A little dirt on my face will make it all right, and I’d rather be with folks than in this terrible place.”


      “A little timid, huh?”


      “I’ll show you whether I’m timid or not!”


      The girls were breathless, wondering what was going to happen, but the ferocious Bill was evidently possessed of soothing powers. “No, now there ain’t no call to git excited. There’s going to be enough people here when the schooner comes in.”


      “Yes,” sarcastically said the other man. “You’re going to make enough money to give up fishing by that time, aren’t you?”


      “I might if they wasn’t others I had to divide with,” growled Bill. “You pay attention to yer own affairs. You got it fixed with Ives about yerself?”


      “Yes.”


      The girls heard Peggy gasp, but the voices were not sounding as if either man were very near the “Steeple Rocks speaking tube,” as Leslie began to call it. Probably Peggy would not be heard.


      For some little time the girls sat still, in uncomfortable positions, but they heard nothing more. Peggy was the first to jump up, and by the light of the flashlight which she carried, they all found their way back to the opening and crawled out. “I forgot to look, girls,” said Leslie, “to see if there were other rocks that could get loose outside, and after we were in there, listening to Bill and that other man, I began to think what if a rock fell down and closed up this hole!”


      “We could have called down the speaking tube, Leslie,” Sarita suggested.


      “Yes,” said Peggy, “and have Bill see that we stayed in there forever! ‘Sad loss of three bright young people at Steeple Rocks’, would be in the paper.”


      Peggy was so funny as she said this that Leslie and Sarita both laughed, though the subject was far from laughable. Peggy was frowning now. “Let’s go right now and tell Jack,” she said. “I certainly heard enough about Dad, didn’t I?”


      Neither Leslie nor Sarita replied to this question, for they knew that Peggy did not expect comment. They were helping each other around the jutting part of the cliff now and did not resume conversation until they were on the path. Then Peggy cried, “Oh, girls! I was going to watch to see where Bill came out, weren’t you?”


      “Yes,” said Leslie. “I thought of it when Bill said that he was going to ‘swim under water a ways.’ What possessed us? But, after all, we could not have seen anything from the Retreat. Come on; let’s climb down sort of near your yacht dock, Peggy. Perhaps we can see Bill come out of the water yet.”


      This was no sooner said than done. As quickly as possible, the girls found a spot which would command most of the shore around the bay. The girls looked over the surface of the cliff, as they had done many times before, without finding any opening. “If he has to swim under water, the cave must be at the bottom,” said Leslie, decisively, “and the only place, girls, where a boat could go in, is in Pirates’ Cove!”


      “Then Bill will swim out there and get to the rocks outside on this side—unless he has a boat tied in the channel.”


      “I think that it would be too great a swim to the channel, unless it would be right near our dock around there, and Bill would run the risk of Mother’s coming down to the beach or of somebody’s seeing him from the house.”


      “Your mother wouldn’t be surprised to see Bill there—not very, would she, Peggy?”


      “Perhaps not. Let’s get up a step higher. We can look over these rocks then, and duck down if Bill should come out anywhere near the dock. Then we shall have to scamper up and out of sight as quickly as possible.” In spite of Peggy’s evident chagrin at the implications about Mr. Ives in the conversation which they had overheard, she was enjoying the excitement, Leslie could see. There might be some compensations for Peggy, Leslie thought, in the discovery of Mr. Ives’ operations, if it led to her freedom from their shadow. But would it? What ought to be done now? She must tell Jack at once—so much was clear. But it might be even dangerous for anyone who interfered. Could Jack and Peggy keep their knowledge from Mr. Ives and that household of suspicious foreign servants? The more Leslie thought, the more undecided she felt.


      For some time the girls waited uneasily. Perhaps Bill had gone, or perhaps he was taking some time, making ready for the “enough people” who were to be there when the “schooner” came in! Probably they would miss him altogether. No! There he was!


      Peeping over the rocks, the girls caught each other’s hands in their excitement. Bill came up out of the water and shook it from him like a big mastiff. He looked around hastily to see if he were observed and the girls kept very still. Sarita and Leslie, indeed, ducked behind the rocks, but Peggy, who had taken a black silk handkerchief from her neck, wrapped it about her head and kept on looking.


      It was not very likely that Bill would see them, yet he might if he looked above on his way over the rocks from those at the base of Steeple Rocks, where he had emerged from the Cove waters.


      Peggy gave the word to start up. “He’s going over the rocks now. Stoop low and you’ll get to the top in a jiffy! He’ll only hope that we haven’t seen him, if he does see us. But it isn’t so wonderful for a person to go in swimming anywhere here.”


      CHAPTER XVI


      THE DILEMMA


      From the rocky steps where they had been watching the return of Bill Ritter, Leslie, Sarita and Peggy plunged into the woods as soon as possible and by that more devious route reached the Secrest camp. They were rather surprised to find it not yet ten o’clock, but they had spent much less time with Peggy, at what she called her fashion show, than they had expected. Then the time spent in the Retreat and in waiting for Bill’s appearance must have been much less than it seemed.


      When they reached the new clearing on the slight rise of ground not far from the spring, they found Dalton and his men hard at work and Dalton jubilant over the prospect of speedy building. Beth was sitting on a pile of logs making a sketch of the place and the workers, “for us to remember how it looked,” she said.


      Dalton dropped his work to join the girls and look at the sketch. “Pretty good, sister,” said he. “Do you know I’ve a great notion to plaster this house and stay here through the winter.”


      “What do you mean, Dal—stay alone, or no school for any of us?” The tone of the surprised Beth was not as reproving as Dalton might have expected.


      “No school for anybody,” asserted Dalton, though he had really not thought this out before. “It would be the best thing in the world for you, Beth, and think what snow scenes you could immortalize with your pen, pencil and brush!”


      “Ridiculous boy!”


      “Oh, let me board with you instead of going to Florida. I never have had any winter sports!” Peggy’s voice was coaxing. “We’ll have skiing down the hills, that hill where you saved my life, Dal—and skating, and ice-boating and everything on the bay!”


      Even Leslie and Sarita, who were more interested in lessons than Peggy, brightened at the thought. “Poor me!” exclaimed Sarita. “I’d have to go home and miss it all!”


      “Vacation, Sarita,” suggested Peggy, “the Christmas vacation.”


      “We’ll skate on our little lake, Peggy,” said Dalton, “as if it were already decided, and we can have a dog-sled to take us to town—”


      “Crazy!” laughed Leslie. “But, Beth, I believe that Dal is in earnest.”


      “Wait till he has fires to make some morning when it is below zero, ice to break, water to carry and everything frozen up.”


      “Not much worse than a furnace to take care of, Beth,” said the man of the house. “We’ll have a big fireplace in one room and a big heater somewhere, a shed full of coal, and wood on the place—think it over. I’ve got to work.” Whistling a little, Dalton went back to help and direct.


      “Dalton just loves this,” said Leslie, “but look, Beth, here comes Mr. Tudor.”


      With a salute to everybody, Evan Tudor stopped first to speak to Dalton, then joined the other group with greetings. Peggy, remembering her impulsive entrance of the previous day, bowed sweetly, but with dignity, while Leslie asked if he had been annoyed by the sounds of building so early.


      “I slept as if I should never waken this morning and I have only just eaten my breakfast. There must be something in this air, as advertised! I prowled around a while last night, enjoying the woods and the shore. At this rate, it looks as if you would have a house up in no time.”


      “They will,” said Peggy, “and Dal is planning to make it so they can stay all winter.” Peggy looked wickedly at Beth.


      Evan Tudor looked surprised, but said, “It would be very beautiful here in winter.”


      “I’d like to try it once,” said Leslie, “but not unless the whole family wanted to do it, for Beth might get pneumonia and then we’d be in a pretty pickle!”


      “It would be lovely here, with the ice and snow,” Beth acknowledged, relenting a little, “and I seldom ever take cold. I’d have to watch the rest of you to see that you were not careless.”


      “Oh, Beth,” cried Peggy, assuming her own presence, “we’d fish through the ice, and Leslie and I would do the cooking!”


      Then Leslie and Sarita did laugh, for Peggy could not cook anything and had confessed the fact before. “Well,” Peggy continued, answering their thought, “couldn’t I learn?”


      At this point Beth glanced at her wrist watch and asked if a short trip in the Sea Crest would not be possible before lunch, in order to show Mr. Tudor the bay and the rocks. “If we should be late, Dal will make the hot coffee for the men. They bring their lunches, but we give them something hot, and I have everything ready, beans all cooked and some meat.”


      Everybody thought this a good plan, especially as they could take Peggy home by launch and Jack, if he thought best. Otherwise, Jack could have beans and coffee with Dalton. But Jack decided to go with them, for Peggy privately informed him that she must consult him about something.


      On the way to the boat, Beth exhibited the Eyrie to Mr. Tudor, while Jack, Leslie, and the other girls went on down the rocks to get the launch ready and start the engine. None of them were disappointed by any lack of enthusiasm on the part of their guest, for though Evan Tudor was not particularly voluble in his speech he gave the impression of not missing any practical or inspirational detail in the comments which he made.


      After the start Mr. Tudor sat or stood with Beth, who pointed out the sights, while Jack at the wheel listened to what the girls had to tell him with Peggy as chief spokesman. He made little comment at first and the impatient Peggy urged him, saying, “Well, Jack, why don’t you go ‘up in the air’ about it?”


      “It is too serious, Peggy. I don’t think that you know just how serious it is. That fake English lord in the cave only proves what I have been suspecting.”


      “What have you been suspecting, Jack?”


      “I’d rather not say, Peggy. Suppose we wait a little. I am thinking that about the twenty-eighth we may find some others of the same sort, only pretending to carry out the house party idea with your mother, and then some that are very likely real titled exiles.”


      “But why would they do that? Why should this man hide away? Is he afraid of somebody? And why should Dad let him hide there? Just what is it that Dad is doing?”


      “I am very much afraid, Peggy, that your step-father is helping these people into the country against the law, and probably for a good price. I hope that it is the Count who is doing it—that is, I have been hoping that, with Uncle’s just letting him use the place and entertaining as his guests only some people brought here in his yacht that really have a right to be here. But I think now that the yacht is a blind and that everybody will come in on the ‘schooner.’”


      “Oh!” Peggy began to understand more clearly. “Shall I tell Mother, Jack?”


      “No. I’ve got to find out what to do.”


      But as it happened, neither Jack nor Peggy nor any of the Secrests decided what was to be done; and it was better so.


      The little cruise was delightful. Troubles seemed far away after they gave themselves to the lure of the water and sky and the motion of the boat. Even Peggy, who had at first been startled and distressed at Jack’s clear statements, seemed to forget and joked as usual with the girls. Leslie was thoughtful, wondering what their duty was. It was not pleasant to have such a problem presented to them.


      Evan Tudor, who could run a launch quite well himself, was entirely content to be a passenger, visiting with the pretty artist and forgetting his quest in these parts, except to fix in mind the location of Steeple Rocks and Pirates’ Cove. He intended to go out in a row boat to investigate that region.


      Jack and Peggy were left at the dock in Ives Bay, while Leslie took the wheel for the homeward trip. This they made quickly, landing in time for Beth to superintend the hot lunch. Mr. Tudor was invited to partake, but he thanked Beth and declined, saying that he had work to do and that his late breakfast made a late lunch desirable.


      For Leslie and Sarita it had been a full and surprising morning. After lunch was over, with its work, they found a quiet place apart where they could discuss the present dilemma.


      CHAPTER XVII


      PIRATES’ COVE


      Bill’s men, out in the boats, reported to him at noon the short trip of the Sea Crest and the passengers upon it. Bill accepted the report, thinking that the “writin’ feller,” if he liked the girl who made pictures and kept himself to his work and his visits with the Secrests, was probably harmless so far as Bill’s pursuits were concerned. He dispatched Tom Carey with an excellent choice of fish, which he could leave at the tent if the man had not returned. But Tom chose to wait for Mr. Tudor.


      “Hello, Tom,” Evan Tudor called, as he approached his tent and saw Tom stretched out on a rock by the stream. “Have you been waiting long? You might have left the fish, but I’m glad that you did not. Anything to report?”


      This last was in a lower tone, after he had jumped across the stream by its little stepping stones to the rock where Tom now stood.


      “Yes, I have. Here are the fish.”


      “Good. Those are fine. Bill must think that I have an appetite, but then I did not limit the quantity and the more delivered the better business for Bill.”


      “Yes, sir,” grinned Tom. “I didn’t expect to have any news for you so soon, but Bill is about sick today, having a chill or something. So he wants me to take a boat, go to Pirates’ Cove, row into the cave and bring out a man.”


      “What?” Evan Tudor was a little puzzled. “I thought, from what I have been told that it was not safe to go into the Cove at all. Miss Secrest just spoke of it on a trip that they took me around the bay and through the channel to Ives Bay.”


      “Yes, sir. I was there when a man told Bill about your being with them.” Tom and Evan Tudor exchanged glances.


      “Miss Secrest told me quite a tale of disappearances and of the danger where that opening occurs.”


      “Yes, sir; that is what is generally thought around here. But my grandmother has always laughed to me about it, and she remembers the time when people used to visit the pirates’ cave.”


      “Then probably smugglers built up this tale for their own purposes.”


      Tom nodded assent. “I’ve told you how Bill wants to get me into all this, and get some hold on me, you know. If you weren’t here I’d never do it in the world, but I’ve pretended to listen to what he says about ‘making good money.’ I don’t know why he doesn’t have someone else go, unless it is dangerous and they will not do it, or there is some smuggled stuff that he can’t trust them with, or he just wants to get me into it. I’m not afraid to go, and it is a good chance to find out.”


      “Don’t risk anything on my account, Tom; but if you think it safe to go, I shall be among those rocks somewhere with a boat. Call if you are in any danger. I am a good swimmer.”


      Tom, rather glad that there would be help at hand if any were needed, went away and Mr. Tudor examined his fish. Soon they were cooking over a good fire, while a well satisfied young man watched them and made more plans. This was a great opportunity. He would visit the cave after Tom and the man had left. There was a possibility of there being others in the cave, but he would risk that. It was not very likely. Perhaps Tom could let him know in some way if there were, though no signal had been agreed upon. Indeed, he must keep out of sight.


      Evan Tudor did not know, of course, that he would not be the only watcher that night. The only decision that the girls and Jack had been able to make was that of immediate action in seeing Bill take out the man whose voice the girls had heard through the “speaking tube.” It would never do to miss that. Leslie thought that perhaps Peggy would want to give up their plan after hearing Jack’s plain statements. But the last thing that she said before the Sea Crest left her and Jack at their dock was, “Now don’t forget tonight!” Peggy still loved mystery.


      More than once Peggy afterward remarked to Dalton, with whom she became so very, very well acquainted, that it was funny how the different people who were engaged that night in Pirates’ Cove affairs had no knowledge of each other. Bill’s man escorted Tom part way, but did not know about Tom’s relation to Mr. Tudor. The pretended nobleman had no idea how near discovery he was. The Ives-Secrest group knew nothing about Mr. Tudor and he knew nothing of their interest or presence at first.


      Peggy and Jack decided that rather than steal out of the house late at night it would be better to go out openly for a row to the Eyrie, early in the evening. Peggy’s mother would assume that they had returned, they hoped, for Mrs. Ives was concerned about other things. Their plan was to return with the girls and hide among the rocks in the channel, where there was a view of the Cove. About the time the last boats were going in they would quietly row out from the Eyrie. This plan was carried out.


      It was about one o’clock when a boat came into the bay from the sea, and after reaching quiet waters, edged around into the channel. Naturally Leslie did not know that it was their own Swallow, borrowed from Beth and Dalton by Mr. Tudor, though he had not come for it till long after the first party had left the Eyrie. Sarita had gone to sleep, lulled by the gentle rocking of their boat, for the wait seemed long. Her head was on Leslie’s shoulder, but she was startled awake when Peggy clutched Leslie and whispered, “Oh, who is this? One of Bill’s spies?”


      “Sh-sh,” Jack warned. But it would not be easy to see them among the shadows of the rocks, and presently they saw the boat no longer as it gently glided farther within the channel, and none too soon for its occupant, for two more boats, rapidly rowed, approached the mouth of the Cove. In one was Tom, who was given final orders and directions by the man in the other boat.


      Bay and Cove were comparatively calm. The night, too, was clear so far, bright with stars and a late moon, a condition good for the watchers, but not so favorable to any underhand project. The girls located the dark opening into the cave and watched tensely.


      The one boat waited at the rocks which marked the beginning of the Cove. Tom’s boat entered the Cove and went straight across to the mouth of the cave, with only one exception, when Tom avoided a foaming, restless stretch where some hidden rocks lurked like Scylla of old.


      “Look! He’s gone right on in,” said Leslie, “without a bit of trouble!”


      “Wait till you see if he ever comes out again,” Sarita returned, for she still more than half believed in the old story.


      “If he does and they get away all right, let’s go in, too,” Peggy suggested, a wild desire to see the inside of that cave taking possession of her. They could take the same course. That boat had kept steady, unharmed, not tossed about by any current or whirlpool.


      “It would be safe enough,” said Jack, looking at his watch, “if we can do it before the tide comes up much. It is not quite low tide now. I looked up the tides before we came out. It will be easier to get in at low tide, though we may have to watch for rocks more. Make up your minds what you want to do, girls.”


      “If it were a question of wanting,” said Leslie, “I’d say go at once, but I’m not sure it would be very safe. What do you think, Sarita?”


      But Sarita did not answer, for at that moment Tom’s boat shot out from the dark, spray-washed entrance. All had seen the flash of light, presumably from Tom’s flashlight, as he took his bearings before starting out of the cave. Two figures were in the boat this time. Over the legend-cursed waters of Pirates’ Cove Tom’s boat sped, faster than when it was attempting an unknown course. Again they saw him avoid the one tempestuous spot. Again they saw him reach the rocks and the buoy where the other boat waited.


      The watchers did not hear, however, the rough jeer with which the man who rowed the accompanying boat greeted Tom. “So Bill’s got ye at last, has he? Ye’ll work fer him now or yer life won’t be safe. That’s yer ’nishiation, did ye know it?”


      Tom was spared an answer by the rough order of the man whom he had brought from the cave. It was to the effect that this was his trip and that he wanted to get to land as quickly as possible. So did Tom.


      The two boats bobbed over the waves and out of the bay to some mooring at the village. The boat load of young people watched, still keeping in the shadow of the rocks and discussing in low tones the likelihood of their being still watched, if at all, by the other boat which had come into the channel.


      Then they heard the soft plash of oars. Startled, Jack braced himself for possible trouble and Peggy clutched Leslie again. The boat passed them, its occupant leaning to look in their direction. Then it shot back and a voice addressed them. “Why, it’s the Eyrie crowd, isn’t it?”


      What a relief! It was only Mr. Tudor!


      “My, how you scared us, Mr. Tudor!” cried Peggy. “How did you happen to get out here? Did you see that boat come out of the Cove?”


      “Yes. It would seem that the old story is not true, yet I heard Miss Secrest tell it only today.”


      “We’re going over. Don’t you want to go with us?”


      “Peggy!” Leslie exclaimed. “Have we decided to go?”


      “I have, unless you really hate to go.”


      “We’re crazy to see it,” said Sarita.


      Mr. Tudor was inwardly amused at the turn of events. Again they were in his favor. “If you think that it will not be a trespass, Miss Peggy, I should like to go with you. It seems safe to me. Suppose you let me go first, however. I noted the boatman’s course, and we shall avoid the same rocks that took him aside.”


      “Good!” cried Peggy. “Have you a light? We brought some.”


      “Yes. I have a large flashlight.”


      It seemed like a dream—the late night, the restless waters, the mystery of the Cove, the yawning entrance of the cave. The Ives boat followed exactly the trail of the Swallow, which the girls now recognized. Now they passed the boiling surf. “Between Scylla and Charybdis,” quoted Leslie to Sarita, and Peggy, who did not know what she meant, decided to look that up.


      Bowing his head, Mr. Tudor pulled upon his oars, and his boat disappeared into the yawning maw of the cavern. Jack was wondering if it were safe to follow immediately, but he heard a call, “Come on,” and the entrance was illuminated by the light which Mr. Tudor carried and which he flashed upon the churning waters in the center of the opening. Down went the heads—a breathless moment! Now!


      The Secrest-Ives combination were within the pirate cave! Looking about by the steady light which Mr. Tudor held for them, they saw his boat drawn aside a little and near a floating dock, as it might be called, a mere plank tightly fastened to posts at the very edge of a worn rocky ledge, the floor of the cave. Waters stretched to the right and left of them. Above, the roof of the cave was low at the entrance, but lifted to a high vault farther in. “Snug place,” said Leslie, turning her own flashlight from side to side.


      Mr. Tudor examined the landing, made it firm by some quick manipulation, and leaped out of his boat, which he had fastened. “Want to get out?” he inquired, leaning toward the passengers of Jack’s boat, which now occupied the other side of the landing space. He held his hand to the girls, while Jack kept the boat steady. “Let us keep together,” suggested Mr. Tudor. Having the largest light, he naturally took the lead.


      They found it a large cave, quite evidently often and recently used. Nature had been assisted in making it a safe storage for either goods or persons, for they found more than one room, with steps cut in uneven places, and a long passage leading somewhere. They did not follow that very far, for Mr. Tudor suggested that it would not be best to stay long “this time” on account of the tide. There were cots standing on end, and one which had been left with bedding on it.


      Peggy shuddered. “Think of sleeping with such damp bedding!” she said.


      “This room seems fairly dry, though,” said Leslie, “and I feel quite a breeze from somewhere.”


      “Oh, it must be the place where the men were when we heard them talking!” Peggy exclaimed. She and Leslie searched the wall and ceiling and found a crack which they decided to be the opening to the “speaking tube,” for the immediate surroundings were like a wide funnel.


      A pile of old and foreign-looking clothing in one corner gave Mr. Tudor good evidence of what he was seeking. There was a portable stove all greasy and rusty, with a cask which they thought contained gasoline. A wooden door boarded up one opening off from the passage but it was locked. As there was a narrow opening across the top of the ill-fitting door, Mr. Tudor suggested to Jack that he climb up to see what was inside. “Stand on my shoulders,” he said.


      Jack helped himself first by the edge of a thick board in the door, which had been made by nailing horizontal planks across a frame. Partly lifted or supported by Mr. Tudor, Jack clung to the top of the door, with one foot on Mr. Tudor’s shoulder, and looked over. “Case after case, and a lot of loose bottles of liquor,” he reported.


      “Bill’s activities include more than one line of smuggling,” Mr. Tudor replied, as Jack dropped to the floor again.


      “My muddy feet will not help your coat any,” said Jack.


      “It will dry and brush off. We have not found any pirate treasure for the girls yet,” he continued. “Perhaps there is a safe somewhere with the pirate jewels; but we must hurry. I want to see the front space again. Come, please.”


      The party went back into the front of the cave, while Mr. Tudor and Jack searched the wall on the side toward the Ives’ little bay and dock. There, indeed, in a little recess, were some steps, the same sort of rocky steps, where the hand of man had assisted nature. At the top there was another door, locked. But this time Mr. Tudor drew a key from his pocket which unlocked it. A breeze blew in, fresh and sweet and cool. Carefully lighting his steps before him Mr. Tudor stepped outside, then made room for the rest.


      They found themselves on a rocky ledge, rather narrow and walled in by rock. Mr. Tudor rounded a corner carefully, looked and came back. “Very clever,” said he. “This door is concealed by the mass of rock, and when you turn that corner, there you are in a narrow opening between rocks that looks just like a hundred others. Look, but be careful not to step off the edge.”


      Each followed directions and looked. “A long plank would reach over to our steps,” said Peggy. “I’ve often wondered why that wide, long board was laid along the side of the steps. There is a sort of fastening there, too. I asked Mother about it once and she said she supposed it was there to strengthen the stairway. I wonder why they go in and out by boat when that is there.”


      “Perhaps,” said Jack, “there is more danger of discovery, or maybe it is not as safe a way.”


      “That is what became of the Count that time. I was not far enough down, or not smart enough to see it.”


      Mr. Tudor looked inquiringly at Peggy. “Count Herschfeld?” he asked.


      “Yes. Do you know him?”


      “I know of him.”


      They were now back within the cave and Mr. Tudor locked the door again. “A place like this develops,” said he. “It is not planned from the first. It has probably been the resort of smugglers from early times.”


      “But we’d better hurry away while the tide is low. There is a plank to be found inside, if you girls would prefer to cross to the steps. I am sure that I saw one somewhere.”


      “No walking the plank for me yet,” said Peggy. “Are you going to tell on Bill yet, Mr. Tudor?” From what he had said, Peggy knew that he must know about Bill. What else did he know? But she would not be the one to tell about her step-father.


      “What do you think we ought to do about it, Miss Peggy?” Mr. Tudor countered.


      “I suppose we can’t let smuggling go on.”


      “No,” soberly Evan Tudor replied. “It will have to be broken up sometime. Probably we should have a little more proof about Bill and his friends.”


      “Oh, yes,” eagerly Peggy replied.


      “Poor child,” Evan Tudor was thinking.


      Safely they all went through the spray. Mr. Tudor went first, then turned his light upon the place for Jack’s exit. To their surprise they found it foggy and by the time they reached Ives Bay and the dock there the fog was rolling in so thickly that it was decided to leave the Swallow among the Ives boats till the next day. Evan Tudor and the girls would walk home.


      Jack was distressed about this and wanted to accompany them, but Peggy insisted that it would be foolish and the rest agreed. “The more quickly and quietly we get into the house the better, Jack,” said Peggy, “and no one will notice the Swallow, Mr. Tudor. We do all sorts of crazy things going back and forth, and Jack and I might easily have rowed home in the Swallow, or all of us landed here and gone on some hike or other.”


      Tired as the girls were, they managed to give a full and clear account of their suspicions and discoveries to Mr. Tudor on the way home. It was a comfort to pass over some of the responsibility to him, though he did not tell them that this smuggling of aliens was the subject of his quest, nor that he represented the law and the United States government. The other smuggling would naturally be attended to at the same time, but it was desired to find the heads of a ring having operations at different points.


      “We have been so troubled, Mr. Tudor, about our duty, how to notify the right authorities, or whether to do so or not, with Peggy and her family to consider—though I suppose that it is wrong to be hindered by that.” So Leslie told the man who represented the right authority.


      “It would be a hard thing for you to take up without more proof, Miss Leslie. Suppose you just do nothing but keep your eyes open and tell me about it. I will watch, too. Did you say that a schooner was expected about the twenty-eighth?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “I will talk it over with your brother and Miss Beth. Good-night; do not worry about this.”


      CHAPTER XVIII


      THE NET IS SPREAD


      The girls found Elizabeth up and greatly worried. She had gone to bed and fallen asleep, she said, waking at midnight to find that they had not come in. “If Dalton had not needed his sleep so much, I would have wakened him,” she said.


      Again the sleepy girls told the story, gathering up the details in the process and filling in what Beth did not know. “But we have passed the responsibility over to Mr. Tudor, Beth. He thinks that more proof is necessary, too. We’ve found out more than enough for poor little Peggy, though she is the stoutest little piece you ever saw. One thing, she does not like her step-father, or trust him, and she sees that he makes Mrs. Ives miserable. Mr. Tudor asked if she would be likely to warn her step-father and of course, we could not know. So far she has not said anything to her mother.”


      “Do you suppose that Mr. Tudor will do anything?” asked Beth, very much interested.


      “I don’t know. He said that he would talk to Dalton and to you. I’d say wait till they get here, anyhow. We surely are going to watch for that schooner, Beth—but not tonight!”


      On the very next day another young man arrived at Evan Tudor’s camp. Largely for Bill’s benefit, a heavy package marked manuscript was mailed by Mr. Tudor from the village post office. When Tom arrived that day with the regular supply of fish, he was told that he might make his report in the presence of the other young man. He did so, showing some money that Bill had paid him for the trip, a sum which Tom had inwardly hesitated to take, feeling like a traitor. He spoke of his feeling in the matter, but Mr. Tudor assured him that he must seem to be a part of the smuggler group. “You may even have to be arrested with the rest, though if there is any resisting, get out of range! Can you meet that?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Our people will be instructed about you, and you have only to tell who you are. I’m not anticipating any war. Things are coming to a climax now. Have you any information about the schooner that is bringing in the immigrants?”


      “Yes, sir. Mr. Ives is out with the yacht now. He is expecting to take them off the schooner some distance out, but the yacht has trouble with the engine and they may have to dock her. In that case they’ll bring what Bill calls the big bugs to the yacht, by the launch, of course, and take the rest into the cave till they can get them ‘distributed.’ That is what Mr. Ives calls it. I saw him. He came in to Bill’s on the launch, about ten o’clock last night.”


      Mr. Tudor had also seen him, but he did not mention the fact to Tom. “Does Mr. Ives know that you are in this with Bill?”


      “Yes, sir. He asked me questions and gave me a ten dollar bill. I feel like a Judas.”


      “Remember what he is and you will not feel so. You can give the money back later, if you like.”


      The more puzzling part of this matter to Mr. Tudor was to make no mistake about having the government officers and men on hand at the right time. With careful scouts out on land and sea to guard against surprise when the schooner actually arrived, Mr. Ives and Bill would be thoroughly informed about any suspicious movements. But an innocent looking hunting and fishing party had just arrived at a camp a few miles away, and a few miles down the coast a small passenger vessel had put in, apparently for repairs. A regular coast guard steamer had passed as well and had duly been reported to Bill and Mr. Ives, who were feeling none too easy about this next cargo of aliens to be smuggled in. But thousands of dollars were already in their pockets and they expected to make as much again.


      Patriotism? Bill had been smuggled in himself years before, and Mr. Ives often told his wife that he owed nothing to Uncle Sam or the flag. He was a brilliant scoundrel, thoroughly selfish and of the type that enjoys intrigue and power. The Count had been embittered by the results of the world war and was glad to do what he could against the country and its laws. Some of the alien immigrants themselves were to be pitied, though they were lending themselves to this scheme. Many of them were caught in some unhappy circumstances at home and cared nothing for governments, only for a refuge.


      Others were of the dangerous class of communists that were willing to pay and pay heavily for the chance to spread their doctrines in a country that wanted none of them. Then there were the ignorant ones, of “low degree,” who believed almost anything that they were told of the chances in America. They were to be largely Bill’s prey, robbed of their savings and forced to work for him if he chose. That was the “fine opportunity” waiting for them in America!


      The new man with Mr. Tudor carried the messages now, at night, for it was no longer best to telegraph from the nearest town. After the sending of the manuscript, the two men now spent long hours in fishing or in tramping about after the manner of tourists. They took notes in prominent places, to carry out the idea of their profession, and, indeed, both of them were correspondents for certain papers. Mr. Tudor told Beth that his “best seller” could more easily be a detective story than anything else.


      Dalton was admitted to councils now, but he was more anxious to get on with the house than to do any detective work. The chief benefit to him was the knowledge that someone else was watching Bill and Mr. Ives. His family was safe without his being on guard any longer. Like magic, Leslie said, the house went up and it was decided to finish it within and without for cold weather. They would at least have what Sarita called a “proper home” and if they wanted to stay through part of the cold weather they could.


      At night watch was kept in the Eyrie, as they had planned, for now it was but a short time till the schooner was due. On the twenty-sixth the Ives yacht came into the bay and men were sent for to fix some part of the machinery. Mr. Ives, “cross as two sticks,” according to Peggy, appeared at his home and had long consultations with the Count. At other times he could be heard pacing up and down in his office. “He has something on hand that worries him terribly, Peggy,” Mrs. Ives told her daughter, “and just at the time of the house party, too! He says that perhaps the yacht will not be ready in time to go for them, but that if it isn’t he will get them here some other way.”


      Peggy did not confide this to the other girls. She had stopped talking about the matter. It was not fun any more. They missed her at the Eyrie, for while Jack came as usual, still interested in the house and Dalton, and still wanting to confide in Leslie the matters of the Steeple Rocks mystery, now a mystery no longer, Peggy tried to seem interested in her clothes and the plans for the house party. Would it come off? Would Mr. Tudor tell? He didn’t talk as if he would right away. What ought she to do about telling her mother?


      Peggy’s mind was somewhat in confusion. The servants were quiet, inclined to watch Peggy, she imagined. It would have been hard to find opportunity for the secret talk with her mother which she rather longed for sometimes. She and Jack did not attempt to discuss the matter and Mr. Ives asked Jack to drop his “carpenter work” at the Eyrie. Once, while they were playing tennis, Jack muttered to Peggy, “No use, can’t do a thing now, Peggy. We’ll just wait.”


      A very pleasant thing happened at the Secrest camp in the shape of a surprise for Sarita. Through Mr. Tudor, Tom Carey sent her a package in which was her lost glass. Tom had recovered it that very night after it had fallen into the water, by swimming from his boat and diving where it seemed safe. The glass had lodged upon a rock not far from the surface, he discovered, and while its appearance was spoiled, the lenses were not broken.


      Keeping the recovery a secret from Bill, Tom had made a trip to town and had the field glass put in shape again, with new covering. A little note explained the facts and Sarita was quite overcome, almost sorry that Tom had gone to the expense but admiring his spirit. “Oh, the poor boy!” she exclaimed.


      “He paid for it with Bill’s money, though,” said the smiling Mr. Tudor, in whose presence Sarita had opened the package, “and as he is making a little more than usual, you need not worry about Tom. I will explain in a few days, Miss Sarita. It comes just in time for good service.”


      Meanwhile the net was being drawn more tightly. It was desired to take the Count and Mr. Ives after their connection with the smuggling was further proved by the presence of the aliens illegitimately brought in in the Ives home or upon the Ives yacht. On land and by sea the arrival of the schooner was awaited.


      CHAPTER XIX


      SAILS ON THE HORIZON


      On the night of the twenty-seventh, Leslie Secrest and Sarita Moore were sitting in the Sea Crest to talk. Gently the boat rocked a little in the lapping water of their little cove. Beth and Dalton were above in the Eyrie, where they had a spyglass, not one belonging to Peggy, but one which Dalton had procured. “It would be a fine thing, wouldn’t it,” he asked, “to hunt down Peggy’s step-father with a glass that he will probably pay for?”


      Idly Leslie dipped her hand in the water. “Let’s go over after Peggy,” Sarita suggested. “Lots of boats are out yet, and the sunset isn’t over. See what entrancing shades there are. Beth is probably copying those over there in the east. Too bad the sun itself isn’t in that direction!”


      Without a word, Leslie sprang into action. “I see a few twinkles of stars coming out, but it isn’t too late,” she said. They were soon out upon the bay, Sarita waving a farewell to Beth, who had walked out upon the rocks. Before they had gone far toward the channel, by which they would reach Peggy’s, to their surprise, the Ives yacht gave forth a deep and sonorous sound.


      “Listen to Peggy’s yacht tooting!” cried Sarita. “Look out, Les. Let’s keep out of the way.”


      The yacht, indeed, was moving out; but as there was but one straight course for it out of the bay, Leslie was not concerned. She drove the Sea Crest in another direction, and circled around, as they often did. To their surprise again, there was Peggy herself, waving from the deck.


      Leslie chose to follow in the wake of the yacht, which drew farther and farther away from them, and finally turned north along the coast, disappearing from view. It had not been Leslie’s intention, to be sure, to go out into the open sea very far, but she saw Mr. Tudor and his friend in another launch no bigger than the Sea Crest and she found the sea very little rougher than the bay. “It will be fairly light for more than an hour, Sarita, let’s stay out a while.”


      Sarita was willing, and they turned the little Sea Crest toward the open sea and sped on. Suddenly, upon the horizon, a lovely sight greeted their eyes. There hung a large schooner as if suspended from the clouds. It was in full sail, the last pink and lavender of the sunset imparting a tinge of color to the swelling sails.


      “How lovely!” exclaimed Leslie. “Is it a fishing schooner, or the schooner, I wonder?”


      “It might be either, or both,” laughed Sarita. “How odd! It’s simply fading from view! See, it’s turned, too.”


      The girls watched the schooner till they could see it no more. Then Leslie turned the launch and ran straight for the bay. “Do you suppose that it is the schooner and that the yacht has gone to meet it now? They certainly would not take Peggy and Mrs. Ives, would they? How terrible it would be if they were boarded out there and Peggy would be in the midst of it!”


      But as they came on, they saw Mrs. Ives and Peggy in a launch run by no less a personage than Bill himself. Peggy said something to Bill, who ran the launch within speaking distance while she called, “Engine stopped and we had to signal for help. Dad and the Count may have to stay there all night!” Peggy’s face was bright. There was much else that she wanted to tell the girls, but Bill wouldn’t want to wait, she knew.


      After nodding brightly to Peggy, Leslie and Sarita looked at each other. “Camouflage,” said Leslie. “They meant to send them back all the time. Their engine is all right and that’s the schooner! Bill will go out with the launch, of course, taking the plumber!”


      “Plumber!” laughed Sarita.


      “Well, isn’t that whom you send for when anything is out of fix?” Quick-witted Leslie’s imagination was right, as it happened. Sending on her boat at full speed, she felt very much relieved to think that Peggy would be safely at home. “I’d pay five cents,” she added, “to know if Mr. Tudor is taking this in.”


      As that was Mr. Tudor’s chief business at this time, he was not ignorant of all the moves. Like Leslie, however, he was going in to shore. The schooner would be taken care of at the proper time by others. He knew who was on the yacht and where it lay. He was not so impatient as the girls, for he knew what it all involved. The denouement might be dramatic. He hoped that it would be neither dangerous nor fatal to anyone. No move at all was to be made until the alien passengers were transferred from the schooner. Bill’s scouts were then to be quietly seized, in order that no signal might be given the yacht, though even then the chase upon the open sea would probably be successful. Tom Carey was of great help in learning who these scouts were.


      Again that night, like a wraith from the sea, the schooner was seen. Leslie in the Eyrie, where poor Dalton was trying to keep awake after his day of physical labor, found it with the spy-glass and exclaimed. The rest sprang up to look, and while they still tried to distinguish the vessel, whose lights had apparently been extinguished, there was a knock at the door. “It’s Tudor,” spoke a voice.


      “Come right in.” Dalton hastened to open the door for Mr. Tudor, who was not quite as calm as usual.


      “Good evening, friends. Have you seen the schooner?”


      “We have just been looking at it,” said Beth, offering the glass to Evan, who looked for some time.


      “It is flying here and there, like a bird trying to reach its nest and avoid the owl that is watching. Ostensibly it has fishing grounds in the vicinity. Perhaps it was a mistake to have our boat pass again, but it is not investigating. The Ives yacht is lying off the coast with some broken machinery, they say. Bill has just brought off the Count and Mr. Ives.


      “It will probably be to-morrow night when the schooner unloads. Our boat is leaving just a little before dawn, to assure them that they are not to be searched, and also to prevent their unloading tonight. I believe that our ship is to hail the schooner, appear to be satisfied with inquiry and steam away. Our boat is not very large—but there is another, not too far out at sea.


      “Circumstances often determine what it is best to do. I thought that you would like to know what is going on. I am going to take a sleep now, my friend on guard. If I were you, I should sleep, too.”


      After this explanation, Mr. Tudor took his leave. The rather serious Secrest group decided to take his advice. The girls were soon asleep in the Eyrie with their door barred, though Leslie wakened before daylight to lie and think about Peggy.


      Peggy herself had many thoughts on the morning of the twenty-eighth. She did not know that the schooner had arrived, but that was the date of the house party. Mr. Ives was still nervous but in better poise, giving orders in regard to certain provisions for the guests. Mrs. Ives was mistress of herself and the situation, for her house was ready, the menus made out with the housekeeper.


      Never had Peggy had such a problem to face. She could not bring herself to inform authority against her step-father, and in her indecision she was ready to see who came, what sort of people they were and whether it were really Mr. Ives who was the real smuggler or not. Perhaps he could be persuaded to give it all up, she thought. Mr. Tudor’s knowing worried her. She now felt persuaded that he had been investigating, though she hoped that she was only imagining it.


      It was out of Peggy’s hands, however. If the girls had never started to find a mystery out for themselves, the result would have been the same.


      Before midnight men were hidden in the pirates’ cave, for Tom had fortunately been appointed watch there. Whether tide and hour would permit entrance by water or by plank and the door, they were ready. Tom Carey could tell them little this time, for plans were known only to Bill. The rest followed his orders.


      One government boat was to take the yacht, another was to follow the schooner, and lest slippery Bill should escape in the launch, provision was made for that. It was hoped that the entire number of aliens, high and low, might be transferred to the yacht first because of its size. No interference was to be made until after that occurred. Mr. Tudortold Elizabeth that the smugglers were doubtless hoping for fog to conceal their activities.


      The first excitement at the Eyrie occurred about ten o’clock that night, when Dalton, uneasy, sauntered down to their cove and discovered the Sea Crest foundered, not in very deep water to be sure, but it was an unwelcome calamity. The Swallow was floating, but Dalton examined it to find that someone had begun to cut a hole in it. “My coming probably frightened the man away,” Dalton reported at the Eyrie. “They do not want the Sea Crest abroad tonight.”


      It did grow somewhat foggy, though not enough so to annoy what boats were out upon the bay. Long since the “engine trouble” of the yacht had been overcome and it had steamed away, up the coast and out of sight. Now, shortly after midnight it appeared, regardless of who might see it, well lighted, its pennants waving in honor of distinguished guests. It approached the bay, at full speed and cutting the waves valiantly.


      CHAPTER XX


      CAPTURE


      Peggy and Jack, at Steeple Rocks, had gone to watch for the yacht at the tops of the steps which ran down to the dock where the yacht was expected. At the sight of it, Jack waited, but Peggy hurried in to announce the arrival. Mrs. Ives and Madame Kravetz were sitting in the drawing room, while Timmons, the butler, was in the hall.


      “The yacht is coming,” said Peggy in her clear voice, “all lit up and everything. It just passed another vessel, and it’s coming into the bay! Shall I tell Jack to light the lights outside?”


      “Timmons will do it. Timmons, rouse the maids if they are drowsy.” But Mrs. Ives wondered at the alarmed expression on the face of the butler, and that Madame Kravetz went outside immediately. Mr. Ives and the Count had gone out to the yacht in the morning, ostensibly to go to the port where he was to meet his guests. Some train must have been late to delay them this long, or perhaps the engines had not worked properly. It was all decidedly queer. She looked at Peggy.


      “What’s the matter with ’em?” bluntly asked Peggy.


      “I am sure I do not know, unless Timmons fears things may not go as they should.”


      The bay was a trap. No sooner had the yacht gotten well into it than the passing vessel, manned by government men to catch both aliens and smugglers, turned about and rapidly sought the mouth of the bay. The pursuit was short, as Mr. Ives and Count Herschfeld, on board the yacht knew it must be. Hastily the word was passed around among the more important passengers, who were panic-stricken, facing deportation, having many jewels which they were smuggling in.


      Smaller boats also gathered around the yacht, but it reached the dock, though boarded at once. It attempted no useless defense, for it was immediately seen that a concerted plan on the part of the government forces made them too strong for the smugglers.


      How Mr. Ives got away, no one knew. He was not seen upon the rocks, but someone saw him take off his coat and leap into the water, though it was thought at the time that he was at once picked up by one of the boats. The approaches to the house were all guarded, it was supposed, but a secret entrance from the cliff, which the girls had not discovered, admitted Mr. Ives to a rocky chamber behind his office.


      Peggy, sitting in the drawing room with her mother, heard the door to the library and office open behind her. Mr. Ives, a wild figure, appeared. Water was dripping from him. He was drawing on a dry coat as he entered and stuffing its pockets with money from his safe.


      “Get the car quickly, Kit! They’re after me! Call Timmons! Peggy, run up and get my overcoat and all the clothes that you can lay your hands on!”


      Mrs. Ives in her pretty evening dress ran outside, followed by her husband, while Peggy instinctively started after the overcoat and clothes. But she met Timmons on the stairs, a hurrying Timmons, dressed for departure, carrying her step-father’s top-coat and two suit-cases. Her assistance was not necessary. Timmons must have seen the capture at which Peggy guessed. She stood aside to let him pass, but followed rapidly herself.


      At the foot of the stairs Peggy and Madame Kravetz nearly collided. The governess was rushing out from the dining room with what appeared to be a sack of food, a brown paper sack carried by the particular, elegant Kravetz! She picked up a suitcase in the hall and dashed out of the front door.


      Peggy heard the sound of the car and immediately thought of her mother, outside in the chill air with only that thin dress to protect her. Perhaps her husband would make her go with him! Luckily Peggy had wrapped herself in her mother’s coat when she had gone with Jack to look for the yacht. There lay the pretty silk-lined evening wrap with its warm fur collar. Peggy snatched it up from the hall seat and rushed out as wildly as any of the fleeing conspirators had done. It was only a moment after Madame Kravetz had passed her, before Peggy was at the side of the car with her mother’s wrap.


      She tossed it in, hearing Mr. Ives say, “Very well, ride a short distance with us, Kitty. You have been a good wife—” But the car started to speed, Peggy knew, over the terrible roads till they reached the good highway and what hiding place Peggy could not imagine. But while she stood there, watching the darkness into which the car had taken her mother and scarcely seeing the stupefied maids that gathered around her, Mr. Tudor, breathless and much chagrined over the escape of Mr. Ives, came hurrying around the house from the dock. Unfortunately for plans, guards around the house had all rushed to prevent escape at the yacht.


      “Where is your mother, Miss Peggy?” he asked. “Is your father inside? It will be better for him quietly to surrender.”


      “Don’t ask me anything, please,” said Peggy, suddenly feeling utterly alone. But her maid, the beloved “Pugsy,” who had avoided being sent away after all, came with alarmed face from the house just then and went to Peggy, who collapsed upon her shoulder in a storm of sobs.


      “I am very sorry, Miss Peggy—believe me, I am,” Mr. Tudor stopped to say, though he had one eye on two officers who were entering the house.


      “I know it,” sobbed Peggy, “but do go away now, and find out things for yourself!”


      Jack, who had been down at the yacht, joined the maid in soothing Peggy and between them they persuaded her to go to bed, promising to let her know when her mother came back.


      Mrs. Ives was one of the women who believe that vows for better or worse should be kept. Had her husband desired her to accompany him, she would have done so, though it took her into danger and unhappiness. His wet hands drew the cloak around her, as he outlined briefly what had happened. Amazed, in spite of previous suspicions, she listened, while the ear jolted them from side to side. They were all in great suspense. It was a terrific dash for freedom, but at last they reached a good highway where they went on for some miles, turning off finally upon one short, bad stretch to a small village. There Mr. Ives said that he had kept horses for some time, using them in “his business” as he needed them.


      “Go back with the car,” he directed, “stopping somewhere for something to eat, if any place is open. We shall be aboard a ship after a short ride with the horses. I will get word to you, from abroad, probably, in some way. I have plenty of money now.”


      Mrs. Ives knew that scouting parties would be out in every direction as soon as it was known from the servants how Mr. Ives made his escape. Accordingly, she quickly took the car to the main highway and drove slowly homeward, faint and worn, and in no mood for questions. But unlike tempestuous Peggy, she responded courteously when she was stopped. Yes, she had accompanied Mr. Ives part way. They could scarcely expect her to help them, could they? She knew very well that trains would be examined, the woods searched and the coast followed. As it was, her husband was foolishly expectant of escape, she thought.


      But Mr. Ives was clever enough to elude them, it happened. The Count had been taken, on the yacht. He was the real organizer of the ring. Bill Ritter, trying to escape, had been arrested and through Tom Carey’s information, all his chief assistants in this work were gathered in. The village was in a turmoil, for some of the people there were due to be deported. Through Evan Tudor, however, the work of investigation was carried on in a way as little distressing to these poor victims of others’ greed as was possible. Tom Carey set to work to organize again the fishing industry, filling orders and carrying on the shipping.


      Through Jack, Mrs. Ives sent for Mr. Tudor, who was still in his camp, in the intervals of these affairs in which he was concerned. He came to Steeple Rocks rather uncertain of his reception, but Mrs. Ives, sober and depressed, made no reference to his part in the disclosures.


      “I have heard of you from Peggy, Mr. Tudor,” she said, “and I want to consult you as representing the government interests. Your report will probably be accepted, will it not?”


      Mr. Tudor, relieved, bowed. “Yes, Mrs. Ives.”


      “I want it understood that whatever in the way of restitution is to be done, I will do. I am sorry that I could do nothing for those poor foreigners that were hurried right away. Whether Mr. Ives is ever found or not, I should prefer to have everything made clear and to be free from obligation. So I have made out a list of our property, not including, of course, the small estate which is Peggy’s from her own father. My husband told me that the liquor in the cave was Bill Ritter’s, though I suppose that my husband was partly responsible for letting it be housed upon our property.


      “I want to show you the safe and what I found in it, some bonds, cash and important papers. Now will you act for me?”


      “I will be glad to do so, though I am not a lawyer.”


      “You will be more a witness, I should think. I am dismissing most of the servants; indeed, some of them left because they were afraid of being arrested as aliens. Steeple Rocks will be for sale. I have not found any smuggled jewels, and I scarcely think that my husband ever was concerned in that.”


      “The whole place was thoroughly searched, Mrs. Ives, before your return. After the steamer took charge of the aliens, the force searched yacht and house at once.”


      Mrs. Ives sadly shook her head. “It is a tragedy to me, but if only the shadow does not rest on Peggy, I can bear it.”


      “Nothing of all this attaches to you, Mrs. Ives, and I have seen to it that a very general account so far has been published by the papers. My friend and I so promptly sent in our reports that they are the ones given. I will send you some of the papers.”


      “Thank you. It is a relief to know that all the details are not spread broadcast.”


      Following this conference with Mr. Tudor, Mrs. Ives and Peggy quietly went about Steeple Rocks making ready to close it early, for Mrs. Ives felt that she must get away from the place. Peggy, on the other hand, wanted to stay and asked her mother if she might not stay at the Eyrie.


      “Will they want you after this?”


      “I don’t see why not. I belong to the ‘trium-feminate’, you know. Sarita likes me for taking an interest in birds, and Dalton saved my life. I know that he likes me. Leslie is just like Dalton and Elizabeth is always sweet to me. Dal would like to stay all winter and keep Beth from teaching. Why, Mother, why couldn’t she tutor me? They might like a boarder that would pay and work, too, and it wouldn’t be as expensive for you, I’m sure. Think of traveling expenses and boarding, especially if we have to give nearly everything we have to the government!”


      Mrs. Ives smiled. “It is not quite as bad as that, Peggy, but we shall see.”


      “I’m going right over now!” declared Peggy.


      This is how it came about that after a quiet summer, without the expected visit from the Lyon-Marsh party, but with cruises and hikes and picnics, Peggy Ives was still with the Secrests. She was called by her own name, Peggy or Marguerite Nave, though the girls occasionally called her Angelina for fun and Dal said that he was “always sure an angel descended when she leaped out of the air into the blackberry bushes.”


      Beth had consented to tutor Peggy and take care of her as long as it seemed best for her to stay at the Eyrie, “and that may be all winter,” Peggy confided to Dalton, who nodded assent.


      Jack tried in vain to persuade Dalton to go to college with him, but Dalton could not be persuaded. “No, Jack,” he said at their final talk. “You go to college, and Leslie and I may both come year after next. But I want to finish this home, and keep Beth out of school this year if possible. The way it looks now, she never will go back. It will be nip and tuck between Jim Lyon and this Evan Tudor, I think, though Jim seems to be losing out at present. I think that Beth is the heroine in that best seller that Mr. Tudor is always joking about.”


      Jack nodded. “All right, Dal. I don’t blame you for wanting to fix up this place. And if you bring Leslie to my college year after next—it will be worth waiting for.”


      By fall the quaint new home was ready for cold weather. Plans had grown, with their interest, till now it included the living room with its big fireplace, two bedrooms and a tiny kitchen, though that would not be used much when it grew cold. Dalton was full of plans for plumbing and electricity and a still larger house, but Beth, while she never threw cold water on the projects, was quite content to regard this as a happy interlude and a summer home. There were more school days for Dalton and Leslie, and as for her—she had just received a letter from Mrs. Ives which informed her that the father of Evan Tudor wanted to buy Steeple Rocks! Simply, too, Mrs. Ives wrote that she was now a widow and that the long strain of anxiety about her husband’s always impending capture was over.


      On Christmas Eve, Peggy and Dalton were decorating the large room with spruce boughs and some holly wreaths and mistletoe sent by Mrs. Ives. The most perfect little Christmas tree that the Secrest woods could furnish stood in front of the window, ready to be lit up for the world to see, though that world might consist only of a few village children in whose welfare Beth and the rest were interested.


      Leslie sat in front of the fireplace stringing the last bit of corn out of the popper for festoons upon the tree. Beth was finishing little net stockings for nuts and candy. “We must stop for some supper, children,” she was saying.


      “Oh, never mind about supper; there’s too much to do.” Peggy gave Dalton a mischievous glance as she spoke.


      “Never,” he promptly replied. “Didn’t I bring home the bacon myself?”


      “Yes, you did,” answered Leslie, emptying the corn popper and rising from the floor. “I’ll cook that rabbit myself. I can watch it while we finish up. What more is there to do, Beth?”


      “Not so much. Anita’s doll has to have a sash, Sonia’s a cap and Josef’s drum needs hanging on the tree. If you will get the supper, I will finish, Leslie. The baskets of food for them need a little more arranging. Peggy and Dal may drape the popcorn on the tree, if they will.”


      Something was already bubbling in an old-fashioned iron pot in the fireplace; but it was the same old reliable and speedy “portable” which Leslie used to cook the rabbit. Behind a tall screen in one corner of the room stood a table, the stove and a cupboard, but primitive ways of cooking in the fireplace, were fun when “used in moderation,” as Peggy put it.


      Soon the savory supper was over and everything cleared away. Peggy and Leslie lit the candles on the trees, for they knew that eager feet were trampling the light snow in the path from the village. Childish voices were heard outside before long and then there came a pause. Leslie was about to fling open the door, but Beth signaled to her to wait. It was Anita whose clear voice led the Christmas carol which Beth had taught them, but the children were almost too excited to finish it properly for the lights of the tree shone out over the snow to invite them within.


      “I couldn’t make ’em sing it vera good,” said Anita, as Beth drew her inside with the rest of the children and several mothers, one of whom Beth had first met that day on the beach when someone else important entered Beth’s life to stay.


      “It was beautiful,” Beth answered lovingly. “Now we’ll all sing together while you warm your toes and fingers by the fire. Leslie, get your guitar, please, and Peggy, you may lead us if you will. We shall have Sarita to sing with us after Christmas. After we sing about the little Christ-Child, we shall see what Santa can find for us on that tree!”


      Obediently the children sang and how they shouted when Dalton, who had disappeared during the singing, appeared as Santa Claus with a rosy-cheeked, white-bearded Santa Claus mask. There was no delay in presenting the gifts, in providing which some absent friends had a share.


      It was much later, after the guests had gone, that Beth sat alone by the fire. Dalton, Leslie and Peggy had taken their skates to the lake. Beth felt a little lonely and was not in a mood to read. She was thinking of someone whom Tom Carey had promised to take in whenever he could get away for a trip to Maine. She was still thrilled over his last letter and she wondered if he had yet received her reply. The flames curled lazily around the last log that Dalton had put on before he left.


      Unexpectedly, but appropriately to her thought, there came a little rap that Beth knew. “Oh—why—” she said, as she opened the door quickly to a traveler in a big fur coat.


      “I couldn’t help it, Beth,” said Evan Tudor, closing the door upon icy breezes, tossing off his thick gloves and taking both her hands. “Beth, dear, I have sold the ‘best seller’! It has just been accepted and I had to come on to make sure that I am, too. It’s Christmas Eve, Beth!”


      “I didn’t make any conditions, did I, Evan, in my letter? I’m glad about the ‘best seller’—and—you needn’t worry about the rest. Oh, how wonderful to have you for Christmas!”

    

  

OEBPS/Images/Image13745239_fmt.png





OEBPS/Images/9781479402915_FC_fmt.jpeg
HE
sfﬂmlﬂ
HEGAPACK ’

2 3 Classic Mystery
Novels for Girls,





OEBPS/Images/9781479402915_FC.jpg
HE
sfamlﬂ
pEGAPACK ‘

b«

/‘3\

z 3 Classic Mystery
Novels for Girls





