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  TO YOUNG READERS


  You will like Mary Louise because she is so much like yourself. Mrs. Van Dyne has succeeded in finding a very human girl for her heroine; Mary Louise is really not a fiction character at all. Perhaps you know the author through her “Aunt Jane’s Nieces” stories; then you don’t need to be told that you will want to read all the volumes that will be written about lovable Mary Louise. Mrs. Van Dyne is recognized as one of the most interesting writers for girls to-day. Her success is largely due to the fact that she does not write down to her young readers; she realizes that the girl of to-day does not have to be babied, and that her quick mind is able to appreciate stories that are as well planned and cleverly told as adult fiction.


  That is the theory behind “The Bluebird Books.” If you are the girl who likes books of individuality—wholesome without being tiresome, and full of action without being sensational—then you are just the girl for whom the series is being written. “Mary Louise” is more than a worthy successor to the “Aunt Jane’s Nieces Series”—it has merit which you will quickly recognize.


  The Publishers.


  CHAPTER I JUST AN ARGUMENT


  “It’s positively cruel!” pouted Jennie Allen, one of a group of girls occupying a garden bench in the ample grounds of Miss Stearne’s School for Girls, at Beverly.


  “It’s worse than that; it’s insulting,” declared Mable Westervelt, her big dark eyes flashing indignantly.


  “Doesn’t it seem to reflect on our characters?” timidly asked Dorothy Knerr.


  “Indeed it does!” asserted Sue Finley. “But here comes Mary Louise; let’s ask her opinion.”


  “Phoo! Mary Louise is only a day scholar,” said Jennie. “The restriction doesn’t apply to her at all.”


  “I’d like to hear what she says, anyhow,” remarked Dorothy. “Mary Louise has a way of untangling things, you know.”


  “She’s rather too officious to suit me,” Mable Westervelt retorted, “and she’s younger than any of us. One would think, the way she poses as monitor at this second-rate, run-down boarding school, that Mary Louise Burrows made the world.”


  “Oh, Mable! I’ve never known her to pose at all,” said Sue. “But, hush; she mustn’t overhear us and, besides, if we want her to intercede with Miss Stearne we must not offend her.”


  The girl they were discussing came leisurely down a path, her books under one arm, the other hand holding a class paper which she examined in a cursory way as she walked. She wore a dark skirt and a simple shirtwaist, both quite modish and becoming, and her shoes were the admiration and envy of half the girls at the school. Dorothy Knerr used to say that “Mary Louise’s clothes always looked as if they grew on her,” but that may have been partially accounted for by the grace of her slim form and her unconscious but distinctive poise of bearing. Few people would describe Mary Louise Burrows as beautiful, while all would agree that she possessed charming manners. And she was fifteen—an age when many girls are both awkward and shy.


  As she drew near to the group on the bench they ceased discussing Mary Louise but continued angrily to canvass their latest grievance.


  “What do you think, Mary Louise,” demanded Jennie, as the girl paused before them, “of this latest outrage?”


  “What outrage, Jen?” with a whimsical smile at their indignant faces.


  “This latest decree of the tyrant Stearne. Didn’t you see it posted on the blackboard this morning? ‘The young ladies will hereafter refrain from leaving the school grounds after the hour of six p.m., unless written permission is first secured from the Principal. Any infraction of this rule will result in suspension or permanent dismissal.’ We’re determined not to stand for this rule a single minute. We intend to strike for our liberties.”


  “Well,” said Mary Louise reflectively, “I’m not surprised. The wonder is that Miss Stearne hasn’t stopped your evening parades before now. This is a small school in a small town, where everyone knows everyone else; otherwise you’d have been guarded as jealously as if you were in a convent. Did you ever know or hear of any other private boarding school where the girls were allowed to go to town evenings, or whenever they pleased out of school hours?”


  “Didn’t I tell you?” snapped Mable, addressing the group. “Mary Louise is always on the wrong side. Other schools are not criterions for this ramshackle establishment, anyhow. We have twelve boarders and four day scholars, and how Miss Stearne ever supports the place and herself on her income is an occult problem that the geometries can’t solve. She pays little Miss Dandler, her assistant, the wages of an ordinary housemaid; the furniture is old and shabby and the classrooms gloomy; the food is more nourishing than feastful and the tablecloths are so patched and darned that it’s a wonder they hold together.”


  Mary Louise quietly seated herself upon the bench beside them.


  “You’re looking on the seamy side, Mable,” she said with a smile, “and you’re not quite just to the school. I believe your parents sent you here because Miss Stearne is known to be a very competent teacher and her school has an excellent reputation of long standing. For twenty years this delightful old place, which was once General Barlow’s residence, has been a select school for young ladies of the best families. Gran’pa Jim says it’s an evidence of good breeding and respectability to have attended Miss Stearne’s school.”


  “Well, what’s that got to do with this insulting order to stay in evenings?” demanded Sue Finley. “You’d better put all that rot you’re talking into a circular and mail it to the mothers of imbecile daughters. Miss Stearne has gone a step too far in her tyranny, as she’ll find out. We know well enough what it means. There’s no inducement for us to wander into that little tucked-up town of Beverly after dinner except to take in the picture show, which is our one innocent recreation. I’m sure we’ve always conducted ourselves most properly. This order simply means we must cut out the picture show and, if we permit it to stand, heaven only knows what we shall do to amuse ourselves.”


  “We’ll do something worse, probably,” suggested Jennie.


  “What’s your idea about it, Mary Louise?” asked Dorothy.


  “Don’t be a prude,” warned Mable, glaring at the young girl. “Try to be honest and sensible—if you can—and give us your advice. Shall we disregard the order, and do as we please, or be namby-pambies and submit to the outrage? You’re a day scholar and may visit the picture shows as often as you like. Consider our position, cooped up here like a lot of chickens and refused the only harmless amusement the town affords.”


  “Gran’pa Jim,” observed Mary Louise, musingly, “always advises me to look on both sides of a question before making up my mind, because every question has to have two sides or it couldn’t be argued. If Miss Stearne wishes to keep you away from the pictures, she has a reason for it; so let’s discover what the reason is.”


  “To spoil any little fun we might have,” asserted Mable bitterly.


  “No; I can’t believe that,” answered Mary Louise. “She isn’t unkindly, we all know, nor is she too strict with her girls. I’ve heard her remark that all her boarders are young ladies who can be trusted to conduct themselves properly on all occasions; and she’s right about that. We must look for her reason somewhere else and I think it’s in the pictures themselves.”


  “As for that,” said Jennie, “I’ve seen Miss Stearne herself at the picture theatre twice within the last week.”


  “Then that’s it; she doesn’t like the character of the pictures shown. I think, myself, girls, they’ve been rather rank lately.”


  “What’s wrong with them?”


  “I like pictures as well as you do,” said Mary Louise, “and Gran’pa Jim often takes me to see them. Tuesday night a man shot another in cold blood and the girl the murderer was in love with helped him to escape and married him. I felt like giving her a good shaking, didn’t you? She didn’t act like a real girl at all. And Thursday night the picture story told of a man with two wives and of divorces and disgraceful doings generally. Gran’pa Jim took me away before it was over and I was glad to go. Some of the pictures are fine and dandy, but as long as the man who runs the theatre mixes the horrid things with the decent ones—and we can’t know beforehand which is which—it’s really the safest plan to keep away from the place altogether. I’m sure that’s the position Miss Stearne takes, and we can’t blame her for it. If we do, it’s an evidence of laxness of morals in ourselves.”


  The girls received this statement sullenly, yet they had no logical reply to controvert it. So Mary Louise, feeling that her explanation of the distasteful edict was not popular with her friends, quietly rose and sauntered to the gate, on her way home.


  “Pah!” sneered Mable Westervelt, looking after the slim figure, “I’m always suspicious of those goody-goody creatures. Mark my words, girls: Mary Louise will fall from her pedestal some day. She isn’t a bit better than the rest of us, in spite of her angel baby ways, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she turned out to be a regular hypocrite!”


  CHAPTER II GRAN’PA JIM


  Beverly is an old town and not especially progressive. It lies nearly two miles from a railway station and has little attractiveness for strangers. Beverly contains several beautiful old residences, however, built generations ago and still surrounded by extensive grounds where the trees and shrubbery are now generally overgrown and neglected.


  One of these fine old places Miss Stearne rented for her boarding school; another, quite the most imposing residence in the town, had been leased some two years previous to the time of this story by Colonel James Weatherby, whose family consisted of his widowed daughter, Mrs. Burrows, and his grandchild, Mary Louise Burrows. Their only servants were an old negro, Uncle Eben, and his wife, Aunt Polly, who were Beverly bred and had been hired when the Colonel first came to town and took possession of the stately Vandeventer mansion.


  Colonel Weatherby was a man of exceptionally distinguished appearance, tall and dignified, with courtly manners and an air of prosperity that impressed the simple villagers with awe. His snow-white hair and piercing dark eyes, his immaculate dress upon all occasions, the whispered comments on his ample deposits in the local bank, all contributed to render him remarkable among the three or four hundred ordinary inhabitants of Beverly, who, after his two years’ residence among them, scarcely knew more of him than is above related. For Colonel Weatherby was an extremely reserved man and seldom deigned to exchange conversation with his neighbors. In truth, he had nothing in common with them and even when he walked out with Mary Louise he merely acknowledged the greeting of those he met by a dignified nod of his stately head.


  With Mary Louise, however, he would converse fluently and with earnestness, whether at home during the long evenings or on their frequent walks through the country, which were indulged in on Saturdays and holidays during the months that school was in session and much more often during vacations. The Colonel owned a modest automobile which he kept in the stable and only drove on rare occasions, although one of Uncle Eben’s duties was to keep the car in apple-pie order. Colonel Weatherby loved best to walk and Mary Louise enjoyed their tramps together because Gran’pa Jim always told her so many interesting things and was such a charming companion. He often developed a strain of humor in the girl’s society and would relate anecdotes that aroused in her spontaneous laughter, for she possessed a keen sense of the ludicrous. Yes, Gran’pa Jim was really funny, when in the mood, and as jolly a comrade as one would wish.


  He was fond of poetry, too, and the most severe trial Mary Louise was forced to endure was when he carried a book of poems in his pocket and insisted on reading from it while they rested in a shady nook by the roadside or on the bank of the little river that flowed near by the town. Mary Louise had no soul for poetry, but she would have endured far greater hardships rather than forfeit the genial companionship of Gran’pa Jim.


  It was only during these past two years that she had come to know her grandfather so intimately and to become as fond of him as she was proud. Her earlier life had been one of so many changes that the constant shifting had rather bewildered her. First she remembered living in a big city house where she was cared for by a nurse who was never out of sight or hearing. There it was that “Mamma Bee”—Mrs. Beatrice Burrows—appeared to the child at times as a beautiful vision and often as she bent over her little daughter for a good-night kiss the popular society woman, arrayed in evening or ball costume, would seem to Mary Louise like a radiant angel descended straight from heaven.


  She knew little of her mother in those days, which were quite hazy in memory because she was so young. The first change she remembered was an abrupt flitting from the splendid city house to a humble cottage in a retired village. There was no maid now, nor other servant whatever. Mamma Bee did the cooking and sweeping, her face worn and anxious, while Gran’pa Jim walked the floor of the little sitting room day by day, only pausing at times to read to Mary Louise stories from her nursery books.


  This life did not last very long—perhaps a year or so—and then they were in a big hotel in another city, reached after a long and tiresome railway journey. Here the girl saw little of her grandfather, for a governess came daily to teach Mary Louise to read and write and to do sums on a pretty slate framed in silver. Then, suddenly, in dead of night, away they whisked again, traveling by train until long after the sun was up, when they came to a pretty town where they kept house again.


  There were servants, this time, and horses and carriages and pretty clothes for Mary Louise and Mamma Bee. The little girl was sent to a school just a block away from her home. She remembered Miss Jenkins well, for this teacher made much of her and was so kind and gentle that Mary Louise progressed rapidly in her studies.


  But the abrupt changes did not end here. Mary Louise came home from school one afternoon and found her dear mother sobbing bitterly as she clung around the neck of Gran’pa Jim, who stood in the middle of the room as still as if he had been a marble statue. Mary Louise promptly mingled her tears with those of her mother, without knowing why, and then there was a quick “packing-up” and a rush to the railway again.


  Next they were in the house of Mr. and Mrs. Peter Conant, very pleasant people who seemed to be old friends of Mamma Bee and Gran’pa Jim. It was a cosy house, not big and pretentious, and Mary Louise liked it. Peter Conant and Gran’pa Jim had many long talks together, and it was here that the child first heard her grandfather called “Colonel.” Others might have called him that before, but she had not heard them. Mrs. Conant was very deaf and wore big spectacles, but she always had a smile on her face and her voice was soft and pleasing.


  After a few days Mamma Bee told her daughter she was going to leave her in the care of the Conants for a time, while she traveled to a foreign country with Gran’pa Jim. The girl was surprised at being abandoned but accepted her fate quietly when it was explained that she was to go to school while living with the Conants, which she could not do if she was traveling with her mother and grandfather, who were making this arrangement for the girl’s best good.


  Three years Mary Louise lived with the Conants and had little to complain of. Mr. Conant was a lawyer and was at his office all day, while Mrs. Conant was very kind to the girl and looked after her welfare with motherly care.


  At last, quite unexpectedly, Mary Louise’s trunk was packed and she was taken to the station to meet a train on which were her mother and grandfather. They did not leave the cars except to shake hands with the Conants and thank them for their care of Mary Louise. A moment later the train bore away the reunited family to their new home in Beverly.


  Mary Louise now found she must “get acquainted” with Mamma Bee and Gran’pa Jim all over again, for during these last three years she had developed so fast in mind and body that her previous knowledge of her relatives seemed like a hazy dream. The Colonel also discovered a new granddaughter, to whom he became passionately attached. For two years now they had grown together until they were great friends and cronies.


  As for Mrs. Burrows, she seemed to have devoted her whole life to her father, the Colonel. She had lost much of her former beauty and had become a thin, pale woman with anxious eyes and an expectant and deprecating air, as if always prepared to ward off a sudden blow. Her solicitude for the old Colonel was almost pathetic and while he was in her presence she constantly hovered around him, doing little things for his comfort which he invariably acknowledged with his courtly bow and a gracious word of thanks.


  It was through her association with this cultured old gentleman that Mary Louise had imbibed a certain degree of logic and philosophy unknown to many girls of fifteen. He taught her consideration for others as the keynote of happiness, yet he himself declined to mingle with his fellow men. He abhorred sulking and was always cheerful and pleasant in his home circle, yet when others approached him familiarly he resented it with a frown. He taught his granddaughter to be generous to the poor and supplied her freely with money for charity, yet he personally refused all demands upon him by churches or charitable societies.


  In their long talks together he displayed an intimate acquaintance with men and affairs, but never referred in any way to his former life.


  “Are you really a colonel?” Mary Louise once asked him.


  “Men call me so,” he replied, but there was a tone in his voice that warned the girl not to pursue the subject further. She knew his moods almost as well as her mother did.


  The Colonel was very particular as to dress. He obtained his own clothing from a New York tailor and took a keen interest in the gowns of his daughter and of Mary Louise, his taste in female apparel being so remarkable that they were justly considered the best dressed women in Beverly. The house they were living in contained an excellent library and was furnished in a quaint, old-fashioned manner that was very appealing to them all. Mary Louise sincerely hoped there would be no more changes in their lives and that they might continue to live in Beverly for many years to come.


  CHAPTER III A SURPRISE


  On the afternoon when our story begins Mary Louise walked home from school and found Colonel Weatherby waiting for her in the garden, leggings strapped to his gaunt legs, the checked walking-cap on his head, a gold-headed crop in his hand.


  “Let us go for a walk, my dear,” he proposed. “It is Friday, so you will have all day tomorrow in which to get your lessons.”


  “Oh, it won’t take all day for that,” she replied with a laugh. “I’ll be glad of the walk. Where shall we go, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “Perhaps to the mill-race. We haven’t visited it for a long time.”


  She ran to the house to put away her books and get her stout shoes, and presently rejoined him, when together they strolled up the street and circled round the little town until they came to the river bank. Then they followed the stream toward the old mill.


  Mary Louise told her grandfather of the recent edict of Miss Stearne and the indignation it had aroused in her girl boarders.


  “And what do you think of it, Gran’pa Jim?” she asked in conclusion.


  “What do you think of it, Mary Louise?”


  “It is rather hard on the girls, who have enjoyed their liberty for so long; but I think it is Miss Stearne’s plan to keep them away from the picture theatre.”


  “And so?”


  “And so,” she said, “it may do the girls more good than harm.”


  He smiled approvingly. It was his custom to draw out her ideas on all questions, rather than to assert his own in advance. If he found her wrong or misinformed he would then correct her and set her right.


  “So you do not approve of the pictures, Mary Louise?”


  “Not all of them, Gran’pa Jim, although they all seem to have been ‘passed by the Board of Censors’—perhaps when their eyes were shut. I love the good pictures, and I know that you do, but some we have seen lately gave me the shivers. So, perhaps Miss Stearne is right.”


  “I am confident she is,” he agreed. “Some makers of pictures may consider it beneficial to emphasize good by exhibiting evil, by way of contrast, but they are doubtless wrong. I’ve an old-fashioned notion that young girls should be shielded, as much as possible, from knowledge of the world’s sins and worries, which is sure to be impressed upon them in later years. We cannot ignore evil, unfortunately, but we can often avoid it.”


  “But why, if these pictures are really harmful, does Mr. Welland exhibit them at his theatre?” asked the girl.


  “Mr. Welland is running his theatre to make money,” explained the Colonel, “and the surest way to make money is to cater to the tastes of his patrons, the majority of whom demand picture plays of the more vivid sort, such as you and I complain of. So the fault lies not with the exhibitor but with the sensation-loving public. If Mr. Welland showed only such pictures as have good morals he would gain the patronage of Miss Stearne’s twelve young ladies, and a few others, but the masses would refuse to support him.”


  “Then,” said Mary Louise, “the masses ought to be educated to desire better things.”


  “Many philanthropists have tried to do that, and signally failed. I believe the world is gradually growing better, my dear, but ages will pass before mankind attains a really wholesome mental atmosphere. However, we should each do our humble part toward the moral uplift of our fellows and one way is not to condone what we know to be wrong.”


  He spoke earnestly, in a conversational tone that robbed his words of preachment. Mary Louise thought Gran’pa Jim must be an exceptionally good man and hoped she would grow, in time, to be like him. The only thing that puzzled her was why he refused to associate with his fellow men, while at heart he so warmly espoused their uplift and advancement.


  They had now reached the mill-race and had seated themselves on the high embankment where they could watch the water swirl swiftly beneath them. The mill was not grinding to-day and its neighborhood seemed quite deserted. Here the old Colonel and his granddaughter sat dreamily for a long time, conversing casually on various subjects or allowing themselves to drift into thought. It was a happy hour for them both and was only interrupted when Jackson the miller passed by on his way home from the village. The man gave the Colonel a surly nod, but he smiled on Mary Louise, the girl being as popular in the district as her grandfather was unpopular.


  After Jackson had passed them by Gran’pa Jim rose slowly and proposed they return home.


  “If we go through the village,” said he, “we shall reach home, without hurrying ourselves, in time to dress for dinner. I object to being hurried, don’t you, Mary Louise?”


  “Yes, indeed, if it can be avoided.”


  Going through the village saved them half a mile in distance, but Mary Louise would not have proposed it herself, on account of the Colonel’s well-known aversion to meeting people. This afternoon, however, he made the proposal himself, so they strolled away to the main road that led through the one business street of the little town.


  At this hour there was little life in Beverly’s main street. The farmers who drove in to trade had now returned home; the town women were busy getting supper and most of their men were at home feeding the stock or doing the evening chores. However, they passed an occasional group of two or three and around the general store stood a few other natives, listlessly awaiting the call to the evening meal. These cast curious glances at the well-known forms of the old man and the young girl, for his two years’ residence had not made the testy old Colonel any less strange to them. They knew all about him there was to know—which was nothing at all—and understood they must not venture to address him as they would have done any other citizen.


  Cooper’s Hotel, a modest and not very inviting frame building, stood near the center of the village and as Mary Louise and her grandfather passed it the door opened and a man stepped out and only avoided bumping into them by coming to a full stop. They stopped also, of necessity, and Mary Louise was astonished to find the stranger staring into the Colonel’s face with an expression of mingled amazement and incredulity on his own.


  “James Hathaway, by all the gods!” he exclaimed, adding in wondering tones: “And after all these years!”


  Mary Louise, clinging to her grandfather’s arm, cast an upward glance at his face. It was tensely drawn; the eyelids were half closed and through their slits the Colonel’s eyes glinted fiercely.


  “You are mistaken, fellow. Out of my way!” he said, and seizing the girl’s arm, which she had withdrawn in affright, he marched straight ahead. The man fell back, but stared after them with his former expression of bewildered surprise. Mary Louise noted this in a glance over her shoulder and something in the stranger’s attitude—was it a half veiled threat?—caused her to shudder involuntarily.


  The Colonel strode on, looking neither to right nor left, saying never a word. They reached their home grounds, passed up the path in silence and entered the house. The Colonel went straight to the stairs and cried in a loud voice:


  “Beatrice!”


  The tone thrilled Mary Louise with a premonition of evil. A door was hastily opened and her mother appeared at the head of the stairs, looking down on them with the customary anxiety on her worn features doubly accentuated.


  “Again, father?” she asked in a voice that slightly trembled.


  “Yes. Come with me to the library, Beatrice.”


  CHAPTER IV SHIFTING SANDS


  Mary Louise hid herself in the drawing-room, where she could watch the closed door of the library opposite. At times she trembled with an unknown dread; again, she told herself that no harm could possibly befall her dear, good Gran’pa Jim or her faithful, loving mother. Yet why were they closeted in the library so long, and how could the meeting with that insolent stranger affect Colonel Weatherby so strongly?


  After a long time her mother came out, looking more pallid and harassed than ever but strangely composed. She kissed Mary Louise, who came to meet her, and said:


  “Get ready for dinner, dear. We are late.”


  The girl went to her room, dazed and uneasy. At dinner her mother appeared at the table, eating little or nothing, but Gran’pa Jim was not present. Afterward she learned that he had gone over to Miss Stearne’s School for Girls, where he completed important arrangements concerning his granddaughter.


  When dinner was over Mary Louise went into the library and, drawing a chair to where the light of the student lamp flooded her book, tried to read. But the words were blurred and her mind was in a sort of chaos. Mamma Bee had summoned Aunt Polly and Uncle Eben to her room, where she was now holding a conference with the faithful colored servants. A strange and subtle atmosphere of unrest pervaded the house; Mary Louise scented radical changes in their heretofore pleasant home life, but what these changes were to be or what necessitated them she could not imagine.


  After a while she heard Gran’pa Jim enter the hall and hang up his hat and coat and place his cane in the rack. Then he came to the door of the library and stood a moment looking hard at Mary Louise. Her own eyes regarded her grandfather earnestly, questioning him as positively as if she had spoken.


  He drew a chair before her and leaning over took both her hands in his and held them fast.


  “My dear,” he said gently, “I regret to say that another change has overtaken us. Have you ever heard of ‘harlequin fate’? ‘Tis a very buffoon of mischief and irony that is often permitted to dog our earthly footsteps and prevent us from becoming too content with our lot. For a time you and I, little maid, good comrades though we have been, must tread different paths. Your mother and I are going away, presently, and we shall leave you here in Beverly, where you may continue your studies under the supervision of Miss Stearne, as a boarder at her school. This house, although the rental is paid for six weeks longer, we shall at once vacate, leaving Uncle Eben and Aunt Sallie to put it in shape and close it properly. Do you understand all this, Mary Louise?”


  “I understand what you have told me, Gran’pa Jim. But why—”


  “Miss Stearne will be supplied with ample funds to cover your tuition and to purchase any supplies you may need. You will have nothing to worry about and so may devote all your energies to your studies.”


  “But how long–”


  “Trust me and your mother to watch over your welfare, for you are very dear to us, believe me,” he continued, disregarding her interruptions. “Do you remember the address of the Conants, at Dorfield?”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, you may write to me, or to your mother, once a week, addressing the letter in care of Peter Conant. But if you are questioned by anyone,” he added, gravely, “do not mention the address of the Conants or hint that I have gone to Dorfield. Write your letters privately and unobserved, in your own room, and post them secretly, by your own hand, so that no one will be aware of the correspondence. Your caution in this regard will be of great service to your mother and me. Do you think you can follow these instructions?”


  “To be sure I can, Gran’pa Jim. But why must I–”


  “Some day,” said he, “you will understand this seeming mystery and be able to smile at your present perplexities. There is nothing to fear, my dear child, and nothing that need cause you undue anxiety. Keep a brave heart and, whatever happens, have faith in Gran’pa Jim. Your mother—as good a woman as God ever made—believes in me, and she knows all. Can you accept her judgment, Mary Louise? Can you steadfastly ignore any aspersions that may be cast upon my good name?”


  “Yes, Gran’pa Jim.”


  She had not the faintest idea what he referred to. Not until afterward was she able to piece these strange remarks together and make sense of them. Just now the girl was most impressed by the fact that her mother and grandfather were going away and would leave her as a boarder with Miss Stearne. The delightful home life, wherein she had passed the happiest two years of her existence, was to be broken up for good and all.


  “Now I must go to your mother. Kiss me, my dear!”


  As he rose to his feet Mary Louise also sprang from her chair and the Colonel folded his arms around her and for a moment held her tight in his embrace. Then he slowly released her, holding the girl at arms’ length while he studied her troubled face with grave intensity. One kiss upon her upturned forehead and the old man swung around and left the room without another word.


  Mary Louise sank into her chair, a little sob in her throat. She felt very miserable, indeed, at that moment. “Harlequin fate!” she sighed. “I wonder why it has chosen us for its victims?”


  After an hour passed in the deserted library she stole away to her own room and prepared for bed. In the night, during her fitful periods of sleep, she dreamed that her mother bent over her and kissed her lips—once, twice, a third time.


  The girl woke with a start. A dim light flooded her chamber, for outside was a full moon. But the room was habited only by shadows, save for her own feverish, restless body. She turned over to find a cooler place and presently fell asleep again.


  CHAPTER V OFFICIAL INVESTIGATION


  “And you say they are gone?” cried Mary Louise in surprise, as she came down to breakfast the next morning and found the table laid for one and old Eben waiting to serve her.


  “In de night, chile. I don’ know ‘zac’ly wha’ der time, by de clock, but de Kun’l an’ Missy Burrows did’n’ sleep heah a-tall.”


  “There is no night train,” said the girl, seating herself thoughtfully at the table. “How could they go, Uncle?”


  “Jus’ took deh auto’bile, chile, an’ de Kun’l done druv it heself—bag an’ baggage. But—see heah, Ma’y ‘Ouise—we-all ain’ s’pose to know nuth’n’ bout dat git-away. Ef some imper’nent puss’n’ ask us, we ain’ gwine t’ know how dey go, nohow. De Kun’l say tell Ma’y ‘Ouise she ain’ gwine know noth’n’ a-tall, ‘bout nuth’n’, ‘cause ‘tain’t nobody’s business.”


  “I understand, Uncle Eben.”


  She reflected upon this seemingly unnecessary secrecy as she ate her breakfast. After a time she asked:


  “What are you and Aunt Polly going to do, Uncle?”


  “Fus’ thing,” replied the old negro, “Polly gwine git yo’ traps all pack up an’ I gwine take ‘em ovah to Missy Stearne’s place in de wheel-barrer. Den I gwine red up de house an’ take de keys to Mass’ Gimble, de agent. Den Polly an’ me we go back to our own li’l’ house in de lane yondeh. De Kun’l done ‘range ev’thing propeh, an’ we gwine do jus’ like he say.”


  Mary Louise felt lonely and uncomfortable in the big house, now that her mother and grandfather had gone away. Since the move was inevitable, she would be glad to go to Miss Stearne as soon as possible. She helped Aunt Polly pack her trunk and suit case, afterwards gathering into a bundle the things she had forgotten or overlooked, all of which personal belongings Uncle Eben wheeled over to the school. Then she bade the faithful servitors good-bye, promising to call upon them at their humble home, and walked slowly over the well-known path to Miss Stearne’s establishment, where she presented herself to the principal.


  It being Saturday, Miss Stearne was seated at a desk in her own private room, where she received Mary Louise and bade her sit down.


  Miss Stearne was a woman fifty years of age, tall and lean, with a deeply lined face and a tendency to nervousness that was increasing with her years. She was a very clever teacher and a very incompetent business woman, so that her small school, of excellent standing and repute, proved difficult to finance. In character Miss Stearne was temperamental enough to have been a genius. She was kindly natured, fond of young girls and cared for her pupils with motherly instincts seldom possessed by those in similar positions. She was lax in many respects, severely strict in others. Not always were her rules and regulations dictated by good judgment. Therefore her girls usually found as much fault as other boarding school girls are prone to do, and with somewhat more reason. On the other hand, no one could question the principal’s erudition or her skill in imparting her knowledge to others.


  “Sit down, Mary Louise,” she said to the girl. “This is an astonishing change in your life, is it not? Colonel Weatherby came to me last evening and said he had been suddenly called away on important matters that would brook no delay, and that your mother was to accompany him on the journey. He begged me to take you in as a regular boarder and of course I consented. You have been one of my most tractable and conscientious pupils and I have been proud of your progress. But the school is quite full, as you know; so at first I was uncertain that I could accommodate you here; but Miss Dandler, my assistant, has given up her room to you and I shall put a bed for her in my own sleeping chamber, so that difficulty is now happily arranged. I suppose your family left Beverly this morning, by the early train?”


  “They have gone,” replied Mary Louise, noncommittally.


  “You will be lonely for a time, of course, but presently you will feel quite at home in the school because you know all of my girls so well. It is not like a strange girl coming into a new school. And remember, Mary Louise, that you are to come to me for any advice and assistance you need, for I promised your grandfather that I would fill your mother’s place as far as I am able to do so.”


  Mary Louise reflected, with a little shock of pain, that her mother had never been very near to her and that Miss Stearne might well perform such perfunctory duties as the girl had been accustomed to expect. But no one could ever take the place of Gran’pa Jim.


  “Thank you, Miss Stearne,” she said. “I am sure I shall be quite contented here. Is my room ready?”


  “Yes; and your trunk has already been placed in it. Let me know, my dear, if there is anything you need.”


  Mary Louise went to her room and was promptly pounced upon by Dorothy Knerr and Sue Finley, who roomed just across the hall from her and were delighted to find she was to become a regular boarder. They asked numerous questions as they helped her to unpack and settle her room, but accepted her conservative answers without comment.


  At the noon luncheon Mary Louise was accorded a warm reception by the assembled boarders and this cordial welcome by her schoolmates did much to restore the girl to her normal condition of cheerfulness. She even joined a group in a game of tennis after luncheon and it was while she was playing that little Miss Dandler came with, a message that Mary Louise was wanted in Miss Stearne’s room at once.


  “Take my racquet,” she said to Jennie Allen; “I’ll be back in a minute.”


  When she entered Miss Stearne’s room she was surprised to find herself confronted by the same man whom she and her grandfather had encountered in front of Cooper’s Hotel the previous afternoon—the man whom she secretly held responsible for this abrupt change in her life. The principal sat crouched over her desk as if overawed by her visitor, who stopped his nervous pacing up and down the room as the girl appeared.


  “This is Mary Louise Burrows,” said Miss Stearne, in a weak voice.


  “Huh!” He glared at her with a scowl for a moment and then demanded: “Where’s Hathaway?”


  Mary Louise reddened.


  “I do not know to whom you refer,” she answered quietly.


  “Aren’t you his granddaughter?”


  “I am the granddaughter of Colonel James Weatherby, sir.”


  “It’s all the same; Hathaway or Weatherby, the scoundrel can’t disguise his personality. Where is he?”


  She did not reply. Her eyes had narrowed a little, as the Colonel’s were sometimes prone to do, and her lips were pressed firmly together.


  “Answer me!” he shouted, waving his arms threateningly.


  “Miss Stearne,” Mary Louise said, turning to the principal, “unless you request your guest to be more respectful I shall leave the room.”


  “Not yet you won’t,” said the man in a less boisterous tone. “Don’t annoy me with your airs, for I’m in a hurry. Where is Hathaway—or Weatherby—or whatever he calls himself?”


  “I do not know.”


  “You don’t, eh? Didn’t he leave an address?”


  “No.”


  “I don’t believe you. Where did he go?”


  “If I knew,” said Mary Louise with dignity, “I would not inform you.”


  He uttered a growl and then threw back his coat, displaying a badge attached to his vest.


  “I’m a federal officer,” he asserted with egotistic pride, “a member of the Government’s Secret Service Department. I’ve been searching for James J. Hathaway for nine years, and so has every man in the service. Last night I stumbled upon him by accident, and on inquiring found he has been living quietly in this little jumping-off place. I wired the Department for instructions and an hour ago received orders to arrest him, but found my bird had flown. He left you behind, though, and I’m wise to the fact that you’re a clew that will lead me straight to him. You’re going to do that very thing, and the sooner you make up your mind to it the better for all of us. No nonsense, girl! The Federal Government’s not to be trifled with. Tell me where to find your grandfather.”


  “If you have finished your insolent remarks,” she answered with spirit, “I will go away. You have interrupted my game of tennis.”


  He gave a bark of anger that made her smile, but as she turned away he sprang forward and seized her arm, swinging her around so that she again faced him.


  “Great Caesar, girl! Don’t you realize what you’re up against?” he demanded.


  “I do,” said she. “I seem to be in the power of a brute. If a law exists that permits you to insult a girl, there must also be a law to punish you. I shall see a lawyer and try to have you properly punished for this absolute insolence.”


  He regarded her keenly, still frowning, but when he spoke again he had moderated both his tone and words.


  “I do not intend to be insolent, Miss Burrows, but I have been greatly aggravated by your grandfather’s unfortunate escape and in this emergency every moment is precious if I am to capture him before he gets out of America, as he has done once or twice before. Also, having wired the Department that I have found Hathaway, I shall be discredited if I let him slip through my fingers, so I am in a desperate fix. If I have seemed a bit gruff and nervous, forgive me. It is your duty, as a loyal subject of the United States, to assist an officer of the law by every means in your power, especially when he is engaged in running down a criminal. Therefore, whether you dislike to or not, you must tell me where to find your grandfather.”


  “My grandfather is not a criminal, sir.”


  “The jury will decide that when his case comes to trial. At present he is accused of crime and a warrant is out for his arrest. Where is he?”


  “I do not know,” she persisted.


  “He—he left by the morning train, which goes west,” stammered Miss Stearne, anxious to placate the officer and fearful of the girl’s stubborn resistance.


  “So the nigger servant told me,” sneered the man; “but he didn’t. I was at the station myself—two miles from this forsaken place—to make sure that Hathaway didn’t skip while I was waiting for orders. Therefore, he is either hidden somewhere in Beverly or he has sneaked away to an adjoining town. The old serpent is slippery as an eel; but I’m going to catch him, this time, as sure as fate, and this girl must give me all the information she can.”


  “Oh, that will be quite easy,” retorted Mary Louise, somewhat triumphantly, “for I have no information to divulge.”


  He began to pace the room again, casting at her shrewd and uncertain glances.


  “He didn’t say where he was going?”


  “No.”


  “Or leave any address?”


  “No.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That he was going away and would arrange with Miss Stearne for me to board at the school.”


  “Huh! I see. Foxy old guy. Knew I would question you and wouldn’t take chances. If he writes you, or you learn what has become of him, will you tell me?”


  “No.”


  “I thought not.” He turned toward the principal. “How about this girl’s board money?” he asked. “When did he say he’d send it?”


  “He paid me in advance, to the end of the present term,” answered the agitated Miss Stearne.


  “Foxy old boy! Seemed to think of everything. I’m going, now; but take this warning—both of you. Don’t gabble about what I’ve said. Keep the secret. If nothing gets out, Hathaway may think the coast is clear and it’s safe for him to come back. In that case I—or someone appointed by the Department—will get a chance to nab him. That’s all. Good day.”


  He made his exit from the room without ceremony, leaving Mary Louise and Miss Stearne staring fearfully at one another.


  “It—it’s—dreadful!” stammered the teacher, shrinking back with a moan.


  “It would be, if it were true,” said the girl. “But Gran’pa Jim is no criminal, we all know. He’s the best man that ever lived, and the whole trouble is that this foolish officer has mistaken him for someone else. I heard him, with my own ears, tell the man he was mistaken.”


  Miss Stearne reflected.


  “Then why did your grandfather run away?” she asked.


  It was now Mary Louise’s turn to reflect, seeking an answer. Presently she realized that a logical explanation of her grandfather’s action was impossible with her present knowledge.


  “I cannot answer that question, Miss Stearne,” she admitted, candidly, “but Gran’pa Jim must have had some good reason.”


  There was unbelief in the woman’s eyes—unbelief and a horror of the whole disgraceful affair that somehow included Mary Louise in its scope. The girl read this look and it confused her. She mumbled an excuse and fled to her room to indulge in a good cry.


  CHAPTER VI UNDER A CLOUD


  The officer’s injunction not to talk of the case of Colonel Weatherby was of little avail in insuring secrecy. Oscar Dowd, who owned and edited the one weekly newspaper in town, which appeared under the title of “The Beverly Beacon,” was a very ferret for news. He had to be; otherwise there never would have been enough happenings in the vicinity to fill the scant columns of his little paper, which was printed in big type to make the items and editorials fill as much space as possible.


  Uncle Eben met the editor and told him the Colonel had gone away suddenly and had vacated the Vandeventer mansion and put Mary Louise with Miss Stearne to board. Thereat, Oscar Dowd scented “news” and called on Miss Stearne for further information. The good lady was almost as much afraid of an editor as of an officer of the law, so under Oscar’s rapid-fire questioning she disclosed more of the dreadful charge against Colonel Weatherby than she intended to. She even admitted the visit of the secret service agent, but declined to give details of it.


  Oscar found the agent had departed for parts unknown—perhaps to trail the escaped Colonel—but the hotel keeper furnished him with other wisps of information and, bunching all the rumors together and sifting the wheat from the chaff, the editor evolved a most thrilling tale to print in the Wednesday paper. Some of the material his own imagination supplied; much else was obtained from irresponsible gossips who had no foundation for their assertions. Miss Stearne was horrified to find, on receiving her copy of the Wednesday “Beacon” that big headlines across the front page announced: “Beverly Harbors a Criminal in Disguise! Flight of Colonel James Weatherby when a Federal Officer Seeks to Arrest him for a Terrible Crime!”


  Then followed a mangled report of the officer’s visit to Beverly on government business, his recognition of Colonel Weatherby—who was none other than the noted criminal, James J. Hathaway—on the street in front of Cooper’s Hotel, how the officer wired Washington for instructions and how Hathaway, alias Weatherby, escaped in the dead of night and had so far successfully eluded all pursuit. What crime Hathaway, alias Weatherby, was accused of, the officer would not divulge, and the statements of others disagreed. One report declared the Colonel had wrecked a New York bank and absconded with enormous sums he had embezzled; another stated he had been president of a swindling stock corporation which had used the mails illegally to further its nefarious schemes. A third account asserted he had insured his life for a million dollars in favor of his daughter, Mrs. Burrows, and then established a false death and reappeared after Mrs. Burrows had collected the insurance money.


  Having printed all this prominently in big type, the editor appended a brief note in small type saying he would not vouch for the truth of any statement made in the foregoing article. Nevertheless, it was a terrible arraignment and greatly shocked the good citizens of Beverly.


  Miss Stearne, realizing how humiliated Mary Louise would be if the newspaper fell into her hands, carefully hid her copy away where none of the girls could see it; but one of the day scholars brought a copy to the school Thursday morning and passed it around among the girls, so that all were soon in possession of the whole scandalous screed.


  Mable Westervelt, after feasting upon the awful accusations, cruelly handed the paper to Mary Louise. The girl’s face blanched and then grew red, her mouth fell open as if gasping for breath and her eyes stared with a pained, hopeless expression at the printed page that branded her dearly loved Gran’pa Jim a swindler and a thief. She rose quickly and left the room, to the great relief of the other girls, who wanted to talk the matter over.


  “The idea,” cried Mable indignantly, “of that old villain’s foisting his grandchild on this respectable school while he ran away to escape the penalty of his crimes!”


  “Mary Louise is all right,” asserted Jennie Allen stoutly. “She isn’t to blame, at all.”


  “I warned you that her goody-goody airs were a cloak to hidden wickedness,” said Mable, tossing her head.


  “Blood will tell,” drawled Lina Darrow, a very fat girl. “Mary Louise has bad blood in her veins and it’s bound to crop out, sooner or later. I advise you girls to keep your trunks locked and to look after your jewelry.”


  “Shame—shame!” cried Dorothy Knerr, and the others echoed the reproach. Even Mable looked at fat Lina disapprovingly.


  However, in spite of staunch support on the part of her few real friends, Mary Louise felt from that hour a changed atmosphere when in the presence of her school fellows. Weeks rolled by without further public attacks upon Gran’pa Jim, but among the girls at the school suspicion had crept in to ostracize Mary Louise from the general confidence. She lost her bright, cheery air of self-assurance and grew shy and fearful of reproach, avoiding her schoolmates more than they avoided her. Instead of being content in her new home, as she had hoped to be, the girl found herself more miserable and discontented than at any other period of her life. She longed continually to be comforted by Gran’pa Jim and Mamma Bee, and even lost interest in her studies, moping dismally in her room when she should have been taking an interest in the life at the school.


  Even good Miss Stearne had unconsciously changed in her attitude toward the forlorn girl. Deciding one day that she needed some new shoes, Mary Louise went to the principal to ask for the money with which to buy them.


  Miss Stearne considered the matter seriously. Then she said with warning emphasis:


  “My dear, I do not think it advisable for you to waste your funds on shoes, especially as those you have are in fairly good condition. Of course, your grandfather left some money with me, to be expended as I saw fit, but now that he has abscon—eh—eh—secreted himself, so to speak, we can expect no further remittances. When this term is ended any extra money should be applied toward your further board and tuition. Otherwise you would become an outcast, with no place to go and no shelter for your head. That, in common decency, must be avoided. No; I do not approve of any useless expenditures. I shall hoard this money for future emergencies.”


  In happier times Mary Louise would have been indignant at the thought that her grandfather would ever leave her unprovided for, but she had been so humbled of late that this aspect of her affairs, so candidly presented by Miss Stearne, troubled her exceedingly. She had written a letter every week to her grandfather, addressing it, as he had instructed her to do, in care of Mr. Peter Conant at Dorfield. And always she had stolen out, unobserved, and mailed the letter at the village post office. Of course she had never by a single word referred to the scandal regarding the Colonel or her mother, or to her own unhappy lot at school because of that scandal, knowing how such a report would grieve them; but the curious thing about this correspondence was that it was distinctly one-sided. In the three months since they had gone away, Mary Louise had never received an answer to any of her letters, either from her grandfather or her mother.


  This might be explained, she reflected, by the fact that they suspected the mails would be watched; but this supposition attributed some truth to the accusation that Gran’pa Jim was a fugitive from justice, which she would not allow for an instant. Had he not told her to have faith in him, whatever happened? Should she prove disloyal just because a brutal officer and an irresponsible newspaper editor had branded her dear grandfather a criminal?


  No! Whatever happened she would cling to her faith in the goodness of dear Gran’pa Jim.


  There was very little money in her purse; a few pennies that she must hoard to buy postage stamps with. Two parties for young people were given in Beverly and at both of them Mary Louise was the only girl boarding at the school who was uninvited. She knew that some of the girls even resented her presence at the school and often when she joined a group of schoolmates their hushed conversation warned her they had been discussing her.


  Altogether, she felt that her presence at the school was fast becoming unbearable and when one of the boarders openly accused her of stealing a diamond ring—which was later discovered on a shelf above a washstand—the patient humility of Mary Louise turned to righteous anger and she resolved to leave the shelter of Miss Stearne’s roof without delay.


  There was only one possible place for her to go—to the Conant house at Dorfield, where her mother and grandfather were staying and where she had already passed three of the most pleasant years of her short life. Gran’pa Jim had not told her she could come to him, even in an emergency, but when she explained all the suffering she had endured at the school she knew quite well that he would forgive her for coming.


  But she needed money for the long journey, and this must be secured in some way from her own resources. So she got together all the jewelry she possessed and placing it in her handbag started for the town.


  She had an idea that a jewelry shop was the proper place to sell her jewelry, but Mr. Trumbull the jeweler shook his head and said that Watson, at the bank, often loaned money on such security. He advised the girl to see Watson.


  So Mary Louise went to the “bank,” which was a one-man affair situated in the rear of the hardware store, where a grating had been placed in one corner. There she found Mr. Watson, who was more a country broker than a banker, and throve by lending money to farmers.


  Gran’pa Jim was almost as fond of pretty jewels as he was of good clothes and he had always been generous in presenting his granddaughter with trinkets on her birthdays and at Christmas time. The jewelry she laid before Mr. Watson was really valuable and the banker’s eye was especially attracted by a brooch of pearls that must have cost several hundred dollars.


  “How much do you want to borrow on this lot?” he asked.


  “As much as I can get, sir,” she replied.


  “Have you any idea of redeeming it?”


  “I hope to do so, of course.”


  The banker knew perfectly well who Mary Louise was and suspected she needed money.


  “This is no pawnbroker’s shop,” he asserted. “I’ll give you a hundred dollars, outright, for this pearl brooch—as a purchase, understand—but the rest of the junk I don’t want.”


  A little man who had entered the hardware store to purchase a tin dipper was getting so close to the “bank” that Mary Louise feared being overheard; so she did not argue with Mr. Watson. Deciding that a hundred dollars ought to take her to Dorfield, she promptly accepted the offer, signed a bill of sale and received her money. Then she walked two miles to the railway station and discovered that a ticket to Dorfield could be bought for ninety-two dollars. That would give her eight dollars leeway, which seemed quite sufficient. Elated at the prospect of freedom she returned to the school to make her preparation for departure and arrived just in time to join the other girls at dinner.


  CHAPTER VII THE ESCAPE


  As she packed her trunk behind the locked door of her room—an unnecessary precaution, since the girls generally avoided her society—Mary Louise considered whether to confide the fact of her going to Miss Stearne or to depart without a word of adieu. In the latter case she would forfeit her trunk and her pretty clothes, which she did not wish to do unless it proved absolutely necessary; and, after all, she decided, frankness was best. Gran’pa Jim had often said that what one could not do openly should not be done at all. There was nothing to be ashamed of in her resolve to leave the school where she was so unhappy. The girls did not want her there and she did not want to stay; the school would be relieved of a disturbing element and Mary Louise would be relieved of unjust persecution; no blame attached to any but those who had made public this vile slander against her grandfather. From all viewpoints she considered she was doing the right thing; so, when her preparations were complete, she went to Miss Stearne’s room, although it was now after eight o’clock in the evening, and requested an interview.


  “I am going away,” she quietly announced to the principal.


  “Going away! But where?” asked the astonished teacher.


  “I cannot tell you that, Miss Stearne.”


  “Do you not know?”


  “Yes, I know, but I prefer not to tell you.”


  Miss Stearne was greatly annoyed. She was also perplexed. The fact that Mary Louise was deserting her school did not seem so important, at the moment, as the danger involved by a young girl’s going out into the world unprotected. The good woman had already been rendered very nervous by the dreadful accusation of Colonel Weatherby and the consequent stigma that attached to his granddaughter, a pupil at her eminently respectable school. She realized perfectly that the girl was blameless, whatever her grandsire might have done, and she deeply deplored the scornful attitude assumed by the other pupils toward poor Mary Louise; nevertheless a certain bitter resentment of the unwholesome scandal that had smirched her dignified establishment had taken possession of the woman, perhaps unconsciously, and while she might be a little ashamed of the ungenerous feeling, Miss Stearne fervently wished she had never accepted the girl as a pupil.


  She had accepted her, however. She had received the money for Mary Louise’s tuition and expenses and had promptly applied the entire sum to reducing her grocery bills and other pressing obligations; therefore she felt it her duty to give value received. If Mary Louise was to be driven from the school by the jeers and sneers of the other girls, Miss Stearne would feel like a thief. Moreover, it would be a distinct reproach to her should she allow a fifteen-year-old girl to wander into a cruel world because her school—her sole home and refuge—had been rendered so unbearable that she could not remain there. The principal was really unable to repay the money that had been advanced to her, even if that would relieve her of obligation to shelter the girl, and therefore she decided that Mary Louise must not be permitted, under any circumstances, to leave her establishment without the authority of her natural guardians.


  This argument ran hurriedly through her mind as the girl stood calmly waiting.


  “Is this action approved by your mother, or—or—by your grandfather?” she asked, somewhat more harshly than was her wont in addressing her pupils.


  “No, Miss Stearne.”


  “Then how dare you even suggest it?”


  “I am not wanted here,” returned the girl with calm assurance. “My presence is annoying to the other girls, as well as to yourself, and so disturbs the routine of the school. For my part, I—I am very unhappy here, as you must realize, because everyone seems to think my dear Gran’pa Jim is a wicked man—which I know he is not. I have no heart to study, and—and so—it is better for us all that I go away.”


  This statement was so absolutely true and the implied reproach was so justified, that Miss Stearne allowed herself to become angry as the best means of opposing the girl’s design.


  “This is absurd!” she exclaimed. “You imagine these grievances, Mary Louise, and I cannot permit you to attack the school and your fellow boarders in so reckless a manner. You shall not stir one step from this school! I forbid you, positively, to leave the grounds hereafter without my express permission. You have been placed in my charge and I insist that you obey me. Go to your room and study your lessons, which you have been shamefully neglecting lately. If I hear any more of this rebellious wish to leave the school, I shall be obliged to punish you by confining you to your room.”


  The girl listened to this speech with evident surprise; yet the tirade did not seem to impress her.


  “You refuse, then, to let me go?” she returned.


  “I positively refuse.”


  “But I cannot stay here, Miss Stearne,” she protested.


  “You must. I have always treated you kindly—I treat all my girls well if they deserve it—but you are developing a bad disposition, Mary Louise—a most reprehensible disposition, I regret to say—and the tendency must be corrected at once. Not another word! Go to your room.”


  Mary Louise went to her room, greatly depressed by the interview. She looked at her trunk, made a mental inventory of its highly prized contents, and sighed. But as soon as she rejoined Gran’pa, Jim, she reflected, he would send an order to have the trunk forwarded and Miss Stearne would not dare refuse. For a time she must do without her pretty gowns.


  Instead of studying her text books she studied the railway time-card. She had intended asking Miss Stearne to permit her to take the five-thirty train from Beverly Junction the next morning and since the recent interview she had firmly decided to board that very train. This was not entirely due to stubbornness, for she reflected that if she stayed at the school her unhappy condition would become aggravated, instead of improving, especially since Miss Stearne had developed unexpected sharpness of temper. She would endure no longer the malicious taunts of her school fellows or the scoldings of the principal, and these could be avoided in no other way than by escaping as she had planned.


  At ten o’clock she lay down upon her bed, fully dressed, and put out her light; but she dared not fall asleep lest she miss her train. At times she lighted a match and looked at her watch and it surprised her to realize how long a night can be when one is watching for daybreak.


  At four o’clock she softly rose, put on her hat, took her suit case in hand and stealthily crept from, the room. It was very dark in the hallway but the house was so familiar to her that she easily felt her way along the passage, down the front stairs and so to the front door.


  Miss Stearne always locked this door at night but left the key in the lock. Tonight the key had been withdrawn. When Mary Louise had satisfied herself of this fact she stole along the lower hallway toward the rear. The door that connected with the dining room and farther on with the servants’ quarters had also been locked and the key withdrawn. This was so unusual that it plainly told the girl that Miss Stearne was suspicious that she might try to escape, and so had taken precautions to prevent her leaving the house.


  Mary Louise cautiously set down her suit case and tried to think what to do. The house had not been built for a school but was an old residence converted to school purposes. On one side of the hall was a big drawing-room; on the other side were the principal’s apartments.


  Mary Louise entered the drawing-room and ran against a chair that stood in her way. Until now she had not made the slightest noise, but the suit case banged against the chair and the concussion reverberated dully throughout the house.


  The opposite door opened and a light flooded the hall. From where the girl stood in the dark drawing-room she could see Miss Stearne standing in her doorway and listening. Mary Louise held herself motionless. She scarcely dared breathe. The principal glanced up and down the hall, noted the locked doors and presently retired into her room, after a little while extinguishing the light.


  Then Mary Louise felt her way to a window, drew aside the heavy draperies and carefully released the catch of the sash, which she then succeeded in raising. The wooden blinds were easily unfastened but swung back with a slight creak that made her heart leap with apprehension. She did not wait, now, to learn if the sound had been heard, for already she had wasted too much time if she intended to catch her train. She leaned through the window, let her suit case down as far as she could reach, and dropped it to the ground. Then she climbed through the opening and let herself down by clinging to the sill. It was a high window, but she was a tall girl for her age and her feet touched the ground. Now she was free to go her way.


  She lost no time in getting away from the grounds, being guided by a dim starlight and a glow in the east that was a promise of morning. With rapid steps she made her way to the station, reaching it over the rough country road just as the train pulled in. She had been possessed with the idea that someone was stealthily following her and under the light of the depot lamps her first act was to swing around and stare into the darkness from which she had emerged. She almost expected to see Miss Stearne appear, but it was only a little man with a fat nose and a shabby suit of clothes, who had probably come from the village to catch the same train she wanted. He paid no attention to the girl but entered the same car she did and quietly took his seat in the rear.


  CHAPTER VIII A FRIENDLY FOE


  It required two days and a night to go by rail from Beverly to Dorfield and as Mary Louise had passed a sleepless night at the school she decided to purchase a berth on the sleeper. That made a big hole in her surplus of eight dollars and she also found her meals in the dining car quite expensive, so that by the time she left the train at Dorfield her finances would be reduced to the sum of a dollar and twenty cents.


  That would not have disturbed her, knowing that thereafter she would be with Gran’pa Jim, except for one circumstance. The little man with the fat nose, who had taken the train at Beverly, was still on board. All the other passengers who had been on the train at that time had one by one left it and been replaced by others, for the route lay through several large cities where many alighted and others came aboard. Only the little man from Beverly remained, quiet and unobtrusive but somehow haunting the girl’s presence in an embarrassing manner.


  He seldom looked at her but was found staring from the window whenever she turned her eyes toward him. At first she scarcely noticed the man, but the longer he remained aboard the train the more she speculated as to where he might be going. Whenever she entered the dining car he took a notion to eat at that time, but found a seat as far removed from her as possible. She imagined she had escaped him when she went to the sleeper, but next morning as she passed out he was standing in the vestibule and a few moments later he was in the diner where she was breakfasting.


  It was now that the girl first conceived the idea that he might be following her for a purpose, dogging her footsteps to discover at what station she left the train. And, when she asked herself why the stranger should be so greatly concerned with her movements, she remembered that she was going to Gran’pa Jim and that at one time an officer had endeavored to discover, through her, her grandfather’s whereabouts.


  “If this little man,” she mused, glancing at his blank, inexpressive features, “happens to be a detective, and knows who I am, he may think I will lead him directly to Colonel Weatherby, whom he may then arrest. Gran’pa Jim is innocent, of course, but I know he doesn’t wish to be arrested, because he left Beverly suddenly to avoid it. And,” she added with a sudden feinting of the heart, “if this suspicion is true I am actually falling into the trap and leading an officer to my grandfather’s retreat.”


  This reflection rendered the girl very uneasy and caused her to watch the fat-nosed man guardedly all through that tedious day. She constantly hoped he would leave the train at some station and thus prove her fears to be groundless, but always he remained in his seat, patiently eyeing the landscape through his window.


  Late in the afternoon another suspicious circumstance aroused her alarm. The conductor of the train, as he passed through the car, paused at the rear end and gazed thoughtfully at the little man huddled in the rear seat, who seemed unconscious of his regard. After watching him a while the conductor suddenly turned his head and looked directly at Mary Louise, with a curious expression, as if connecting his two passengers. Then he went on through the train, but the girl’s heart was beating high and the little man, while seeming to eye the fleeting landscape through the window, wriggled somewhat uneasily in his seat.


  Mary Louise now decided he was a detective. She suspected that he had been sent to Beverly, after the other man left, to watch her movements, with the idea that sooner or later she would rejoin her grandfather. Perhaps, had any letter come for her from her mother or Gran’pa Jim, this officer would have seized it and obtained from it the address of the man he was seeking. That would account for their failure to write her; perhaps they were aware of the plot and therefore dared not send her a letter.


  And now she began wondering what she should do when she got to Dorfield, if the little man also left the train at that station. Such an act on his part would prove that her suspicions were correct, in which case she would lead him straight to her grandfather, whom she would thus deliver into the power of his merciless enemies.


  No; that would not do, at all. If the man followed her from the train at Dorfield she dared not go to Peter Conant’s house. Where, then, could she go? Had she possessed sufficient money it might be best to ride past Dorfield and pay her fare to another station; but her funds were practically exhausted. Dorfield was a much bigger town than Beverly; it was quite a large city, indeed; perhaps she could escape the supervision of the detective, in some way, and by outwitting him find herself free to seek the Conant’s home. She would try this and circumstances must decide her plan of action. Always there was the chance that she misjudged the little man.


  As the conductor called the station the train halted and the girl passed the rear seat, where the man had his bare head half out the open window, and descended from the car to the platform. A few others also alighted, to hurry away to the omnibuses or street car or walk to their destinations.


  Mary Louise stood quite still upon the platform until the train drew out after its brief stop. It was nearly six o’clock in the evening and fast growing dark, yet she distinctly observed the fat-nosed man, who had alighted on the opposite side of the track and was now sauntering diagonally across the rails to the depot, his hands thrust deep in his pockets and his eyes turned away from Mary Louise as if the girl occupied no part of his thoughts.


  But she knew better than that. Her suspicions were now fully confirmed and she sought to evade the detective in just the way any inexperienced girl might have done. Turning in the opposite direction she hastily crossed the street, putting a big building between herself and the depot, and then hurried along a cross-street. She looked back now and then and found she had not been followed; so, to insure escape, she turned another corner, giving a fearful glance over her shoulder as she did so.


  This street was not so well lighted as the others had been and she had no idea where it led to. She knew Dorfield pretty well, having once resided there for three years, but in her agitated haste she had now lost all sense of direction. Feeling, however, that she was now safe from pursuit, she walked on more slowly, trying to discover her whereabouts, and presently passed a dimly-lighted bakery before which a man stood looking abstractedly into the window at the cakes and pies, his back toward her.


  Instantly Mary Louise felt her heart sink. She did not need to see the man’s face to recognize the detective. Nor did he stir as she passed him by and proceeded up the street. But how did he happen to be there? Had she accidentally stumbled upon him, or had he purposely placed himself in her path to assure her that escape from him was impossible?


  As she reached the next corner a street car came rushing along, halted a brief moment and proceeded on its way. In that moment Mary Louise had stepped aboard and as she entered the closed section and sank into a seat she breathed a sigh of relief. The man at the bakery window had not followed her. The car made one or two more stops, turned a corner and stopped again. This time the little man with the fat nose deliberately swung himself to the rear platform, paid his fare and remained there. He didn’t look at Mary Louise at all, but she looked at him and her expression was one of mingled horror and fear.


  A mile farther on the car reached the end of its line and the conductor reversed the trolley-pole and prepared for the return journey. Mary Louise kept her seat. The detective watched the motorman and conductor with an assumption of stupid interest and retained his place on the platform.


  On the way back to the business section of Dorfield, Mary Louise considered what to do next. She was very young and inexperienced; she was also, at this moment, very weary and despondent. It was clearly evident that she could not escape this man, whose persistence impressed her with the imminent danger that threatened her grandfather if she went to the home of the Conants—the one thing she positively must not do. Since her arrival was wholly unexpected by her friends, with whom she could not communicate, she now found herself a forlorn wanderer, without money or shelter.


  When the car stopped at Main Street she got off and walked slowly along the brilliantly lighted thoroughfare, feeling more safe among the moving throngs of people. Presently she came to a well-remembered corner where the principal hotel stood on one side and the First National Bank on the other. She now knew where she was and could find the direct route to the Conants, had she dared go there. To gain time for thought the girl stepped into the doorway of the bank, which was closed for the day, thus avoiding being jostled by pedestrians. She set down her suit case, leaned against the door-frame and tried to determine her wisest course of action.


  She was hungry, tired, frightened, and the combination of sensations made her turn faint. With a white face and despair in her heart she leaned heavily back and closed her eyes.


  “Pardon me,” said a soft voice, and with a nervous start she opened her eyes to find the little fat-nosed man confronting her. He had removed his hat and was looking straight into her face—for the first time, she imagined—and now she noticed that his gray eyes were not at all unkindly.


  “What do you want?” she asked sharply, with an involuntary shudder.


  “I wish to advise you, Miss Burrows,” he replied. “I believe you know who I am and it is folly for us to pursue this game of hide-and-seek any longer. You are tired and worn out with your long ride and the anxiety I have caused you.”


  “You are dogging me!” she exclaimed indignantly.


  “I am keeping you in sight, according to orders.”


  “You are a detective!” she asked, a little disarmed by his frankness.


  “John O’Gorman by name, Miss. At home I have a little girl much like you, but I doubt if my Josie—even though I have trained her—would prove more shrewd than you have done under such trying circumstances. Even in the train you recognized my profession—and I am thought to be rather clever at disguising my motives.”


  “Yes?”


  “And you know quite well that because you have come to Dorfield to join your grandfather, whom you call Colonel Weatherby, I have followed you in an attempt to discover, through you, the man for whom our government has searched many years.”


  “Oh, indeed!”


  “Therefore you are determined not to go to your destination and you are at your wits’ end to know what to do. Let me advise you, for the sake of my own little Josie.”


  The abrupt proposal bewildered her.


  “You are my enemy!”


  “Don’t think that, Miss,” he said gently. “I am an officer of the law, engaged in doing my duty. I am not your enemy and bear you no ill-will.”


  “You are trying to arrest my grandfather.”


  “In the course of duty. But he is quite safe from me for tonight, while you are almost exhausted through your efforts to protect him. Go into the hotel across the way and register and get some supper and a room. Tomorrow you will be able to think more clearly and may then make up your mind what to do.”


  She hesitated. The voice seemed earnest and sincere, the eyes considerate and pitying, and the advice appealed to her as good; but—


  “Just for tonight, put yourself in my care,” he said. “I’m ashamed to have annoyed you to such an extent and to have interfered with your plans; but I could not help it. You have succeeded in balking the detective, but the man admires you for it. I noticed, the last time you took out your purse in the dining-car, that your money is nearly gone. If you will permit me to lend you enough for your hotel expenses—”


  “No.”


  “Well, it may not be necessary. Your friends will supply you with money whenever our little—comedy, shall we say?—is played to the end. In the meantime I’ll speak to the landlord. Now, Miss Burrows, run across to the hotel and register.”


  She gazed at him uncertainly a moment and the little man smiled reassuringly. Somehow, she felt inclined to trust him.


  “Thank you,” she said and took her suit case into the hotel office.


  The clerk looked at her rather curiously as she registered, but assigned her a room and told her that dinner was still being served. She followed the bellboy to her room, where she brushed her gown, bathed her hands and face and rearranged her hair. Then she went to the dining room and, although the journey and worry had left her sick and nervous, she ate some dinner and felt stronger and better after it.


  CHAPTER IX OFFICER O’GORMAN


  Mary Louise returned to her room and sat down to consider the best way out of her dilemma. The detective’s friendliness, so frankly expressed, pleased her, in a way, yet she realized his vigilance would not be relaxed and that he was still determined, through her, to discover where Gran’pa Jim was hidden.


  An uncomfortable degree of danger had already been incurred by her unconsciously leading the officer to Dorfield. He knew now that the man he was seeking was either in this city or its immediate neighborhood. But unless she led him to the exact spot—to the dwelling of the Conants—it would take even this clever detective some time to locate the refugee. Before then Mary Louise hoped to be able to warn Gran’pa Jim of his danger. That would prevent her from rejoining him and her mother, but it would also save him from arrest.


  Glancing around her comfortable room she saw a telephone on the wall. Beside it, on a hook, hung the book containing the addresses of the subscribers. She opened the book and glancing down its columns found:


  
    “Conant, Peter; r. 1216 Oak St. Blue 147.”

  


  Why hadn’t she thought of this simple method of communication before? It would be quite easy to call Mr. Conant and tell him where she was and have him warn Gran’pa Jim that a detective was searching for him.


  She went to the telephone and took down the receiver.


  “Office!” cried a sharp voice. “What number do you want?”


  Mary Louise hesitated; then she hung up the receiver without reply. It occurred to her that the hotel office was a public place and that the telephone girl would be likely to yell out the number for all to overhear.


  To satisfy herself on this point she went down stairs in the elevator and purchased a magazine at the news stand. The telephone desk was near by and Mary Louise could hear the girl calling the numbers and responding to calls, while not six feet from her desk sat a man whose person was nearly covered by a spread newspaper which he appeared to be reading. But Mary Louise knew him by his striped trousers and straightway congratulated herself on her caution. Undoubtedly the detective had figured on her telephoning and she had nearly fallen into the trap.


  Back to her room she went, resolved to make no further move till morning. The day had been a hard one for the girl, mentally and physically, and at this moment she felt herself hopelessly involved in a snare from which she could see no means of escape. She read a little in her magazine, to quiet her nerves, and then went to bed and fell asleep.


  At daybreak Mary Louise wakened to wonder if she had done right in running away from Miss Stearne’s school. Gran’pa Jim had placed her there because he did not wish to take her with him when he left Beverly, and now she had come to him without his consent and in doing so had perhaps delivered him into the hands of his enemies. Poor Gran’pa Jim! She would never cease to reproach herself if she became responsible for his ruin.


  As she lay in bed, thinking in this vein, she allowed herself to wonder for the first time why her dear grandfather was being persecuted by the officers of the law—by the Government of the United States, indeed, which should be just and merciful to all its people. Of course he was innocent of any wrong-doing; Gran’pa Jim would never do anything to injure a human being, for he was goodness itself and had taught her to honor truth and righteousness ever since she could remember. Never for a moment would she doubt him. But it was curious, when she came to reflect upon it, that he would run away from his enemies instead of facing them bravely. For many years he had hidden himself—first in one place and then in another—and at the first warning of discovery or pursuit would disappear and seek a new hiding-place. For she now realized, in the light of her recent knowledge, that for many years Gran’pa Jim had been a fugitive from the law, and that for some unknown reason he dared not face his accusers.


  Some people might consider this an evidence of guilt, but Mary Louise and Gran’pa Jim had been close comrades for two years and deep in her heart was the unalterable conviction that his very nature would revolt against crime of any sort. Moreover—always a strong argument in her mind—her mother had steadfastly believed in her grandfather and had devoted herself to him to the exclusion of all else in her life, even neglecting her own daughter to serve her father. Mamma Bee loved her, she well knew, yet Mary Louise had never enjoyed the same affectionate intercourse with her mother that she had with her grandfather, for Mamma Bee’s whole life seemed to center around the old Colonel. This unusual devotion was proof enough to Mary Louise that her grandfather was innocent, but it did not untangle the maze.


  Looking back over her past life, she could recall the many sudden changes of residence due to Colonel Weatherby’s desire to escape apprehension by the authorities. They seemed to date from the time they had left that big city house, where the child had an especial nurse and there were lots of servants, and where her beautiful mother used to bend over her with a good-night kiss while arrayed in dainty ball costumes sparkling with jewels. Mary Louise tried to remember her father, but could not, although she had been told that he died in that very house. She remembered Gran’pa Jim in those days, however, only he was too busy to pay much attention to her. Let’s see; was he called “Colonel Weatherby” in those days! She could not recollect. That name did not become familiar to her until long afterward. Always he had been just “Gran’pa Jim” to her. Yet that dreadful officer of the law who had questioned her in Beverly had called him “Hathaway—James J. Hathaway.” How absurd!


  But where had she heard the name of Hathaway before? She puzzled her brain to remember. Did it belong to any of her schoolgirl friends? Or was it—


  With a sudden thought she sprang from her bed and took her watch from the dresser. It was an old watch, given her by Mamma Bee on the girl’s twelfth birthday, while she was living with the Conants, and her mother had bidden her to treasure it because it had belonged to her when she was a girl of Mary Louise’s age. The watch was stem-winding and had a closed case, the back lid of which had seldom been opened because it fitted very tightly. But now Mary Louise pried it open with a hatpin and carried it to the light. On the inside of the gold case the following words were engraved:


  
    “Beatrice Hathaway, from her loving Father.”

  


  Mary Louise stared at this inscription for a long while. For the first time, ugly doubts began to creep into her heart. The officer was right when he said that James Hathaway was masquerading under the false name of Colonel Weatherby. Gran’pa Jim had never told even Mary Louise that his real name was Hathaway; Mamma Bee had never told her, either. With a deep sigh she snapped the case of the watch in place and then began to dress.


  It was still too early for breakfast when she had finished her toilet, so she sat by the open window of her room, looking down into the street, and tried to solve the mystery of Gran’pa Jim. Better thoughts came to her, inspiring her with new courage. Her grandfather had changed his name to enable him the more easily to escape observation, for it was James Hathaway who was accused, not Colonel James Weatherby. It was difficult, however, for the girl to familiarize herself with the idea that Gran’pa Jim was really James Hathaway; still, if her mother’s name before her marriage was indeed Beatrice Hathaway, as the watch proved, then there was no question but her grandfather’s name was also Hathaway. He had changed it for a purpose and she must not question the honesty of that purpose, however black the case looked against her beloved Gran’pa Jim.


  This discovery, nevertheless, only added to the mystery of the whole affair, which she realized her inability to cope with. Grouping the facts with which she was familiar into regular order, her information was limited as follows:


  Once Gran’pa Jim was rich and prosperous and was named Hathaway. He had many friends and lived in a handsome city house. Suddenly he left everything and ran away, changing his name to that of Weatherby. He was afraid, for some unknown reason, of being arrested, and whenever discovery threatened his retreat he would run away again. In this manner he had maintained his liberty for nine years, yet to-day the officers of the law seemed as anxious to find him as at first. To sum up, Gran’pa Jim was accused of a crime so important that it could not be condoned and only his cleverness in evading arrest had saved him from prison.


  That would look pretty black to a stranger, and it made even Mary Louise feel very uncomfortable and oppressed, but against the accusation the girl placed these facts, better known to her than the others: Gran’pa Jim was a good man, kind and honest. Since she had known him his life had been blameless. Mamma Bee, who knew him best of all, never faltered in her devotion to him. He was incapable of doing an evil deed, he abhorred falsehood, he insisted on defending the rights of his fellow men. Therefore, in spite of any evidence against him Mary Louise believed in his innocence.


  Having settled this belief firmly in mind and heart, the girl felt a distinct sense of relief. She would doubt no more. She would not try, in the future, to solve a mystery that was beyond her comprehension. Her one duty was to maintain an unfaltering faith.


  At seven o’clock she went to the breakfast room, to which but two or three other guests of the hotel had preceded her, and in a few minutes Detective O’Gorman entered and seated himself at a table near her. He bowed very respectfully as he caught her eye and she returned the salutation, uneasy at the man’s presence but feeling no especial antagonism toward him. As he had said, he was but doing his duty.


  O’Gorman finished his breakfast before Mary Louise did, after which, rising from his chair, he came toward her table and asked quietly:


  “May I sit at your table a moment, Miss Burrows?”


  She neither consented nor refused, being taken by surprise, but O’Gorman sat down without requiring an answer.


  “I wish to tell you,” he began, “that my unpleasant espionage of you is ended. It will be needless for me to embarrass or annoy you longer.”


  “Indeed?”


  “Yes. Aren’t you glad?” with a smile at her astonished expression. “You see, I’ve been busy investigating while you slept. I’ve visited the local police station and—various other places. I am satisfied that Mr. Hathaway—or Mr. Weatherby, as he calls himself—is not in Dorfield and has never located here. Once again the man has baffled the entire force of our department. I am now confident that your coming to this town was not to meet your grandfather but to seek refuge with other friends, and so I have been causing you all this bother and vexation for nothing.”


  She looked at him in amazement.


  “I’m going to ask you to forgive me,” he went on, “and unless I misjudge your nature you’re not going to bear any grudge against me. They sent me to Beverly to watch you, and for a time that was a lazy man’s job. When you sold some of your jewelry for a hundred dollars, however, I knew there would be something doing. You were not very happy at your school, I knew, and my first thought was that you merely intended to run away—anywhere to escape the persecution of those heartless girls. But you bought a ticket for Dorfield, a faraway town, so I at once decided—wrongly, I admit—that you knew where Hathaway was and intended going to him. So I came with you, to find he is not here. He has never been here. Hathaway is too distinguished a personage, in appearance, to escape the eye of the local police. So I am about to set you free, my girl, and to return immediately to my headquarters in Washington.”


  She had followed his speech eagerly and with a feeling of keen disappointment at his report that her grandfather and her mother were not in Dorfield. Could it be true?


  Officer O’Gorman took a card from his pocketbook and laid it beside her plate.


  “My dear child,” said he in a gentle tone, “I fear your life is destined to be one of trials and perplexities, if not of dreary heartaches. I have watched over you and studied your character for longer than you know and I have found much in your make-up that is interesting and admirable. You remind me a good deal of my own Josie—as good and clever a girl as ever lived. So I am going to ask you to consider me your friend. Keep this card and if ever you get into serious difficulty I want you to wire me to come and help you. If I should happen, at the time, to have duties to prevent my coming, I will send some other reliable person to your assistance. Will you promise to do this?”


  “Thank you, Mr. O’Gorman,” she said. “I—I—your kindness embarrasses me.”


  “Don’t allow it to do that. A detective is a man, you know, much like other men, and I have always held that the better man he is the better detective he is sure to prove. I’m obliged to do disagreeable things, at times, in the fulfillment of my duty, but I try to spare even the most hardened criminal as much as possible. So why shouldn’t I be kind to a helpless, unfortunate girl?”


  “Am I that?” she asked.


  “Perhaps not. But I fear your grandfather’s fate is destined to cause you unhappiness. You seem fond of him.”


  “He is the best man in all the world!”


  O’Gorman looked at the tablecloth rather than to meet her eyes.


  “So I will now say good-bye, Miss Burrows, and—I wish you the happiness you deserve. You’re just as good a girl as my Josie is.”


  With this he rose to his feet and bowed again. He was a little man and he had a fat nose, but Mary Louise could not help liking him.


  She was still afraid of the detective, however, and when he had left the dining room she asked herself if his story could be true, if Gran’pa Jim was not in Dorfield—if he had never even come to the town, as O’Gorman had stated.


  The Conants would know that, of course, and if the detective went away she would be free to go to the Conants for information. She would find shelter, at least, with these old friends.


  As she passed from the dining room into the hotel lobby Mr. O’Gorman was paying his bill and bidding the clerk farewell. He had no baggage, except such as he might carry in his pocket, but he entered a bus that stood outside and was driven away with a final doff of his hat to the watching girl.


  Mary Louise decided in the instant what to do. Mr. Peter Conant was a lawyer and had an office in one of the big buildings down-town. She remembered that he always made a point of being in his office at eight o’clock in the morning, and it was nearly eight now. She would visit Mr. Conant in his office, for this could not possibly endanger the safety of Gran’pa Jim in case the detective’s story proved false, or if an attempt had been made to deceive her. The man had seemed sincere and for the time being he had actually gone away; but she was suspicious of detectives.


  She ran upstairs for her coat and hat and at once left the hotel. She knew the way to Peter Conant’s office and walked rapidly toward it.


  CHAPTER X RATHER QUEER INDEED


  Mary Louise found the door of the office, which was located on the third floor of the Chambers Building, locked. However, the sign: “Peter Conant, Attorney at Law,” was painted on the glass panel in big, distinct letters, so she was sure she had made no mistake. She slowly paced the hall, waiting, until the elevator stopped and Mr. Conant stepped out and approached the door, his morning paper in one hand, a key in the other. Running to him, the girl exclaimed:


  “Oh, Mr. Conant!”


  He stopped short and turned to face her. Then he stepped a pace backward and said:


  “Great heavens, it’s Mary Louise!”


  “Didn’t you recognize me?” she asked.


  “Not at first,” he answered slowly. “You have grown tall and—and—older, in two years.”


  “Where is Gran’pa J-“


  “Hush!” with a startled glance up and down the hall. Then he unlocked the door and added: “Come in.”


  Mary Louise followed him through the outer office and into a smaller room beyond, the door of which Mr. Conant carefully closed after them. Then he turned to look steadily at the girl, who thought he did not seem especially delighted at her appearance in Dorfield. Indeed, his first words proved this, for he asked sternly:


  “Why are you here?”


  “I left the school at Beverly because the girls made it so uncomfortable for me there that I could not bear it longer,” she explained.


  “In what way did they make it uncomfortable for you?”


  “They jeered at me because—because—Gran’pa Jim is being hunted by the officers of the law, who accuse him, of doing something wicked.”


  Mr. Conant frowned.


  “Perhaps their attitude was only natural,” he remarked; “but there was no accusation against you, my child. Why didn’t you stick it out? The scandal would soon have died away and left you in peace.”


  “I was unhappy there,” she said simply, “and so I thought I would come here to mother and Gran’pa Jim.”


  “Here?” as if surprised.


  “Yes. Aren’t they here, with you?”


  “No.”


  “Then where are they?”


  “I’ve no idea.”


  She sat still and stared at him, while he regarded her with a thoughtful and perplexed look on his face.


  Mr. Conant is difficult to describe because he was like dozens of men one meets every day, at least in outward appearance. He was neither tall nor short, lean nor fat, handsome nor ugly, attractive nor repulsive. Yet Peter Conant must not be considered a nonentity because he was commonplace in person, for he possessed mannerisms that were peculiar. He would open his eyes very wide and stare at one steadily until the person became confused and turned away. The gaze was not especially shrewd, but it was disconcerting because steadfast. When he talked he would chop off his words, one by one, with a distinct pause between each, and that often made it hard to tell whether he had ended his speech or still had more to say. When very earnest or interested he would play with a locket that dangled from his watch chain; otherwise he usually stood with his hands clasped behind his back.


  Mary Louise well knew these peculiarities, having previously lived in his house, and also she knew he was a kind-hearted man, devotedly attached to his deaf wife and thoroughly trusted by Gran’pa Jim.


  “I was told,” said the girl presently, “to direct all my letters to my grandfather in your care.”


  “I am aware that you have done so,” he replied.


  “So I thought, of course, that he and my mother were with you.”


  “No; they did not come here. Colonel Weatherby arranged for me to forward your letters, which I did as soon as they arrived.”


  “Oh; then you know his address?”


  “I do not. There are six different points to which I forward letters, in rotation, both those from you and from others on various matters of business, and these points are widely scattered. My impression is that Colonel Weatherby is in none of these places and that the letters are again forwarded to him to—wherever he may be.”


  Mary Louise felt quite discouraged. With hesitation she asked:


  “Do you suppose you could find him for me?”


  “It is impossible.”


  “What am I to do, Mr. Conant?”


  “I advise you to go back to your school.”


  “Can’t I stay here, with you?”


  He stared at her with his round eyes, playing with his locket.


  “I haven’t the money for the return trip,” she went on falteringly. “I had to sell some of my jewelry to get here. I won’t be much trouble, if you will let me live with you until I can find Gran’pa Jim.”


  Mr. Conant still stared.


  “I’m sure,” said Mary Louise, “that my grandfather will gladly repay you any money it costs you to keep me.”


  “You—don’t—un-der-stand,” he retorted, chopping off his words rather viciously. “Moreover, you can’t understand. Go to the house and talk to Hannah. Have you any baggage!”


  “I’ve a suit case at the hotel,” she said, and went on to tell him the experiences of her journey and of her encounter with Detective O’Gorman.


  During this relation, which he did not interrupt, Mr. Conant toyed persistently with his watch charm. His features were noncommittal but he was thoroughly interested.


  “You see,” he remarked when she had finished, “Colonel Weatherby’s elaborate system of evading discovery is quite necessary.”


  “But why should he wish to hide?” asked the girl.


  “Don’t you know?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then your grandfather doesn’t wish you to know. I am his lawyer—at least I am one of his lawyers—and a lawyer must respect the confidences of his clients.”


  Mary Louise looked at him wonderingly, for here was someone who evidently knew the entire truth.


  “Do you believe my grandfather is a bad man?” she asked.


  “No. I have the highest respect for Colonel Weatherby.”


  “Do you know his name to be Weatherby—or is it Hathaway?”


  “I am his lawyer,” reiterated Mr. Conant.


  “Is it possible that an innocent man would change his name and hide, rather than face an unjust accusation?”


  “Yes.”


  Mary Louise sighed.


  “I will go with you to the hotel and pay your bill,” said the lawyer. “Then you may go to the house and talk to Hannah. When I have talked with her myself, we will determine what to do with you.”


  So they went to the hotel and the girl packed her suit case and brought it downstairs.


  “Queer!” said Mr. Conant to her, fingering his locket. “Your bill has been paid by that man O’Gorman.”


  “How impertinent!” she exclaimed.


  “There is also a note for you in your box.”


  The clerk handed her an envelope, which she opened. “I hope to be able to send you your grandfather’s address very soon,” wrote O’Gorman. “You will probably stay in Dorfield; perhaps with the Conants, with whom you lived before. You might try sending Colonel Weatherby a letter in care of Oscar Lawler, at Los Angeles, California. In any event, don’t forget my card or neglect to wire me in case of emergency.”


  Having read this with considerable surprise the girl handed the note to Mr. Conant, who slowly read it and gave a bark like that of an angry dog when he came to the name of the California attorney. Without remark he put the detective’s letter in his pocket and picking up Mary Louise’s suit case led the girl outside to the street corner.


  “This car will take you to within two blocks of my house,” he said. “Can you manage your grip alone?”


  “Easily,” she assured him.


  “You have carfare!”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “Then good-bye. I’ll see you this evening.”


  He turned away and she boarded the street car.


  CHAPTER XI MARY LOUISE MEETS IRENE


  As Mary Louise approached the home of the Conants, which was a pretty little house set far back in a garden filled with trees and shrubs, she was surprised to hear a joyous ragtime tune being drummed upon the piano—an instrument she remembered Mrs. Conant kept in the house exclusively as an ornament, being unable to play it. Then, as the girl reached the porch, the melody suddenly stopped, a merry laugh rang out and a fresh, sweet voice was heard through the open window talking rapidly and with eager inflection.


  “I wonder who that can be?” thought Mary Louise. Everyone had to speak loudly to poor Mrs. Conant, who might be entertaining a visitor. She rang the bell and soon her old friend appeared in the doorway.


  “My dear, dear child!” cried the good lady, recognizing the girl instantly and embracing her after a welcoming kiss. “Where on earth have you come from?”


  “From Beverly,” said Mary Louise with a smile, for in her depressed state of mind this warm greeting cheered her wonderfully.


  “Come right in,” said Mrs. Conant, seizing the suit case. “Have you had breakfast?”


  “Yes, indeed; hours ago. And I’ve seen Mr. Conant at his office. He—he wanted me to talk to you.”


  She spoke loudly, as she had been accustomed to do, but now Mrs. Conant wore on her ear an instrument similar in appearance to a small telephone receiver, and she seemed to hear quite distinctly through its mechanism. Indeed, she pointed to it with an air of pride and said: “I can hear a whisper, my dear!”


  As Mary Louise was ushered into the cosy sitting room she looked for the piano-player and the owner of the merry laugh and cheery voice. Near the center of the room was a wheeled chair in which sat a young girl of about her own age—a rather pretty girl in spite of her thin frame and pallid countenance. She was neatly dressed in figured dimity, with a bright ribbon at her throat. A pair of expressive brown eyes regarded Mary Louise with questioning earnestness. Over her lap lay a coverlet; her slender white fingers rested upon the broad arms of her chair.


  “This,” said Mrs. Conant, “is my niece, Irene Macfarlane, who is living with us just now and is the life and joy of our formerly dull household. You’ll have to love her, Mary Louise, because no one can help doing so.”


  Mary Louise advanced to the chair and took one of the wan hands in her own. A thrill of pity flooded her heart for the unfortunate girl, who instantly noted her expression and met it with a charmingly spontaneous smile.


  “Don’t you dare think of me as a cripple!” she said warningly. “I am not at all helpless and my really-truly friends quickly forget this ugly wheeled chair. We’re to be friends, are we not? And you’re going to stay, because I see your baggage. Also I know all about you, Mary Louise Burrows, for Aunt Hannah never tires of singing your praises.”


  This was said so naturally and with such absence of affectation that Mary Louise could not fail to respond to the words and smile.


  “I’m glad to find you here, Irene,” she said, “and I don’t know yet whether I’m to stay or not. That will depend on Mrs. Conant’s decision.”


  “Then you’re to stay,” promptly decided the hospitable lady, who by turning her mechanical ear toward the speaker seemed able to hear her words clearly.


  “But you don’t know all the complications yet,” confessed the girl. “I’ve run away from school and—and there are other things you must know before you decide. Mr. Conant wasn’t at all enthusiastic over my coming here, I assure you, so I must tell you frankly the whole story of my adventures.”


  “Very good,” returned Mrs. Conant. “I think I can guess at most of the story, but you shall tell it in your own way. Presently Irene is going out to inspect the roses; she does that every morning; so when she is out of the way we’ll have a nice talk together.”


  “I’m going now,” said Irene, with a bright laugh at her dismissal. “Mary Louise won’t be happy till everything is properly settled; nor will I, for I’m anxious to get acquainted with my new friend. So here I go and when you’ve had your talk out just whistle for me, Mary Louise.”


  She could propel the chair by means of rims attached to the wheels and, even as she spoke, began to roll herself out of the room. Mary Louise sprang to assist her, but the girl waved her away with a little laugh.


  “I’m an expert traveler,” she said, “and everyone lets me go and come as I please. Indeed, I’m very independent, Mary Louise, as you will presently discover.”


  Away she went, through the hall, out at the front door and along the broad porch, and when she had gone Mary Louise whispered softly into Mrs. Conant’s mechanical eardrum:


  “What is wrong with her?”


  “A good many things,” was the reply, “although the brave child makes light of them all. One leg is badly withered and the foot of the other is twisted out of shape. She can stand on that foot to dress herself—which she insists on doing unaided—but she cannot walk a step. Irene has suffered a great deal, I think, and she’s a frail little body; but she has the sweetest temperament in the world and seems happy and content from morn till night.”


  “It’s wonderful!” exclaimed Mary Louise. “What caused her affliction?”


  “It is the result of an illness she had when a baby. Irene is sixteen and has never known what it is to be well and strong, yet she never resents her fate, but says she is grateful for the blessings she enjoys. Her father died long ago and her mother about a year since; so, the child being an orphan, Peter and I have taken her to live with us.”


  “That is very kind of you,” asserted Mary Louise with conviction.


  “No; I fear it is pure selfishness,” returned the good woman, “for until she came to us the old home had been dreadfully dull—the result, my dear, of your going away. And now tell me your story, and all about yourself, for I’m anxious to hear what brought you to Dorfield.”


  Mary Louise drew a chair close to that of Aunt Hannah Conant and confided to her all the worries and tribulations that had induced her to quit Miss Stearne’s school and seek shelter with her old friends the Conants. Also, she related the episode of Detective O’Gorman and how she had first learned through him that her grandfather and her mother were not living in Dorfield.


  “I’m dreadfully worried over Gran’pa Jim,” said she, “for those terrible agents of the Secret Service seem bent on catching him. And he doesn’t wish to be caught. If they arrested him, do you think they would put him in jail, Aunt Hannah?”


  “I fear so,” was the reply.


  “What do they imagine he has done that is wrong?”


  “I do not know,” said Mrs. Conant. “Peter never tells me anything about the private affairs of his clients, and I never ask him. But of one thing I am sure, my dear, and that is that Peter Conant would not act as Colonel Weatherby’s lawyer, and try to shield him, unless he believed him innocent of any crime. Peter is a little odd, in some ways, but he’s honest to the backbone.”


  “I know it,” declared Mary Louise. “Also I know that Gran’pa Jim is a good man. Cannot the law make a mistake, Aunt Hannah?”


  “It surely can, or there would be no use for lawyers. But do not worry over your grandfather, my child, for he seems quite able to take care of himself. It is nine or ten years since he became a fugitive—also making a fugitive of your poor mother, who would not desert him—and to this day the officers of the law have been unable to apprehend him. Be patient, dear girl, and accept the situation as you find it. You shall live with us until your people again send for you. We have excellent schools in Dorfield, where you will not be taunted with your grandfather’s misfortunes because no one here knows anything about them.”


  “Doesn’t Irene know?” asked Mary Louise.


  “She only knows that your people are great travelers and frequently leave you behind them as they flit from place to place. She knows that you lived with us for three years and that we love you.”


  The girl became thoughtful for a time. “I can’t understand,” she finally said, “why Gran’pa Jim acts the way he does. Often he has told me, when I deserved censure, to ‘face the music’ and have it over with. Once he said that those who sin must suffer the penalty, because it is the law of both God and man, and he who seeks to escape a just penalty is a coward. Gran’pa knows he is innocent, but the government thinks he is guilty; so why doesn’t he face the music and prove his innocence, instead of running away as a coward might do and so allow his good name to suffer reproach?”


  Mrs. Conant shook her head as if perplexed.


  “That very question has often puzzled me, as it has you,” she confessed. “Once I asked Peter about it and he scowled and said it might be just as well to allow Colonel Weatherby to mind his own business. The Colonel seems to have a good deal of money, and perhaps he fears that if he surrendered to the law it would be taken away from him, leaving you and your mother destitute.”


  “We wouldn’t mind that,” said the girl, “if Gran’pa’s name could be cleared.”


  “After all,” continued Mrs. Conant reflectively, “I don’t believe the Colonel is accused of stealing money, for Peter says his family is one of the oldest and richest in New York. Your grandfather inherited a vast fortune and added largely to it. Peter says he was an important man of affairs before this misfortune—whatever it was—overtook him.”


  “I can just remember our home in New York,” said Mary Louise, also musingly, “for I was very young at the time. It was a beautiful big place, with a good many servants. I wonder what drove us from it?”


  “Do you remember your father?” asked Mrs. Conant.


  “Not at all.”


  “Peter once told me he was a foreigner who fell desperately in love with your mother and married her without your grandfather’s full approval. I believe Mr. Burrows was a man of much political influence, for he served in the Department of State and had a good many admirers. Peter never knew why your grandfather opposed the marriage, for afterward he took Mr. and Mrs. Burrows to live with him and they were all good friends up to the day of your father’s death. But this is ancient history and speculation on subjects we do not understand is sure to prove unsatisfactory. I wouldn’t worry over your grandfather’s troubles, my dear. Try to forget them.”


  “Grandfather’s real name isn’t Weatherby,” said the girl. “It is Hathaway.”


  Mrs. Conant gave a start of surprise.


  “How did you learn that?” she asked sharply.


  The girl took out her watch, pried open the back ease with a penknife and allowed Mrs. Conant to read the inscription. Also she curiously watched the woman’s face and noted its quick flush and its uneasy expression. Did the lawyer’s wife know more than she had admitted?


  If so, why was everyone trying to keep her in the dark?


  “I cannot see that this helps to solve the mystery,” said Mrs. Conant in a brisk tone as she recovered from her surprise. “Let us put the whole thing out of mind, Mary Louise, or it will keep us all stirred up and in a muddle of doubt. I shall tell Peter you are to live with us, and your old little room at the back of the hall is all ready for you. Irene has the next room, so you will be quite neighborly. Go and put away your things and then we’ll whistle for Irene.”


  Mary Louise went to the well-remembered room and slowly and thoughtfully unpacked her suit case. She was glad to find a home again among congenial people, but she was growing more and more perplexed over the astonishing case of Gran’pa Jim. It worried her to find that an occasional doubt would cross her mind in spite of her intense loyalty to her dearly loved grandparent. She would promptly drive out the doubt, but it would insist on intruding again.


  “Something is wrong somewhere,” she sighed. “There must be some snarl that even Gran’pa Jim can’t untangle; and, if he can’t, I’m sure no one else can. I wish I could find him and that he would tell me all about it. I suppose he thinks I’m too young to confide in, but I’m almost sixteen now and surely that’s old enough to understand things. There were girls at school twenty years old that I’m sure couldn’t reason as well as I can.”


  After a while she went down stairs and joined Irene in the garden, where the chair-girl was trimming rose bushes with a pair of stout scissors. She greeted Mary Louise with her bright smile, saying:


  “I suppose everything is fixed up, now, and we can begin to get acquainted.”


  “Why, we are acquainted,” declared Mary Louise. “Until to-day I had never heard of you, yet it seems as if I had known you always.”


  “Thank you,” laughed Irene; “that is a very pretty compliment, I well realize. You have decided to stay, then?”


  “Aunt Hannah has decided so, but Mr. Conant may object.”


  “He won’t do that,” was the quick reply. “Uncle Peter may be an autocrat in his office, but I’ve noticed that Aunt Hannah is the ruler of this household.”


  Mr. Conant may have noticed that, also, for he seemed not at all surprised when his wife said she had decided to keep Mary Louise with them. But after the girls had gone to bed that night the lawyer had a long talk with his better half, and thereafter Mary Louise’s presence was accepted as a matter of course. But Mr. Conant said to her the next morning:


  “I have notified your grandfather, at his six different addresses, of your coming to us, so I ought to receive his instructions within the next few days. Also, to-day I will write Miss Stearne that you are here and why you came away from the school.”


  “Will you ask her to send my trunk?”


  “Not now. We will first await advices from Colonel Weatherby.”


  These “advices” were received three days later in the form of a brief telegram from a Los Angeles attorney. The message read: “Colonel Weatherby requests you to keep M. L. in Dorfield until further instructions. Money forwarded. Hot. Caution.” It was signed “O. L.” and when Mr. Conant showed Mary Louise the message she exclaimed:


  “Then Mr. O’Gorman was right!”


  “In what way?” questioned the lawyer.


  “In the note he left for me at the hotel he said I might find my grandfather by writing to Oscar Lawler at Los Angeles, California. This telegram is from Los Angeles and it is signed ‘O. L.’ which must mean ‘Oscar Lawler.’”


  “How clever!” said Mr. Conant sarcastically.


  “That proves, of course, that Gran’pa Jim and mother are in California, But how did the detective know that?” she asked wonderingly.


  “He didn’t know it,” answered Peter Conant. “On the contrary, this message proves to me that they are not there at all.”


  “But the telegram says—”


  “Otherwise,” continued the lawyer, “the telegram would not have come from that faraway point on the Pacific coast. There now remain five other places where Colonel Weatherby might be located. The chances are, however, that he is not in any of them.”


  Mary Louise was puzzled. It was altogether too bewildering for her comprehension.


  “Here are two strange words,” said she, eyeing the telegram she still held. “What does ‘hot’ mean, Mr. Conant?”


  “It means,” he replied, “that the government spies are again seeking Colonel Weatherby. The word ‘caution’ means that we must all take care not to let any information escape us that might lead to his arrest. Don’t talk to strangers, Mary Louise; don’t talk to anyone outside our family of your grandfather’s affairs, or even of your own affairs. The safety of Colonel Weatherby depends, to a great extent, on our all being silent and discreet.”


  CHAPTER XII A CHEERFUL COMRADE


  The more Mary Louise saw of Irene Macfarlane the more she learned to love her. No one could be miserable or despondent for long in the chair-girl’s society, because she was always so bright and cheery herself. One forgot to pity her or even to deplore her misfortunes while listening to her merry chatter and frank laughter, for she seemed to find genuine joy and merriment in the simplest incidents of the life about her.


  “God has been so good to me, Mary Louise!” she once exclaimed as they were sitting together in the garden. “He has given me sight, that I may revel in bookland and in the beauties of flowers and trees and shifting skies and the faces of my friends. He has given me the blessing of hearing, that I may enjoy the strains of sweet music and the songs of the birds and the voices of those I love. And I can scent the fragrance of the morning air, the perfume of the roses and—yes! even the beefsteak Aunt Hannah is frying for supper. The beefsteak tastes as good to me as it does to you. I can feel the softness of your cheek; I can sing melodies, in my own way, whenever my heart swells with joy. I can move about, by means of this wonderful chair, without the bother of walking. You don’t envy me, Mary Louise, because you enjoy almost equal blessings; but you must admit I have reason for being happy.”


  Irene read a good many books and magazines and through the daily papers kept well posted on the world’s affairs. Indeed, she was much better posted than Mary Louise, who, being more active, had less leisure to think and thus absorb the full meaning of all that came to her notice. Irene would play the piano for hours at a time, though obliged to lean forward in her chair to reach the keys, and her moods ran the gamut from severely classical themes to ragtime, seeming to enjoy all equally. She also sewed and mended with such consummate skill that Mary Louise, who was rather awkward with her needle, marveled at her talent.


  Nor was this the end of the chair-girl’s accomplishments, for Irene had a fancy for sketching and made numerous caricatures of those persons with whom she came in contact. These contained so much humor that Mary Louise was delighted with them—especially one of “Uncle Peter” toying with his watch fob and staring straight ahead of him with round, expressionless eyes.


  “Really, Irene, I believe you could paint,” she once said.


  “No,” answered her friend, “I would not be so wicked as to do that. All imitations of Nature seem to me a mock of God’s handiwork, which no mortal brush can hope to equal. I shall never be so audacious, I hope. But a photograph is a pure reflex of Nature, and my caricatures, which are merely bits of harmless fun, furnish us now and then a spark of humor to make us laugh, and laughter is good for the soul. I often laugh at my own sketches, as you know. Sometimes I laugh at their whimsical conception, before ever I put pencil to paper. Lots of caricatures I make secretly, laughing over and then destroying them for fear they might be seen and hurt the feelings of their innocent subjects. Why, Mary Louise, I drew your doleful face only yesterday, and it was so funny I shrieked with glee. You heard me and looked over at me with a smile that made the caricature lie, so I promptly tore it up. It had served its purpose, you see.”


  So many of these quaint notions filled the head of the crippled girl that Mary Louise’s wondering interest in her never flagged. It was easy to understand why Mrs. Conant had declared that Irene was the joy and life of the household, for it was impossible to remain morbid or blue in her presence.


  For this reason, as well as through the warm and sincere affection inspired by Irene, Mary Louise came by degrees to confide to her the entire story of the mystery that surrounded her grandfather and influenced the lives of her mother and herself. Of her personal anxieties and fears she told her new friend far more than she had ever confessed to anyone else and her disclosures were met by ready sympathy.


  “Phoo!” cried Irene. “This isn’t a real trouble; it will pass away. Everything passes away in time, Mary Louise, for life is a succession of changes—one thing after another. Remember the quotation: ‘Whate’er may be thy fate to-day, remember—this will pass away.’ I love that little saying and it has comforted me and given me courage many a time.”


  “Life will also pass away,” observed Mary Louise pessimistically.


  “To be sure. Isn’t that a glad prospect? To pass to a new life, to new adventures, planned for us by the wisdom of God, is the most glorious promise we mortals possess. In good time that joy will be ours, but now we must make the most of our present blessings. I take it, Mary Louise, that there is a purpose in everything—a Divine Purpose, you know—and that those who most patiently accept their trials will have the better future recompense. What’s a twisted ankle or a shriveled leg to do with happiness? Or even a persecuted grandfather? We’re made of better stuff, you and I, than to cry at such babyish bumps. My! what a lot of things we both have to be thankful for.”


  Somehow these conversations cheered Mary Louise considerably and her face soon lost its drawn, worried look and became almost as placid as in the days when she had Gran’pa Jim beside her and suspected no approaching calamity. Gran’pa Jim would surely have loved Irene, had he known her, because their ideas of life and duty were so similar.


  As it was now less than a month to the long summer vacation, Mary Louise did not enter the Dorfield High School but studied a little at home, so as not to get “rusty,” and passed most of her days in the society of Irene Macfarlane. It was a week or so after her arrival that Peter Conant said to her one evening:


  “I have now received ample funds for all your needs, Mary Louise, so I have sent to Miss Stearne to have your trunk and books forwarded.”


  “Oh; then you have heard from Gran’pa Jim?” she asked eagerly.


  “Yes.”


  “Where is he?”


  “I do not know,” chopping the words apart with emphasis. “The Colonel has been very liberal. I am to put twenty dollars in cash in your pocketbook and you are to come to me for any further sums you may require, which I am ordered to supply without question. I would have favored making you an allowance, had I been consulted, but the Colonel is—eh—eh—the Colonel is the Colonel.”


  “Didn’t Gran’pa Jim send me any letter, or—any information at all?” she asked wistfully.


  “Not a word.”


  “In my last letter, which you promised me to forward, I begged him to write me,” she said, with disappointment.


  Peter Conant made no reply. He merely stared at her. But afterward, when the two girls were alone, Irene said to her:


  “I do not think you should beg your grandfather to write you. A letter might be traced by his enemies, you know, and that would mean his undoing. He surely loves you and bears you in mind, for he has provided for your comfort in every possible way. Even your letters to him may be dangerous, although they reach him in such roundabout ways. If I were you, Mary Louise, I’d accept the situation as I found it and not demand more than your grandfather and your mother are able to give you.”


  This frank advice Mary Louise accepted in good part and through the influence of the chair-girl she gradually developed a more contented frame of mind.


  Irene was a persistent reader of books and one of Mary Louise’s self-imposed duties was to go to the public library and select such volumes as her friend was likely to be interested in. These covered a wide range of subjects, although historical works and tales of the age of chivalry seemed to appeal to Irene more than any others. Sometimes she would read aloud, in her sweet, sympathetic voice, to Mary Louise and Mrs. Conant, and under these conditions they frequently found themselves interested in books which, if read by themselves, they would be sure to find intolerably dry and uninteresting. The crippled girl had a way of giving more than she received and, instead of demanding attention, would often entertain the sound-limbed ones of her immediate circle.


  CHAPTER XIII BUB SUCCUMBS TO FORCE


  One day Peter Conant abruptly left his office, came home and packed his grip and then hurried down town and caught the five o’clock train for New York. He was glum and uncommunicative, as usual, merely telling Aunt Hannah that business called him away and he did not know when he would be back.


  A week later Peter appeared at the family breakfast table, having arrived on the early morning express, and he seemed in a more gracious mood than usual. Indeed, he was really talkative.


  “I met Will Morrison in New York, Hannah,” he said to his wife. “He was just sailing for London with his family and will remain abroad all summer. He wanted us to occupy his mountain place, Hillcrest Lodge, during July and August, and although I told him we couldn’t use the place he insisted on my taking an order on his man to turn the shack over to us.”


  “The shack!” cried Aunt Hannah indignantly.


  “Why, Peter, Hillcrest Lodge is a little palace. It is the cosiest, most delightful place I have ever visited. Why shouldn’t we accept Will Morrison’s proposition to occupy it?”


  “I can’t leave my business.”


  “You could run up every Friday afternoon, taking the train to Millbank and the stage to Hillcrest, and stay with us till Monday morning.”


  He stared at her reflectively.


  “Would you be safe in that out-of-the-way place?” he asked.


  “Of course. Didn’t you say Will had a man for caretaker? And only a few scattered cottages are located near by, so we shall be quite by ourselves and wholly unmolested. I mean to go, and take the girls. The change will do us all good, so you may as well begin to make arrangements for the trip.”


  Peter Conant stared awhile and then resumed his breakfast without comment. Mary Louise thought she saw a smile flicker over his stolid features for a moment, but could not be positive. Aunt Hannah had spoken in a practical, matter-of-fact way that did not admit of argument.


  “Let me see,” she resumed; “we will plan to leave on Thursday morning, over the branch road, which will get us to Millbank by noon. If you telegraph the stage-driver to meet us we can reach Hillcrest Lodge by three o’clock—perhaps earlier—and that will enable us to get settled before dark. That is far better than taking the afternoon train. Will you make the proper arrangements, Peter?”


  “Yes,” he briefly replied.


  As he was leaving the house after breakfast he fixed his stare on Irene and said to her:


  “In New York I ran across a lot of secondhand books at an auction sale—old novels and romances which you will probably like. I bought the lot and shipped them home. If they arrive in time you can take them to Hillcrest and they will keep you reading all summer.”


  “Oh, thank you, Uncle Peter!” exclaimed the chair-girl gratefully.


  “Have you any—any—news of Gran’pa Jim?” asked Mary Louise diffidently.


  “No,” he said and walked away.


  During the few days that remained before their exodus they were busy preparing for the anticipated vacation. Summer gowns had to be looked over and such things gathered together as might be useful during their two months’ stay at Hillcrest.


  “Of course no one will see us,” remarked Aunt Hannah; “it’s really the jumping-off place of the world; but Will Morrison has made it as cosy as possible and we three, with just Peter at the week-ends, can amuse one another without getting lonely. Peter will fish in the mountain streams, of course, and that’s the reason he is allowing us to go. We’ve visited the Morrisons two or three times at the Lodge and Peter has fished for trout every minute he was there.”


  “Who are the Morrisons?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Will Morrison is a rich banker and his wife Sallie was an old schoolmate of mine. The Lodge is only a little resort of theirs, you know, for in the city they live in grand style. I know you girls will enjoy the place, for the scenery is delightful and the clear mountain air mighty invigorating.”


  All girls delight in change of location and although Irene was a little worried over the difficulties of getting to Hillcrest Lodge in her crippled condition, she was as eager to go as was Mary Louise. And she made the trip more comfortably than she had feared.


  At Millbank the stage-driver fixed a comfortable seat for her in his carryall and loaded the boxes and baggage and the wheeled chair and the box of books—which had arrived from New York—on the railed top of his bus, and then they drove away through a rough but picturesque country that drew from the girls many exclamations of delight.


  Presently they came to a small group of dwellings called the “Huddle,” which lay at the foot of the mountain. Then up a winding path the four horses labored patiently, halting often to rest and get their breaths. At such times the passengers gloried in the superb views of the valley and its farms and were never impatient to proceed. They passed one or two modest villas, for this splendid location had long ago been discovered by a few others besides Will Morrison who loved to come here for their vacations and so escape the maddening crowds of the cities.


  Aunt Hannah had planned the trip with remarkable accuracy, for at about three o’clock the lumbering stage stopped at a pretty chalet half hidden among the tall pines and overlooking a steep bluff. Here the baggage and boxes were speedily unloaded.


  “I gotta git back ter meet the aft’noon train,” said Bill Coombs, their driver. “They won’t be any more passingers in this direction, tain’t likely, ‘cause the houses ‘roun’ here is mighty scattered an’ no one’s expectin’ nobody, as I know of. But in the other direction from Millbank—Sodd Corners way—I may catch a load, if I’m lucky.”


  So back he drove, leaving the Conants’ traps by the roadside, and Peter began looking around for Morrison’s man. The doors of the house were fast locked, front and rear. There was no one in the barn or the shed-like garage, where a rusty looking automobile stood. Peter looked around the grounds in vain. Then he whistled. Afterward he began bawling out “Hi, there!” in a voice that echoed lonesomely throughout the mountain side.


  And, at last, when they were all beginning to despair, a boy came slouching around a corner of the house, from whence no one could guess. He was whittling a stick and he continued to whittle while he stared at the unexpected arrivals and slowly advanced. When about fifteen paces away he halted, with feet planted well apart, and bent his gaze sturdily on his stick and knife. He was barefooted, dressed in faded blue-jeans overalls and a rusty gingham shirt—the two united by a strap over one shoulder—and his head was covered by a broad Scotch golf cap much too big for him and considerably too warm for the season.


  “Come here!” commanded Mr. Conant.


  The boy did not move, therefore the lawyer advanced angrily toward him.


  “Why didn’t you obey me?” he asked.


  “They’s gals there. I hates gals,” said the boy in a confidential tone. “Any sort o’ men critters I kin stand, but gals gits my goat.”


  “Who are you?” inquired Mr. Conant.


  “Me? I’m jus’ Bub.”


  “Where is Mr. Morrison’s man?”


  “Meanin’ Talbot? Gone up to Mark’s Peak, to guide a gang o’ hunters f’m the city.”


  “When did he go?” asked the lawyer.


  “I guess a Tuesday. No—a Wednesday.”


  “And when will he be back?”


  The boy whittled, abstractedly.


  “Answer me!”


  “How kin I? D’ye know where Mark’s Peak is?”


  “No.”


  “It takes a week ter git thar; they’ll likely hunt two er three weeks; mebbe more; ye kin tell that as well as I kin. Mister Will’s gone ter You-rupp with Miss’ Morrison, so Talbot he won’t be in no hurry ter come back.”


  “Great Caesar! Here’s a pretty mess. Are you Talbot’s boy?”


  “Nope. I’m a Grigger, an’ live over in the holler, yonder.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Earnin’ two bits a week.”


  “How?”


  “Lookin’ after the place.”


  “Very well. Mr. Morrison has given us permission to use the Lodge while he is away, so unlock the doors and help get the baggage in.”


  The boy notched the stick with his knife, using great care.


  “Talbot didn’t say nuth’n’ ‘bout that,” he remarked composedly.


  Mr. Conant uttered an impatient ejaculation. It was one of his peculiarities to give a bark similar to that of a dog when greatly annoyed. After staring at the boy a while he took out Will Morrison’s letter to Talbot, opened it and held it before Bub’s face.


  “Read that!” he cried.


  Bub grinned and shook his head.


  “I kain’t read,” he said.


  Mr. Conant, in a loud and severe voice, read Mr. Morrison’s instruction to his man Talbot to do everything in his power to make the Conants comfortable and to serve them as faithfully as he did his own master. The boy listened, whittling slowly. Then he said:


  “Mebbe that’s all right; an’ ag’in, mebbe tain’t. Seein’ as I kain’t read I ain’t goin’ ter take no one’s word fer it.”


  “You insolent brat!” exclaimed Peter Conant, highly incensed. Then he turned and called: “Come here, Mary Louise.”


  Mary Louise promptly advanced and with every step she made the boy retreated a like distance, until the lawyer seized his arm and held it in a firm grip.


  “What do you mean by running away?” he demanded.


  “I hates gals,” retorted Bub sullenly.


  “Don’t be a fool. Come here, Mary Louise, and read this letter to the boy, word for word.”


  Mary Louise, marking the boy’s bashfulness and trying to restrain a smile, read Mr. Morrison’s letter.


  “You see,” said the lawyer sharply, giving Bub a little shake, “those are the exact words of the letter. We’re going to enter the Lodge and take possession of it, as Mr. Morrison has told us to do, and if you don’t obey my orders I shall give you a good flogging. Do you understand that?”


  Bub nodded, more cheerfully.


  “If ye do it by force,” said he, “that lets me out. Nobody kin blame me if I’m forced.”


  Mary Louise laughed so heartily that the boy cast an upward, half-approving glance at her face. Even Mr. Conant’s stern visage relaxed.


  “See here, Bub,” he said, “obey my orders and no harm can come to you. This letter is genuine and if you serve us faithfully while we are here I’ll—I’ll give you four bits a week.”


  “Heh? Four bits!”


  “Exactly. Four bits every week.”


  “Gee, that’ll make six bits a week, with the two Talbot’s goin’ ter give me. I’m hanged ef I don’t buy a sweater fer next winter, afore the cold weather comes!”


  “Very good,” said Mr. Conant. “Now get busy and let us in.”


  Bub deliberately closed the knife and put it in his pocket, tossing away the stick.


  “Gals,” he remarked, with another half glance at Mary Louise, “ain’t ter my likin’; but four bits—”


  He turned and walked away to where a wild rosebush clambered over one corner of the Lodge. Pushing away the thick, thorny branches with care, he thrust in his hand and drew out a bunch of keys.


  “If it’s jus’ the same t’ you, sir, I’d ruther ye’d snatch ‘em from my hand,” he suggested. “Then, if I’m blamed, I kin prove a alibi.”


  Mr. Conant was so irritated that he literally obeyed the boy’s request and snatched the keys. Then he led the way to the front door.


  “It’s that thin, brass one,” Bub hinted.


  Mr. Conant opened the front door. The place was apparently in perfect order.


  “Go and get Hannah and Irene, please,” said Peter to Mary Louise, and soon they had all taken possession of the cosy Lodge, had opened the windows and aired it and selected their various bedrooms.


  “It is simply delightful!” exclaimed Irene, who was again seated in her wheeled chair, “and, if Uncle Peter will build a little runway from the porch to the ground, as he did at home, I shall be able to go and come as I please.”


  Meantime Aunt Hannah—as even Mary Louise now called Mrs. Conant—ransacked the kitchen and cupboards to discover what supplies were in the house. There was a huge stock of canned goods, which Will Morrison had begged them to use freely, and the Conants had brought a big box of other groceries with them, which was speedily unpacked.


  While the others were thus engaged in settling and arranging the house, Irene wheeled her chair to the porch, on the steps of which sat Bub, again whittling. He had shown much interest in the crippled girl, whose misfortune seemed instantly to dispel his aversion for her sex, at least so far as she was concerned. He was not reluctant even to look at her face and he watched with astonishment the ease with which she managed her chair. Having overheard, although at a distance, most of the boy’s former conversation with Uncle Peter, Irene now began questioning him.


  “Have you been eating and sleeping here?”


  “Of course,” answered Bub.


  “In the Lodge?”


  “No; over in Talbot’s house. That’s over the ridge, yonder; it’s only a step, but ye kain’t see it f’m here. My home’s in the South Holler, four mile away.”


  “Do you cook your own meals?”


  “Nobudy else ter do it.”


  “And don’t you get dreadfully lonesome at night?”


  “Who? Me? Guess not. What the Sam Hill is they to be lonesome over?”


  “There are no near neighbors, are there?”


  “Plenty. The Barker house is two mile one way an’ the Bigbee house is jus’ half a mile down the slope; guess ye passed it, comin’ up; but they ain’t no one in the Bigbee house jus’ now, ‘cause Bigbee got shot on the mount’n las’ year, a deer hunt’n’, an’ Bigbee’s wife’s married another man what says he’s delicate like an’ can’t leave the city. But neighbors is plenty. Six mile along the canyon lives Doolittle.”


  Irene was delighted with Bub’s quaint language and ways and before Mrs. Conant called her family to the simple improvised dinner the chair-girl had won the boy’s heart and already they were firm friends.


  CHAPTER XIV A CALL FROM AGATHA LORD


  Hillcrest Lodge was perched upon a broad shelf of the wooded mountain, considerably nearer to the bottom than to the top, yet a stiff climb from the plain below. Behind it was a steep cliff; in front there was a gradual descent covered with scrub but affording a splendid view of the lowlands. At one side was the rocky canyon with its brook struggling among the boulders, and on the other side the roadway that wound up the mountain in zigzag fashion, selecting the course of least resistance.


  Will Morrison was doubtless a mighty hunter and an expert fisherman, for the “den” at the rear of the Lodge was a regular museum of trophies of the chase. Stag and doe heads, enormous trout mounted on boards, antlers of wild mountain sheep, rods, guns, revolvers and hunting-knives fairly lined the wails, while a cabinet contained reels, books of flies, cartridge belts, creels and many similar articles. On the floor were rugs of bear, deer and beaver. A shelf was filled with books on sporting subjects. There was a glass door that led onto a little porch at the rear of the Lodge and a big window that faced the cliff.


  This sanctum of the owner rather awed the girls when first they examined it, but they found it the most fascinating place in all the house and Irene was delighted to be awarded the bedroom that adjoined it. The other bedrooms were on the upper floor.


  “However,” said Mr. Conant to Irene, “I shall reserve the privilege of smoking my evening pipe in this den, for here is a student lamp, a low table and the easiest chairs in all the place. If you keep your bedroom door shut you won’t mind the fumes of tobacco.”


  “I don’t mind them anyhow, Uncle Peter,” she replied.


  Bub Grigger helped get in the trunks and boxes. He also filled the woodbox in the big living room and carried water from the brook for Aunt Hannah, but otherwise he was of little use to them. His favorite occupation was whittling and he would sit for hours on one of the broad benches overlooking the valley, aimlessly cutting chips from a stick without forming it into any object whatsoever.


  “I suppose all this time he is deeply thinking,” said Mary Louise as the girls sat on the porch watching him, the day after their arrival, “but it would be interesting to know what direction Bub’s thoughts take.”


  “He must be figuring up his earnings and deciding how long it will take to buy that winter sweater,” laughed Irene. “I’ve had a bit of conversation with the boy already and his ideas struck me as rather crude and undeveloped.”


  “One idea, however, is firmly fixed in his mind,” declared Mary Louise. “He ‘hates gals.’”


  “We must try to dispel that notion. Perhaps he has a big sister at home who pounds him, and therefore he believes all girls are alike.”


  “Then let us go to him and make friends,” suggested Mary Louise. “If we are gentle with the boy we may win him over.”


  Mr. Conant had already made a runway for the chair, so they left the porch and approached Bub, who saw them coming and slipped into the scrub, where he speedily disappeared from view. At other times, also, he shyly avoided the girls, until they began to fear it would be more difficult to “make friends” than they had supposed.


  Monday morning Mr. Conant went down the mountain road, valise in hand, and met Bill Coombs the stage-driver at the foot of the descent, having made this arrangement to save time and expense. Peter had passed most of his two days’ vacation in fishing and had been so successful that he promised Aunt Hannah he would surely return the following Friday. He had instructed Bub to “take good care of the womenfolks” during his absence, but no thought of danger occurred to any of them. The Morrisons had occupied the Lodge for years and had never been molested in any way. It was a somewhat isolated place but the country people in the neighborhood were thoroughly honest and trustworthy.


  “There isn’t much for us to do here,” said Mary Louise when the three were left alone, “except to read, to eat and to sleep—lazy occupations all. I climbed the mountain a little way yesterday, but the view from the Lodge is the best of all and if you leave the road you tear your dress to shreds in the scrub.”


  “Well, to read, to eat and to sleep is the very best way to enjoy a vacation,” asserted Aunt Hannah. “Let us all take it easy and have a good time.”


  Irene’s box of books which Mr. Conant had purchased for her in New York had been placed in the den, where she could select the volumes as she chose, and the chair-girl found the titles so alluring that she promised herself many hours of enjoyment while delving among them. They were all old and secondhand—perhaps fourth-hand or fifth-hand—as the lawyer had stated, and the covers were many of them worn to tatters; but “books is books,” said Irene cheerily, and she believed they would not prove the less interesting in contents because of their condition. Mostly they were old romances, historical essays and novels, with a sprinkling of fairy tales and books of verse—just the subjects Irene most loved.


  “Being exiles, if not regular hermits,” observed the crippled girl, sunning herself on the small porch outside the den, book in hand, “we may loaf and dream to our hearts’ content, and without danger of reproach.”


  But not for long were they to remain wholly secluded. On Thursday afternoon they were surprised by a visitor, who suddenly appeared from among the trees that lined the roadway and approached the two girls who were occupying a bench at the edge of the bluff.


  The new arrival was a lady of singularly striking appearance, beautiful and in the full flush of womanhood, being perhaps thirty years of age. She wore a smart walking-suit that fitted her rounded form perfectly, and a small hat with a single feather was jauntily perched upon her well-set head. Hair and eyes, almost black, contrasted finely with the bloom on her cheeks. In her ungloved hand she held a small walking-stick.


  Advancing with grace and perfect self-possession, she smiled and nodded to the two young girls and then, as Mary Louise rose to greet her, she said:


  “I am your nearest neighbor, and so I have climbed up here to get acquainted. I am Agatha Lord, but of course you do not know me, because I came from Boston, whereas you came from—from—”


  “Dorfield,” said Mary Louise. “Pray be seated. Let me present Irene Macfarlane; and I am Mary Louise Burrows. You are welcome, Miss Lord—or should I say Mrs. Lord?”


  “Miss is correct,” replied their visitor with a pleasant laugh, which brought an answering smile to the other faces; “but you must not address me except as ‘Agatha.’ For here in the wilderness formalities seem ridiculous. Now let us have a cosy chat together.”


  “Won’t you come into the Lodge and meet Mrs. Conant?”


  “Not just yet. You may imagine how that climb winded me, although they say it is only half a mile. I’ve taken the Bigbee house, just below you, you know, and I arrived there last night to get a good rest after a rather strenuous social career at home. Ever since Easter I’ve been on the ‘go’ every minute and I’m really worn to a frazzle.”


  She did not look it, thought Mary Louise. Indeed, she seemed the very picture of health.


  “Ah,” said she, fixing her eyes on Irene’s book, “you are very fortunate. The one thing I forgot to bring with me was a supply of books, and there is not a volume—not even a prayer-book—in the Bigbee house. I shall go mad in these solitudes if I cannot read.”


  “You may use my library,” promised Irene, sympathizing with Miss Lord’s desire. “Uncle Peter brought a great box of books for me to read and you are welcome to share their delights with me, I believe there are fifty of them, at the least; but many were published ages ago and perhaps,” with a glance at the dainty hands, “you won’t care to handle secondhand books.”


  “This ozonic air will fumigate them,” said Agatha Lord carelessly. “We don’t absorb bindings, Irene, but merely the thoughts of the authors. Books are the one banquet-table whereat we may feast without destroying the delicacy or flavor of the dishes presented. As long as the pages hold together and the type is legible a book is as good as when new.”


  “I like pretty bindings, though,” declared Irene, “for they dress pretty thoughts in fitting attire. An ill-looking book, whatever its contents, resembles the ugly girl whose only redeeming feature is her good heart. To be beautiful without and within must have been the desire of God in all things.”


  Agatha gave her a quick look of comprehension. There was an unconsciously wistful tone in the girl’s voice. Her face, though pallid, was lovely to view; her dress was dainty and arranged with care; she earnestly sought to be as beautiful “without and within” as was possible, yet the twisted limbs forbade her attaining the perfection she craved.


  They sat together for an hour in desultory conversation and Agatha Lord certainly interested the two younger girls very much. She was decidedly worldly in much of her gossip but quick to perceive when she infringed the susceptibilities of her less sophisticated companions and was able to turn the subject cleverly to more agreeable channels.


  “I’ve brought my automobile with me,” she said, “and, unless you have a car of your own, we will take some rides through the valley together. I mean to drive to Millbank every day for mail.”


  “There’s a car here, which belongs to Mr. Morrison,” replied Mary Louise, “but as none of us understands driving it we will gladly accept your invitations to ride. Do you drive your own car?”


  “Yes, indeed; that is the joy of motoring; and I care for my car, too, because the hired chauffeurs are so stupid. I didn’t wish the bother of servants while taking my ‘rest cure,’ and so my maid and I are all alone at the Bigbee place.”


  After a time they went into the house, where Miss Lord was presented to Aunt Hannah, who welcomed their neighbor with her accustomed cordiality. In the den Agatha pounced upon the books and quickly selected two which she begged permission to take home with her.


  “This is really a well selected collection,” she remarked, eyeing the titles critically. “Where did Mr. Conant find it?”


  “At an auction of secondhand junk in New York,” explained Irene. “Uncle Peter knows that I love the old-fashioned books best but I’m sure he didn’t realize what a good collection this is.”


  As she spoke, Irene was listlessly running through the leaves of two or three volumes she had not before examined, when in one of them her eye was caught by a yellowed sheet of correspondence paper, tucked among the pages at about midway between the covers. Without removing the sheet she leaned over to examine the fine characters written upon it and presently exclaimed in wondering tones:


  “Why, Mary Louise! Here is an old letter about your mother—yes, and here’s something about your grandfather, too. How strange that it should be—”


  “Let me see it!” cried Mary Louise, eagerly stretching out her hands.


  But over her friend’s shoulder Irene caught the expression of Agatha Lord—tense, startled, with a gleam of triumph in the dark eyes. It frightened her, that look on the face of one she had deemed a stranger, and it warned her. She closed the book with a little slam of decision and tucked it beside her in her chair.


  “No,” she said positively, “no one shall see the letter until I’ve had time to read it myself.”


  “But what was it about?” asked Mary Louise.


  “I don’t know, yet; and you’re not to ask questions until I do know,” retorted Irene, calmly returning Miss Lord’s curious gaze while addressing Mary Louise. “These are my books, you must admit, and so whatever I find in them belongs to me.”


  “Quite right, my dear,” approved Agatha Lord, with her light, easy laugh. She knew that Irene had surprised her unguarded expression and wished to counteract the impression it had caused.


  Irene returned the laugh with one equally insincere, saying to her guest:


  “Help yourself to whatever books you like, neighbor. Carry them home, read them and return them at your convenience.”


  “You are exceedingly kind,” answered Agatha and resumed her examination of the titles. Mary Louise had not observed the telltale expression on Miss Lord’s face but she was shrewd enough to detect an undercurrent of ice in the polite phrases passing between her companions. She was consumed with curiosity to know more of the letter which Irene had found in the book but did not again refer to it in the presence of their visitor.


  It was not long before Agatha rose to go, a couple of books tucked beneath her arm.


  “Will you ride with me to Millbank tomorrow?” she asked, glancing from one face to another.


  Mary Louise looked at Irene and Irene hesitated.


  “I am not very comfortable without my chair,” she said.


  “You shall have the rear seat all to yourself, and it is big and broad and comfortable. Mary Louise will ride with me in front. I can easily drive the car up here and load you in at this very porch. Please come!”


  “Very well, since you are so kind,” Irene decided, and after a few more kindly remarks the beautiful Miss Lord left them and walked with graceful, swinging stride down the path to the road and down the road toward the Bigbee house.


  CHAPTER XV BUB’S HOBBY


  When their visitor had departed Mary Louise turned to her friend.


  “Now, Irene, tell me about that queer letter,” she begged.


  “Not yet, dear. I’m sure it isn’t important, though it’s curious to find such an old letter tucked away in a book Uncle Peter bought at an auction in New York—a letter that refers to your own people, in days long gone by. In fact, Mary Louise, it was written so long ago that it cannot possibly interest us except as proof of the saying that the world’s a mighty small place. When I have nothing else to do I mean to read that old epistle from start to finish; then, if it contains anything you’d care to see, I’ll let you have a look at it.”


  With this promise Mary Louise was forced to be content, for she did not wish to annoy Irene by further pleadings. It really seemed, on reflection, that the letter could be of little consequence to anyone. So she put it out of mind, especially as just now they spied Bub sitting on the bench and whittling as industriously as ever.


  “Let me go to him first,” suggested Irene, with a mischievous smile. “He doesn’t seem at all afraid of me, for some reason, and after I’ve led him into conversation you can join us.”


  So she wheeled her chair over to where the boy sat. He glanced toward her as she approached the bench but made no movement to flee.


  “We’ve had a visitor,” said the girl, confidentially; “a lady who has taken the Bigbee house for the summer.”


  Bub nodded, still whittling.


  “I know; I seen her drive her car up the grade on high,” he remarked, feeling the edge of his knife-blade reflectively. “Seems like a real sport—fer a gal—don’t she?”


  “She isn’t a girl; she’s a grown woman.”


  “To me,” said Bub, “ev’rything in skirts is gals. The older they gits, the more ornery, to my mind. Never seen a gal yit what’s wuth havin’ ‘round.”


  “Some day,” said Irene with a smile, “you may change your mind about girls.”


  “An’ ag’in,” said Bub, “I mayn’t. Dad says he were soft in the head when he took up with marm, an’ Talbot owned a wife once what tried ter pizen him; so he giv ‘er the shake an’ come here to live in peace; but Dad’s so used to scoldin’s thet he can’t sleep sound in the open any more onless he lays down beside the brook where it’s noisiest. Then it reminds him o’ marm an’ he feels like he’s to home. Gals think they got the men scared, an’ sometimes they guess right. Even Miss’ Morrison makes Will toe the mark, an’ Miss’ Morrison ain’t no slouch, fer a gal.”


  This somewhat voluble screed was delivered slowly, interspersed with periods of aimless whittling, and when Irene had patiently heard it through she decided it wise to change the subject.


  “Tomorrow we are going to ride in Miss Lord’s automobile,” she remarked.


  Bub grunted.


  “She says she can easily run it up to our door. Do you believe that!”


  “Why not?” he inquired. “Don’t Will Morrison have a car? It’s over there in the shed now.”


  “Could it be used?” quietly asked Mary Louise, who had now strolled up behind the bench unperceived.


  Bub turned a scowling face to her, but she was looking out across the bluff. And she had broached a subject in which the boy was intensely interested.


  “Thet thar car in there is a reg’lar hummer,” he asserted, waving the knife in one hand and the stick in the other by way of emphasis. “Tain’t much fer looks, ye know, but looks cuts no figger with machinery, s’long’s it’s well greased. On a hill, thet car’s a cat; on a level stretch, she’s a jack-rabbit. I’ve seen Will Morrison take ‘er ter Millbank an’ back in a hour—jus’ one lonesome hour!”


  “That must have been in its good days,” observed Mary Louise. “The thing hasn’t any tires on it now.”


  “Will takes the tires off ev’ry year, when he goes away, an’ puts ‘em in the cellar,” explained Bub. “They’s seven good tires down cellar now; I counted ‘em the day afore ye come here.”


  “In that case,” said Mary Louise, “if any of us knew how to drive we could use the car.”


  “Drive?” said Bub scornfully. “That’s nuth’n’.”


  “Oh. Do you know how?”


  “Me? I kin drive any car thet’s on wheels. Two years ago, afore Talbot come, I used ter drive Will Morrison over t’ Millbank ev’ry week t’ catch the train; an’ brung the car home ag’in; an’ went fer Will when he come back.”


  “You must have been very young, two years ago,” said Irene.


  “Shucks. I’m goin’ on fifteen this very minnit. When I were ‘leven I druv the Higgins car fer ‘em an’ never hit the ditch once. Young! Wha’d’ye think I am—a kid?”


  So indignant had he become that he suddenly rose and slouched away, nor could they persuade him to return.


  “We’re going to have a lot of fun with that boy, once we learn how to handle him,” predicted Irene, when the two girls had enjoyed a good laugh at Bub’s expense. “He seems a queer mixture of simplicity and shrewdness.”


  The next day Agatha Lord appeared in her big touring car and after lifting Irene in and making her quite comfortable on the back seat they rolled gayly away to Millbank, where they had lunch at the primitive restaurant, visited the postoffice in the grocery store and amused themselves until the train came in and brought Peter Conant, who was loaded down with various parcels of merchandise Aunt Hannah had ordered.


  The lawyer was greatly pleased to find a car waiting to carry him to the Lodge and after being introduced to Miss Lord, whose loveliness he could not fail to admire, he rode back with her in the front seat and left Mary Louise to sit inside with Irene and the packages. Bill Coombs didn’t approve of this method of ruining his stage business and scowled at the glittering auto as it sped away across the plain to the mountain.


  On this day Miss Lord proved an exceedingly agreeable companion to them all, even Irene forgetting for the time the strange expression she had surprised on Agatha’s face at the time she found the letter. Mary Louise seemed to have quite forgotten that letter, for she did not again refer to it; but Irene, who had studied it closely in the seclusion of her own room that very night, had it rather persistently in mind and her eyes took on an added expression of grave and gentle commiseration whenever she looked at Mary Louise’s unconscious face.


  “It is much more fun,” observed Peter Conant at breakfast the nest morning, “to ride to and from the station in a motor car than to patronize Bill Coombs’ rickety, slow-going omnibus. But I can’t expect our fair neighbor to run a stage line for my express accommodation.”


  “Will Morrison’s motor car is here in the shed,” said Mary Louise, and then she told of their conversation with Bub concerning it. “He says he has driven a car ever since he was eleven years old,” she added.


  “I wondered what that boy was good for,” asserted the lawyer, “yet the very last thing I would have accused him of is being a chauffeur.”


  “Why don’t you put on the tires and use the car?” asked Aunt Hannah.


  “H-m. Morrison didn’t mention the car to me. I suppose he forgot it. But I’m sure he’d be glad to have us use it. I’ll talk with the boy.”


  Bub was found near the Talbot cottage in the gully. When Mr. Conant and Mary Louise approached him, soon after finishing their breakfast, he was—as usual—diligently whittling.


  “They tell me you understand running Mr. Morrison’s car,” began the lawyer.


  Bub raised his eyes a moment to the speaker’s face but deemed an answer unnecessary.


  “Is that true?” with an impatient inflection.


  “Kin run any car,” said Bub.


  “Very well. Show me where the tires are and we will put them on. I want you to drive me to and from Millbank, hereafter.”


  Bub retained his seat and whittled.


  “Hev ye got a order from Will Morrison, in writin’?” he demanded.


  “No, but he will be glad to have me use the machine. He said everything at the Lodge was at my disposal.”


  “Cars,” said Bub, “ain’t like other things. A feller’ll lend his huntin’-dog, er his knife, er his overcoat; but he’s all-fired shy o’ lendin’ his car. Ef I runned it for ye, Will might blame me.”


  Mr. Conant fixed his dull stare on the boy’s face, but Bub went on whittling. However, in the boy’s inmost heart was a keen desire to run that motor car, as had been proposed. So he casually remarked:


  “Ef ye forced me, ye know, I’d jus’ hev to do it. Even Will couldn’t blame me ef I were forced.”


  Mr. Conant was so exasperated that the hint was enough. He seized the boy’s collar, lifted him off the stump and kicked him repeatedly as he propelled his victim toward the house.


  “Oh, Uncle Peter!” cried Mary Louise, distressed; but Peter was obdurate and Bub never whimpered. He even managed to close his knife, between kicks, and slip it into his trousers pocket.


  When they came to the garage the lawyer halted, more winded than Bub, and demanded sharply:


  “What is needed to put the car in shape to run?”


  “Tires, gas’line, oil ‘n’ water.”


  “The tires are in the cellar, you say? Get them out or I’ll skin you alive.”


  Bub nodded, grinning.


  “Forcin’ of me, afore a witness, lets me out,” he remarked, cheerfully, and straightway went for the tires.


  Irene wheeled herself out and joined Uncle Peter and Mary Louise in watching the boy attach the tires, which were on demountable rims and soon put in place. All were surprised at Bub’s sudden exhibition of energy and his deft movements, for he worked with the assurance of a skilled mechanic.


  “Now, we need gasoline,” said Mr. Conant. “I must order that from Millbank, I suppose.”


  “Onless ye want to rob Will Morrison’s tank,” agreed Bub.


  “Oh; has he a tank of gasoline here?”


  Bub nodded.


  “A undergroun’ steel tank. I dunno how much gas is in it, but ef ye forced me I’d hev to measure it.”


  Peter picked up a stick and shook it threateningly, whereat Bub smiled and walked to the rear of the garage where an iron plug appeared just above the surface of the ground. This he unscrewed with a wrench, thrust in a rod and drew it out again.


  “‘Bout forty gallon,” he announced. “Thet’s ‘nough fer a starter, I guess.”


  “Then put some of it into the machine. Is there any oil?”


  “Plenty oil.”


  Half an hour later Bub started the engine and rolled the car slowly out of its shed to the graveled drive in the back yard.


  “All right, mister,” he announced with satisfaction. “I dunno what Will’ll say to this, but I kin prove I were forced. Want to take a ride now?”


  “No,” replied Mr. Conant, “I merely wanted to get the car in shape. You are to take me to the station on Monday morning. Under the circumstances we will not use Morrison’s car for pleasure rides, but only for convenience in getting from here to the trains and back. He surely cannot object to that.”


  Bub seemed disappointed by this decision. He ran the car around the yard two or three times, testing its condition, and then returned it to its shed. Mr. Conant got his rod and reel and departed on a fishing excursion.


  CHAPTER XVI THE STOLEN BOOK


  Miss Lord came up to the Lodge that Saturday forenoon and proved so agreeable to Aunt Hannah and the girls that she was invited to stay to lunch. Mr. Conant was not present, for he had put a couple of sandwiches in his pocket and would not return home until dinner-time.


  After luncheon they were all seated together on the benches at the edge of the bluff, which had become their favorite resort because the view was so wonderful. Mary Louise was doing a bit of fancy work, Irene was reading and Aunt Hannah, as she mended stockings, conversed in a desultory way with her guest.


  “If you don’t mind,” said Agatha, after a time, “I’ll run in and get me a book. This seems the place and the hour for dreaming, rather than gossip, and as we are all in a dreamy mood a good old-fashioned romance seems to me quite fitting for the occasion.”


  Taking permission for granted, she rose and sauntered toward the house. There was a serious and questioning look in Irene’s eyes as they followed the graceful form of Miss Lord, but Mary Louise and Aunt Hannah paid no heed to their visitor’s going in to select a book, it seemed so natural a thing for her to do.


  It was fully fifteen minutes before Agatha returned, book in hand. Irene glanced at the title and gave a sigh of relief. Without comment their guest resumed her seat and soon appeared to be immersed in her volume. Gradually the sun crossed the mountain and cast a black shadow over the plain below, a shadow which lengthened and advanced inch by inch until it shrouded the landscape spread beneath them.


  “That is my sun-dial,” remarked Mary Louise, dropping her needlework to watch the shifting scene. “When the shadow passes the Huddle, it’s four o’clock; by the time it reaches that group of oaks, it is four-thirty; at five o’clock it touches the creek, and then I know it’s time to help Aunt Hannah with the dinner.”


  Agatha laughed.


  “Is it really so late?” she asked. “I see the shadow has nearly reached the brook.”


  “Oh! I didn’t mean—”


  “Of course not; but it’s time I ran home, just the same. My maid Susan is a perfect tyrant and scolds me dreadfully if I’m late. May I take this book home, Irene? I’ll return the others I have borrowed tomorrow.”


  “To be sure,” answered Irene. “I’m rich in books, you know.”


  When Miss Lord went away the party broke up, for Aunt Hannah was already thinking of dinner and Mary Louise wanted to make one of Uncle Peter’s favorite desserts. So Irene wheeled her chair into the house and entering the den began a sharp inspection of the place, having in mind exactly the way it had looked when last she left it. But presently she breathed a sigh of relief and went into her own room, for the den had not been disturbed. She wheeled herself to a small table in a corner of her chamber and one glance confirmed her suspicions.


  For half an hour she sat quietly thinking, considering many things that might prove very important in the near future. The chair-girl knew little of life save what she had gleaned from books, but in some ways that was quite equal to personal experiences. At dinner she asked:


  “Did you take a book from my room to-day, Mary Louise?”


  “No,” was the reply; “I have not been in your room since yesterday.”


  “Nor you, Aunt Hannah?”


  “No, my dear. What book is missing?”


  “It was entitled ‘The Siberian Exile.’”


  “Good gracious!” exclaimed Mary Louise. “Wasn’t that the book you found the letter in?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you say it is missing?”


  “It has mysteriously disappeared.”


  “Nonsense,” said Uncle Peter, who had returned with a fine string of trout. “No one would care to steal an old book, and the thing hasn’t legs, you know.”


  “Nevertheless,” said Irene gravely, “it is gone.”


  “And the letter with it!” added Mary Louise regretfully. “You ought to have let me read it while I could, Irene.”


  “What letter are you talking about?” asked the lawyer.


  “It is nothing important, Uncle Peter,” Irene assured him. “The loss of the book does not worry me at all.”


  Nor did it, for she knew the letter was not in it. And, to avoid further questioning on the part of Mr. Conant, she managed to turn the conversation to less dangerous subjects.


  CHAPTER XVII THE HIRED GIRL


  Mr. Conant had just put on a comfortable smoking-jacket and slippers and seated himself in the den, pipe in mouth, when the old-fashioned knocker on the front door of the Lodge began to bang. It banged three times, so Mr. Conant rose and made for the door.


  Mrs. Conant and Mary Louise were in the kitchen and Irene was in her own room. The lawyer reflected, with a deprecating glance at his unconventional costume, that their evening caller could be none other than their neighbor, the beautiful Miss Lord, so as he opened the door he regretted that his appearance was not more presentable.


  But it was not Miss Lord who stood upon the porch awaiting admittance. It was a strange girl, who asked in a meek voice:


  “Is this Hillcrest Lodge?”


  “It is,” replied the lawyer.


  The girl came in without an invitation, bringing a carpet-bag in one hand and a bundle tied in a newspaper tucked under the other arm. As she stood in the lighted room she looked around inquiringly and said:


  “I am Sarah Judd. Where is Mrs. Morrison, please?”


  Mr. Conant stood and stared at her, his hands clasped behind his back in characteristic attitude. He could not remember ever having heard of Sarah Judd.


  “Mrs. Morrison,” he said in his choppy voice, “is in Europe.”


  The girl stared at him in return, as if stupified. Then she sat down in the nearest chair and continued to stare. Finding her determined on silence, Mr. Conant spoke again.


  “The Morrisons are spending the summer abroad. I and my family are occupying the Lodge in their absence. I—eh—eh—I am Mr. Conant, of Dorfield.”


  The girl sighed drearily. She was quite small, about seventeen years of age and dressed in a faded gingham over which she wore a black cloth coat that was rusty and frayed. A black straw hat, fearfully decorated with red velvet and mussed artificial flowers, was tipped over her forehead. Her features were not bad, but her nose was blotched, her face strongly freckled and her red hair very untidy. Only the mild blue eyes redeemed the unattractive face—eyes very like those of Mary Louise in expression, mused Mr. Conant, as he critically eyed the girl.


  “I have come here to work,” she said after a long pause, during which she seemed trying to collect her thoughts. “I am Sarah Judd. Mrs. Morrison said I must come here on Saturday, the tenth day of July, to go to work. This is the tenth day of July.”


  “H-m—h-m; I see. When did Mrs. Morrison tell you that?”


  “It was last September.”


  “Oh; so she hired you a year in advance and didn’t tell you, afterward, that she was going abroad?”


  “I didn’t see her since, sir.”


  Mr. Conant was perplexed. He went into the kitchen and told Aunt Hannah about it and the good woman came at once to interview Sarah Judd, followed by Mary Louise, who had just finished wiping the dishes.


  “This seems very unfortunate for you,” began Mrs. Conant, regarding the strange girl with mild interest. “I suppose, when Mrs. Morrison engaged you, she expected to pass the summer at the Lodge, and afterward she forgot to notify you.”


  Sarah Judd considered this soberly; then nodded her head.


  “I’ve walked all the way from Millbank,” she said with another sigh.


  “Then you’ve had nothing to eat!” exclaimed Mary Louise, with ready sympathy. “May I get her something, Aunt Hannah?”


  “Of course, my dear.”


  Both Mr. and Mrs. Conant felt rather embarrassed.


  “I regret,” said the latter, “that we do not need a maid at present. We do our own housework, you see.”


  “I have left a good place in Albany to come here,” said Sarah, plaintively.


  “You should have written to Mrs. Morrison,” declared the lawyer, “asking if she still required your services. Many unforeseen things may happen during a period of ten months.”


  “Mrs. Morrison, she have paid me a month in advance,” asserted the girl, in justification. “And she paid me my expenses to come here, too. She said I must not fail her; I should come to the Lodge on the tenth of July and do the work at the Lodge. She did not say she would be here. She did not say you would be here. She told me to come and work, and she paid me a month in advance, so I could give the money to my sister, who needed it then. And I must do as Mrs. Morrison says. I am paid to work at the Lodge and so I must work at the Lodge. I cannot help that, can I?”


  The lawyer was a man of experience, but this queer complication astonished him. He exchanged a questioning glance with his wife.


  “In any event,” said Mrs. Conant, “the girl must stay here tonight, for it would be cruel to ask her to find her way down the mountain in the dark. We will put her in the maid’s room, Peter, and tomorrow we can decide what to do with her.”


  “Very well,” agreed Mr. Conant and retreated to the den to have his smoke.


  Mary Louise arranged some food on the kitchen table for Sarah Judd and after the girl had eaten, Mrs. Conant took her to the maid’s room, which was a very pleasant and well furnished apartment quite in keeping with all the comfortable appointments at Hillcrest Lodge, although it was built behind the kitchen and formed a little wing of its own.


  Sarah Judd accepted these favors with meek resignation. Since her one long speech of explanation she had maintained silence. Leaving her in her room, the family congregated in the den, where Mr. Conant was telling Irene about the queer arrival and the unfortunate misunderstanding that had occasioned it.


  “The girl is not to blame,” said Mary Louise. “She seems an honest little thing, resolved to do her duty. It is all Mrs. Morrison’s fault.”


  “Doesn’t look like a very competent servant, either,” observed Mr. Conant, comfortably puffing his pipe.


  “You can’t tell that from appearances, Peter,” replied Mrs. Conant. “She can at least wash dishes and sweep and do the drudgery. Why not keep her?”


  “Oh, my dear!”


  “Mrs. Morrison has paid her a month’s wages, and Molly Morrison wouldn’t have done that had not the girl been competent. It won’t cost us anything to keep her—except her food—and it seems a shame to cast her adrift just because the Morrisons forgot to notify her they had changed their plans.”


  “Also,” added Mary Louise, “Sarah Judd will be useful to us. This is Aunt Hannah’s vacation, as well as a vacation for the rest of us, and a rest from cooking and housework would do her a heap of good.”


  “Looking at it from that viewpoint,” said Peter, after puffing his pipe reflectively, “I approve of our keeping Sarah Judd. I believe it will please the Morrisons better than for us to send her away, and—it surely won’t hurt Hannah to be a lady of leisure for a month or so.”


  CHAPTER XVIII MARY LOUISE GROWS SUSPICIOUS


  And so Sarah Judd’s fate was decided. She prepared their Sunday morning breakfast and cooked it quite skillfully. Her appearance was now more tidy and she displayed greater energy than on the previous evening, when doubtless she was weary from her long walk. Mrs. Conant was well pleased with the girl and found the relief from clearing the table and “doing” the dishes very grateful. Their Sunday dinner, which Sarah prepared unaided and served promptly at one o’clock, their usual hour, was a pleasant surprise to them all.


  “The girl is a treasure,” commented Mrs. Conant, contentedly.


  Sarah Judd was not talkative. When told she might stay she merely nodded her red head, displaying neither surprise nor satisfaction. Her eyes had a habit of roving continually from face to face and from object to object, yet they seemed to observe nothing clearly, so stolid was, their expression. Mary Louise tried to remember where she had noted a similar expression before, but could not locate it.


  Miss Lord came over that afternoon and when told about the new maid and the manner of her appearance seemed a little startled and uneasy.


  “I must see what she looks like,” said she, “for she may prove a congenial companion for my own maid, who is already sulking because the place is so lonely.”


  And presently Sarah Judd came out upon the lawn to ask Mrs. Conant’s further instructions and this gave Agatha the desired opportunity to examine her closely. The inspection must have been satisfactory, for an expression of distinct relief crossed the lovely face.


  That Sunday evening they all went down to the Bigbee place in Miss Lord’s motor car, where the lady entertained her guests at a charming luncheon. The Bigbee place was more extensive than Hillcrest Lodge, as it consisted of a big, rambling residence and numerous outbuildings; but it was not nearly so cosy or homelike, nor so pleasantly situated.


  Miss Lord’s maid, Susan, was somewhat a mystery to the Hillcrest people. She dressed almost as elaborately as her mistress and performed her duties grudgingly and with a scowl that seemed to resent Miss Lord’s entertaining company. Stranger still, when they went home that night it was the maid who brought out the big touring car and drove them all back to Hillcrest Lodge in it, handling the machine as expertly as Agatha could do. Miss Lord pleaded a headache as an excuse for not driving them herself.


  Sarah Judd opened the door for them. As she stood under the full light of the hall lamp Mary Louise noticed that the maid Susan leaned from her seat in the car and fixed a shrewd glance on Sarah’s unconscious face. Then she gave a little shake of her head and drove away.


  “There’s something queer about the folks at Bigbee’s,” Mary Louise confided to Irene, as she went to her friend’s room to assist her in preparing for bed. “Agatha Lord kept looking at that velvet ribbon around your neck, tonight, as if she couldn’t keep her eyes off it, and this afternoon she seemed scared by the news of Sarah Judd’s arrival and wasn’t happy until she had seen her. Then, again, that queer maid of Agatha’s, Susan, drove us home so she could see Sarah Judd for herself. How do you account for all that, Irene?”


  “I don’t account for it, my dear. You’ve been mixed up with so many mysteries that you attach suspicion to the most commonplace events. What should there be about Sarah Judd to frighten anyone?”


  “She’s a stranger here, that’s all, and our neighbors seem suspicious of strangers. I’m not questioning poor, innocent Sarah, understand; but if Agatha and her maid are uneasy about strangers coming here it seems likely there’s a reason for it.”


  “You’re getting morbid, Mary Louise. I think I must forbid you to read any more of my romances,” said Irene lightly, but at heart she questioned the folks at Bigbee’s as seriously as her friend did.


  “Don’t you think Agatha Lord stole that missing book?” asked Mary Louise, after a little reflection.


  “Why should she?” Irene was disturbed by the question but was resolved not to show it.


  “To get the letter that was in it—the letter you would not let me read.”


  “What are your affairs to Agatha Lord?”


  “I wish I knew,” said Mary Louise, musingly. “Irene, I’ve an idea she came to Bigbee’s just to be near us. There’s something stealthy and underhanded about our neighbors, I’m positive. Miss Lord is a very delightful woman, on the surface, but—”


  Irene laughed softly, as if amused.


  “There can be no reason in the world, Mary Louise,” she averred, “why your private affairs are of any interest to outsiders, except—”


  “Well, Irene?”


  “Except that you are connected, in a way, with your grandfather.”


  “Exactly! That is my idea, Irene. Ever since that affair with O’Gorman, I’ve had a feeling that I was being spied upon.”


  “But that would be useless. You never hear from Colonel Weatherby, except in the most roundabout ways.”


  “They don’t know that; they think I might hear, and there’s no other way to find where he is. Do you think,” she added, “that the Secret Service employs female detectives?”


  “Perhaps so. There must be occasions when a woman can discover more than a man.”


  “Then I believe Miss Lord is working for the Secret Service—the enemies of Gran’pa Jim.”


  “I can’t believe it.”


  “What is on that black ribbon around your neck?”


  “A miniature of my mother.”


  “Oh. Tonight it got above your dress—the ribbon, I mean—and Agatha kept looking at it.”


  “A good detective wouldn’t be caught doing such a clumsy thing, Mary Louise. And, even if detectives were placed here to watch your actions, they wouldn’t be interested in spying upon me, would they?”


  “I suppose not.”


  “I’ve never even seen your grandfather and so I must be exempt from suspicion. I advise you, my dear, to forget these apprehensions, which must be purely imaginary. If a thousand spies surrounded you, they could do you no harm, nor even trap you into betraying your grandfather, whose present location is a complete mystery to you.”


  Mary Louise could not help admitting this was true, so she kissed her friend good night and went to her own room.


  Left alone, Irene put her hand to the ribbon around her neck and drew from her bosom an old-fashioned oval gold locket, as big as any ordinary watch but thinner. She opened the front of the ease and kissed her mother’s picture, as was her nightly custom. Then she opened the back and drew out a tightly folded wad of paper. This she carefully spread out before her, when it proved to be the old letter she had found in the book.


  Once again she read the letter carefully, poring over the words in deep thought.


  “This letter,” she murmured, “might indeed be of use to the Government, but it is of far more value to Mary Louise and—to her grandfather. I ought not to lose it; nor ought I to allow anyone to read it, at present. Perhaps, if Agatha Lord has noticed the ribbon I wear, it will be best to find a new hiding place for the letter.”


  She was in bed now, and lay looking around the room with speculative gaze. Beside her stood her wheeled chair, with its cushion of dark Spanish leather. The girl smiled and, reaching for her work-basket, which was on a stand at the head of the bed, she drew out a pair of scissors and cut some of the stitches of the leathern cushion. Then she tucked the letter carefully inside and with a needle and some black linen thread sewed up the place she had ripped open.


  She had just completed this task when she glanced up and saw a face at her window—indistinctly, for even as she raised her head it drew back and faded into the outer gloom.


  For a moment Irene sat motionless, looking at the window. Then she turned to the stand, where the lamp was, and extinguished the light.


  An hour, perhaps, she sat upright in bed, considering what she should do. Then again she reached out in the darkness and felt for her scissors. Securing them, she drew the chair cushion upon the bed and felt along its edge for the place she had sewn. She could not determine for some time which was the right edge but at last she found where the stitches seemed a little tighter drawn than elsewhere and this place she managed to rip open. To her joy she found the letter and drew it out with a sigh of relief.


  But now what to do with it was a question of vital importance. She dared not relight her lamp and she was helpless when out of her chair. So she put back the cushion, slid from the bed into the chair and wheeled herself in the dark to her dresser, which had a chenille cover. Underneath this cover she spread the letter, deeming that so simple a hiding-place was likely to be overlooked in a hasty search and feeling that the letter would be safe there for the night, at least.


  She now returned to her bed. There was no use trying to resew the cushion in the dark. She lay awake for a long time, feeling a certain thrill of delight in the belief that she was a conspirator despite her crippled condition and that she was conspiring for the benefit of her dear friend Mary Louise. Finally she sank into a deep slumber and did not waken till the sun was streaming in at the window and Mary Louise knocked upon her door to call her.


  “You’re lazy this morning,” laughed Mary Louise, entering. “Let me help you dress for breakfast.”


  Irene thanked her. No one but this girl friend was ever permitted to assist her in dressing, as she felt proud of her ability to serve herself. Her toilet was almost complete when Mary Louise suddenly exclaimed:


  “Why, what has become of your chair cushion?”


  Irene looked toward the chair. The cushion was gone.


  “Never mind,” she said, although her face wore a troubled expression. “I must have left it somewhere. Here; I’ll put a pillow in its place until I find it.”


  CHAPTER XIX AN ARTFUL CONFESSION


  This Monday morning Bub appeared at the Lodge and had the car ready before Mr. Conant had finished his breakfast. Mary Louise decided to drive to Millbank with them, just for the pleasure of the trip, and although the boy evidently regarded her presence with distinct disapproval he made no verbal objection.


  As Irene wheeled herself out upon the porch to see them start, Mary Louise called to her:


  “Here’s your chair cushion, Irene, lying on the steps and quite wet with dew. I never supposed you could be so careless. And you’d better sew up that rip before it gets bigger,” she added, handing the cushion to her friend.


  “I will,” Irene quietly returned.


  Bub proved himself a good driver before they had gone a mile and it pleased Mr. Conant to observe that the boy made the trip down the treacherous mountain road with admirable caution. Once on the level, however, he “stepped on it,” as he expressed it, and dashed past the Huddle and over the plain as if training for the Grand Prix.


  It amused Mary Louise to watch their quaint little driver, barefooted and in blue-jeans and hickory shirt, with the heavy Scotch golf cap pulled over his eyes, taking his task of handling the car as seriously as might any city chauffeur and executing it fully as well.


  During the trip the girl conversed with Mr. Conant.


  “Do you remember our referring to an old letter, the other day?” she asked.


  “Yes,” said he.


  “Irene found it in one of those secondhand books you bought in New York, and she said it spoke of both my mother and my grandfather.”


  “The deuce it did!” he exclaimed, evidently startled by the information.


  “It must have been quite an old letter,” continued Mary Louise, musingly.


  “What did it say?” he demanded, rather eagerly for the unemotional lawyer.


  “I don’t know. Irene wouldn’t let me read it.”


  “Wouldn’t, eh? That’s odd. Why didn’t you tell me of this before I left the Lodge?”


  “I didn’t think to tell you, until now. And, Uncle Peter, what, do you think of Miss Lord?”


  “A very charming lady. What did Irene do with the letter?”


  “I think she left it in the book; and—the book was stolen the very next day.”


  “Great Caesar! Who knew about that letter?”


  “Miss Lord was present when Irene found the letter, and she heard Irene exclaim that it was all about my mother, as well as about my grandfather.”


  “Miss Lord?”


  “Yes.”


  “And the book was taken by someone?”


  “The next day. We missed it after—after Miss Lord had visited the den alone.”


  “Huh!”


  He rode for awhile in silence.


  “Really,” he muttered, as if to himself, “I ought to go back. I ought not to take for granted the fact that this old letter is unimportant. However, Irene has read it, and if it happened to be of value I’m sure the girl would have told me about it.”


  “Yes, she certainly would have told you,” agreed Mary Louise. “But she declared that even I would not be interested in reading it.”


  “That’s the only point that perplexes me,” said the lawyer. “Just—that—one—point.”


  “Why?” asked the girl.


  But Mr. Conant did not explain. He sat bolt upright on his seat, staring at the back of Bub’s head, for the rest of the journey. Mary Louise noticed that his fingers constantly fumbled with the locket on his watch chain.


  As the lawyer left the car at the station he whispered to Mary Louise:


  “Tell Irene that I now know about the letter; and just say to her that I consider her a very cautious girl. Don’t say anything more. And don’t, for heaven’s sake, suspect poor Miss Lord. I’ll talk with Irene when I return on Friday.”


  On their way back Bub maintained an absolute silence until after they had passed the Huddle. Before they started to climb the hill road, however, the boy suddenly slowed up, halted the car and turned deliberately in his seat to face Mary Louise.


  “Bein’ as how you’re a gal,” said he, “I ain’t got much use fer ye, an’ that’s a fact. I don’t say it’s your fault, nor that ye wouldn’t ‘a’ made a pass’ble boy ef ye’d be’n borned thet way. But you’re right on one thing, an’ don’t fergit I told ye so: thet woman at Bigbee’s ain’t on the square.”


  “How do you know?” asked Mary Louise, delighted to be taken into Bub’s confidence—being a girl.


  “The critter’s too slick,” he explained, raising one bare foot to the cushion beside him and picking a sliver out of his toe. “Her eyes ain’t got their shutters raised. Eyes’re like winders, but hers ye kain’t see through. I don’t know nuth’n’ ‘bout that slick gal at Bigbee’s an’ I don’t want to know nuth’n’. But I heer’d what ye said to the boss, an’ what he said to you, an’ I guess you’re right in sizin’ the critter up, an’ the boss is wrong.”


  With this he swung round again and started the car, nor did he utter another word until he ran the machine into the garage.


  During Mary Louise’s absence Irene had had a strange and startling experience with their beautiful neighbor. The girl had wheeled her chair out upon the bluff to sun herself and read, Mrs. Conant being busy in the house, when Agatha Lord strolled up to her with a smile and a pleasant “good morning.”


  “I’m glad to find you alone,” said she, seating herself beside the wheeled chair. “I saw Mr. Conant and Mary Louise pass the Bigbee place and decided this would be a good opportunity for you and me to have a nice, quiet talk together. So I came over.”


  Irene’s face was a bit disdainful as she remarked:


  “I found the cushion this morning.”


  “What cushion do you refer to?” asked Agatha with a puzzled expression.


  Irene frowned.


  “We cannot talk frankly together when we are at cross purposes,” she complained.


  “Very true, my dear; but you seem inclined to speak in riddles.”


  “Do you deny any knowledge of my chair cushion!”


  “I do.”


  “I must accept your statement, of course. What do you wish to say to me, Miss Lord?”


  “I would like to establish a more friendly understanding between us. You are an intelligent girl and cannot fail to realize that I have taken a warm interest in your friend Mary Louise Burrows. I want to know more about her, and about her people, who seem to have cast her off. You are able to give me this information, I am sure, and by doing so you may be instrumental in assisting your friend materially.”


  It was an odd speech; odd and insincere. Irene studied the woman’s face curiously.


  “Who are you, Miss Lord?” she inquired.


  “Your neighbor.”


  “Why are you our neighbor?”


  “I am glad to be able to explain that—to you, in confidence. I am trying to clear the name of Colonel Weatherby from a grave charge—the charge of high treason.”


  “In other words, you are trying to discover where he is,” retorted Irene impatiently.


  “No, my dear; you mistake me. It is not important to my mission, at present, to know where Colonel Weatherby is staying. I am merely seeking relevant information, such information as you are in a position to give me.”


  “I, Miss Lord?”


  “Yes. To be perfectly frank, I want to see the letter which you found in that book.”


  “Why should you attach any importance to that?”


  “I was present, you will remember, when you discovered it. I marked your surprise and perplexity—your fear and uncertainty—as you glanced first at the writing and then at Mary Louise. You determined not to show your friend that letter because it would disturb her, yet you inadvertently admitted, in my hearing, that it referred to the girl’s mother and—which is vastly more important—to her grandfather.”


  “Well; what then, Miss Lord?”


  “Colonel Weatherby is a man of mystery. He has been hunted by Government agents for nearly ten years, during which time he has successfully eluded them. If you know anything of the Government service you know it has a thousand eyes, ten thousand ears and a myriad of long arms to seize its malefactors. It has not yet captured Colonel Weatherby.”


  “Why has he been hunted all these years?”


  “He is charged, as I said, with high treason. By persistently evading capture he has tacitly admitted his guilt.”


  “But he is innocent!” cried Irene indignantly.


  Miss Lord seemed surprised, yet not altogether ill-pleased, at the involuntary exclamation.


  “Indeed!” she said softly. “Could you prove that statement?”


  “I—I think so,” stammered the girl, regretting her hasty avowal.


  “Then why not do so and by restoring Mary Louise to her grandfather make them both happy?”


  Irene sat silent, trapped.


  “This is why I have come to you,” continued Agatha, very seriously. “I am employed by those whose identity I must not disclose to sift this mystery of Colonel Weatherby to the bottom, if possible, and then to fix the guilt where it belongs. By accident you have come into possession of certain facts that would be important in unravelling the tangle, but through your unfortunate affliction you are helpless to act in your own capacity. You need an ally with more strength and experience than yourself, and I propose you accept me as that ally. Together we may be able to clear the name of James J. Hathaway—who now calls himself Colonel James Weatherby—from all reproach and so restore him to the esteem of his fellow men.”


  “But we must not do that, even if we could!” cried Irene, quite distressed by the suggestion.


  “Why not, my dear?”


  The tone was so soft and cat-like that it alarmed Irene instantly. Before answering she took time to reflect. To her dismay she found this woman was gradually drawing from her the very information she had declared she would preserve secret. She knew well that she was no match for Agatha Lord in a trial of wits. Her only recourse must be a stubborn refusal to explain anything more.


  “Colonel Weatherby,” she said slowly, “has better information than I of the charge against him and his reasons for keeping hidden, yet he steadfastly refuses to proclaim his innocence or to prove he is unjustly accused, which he might very well do if he chose. You say you are working in his interests, and, allowing that, I am satisfied he would bitterly reproach anyone who succeeded in clearing his name by disclosing the truth.”


  This argument positively amazed Agatha Lord, as it might well amaze anyone who had not read the letter. In spite of her supreme confidence of the moment before, the woman now suddenly realized that this promising interview was destined to end disastrously to her plans.


  “I am so obtuse that you will have to explain that statement,” she said with assumed carelessness; but Irene was now on guard and replied:


  “Then our alliance is dissolved. I do not intend, Miss Lord, to betray such information as I may have stumbled upon unwittingly. You express interest in Mary Louise and her grandfather and say you are anxious to serve them. So am I. Therefore I beg you, in their interests, to abandon any further attempt to penetrate the secret.”


  Agatha was disconcerted.


  “Show me the letter,” she urged, as a last resort. “If, on reading it, I find your position is justifiable—you must admit it is now bewildering—I will agree to abandon the investigation altogether.”


  “I will not show you the letter,” declared the girl positively.


  The woman studied her face.


  “But you will consider this conversation confidential, will you not?”


  “Since you request it, yes.”


  “I do not wish our very pleasant relations, as neighbors, disturbed. I would rather the Conants and Mary Louise did not suspect I am here on any especial mission.”


  “Very well.”


  “In truth,” continued Agatha, “I am growing fond of yon all and this is a real vacation to me, after a period of hard work in the city which racked my nerves. Before long I must return to the old strenuous life, so I wish to make the most of my present opportunities.”


  “I understand.”


  No further reference was made to the letter or to Colonel Weatherby. They talked of other things for a while and when Miss Lord went away there seemed to exist—at least upon the surface—the same friendly relations that had formerly prevailed between them.


  Irene, reflecting upon the interview, decided that while she had admitted more than was wise she had stopped short of exposing the truth about Colonel Weatherby. The letter was safely hidden, now. She defied even Miss Lord to find it. If she could manage to control her tongue, hereafter, the secret was safe in her possession.


  Thoughtfully she wheeled herself back to the den and finding the room deserted she ventured to peep into her novel hiding-place. Yes; the precious letter was still safe. But this time, in her abstraction, she failed to see the face at the window.


  CHAPTER XX DIAMOND CUT DIAMOND


  Tuesday afternoon Miss Lord’s big touring car stood at the door of Hillcrest Lodge, for Agatha had invited the Conant party to ride with her to Millbank. Irene was tucked into the back seat in a comfortable position and beside her sat Mrs. Conant, who was going to make a few purchases at the village store. Mary Louise rode on the front seat with Agatha, who loved to drive her car and understood it perfectly.


  When they drove away there was no one left in the house but Sarah Judd, the servant girl, who was washing the lunch dishes. Bub was in the shed-like garage, however, washing and polishing Will Morrison’s old car, on which the paint was so cracked and faded that the boy’s attempt to improve its appearance was a desperate one.


  Sarah, through the kitchen window, watched Bub for a time rather sharply. Then she went out on the bluff and looked down in the valley. Miss Lord’s big car was just passing the Huddle on its way up the valley.


  Sarah turned and reentered the house. Her meek and diffident expression of countenance had quite disappeared. Her face now wore a look of stern determination and the blue eyes deepened and grew shrewd.


  She walked straight to the den and without hesitation approached the farther wall and took from its pegs Will Morrison’s fine hunting rifle. In the stock was a hollow chamber for cartridges, for the rifle was of the type known as a “repeater.” Sliding back the steel plate that hid this cavity, Sarah drew from it a folded paper of a yellow tint and calmly spread it on the table before her. Then she laid down the rifle, placed a chair at the table and with absorbed attention read the letter from beginning to end—the letter that Irene had found in the book.


  It was closely written on both sides the thin sheet—evidently of foreign make—and although the writing was faded it was still clearly legible.


  After the first perusal Sarah Judd leaned her elbows on the table and her head on her hands and proceeded to study the epistle still more closely. Then she drew from her pocket a notebook and pencil and with infinite care made a copy of the entire letter, writing it in her book in shorthand. This accomplished, she replaced the letter in the rifle stock and hung the weapon on its pegs again.


  Both the window and the glass door of the den faced the back yard. Sarah opened the door and stood there in deep thought, watching Bub at his work. Then she returned to the table and opening a drawer drew out a sheet of blank paper. On this she wrote the following words:


  
    “John Folger, 1601 F. Street, Washington, D. C.


    Nothing under sterling over letter bobbing every kernel sad mother making frolic better quick. If England rumples paper Russia admires money.


    Sarah Judd.”

  


  Each word of this preposterous phrasing she wrote after consulting another book hidden cleverly among the coils of her red hair—a tiny book it—was, filled with curious characters. When the writing was finished the girl seemed well satisfied with her work. After tucking away the book in its former place she went to her room, got her purse and then proceeded to the shed and confronted Bub.


  “I want you to drive this car to Millbank, to the telegraph office at the railway station,” said Sarah.


  Bub gave her a scornful look.


  “Ye’re crazy,” he said and went on with his polishing.


  “That needn’t worry you,” retorted the girl.


  “It don’t,” declared Bub.


  “You can drive and you’re going to,” she continued. “I’ve got to send this telegram quick, and you’ve got to take it.” She opened her purse and placed two coins on the fender of the car. “There’s a dollar to pay for the message, and there’s a five-dollar gold-piece to pay you for your trouble.”


  Bub gave a gasp. He came up beside her and stared at the money. Then he turned to look at Sarah Judd.


  “What’s up?” he demanded.


  “Private business. Don’t ask questions; you’d only get lies for answers. Go and earn your money.”


  “Miss’ Conant, she’s gone to Millbank herself. Ef she sees me there, I’ll git fired. The boss’ll fire me himself, anyhow, fer usin’ the car when he tol’ me not to.”


  “How much do you get a week!” asked Sarah.


  “Four bits.”


  “That’s about two dollars a month. In two months the Conants will move back to the city, and by then you’ll have earned four dollars. Why, Bub, it’s cheaper for you to take this five-dollar gold-piece and get fired, than to work for two months for four dollars.”


  Bub scratched his head in perplexity.


  “Ye ain’t count’n’ on the fun o’ workin’,” he suggested.


  “I’m counting on that five dollars—eight bits to a dollar, forty bits altogether. Why, it’s a fortune, Bub.”


  He took out his knife, looked around for a stick to whittle and, finding none, put the knife in his pocket with a sigh.


  “I guess Will Morrison wouldn’t like it,” he decided. “Put up yer money, Sairy.”


  Sarah withdrew the gold-piece and put a larger one in its place.


  “There,” she said; “let’s make it ten dollars, and save time.”


  Bub’s hesitation vanished, but he asked anxiously:


  “Tain’t go’n’ to do no harm to them gals thet’s stoppin’ here, is it?”


  “It is to do them a good turn that I’m sending this telegram.”


  “Honor bright?”


  “Hope to die, Bub.”


  “All right; I’m off.”


  He folded the letter, placed it inside his Scotch cap and stowed the money carefully in his pocket.


  “Don’t let any of the folks see you if yon can help it,” warned Sarah; “and, whatever happens, don’t say anything about that telegram to a living soul. Only—see that it’s sent.”


  “I’m wise,” answered Bub and a moment later he started the car and rolled away down the road.


  Sarah Judd looked after him with a queer smile on her face. Then she went back to her kitchen and resumed her dish-washing. Presently a scarcely audible sound arrested her attention. It seemed to come from the interior of the Lodge.


  Sarah avoided making a particle of noise herself as she stole softly through the dining room and entered the main hallway. One glance showed her that the front door was ajar and the door of the den closed—exactly the reverse of what they should be. She crept forward and with a sudden movement threw open the door of the den.


  A woman stood in the center of the room. As the door opened she swung around and pointed a revolver at Sarah. Then for a moment they silently faced one another.


  “Ah,” said the woman, with an accent of relief, “you’re the servant. Go back to your work. Mrs. Conant told me to make myself at home here.”


  “Yes, I know,” replied Sarah sarcastically. “She said she was expecting you and told me it wouldn’t do any harm to keep an eye on you while you’re here. She said Miss Lord was going to get all the family away, so you could make a careful search of the house, you being Miss Lord’s maid, Susan—otherwise known as Nan Shelley, from the Washington Bureau.”


  Susan’s hand shook so ridiculously that she lowered the revolver to prevent its dropping from her grasp. Her countenance expressed chagrin, surprise, anger.


  “I don’t know you,” she said harshly. “Who are you?”


  “New at the game,” replied Sarah Judd, with a shrug. “You don’t know me, Nan, but I know you; and I know your record, too. You’re as slick as they make ‘em, and the one who calls herself Agatha Lord is just an infantile amateur beside you. But go ahead, Nan; don’t let me interrupt your work.”


  The woman sank into a chair.


  “You can’t be from the home office,” she muttered, staring hard at the girl. “They wouldn’t dare interfere with my work here.”


  “No; I’m not from the home office.”


  “I knew,” said Susan, “as soon as I heard the story of your coming, that it was faked. I’d gamble that you never saw Mrs. Morrison in your life.”


  “You’d win,” said Sarah, also taking a chair.


  “Then who could have sent you here?”


  “Figure it out yourself,” suggested Sarah.


  “I’m trying to. Do you know what we’re after?”


  “A clew to Hathaway. Incidentally, any other information concerning him that comes your way. That includes the letter.”


  “Oh. So you know about the letter, do you?” asked Susan.


  “To be sure. And I know that’s what you’re here for now. Don’t let me interrupt you. It’s a mighty hard job, finding that letter, and the folks’ll be back by and by.”


  “You’re right,” exclaimed the woman, rising abruptly. “Go back to your work in the kitchen.”


  “This is my occupation, just now,” retorted Sarah, lolling in her chair. “Go ahead with your search, Nan, and I’ll tell you when you are ‘hot’ or ‘cold.’”


  “You’re an impudent little chit,” said Nan tartly. “See here,” with a sudden change of voice, “let’s pool issues. If we can discover anything important in this place, there’s reward enough for us all.”


  “I am not opposing you,” protested Sarah Judd, “I’m not a particle interested in whether you trace Hathaway or not. I don’t believe you can do it, though, and that letter you’re so eager for won’t help you a bit. It was written ten years ago.”


  “That makes it more important,” declared the other, “We’ve two things to accomplish; one is to locate Hathaway, and the other to secure absolute proof of his guilt.”


  “I thought he was caught doing the job.”


  “So he was, in a way. But the Department needs more proof.”


  Sarah Judd smiled unbelievingly. Then she chuckled. Presently she laughed outright, in genuine merriment, as the thought that amused her grew and expanded.


  “What fools—” she said, “what perfect fools—we mortals be!”


  All this annoyed Nan Shelley exceedingly. The successful woman detective did not relish being jeered at by a mere girl.


  “You’ve read the letter, I suppose, and are now making fun of me for trying to get it? Perhaps you’ve hidden it yourself—although that isn’t likely. Why can’t you give me an honest tip? We’re both in the same line, it seems, and both trying to earn an honest living. How about that letter? Is it necessary for me to find it?”


  “I’ve read it,” admitted Sarah, “and I know where it is. You might perhaps find it, if you hunted long enough, but it isn’t worth your while. It wouldn’t help in the least to convict Hathaway and of course it couldn’t tell you where he is now hiding.”


  “Is this straight?”


  “True as gospel.”


  “Then why don’t you prove it by showing me the letter?”


  “Because I don’t belong on your side of the fence. You’re working for one organization and I for another. Any little tip I let slip is just for your personal use. Don’t bother about that letter.”


  Susan—or Nan Shelley—sat for a time in thought. Once in a while she would cast a furtive glance around the room and its wall covered with trophies, and then she would turn to Sarah Judd’s placid face.


  “Where did the boy go?” she asked abruptly.


  “What boy?”


  “Bub; in the automobile.”


  “To Millbank.”


  “What for?”


  “To send a telegram.”


  “Your report?”


  “Yes.”


  “Important?”


  “I think it’ll bring things to a climax.”


  “The Hathaway case?”


  “You can guess anything, Nan, if you guess long enough.”


  Nan rose and put the revolver in her pocket. Then she held out her hand frankly to Sarah Judd.


  “If you’ve beaten me in this affair,” she said, with no apparent resentment, “you’re clever enough to become famous some day. I’m going to take your advice about the letter and if that climax you’re predicting arrives on schedule time I’ll not be sorry to quit this dreary, dragging case and pick up a more interesting one.”


  The tone was friendly and frank. Sarah stretched out her hand to meet that of Nan and in a flash a handcuff snapped over her wrist. With a cry she drew back, but a dextrous twist of her opponent’s free hand prisoned her other wrist and she at once realized that she was fairly caught.


  “Fine!” she cried admiringly, as she looked at her bonds, “What next, Nan?”


  But Nan was too busy to talk. She deftly searched the girl’s pocket and found the notebook. The shorthand writing caught her eye at once but the characters were unknown to her.


  “Cipher, eh?” she muttered.


  “A little code of my own invention,” said Sarah. “Sometimes I can’t make it out myself.”


  Nan restored the book and examined Sarah Judd’s purse.


  “They keep you well supplied with funds, it seems.”


  “Comes handy in emergencies,” was the reply.


  “Now let’s go to your room.”


  Sarah, handcuffed, led the way. Nan Shelley made a wonderfully rapid search through every article in the maid’s room. The lining of her clothes was inspected, her hair-brush tested for a sliding back, the pictures on the wall, the rug and the bed-clothing examined minutely. Yet all this consumed but a brief period of time and resulted in no important discovery.


  “Feel better?” asked Sarah cheerfully.


  “You know I do. I’m going to remove these handcuffs, now, and then I’m going home. Come and see me, some time when you feel lonesome. I’ve only that fool Agatha to talk to and I’ve an idea you and I might interest each other.”


  As she spoke she unlocked the manacles and dropped them with a slight click into a concealed pocket of her dark skirt.


  “I imagine Agatha isn’t real brilliant,” returned Sarah; “but neither am I. When I’m your age, Nan, I hope to be half as clever. Just now you can twist me around your finger.”


  Nan regarded her seriously.


  “I wish I knew what you are up to,” she remarked suspiciously. “You can scarcely conceal your joy, my girl, and that proves I’ve overlooked something. You’ve puzzled me, youngster as you are, but you must remember that I’m working in the dark while some mysterious gleam of knowledge lights your way. Put us side by side, on the same track, and I wouldn’t be afraid of you, Sarah Judd.”


  “Don’t apologize, Nan; it makes me feel ashamed.”


  Nan’s frown, as she looked into the blue eyes, turned to a smile of appreciation. Sarah also smiled, and then she said:


  “Let me make you a cup of tea before you go.”


  “A good idea. We’re friends, then?”


  “Why not? One friend is worth a thousand enemies and it’s absurd to quarrel with one for doing her duty.”


  “That’s what O’Gorman is always saying. Ever hear of O’Gorman?”


  “Yes; he’s one of the old stand-bys in the secret service department; but they say he’s getting old. Slipped a good many cogs lately, I hear.”


  “He’s the Chief’s right hand man. O’Gorman used to have this case—the branch of it I’m now working—but he gave it up and recommended the Chief to put me on the job. Said a woman could trail Mary Louise better than any man and with less chance of discovery; and he was right, for I’ve lived half a block from her in Dorfield and she never saw my face once. But O’Gorman didn’t suspect you were coming into the case and the thing’s getting altogether too complicated to suit me.”


  Sarah was brewing the tea and considered an answer unnecessary. The conversation drifted away from the Hathaway case and into less personal channels. When Nan Shelley finally rose to go there was sincere friendliness in Sarah’s “good-bye” and the elder woman said in parting:


  “You’re the right sort, Sarah. If ever you drift into Washington and need work, come to me and I’ll get the Chief to take you on. I know he’d be glad to get you.”


  “Thank you, Nan,” said Sarah meekly.


  But there was a smile on her freckled face as she watched her recent acquaintance walk down the road, and it lingered there while she returned to her kitchen and finally washed and put away the long neglected lunch dishes.


  Bub dashed into the yard and tooted his horn. Sarah went out to him.


  “Ye kin call me lucky, ef ye don’t mind,” he said with a grin. “Sent yer tel’gram, found out the tenner ye guv me were good, an’ got back without the folks gett’n’ a single blink at me.”


  “You’re some driver, Bub, and you’ve got a wise head on your shoulders. If you don’t talk about this trip, and I don’t, no one will ever know, except we two, that the car has been out of the garage.”


  CHAPTER XXI BAD NEWS


  Peter Conant had told his wife that he wouldn’t be at the Lodge this week until Saturday, as business would prevent his coming earlier, yet the Thursday afternoon train brought him to Millbank and Bill Coombs’ stage took him to Hillcrest.


  “Why, Peter!” exclaimed Aunt Hannah, when she saw him, “what on earth brought you—”


  Then she stopped short, for Peter’s eyes were staring more roundly than usual and the hand that fumbled at his locket trembled visibly. He stared at Aunt Hannah, he stared at Irene; but most of all he stared at Mary Louise, who seemed to sense from his manner some impending misfortune.


  “H-m,” said the lawyer, growing red and then paling; “I’ve bad news.”


  He chopped the words off abruptly, as if he resented the necessity of uttering them. His eyes, which had been fixed upon the face of Mary Louise, suddenly wavered and sought the floor.


  His manner said more than his words. Mary Louise grew white and pressed her hands to her heart, regarding the lawyer with eyes questioning and full of fear. Irene turned a sympathetic gaze upon her friend and Aunt Hannah came closer to the girl and slipped an arm around her waist, as if to help her to endure this unknown trial. And Mary Louise, feeling she could not bear the suspense, asked falteringly:


  “Has—Gran’pa Jim—been—”


  “No,” said Mr. Conant. “No, my dear, no.”


  “Then—has anything happened to—to—mother?”


  “Well, well,” muttered the lawyer, with a sort or growl, “Mrs. Burrows has not been in good health for some months, it seems. She—eh—was under a—eh—under a nervous strain; a severe nervous strain, you know, and—”


  “Is she dead?” asked the girl in a low, hard voice.


  “The end, it seems, came unexpectedly, several days ago. She did not suffer, your grandfather writes, but—”


  Again he left his sentence unfinished, for Mary Louise had buried her face in Aunt Hannah’s bosom and was sobbing in a miserable, heartbreaking way that made Peter jerk a handkerchief from, his pocket and blow his nose lustily. Then he turned and marched from the room, while his wife led the hapless girl to a sofa and cuddled her in her lap as if she had been a little child.


  “She’s best with the women,” muttered Peter to himself. “It’s a sorrowful thing—a dreadful thing, in a way—but it can’t be helped and—she’s best with the women.”


  He had wandered into the dining room, where Sarah Judd was laying the table for dinner. She must have overheard the conversation in the living room, for she came beside the lawyer and asked:


  “When did Mrs. Burrows die?”


  “On Monday.”


  “Where?”


  “That’s none of your business, my girl.”


  “Has the funeral been held?”


  He regarded her curiously. The idea of a servant asking such questions! But there was a look in Sarah’s blue eyes that meant more than curiosity; somehow, it drew from him an answer.


  “Mrs. Burrows was cremated on Wednesday. It seems she preferred it to burial.” Having said this, he turned to stare from the window again.


  Sarah Judd stood silent a moment. Then she said with a sigh of relief:


  “It’s a queer world, isn’t it, Mr. Conant? And this death isn’t altogether a calamity.”


  “Eh? Why not?” whirling round to face her.


  “Because,” said Sarah, “it will enable Mr. Hathaway to face the world again—a free man.”


  Peter Conant was so startled that he stood motionless, forgetting his locket but not forgetting to stare. Sarah, with her hands full of forks and spoons, began placing the silver in orderly array upon the table. She paid no heed to the lawyer, who gradually recovered his poise and watched her with newly awakened interest. Once or twice he opened his mouth to speak, and then decided not to. He was bewildered, perplexed, suspicious. In thought he began to review the manner of Sarah’s coming to them, and her subsequent actions. She seemed a capable servant. Mrs. Conant had never complained of her. Yet—what did she know of Hathaway?


  Mary Louise did not appear at dinner. She begged to be left alone in her room. Sarah took her some toast and tea, with honest sympathy in her eyes, but the sorrowing girl shook her head and would not taste the food. Later, however, in the evening, she entered the living room where the others sat in depressed silence and said:


  “Please, Mr. Conant, tell me all you know about—mother.”


  “It is very little, my dear” replied the lawyer in a kindly tone. “This morning I received a message from your grandfather which said: ‘Poor Beatrice passed away on Monday and at her request her body was cremated to-day. Be very gentle in breaking the sad news to Mary Louise.’ That was all, my child, and I came here as quickly as I could. In a day or so we shall have further details, I feel sure. I am going back to town in the morning and will send you any information I receive.”


  “Thank you,” said the girl, and was quietly leaving the room when Irene called to her.


  “Mary Louise!”


  “Yes?” half turning.


  “Will you come with me to my room?”


  “Now?”


  “Yes. You know I cannot go up the stairs. And—I lost my own dear mother not long ago, you will remember.”


  Tears started to the girl’s eyes, but she waited until Irene wheeled her chair beside her and then the two went through the den to Irene’s room.


  Mrs. Conant nodded to Peter approvingly.


  “Irene will comfort her,” she said, “and in a way far better than I might do. It is all very dreadful and very sad, Peter, but the poor child has never enjoyed much of her mother’s society and when the first bitter grief is passed I think she will recover something of her usual cheerfulness.”


  “H-m,” returned the lawyer; “it seems a hard thing to say, Hannah, but this demise may prove a blessing in disguise and be best for the child’s future happiness. In any event, I’m sure it will relieve the strain many of us have been under for the past ten years.”


  “You talk in riddles, Peter.”


  “The whole thing is a riddle, Hannah. And, by the way, have you noticed anything suspicious about our hired girl?”


  “About Sarah? No,” regarding him with surprise.


  “Does she—eh—snoop around much?”


  “No; she’s a very good girl.”


  “Too good to be true, perhaps,” observed Peter, and lapsed into thought. Really, it wouldn’t matter now how much Sarah Judd—or anyone else—knew of the Hathaway case. The mystery would solve itself, presently.


  CHAPTER XXII THE FOLKS AT BIGBEE’S


  Mr. Conant decided to take the Friday morning train back to Dorfield, saying it would not be possible for him to remain at the Lodge over Sunday, because important business might require his presence in town.


  “This demise of Mrs. Burrows,” he said confidentially to his wife in the privacy of their room, “may have far-reaching results and turn the whole current of Colonel Weatherby’s life.”


  “I don’t see why,” said Aunt Hannah.


  “You’re not expected to see why,” he replied. “As the Colonel is my most important client, I must be at the office in case of developments or a sudden demand for my services. I will tell you one thing, however, and that is that this vacation at Hillcrest Lodge was planned by the Colonel while I was in New York, with the idea that he and Mrs. Burrows would come here secretly and enjoy a nice visit with Mary Louise.”


  “You planned all that, Peter!”


  “Yes. That is, Weatherby planned it. He knows Will Morrison well, and Will was only too glad to assist him; so they wired me to come to New York, where all was quickly arranged. This place is so retired that we considered it quite safe for the fugitives to come here.”


  “Why didn’t they come, then?”


  “Two reasons prevented them. One was the sudden breaking of Mrs. Burrows’ health; the other reason was the Colonel’s discovery that in some way our carefully laid plans had become known to the detectives who are seeking him.”


  “Good gracious! Are you sure of that, Peter!”


  “The Colonel seemed sure. He maintains a detective force on his own account and his spies discovered that Hillcrest is being watched by agents of the Secret Service.”


  “Dear me; what a maze of deceit!” wailed the good woman. “I wish you were well out of the whole affair, Peter; and I wish Mary Louise was out of it, too.”


  “So do I, with all my heart. But it’s coming to a focus soon, Hannah. Be patient and it may end better than we now fear.”


  So Bub drove Mr. Conant to Millbank and then the boy took the car to the blacksmith shop to have a small part repaired. The blacksmith made a bungle of it and wasted all the forenoon before he finally took Bub’s advice about shaping it and the new rod was attached and found to work successfully.


  It was after one o’clock when the boy at last started for home and on the way was hailed by a stranger—a little man who was trudging along the road with both hands thrust in his pockets.


  “Going far?” he asked.


  “Up th’ mount’n to Hillcrest,” said Bub.


  “Oh. May I have a lift?”


  “How fer?”


  “Well, I can’t say how far I’ll go. I’m undecided. Just came out here for a little fresh air, you know, with no definite plans,” explained the stranger.


  “Hop in,” said Bub and for a time they rode together in silence.


  “This ‘ere’s the Huddle, as we’re comin’ to,” announced the boy. “Ol’ Miss’ Parsons she sometimes takes boarders.”


  “That’s kind of her,” remarked the stranger. “But the air isn’t so good as further up the hill.”


  “Ef ye go up,” said Bub with a grin, “guess ye’ll hev to camp out an’ eat scrub. Nobody don’t take boarders, up th’ mount’n.”


  “I suppose not.”


  He made no demand to be let out at the Huddle, so Bub drove on.


  “By the way,” said the little man, “isn’t there a place called Bigbee’s, near here?”


  “Comin’ to it pretty soon. They’s some gals livin’ there now, so ye won’t care to stop.”


  “What sort of girls are they?”


  “Sort o’ queer.”


  “Yes?”


  “Ye bet ye. Come from the city a while ago an’ livin’ by theyselves. Someth’n’ wrong ‘bout them gals,” added Bub reflectively.


  “In what way?” asked the little man in a tone of interest.


  “They ain’t here fer nuth’n’ special ‘cept watchin’ the folks at Hillcrest. Them’s the folks I belongs to. For four bits a week. They’s someth’n’ queer ‘bout them, too; but I guess all the folks is queer thet comes here from the city.”


  “Quite likely,” agreed the little man, nodding. “Let me out at Bigbee’s, please, and I’ll look over those women and form my own opinion of them. They may perhaps be friends of mine.”


  “In thet case,” asserted Bub, “I pity ye, stranger. F’r my part, I ain’t got no use fer anything thet wears skirts—‘cept one er two, mebbe,” he added reflectively. “Most men I kin git ‘long with fust-rate; but ef a man ever gits in trouble, er begins cussin’ an’ acts ugly, it’s ‘cause some gal’s rubbed him crossways the grain er stuck a knife in him an’ twisted the blade—so’s ter speak.”


  “You’re an observant lad, I see.”


  “When I’m awake I kain’t help seein’ things.”


  “And you’re a pastoral philosopher.”


  Bub scowled and gave him a surly glance.


  “What’s the use firin’ thet high-brow stuff at me?” he asked indignantly. “I s’pose ye think I’m a kid, jes’ ‘cause I don’t do no fancy talkin’.”


  “I suspect you of nothing but generosity in giving me this ride,” said the stranger pleasantly. “Is that Bigbee’s, over yonder?”


  “Yes.”


  The little man got out at the point where the Bigbee drive met the road, and walked up the drive toward the house. Agatha Lord was standing at the gateway, as he approached it, and seemed rather startled at his appearance. But she quickly controlled her surprise and asked in a calm voice, as she faced him:


  “What’s up, O’Gorman?”


  “Hathaway’s coming here,” he said.


  “Are you sure?”


  “He’s in Dorfield to-day, waiting to see Lawyer Conant, who went in on the morning train. Where’s Nan?”


  “Here, my lord!” said Nan Shelley, stepping from behind a tall shrub. “How are you, partner? I recognized you as you passed the Huddle with the boy.”


  “Field glasses, eh? There isn’t much escapes you, Nan.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Agatha reproachfully.


  “Why don’t you make your own discoveries?” retorted her confederate. Then, turning to O’Gorman, she continued: “So Hathaway’s coming, is he? At last.”


  “A little late, but according to program. How have you been getting along?”


  “Bored to death,” asserted Nan. “Agatha has played the lady and I’ve done the dirty work. But tell me, why didn’t you nab Hathaway at Dorfield?”


  O’Gorman smiled a little grimly as he answered:


  “I’m not sure, Nan, that we shall nab Hathaway at all.”


  “Isn’t he being shadowed?” with some surprise.


  “No. But he’ll come here, right enough; and then—”


  “And then,” she added, as he paused, “the chase of years will come to an end.”


  “Exactly. We may decide to take him to Washington, and we may not.”


  She gazed at him inquiringly.


  “There are some new developments, then, O’Gorman?”


  “I’m inclined to suspect there are.”


  “Known to the department?”


  “Yes. I’m to investigate and use my judgment.”


  “I see. Then Agatha and I are out of it?”


  “Not yet; I’m still depending on your shrewdness to assist me. The office has only had a hint, so far, of the prospective break in the case, but—”


  “Oh, yes; I remember now,” exclaimed Nan.


  “That girl up at Conant’s sent a telegram, in a desperate hurry. I suspected it meant something important. Who is she, O’Gorman, and why did the Chief cut under us by planting Sarah Judd in the Conants’ household?”


  “He didn’t. The girl has nothing to do with the Department.”


  “Then some of you intercepted the telegram?”


  “We know what it said,” he admitted.


  “Come, let’s go to the house. I’ve had no lunch. Can you feed me?”


  “Certainly.” They turned and walked slowly up the path. Said Nan, musingly: “That Sarah Judd is rather clever, O’Gorman. Is she in Hathaway’s pay?”


  “I think not,” he replied, with an amused chuckle.


  Nan tossed her head indignantly.


  “Very well; play me for a ninny, if you like,” she said resentfully. “You’ll get a heap more out of me, in that way!”


  “Now, now,” said Agatha warningly, “keep your tempers and don’t quarrel. You two are like cats and dogs when you get together; yet you’re the two cleverest people in the service. According to your story, Mr. O’Gorman, there’s an important crisis approaching, and we’d all like to be able to render a good account of ourselves.”


  Agatha Lord may have lacked something of Nan’s experience, but this speech proved her a fair diplomat. It dispersed the gathering storm and during the rest of that afternoon the three counseled together in perfect harmony, O’Gorman confiding to his associates such information as would enable them to act with him intelligently. Hathaway and Peter Conant could not arrive till the next day at noon; they might even come by the afternoon train. Nan’s field glasses would warn them of the arrival and meanwhile there was ample time to consider how they should act.


  CHAPTER XXIII A KISS FROM JOSIE


  That evening, as Sarah Judd was sitting in her room reading a book, her work for the day being over, she heard a succession of little taps against her window-pane. She sat still, listening, until the taps were repeated, when she walked straight to the window, drew the shade and threw tip the sash. O’Gorman’s face appeared in the opening and the girl put a hand on each of his cheeks and leaning over kissed him full upon his lips.


  The man’s face, lighted by the lamp from within the room, was radiant. Even the fat nose was beatified by the love that shone in his small gray eyes. He took one of her hands in both of his own and held it close a moment, while they regarded one another silently.


  Then he gave a little beckoning signal and the girl turned to slip on a light coat, for the nights were chill on the mountain. Afterward she unfastened her outside door and joined the detective, who passed an arm around her and led her to one of the benches on the bluff.


  The new moon was dim, but a sprinkling of stars lit the sky. The man and girl were far enough from the Lodge not to be overheard.


  “It’s good to see you again, Josie,” said O’Gorman, as they seated themselves on the bench. “How do you like being a sleuth?”


  “Really, Daddy,” she replied, “it has been no end of a lark. I’m dead sick of washing other folks’ dishes, I confess, but the fun I’ve had has more than made up for the hard work. Do you know, Dad, I had a session with Nan Shelley one day, and she didn’t have much the best of it, either, although she’s quick as a cat and had me backed off the map in every way except for the matter of wits. My thoughts didn’t crumble much and Nan was good enough to congratulate me. She knew, as soon as I did, about the letter the crippled girl found in a book, but I managed to make a copy of it, while Nan is still wondering where it is hid. I’m patting myself on the back, Dad, because you trained me and I want to prove myself a credit to your training. It’s no wonder, with such a master, that I could hold my own with Nan Shelley!”


  He gave a little amused laugh.


  “You’re all right, Josie dear,” he replied. “My training wouldn’t have amounted to shucks if you hadn’t possessed the proper gray matter to work with. But about that letter,” more seriously; “your telegram told me a lot, because our code is so concise, but it also left a good deal to be guessed at. Who wrote the letter? I must know all the details in order to understand it properly.”


  “It’s all down in my private shorthand book,” said Josie O’Gorman, “but I’ve never dared make a clear copy while Nan was so near me. You can’t read it, Dad, and I can’t read it to you in the dark; so you’ll have to wait.”


  “Have you your notebook here?”


  “Always carry it.”


  He drew an electric storage-lamp from his pocket and shielded the tiny circle of light with his coat.


  “Now, then,” said he, “read the letter to me, Josie. It’s impossible for anyone to see the light from the house.”


  The girl held her notebook behind the flap of his coat, where the lamp shed its white rays upon it, and slowly read the text of the letter. O’Gorman sat silent for some time after she had finished reading.


  “In all my speculations concerning the Hathaway case,” he said to his daughter, “I never guessed this as the true solution of the man’s extraordinary actions. But now, realizing that Hathaway is a gentleman to the core, I understand he could not have acted in any other way.”


  “Mrs. Burrows is dead,” remarked Josie.


  “I know. It’s a pity she didn’t die long ago.”


  “This thing killed her, Dad.”


  “I’m sure of it. She was a weak, though kind-hearted, woman and this trouble wore her out with fear and anxiety. How did the girl—Mary Louise—take her mother’s death?”


  “Rather hard, at first. She’s quieter now. But—see here, Dad—are you still working for the Department?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then I’m sorry I’ve told you so much. I’m on the other side. I’m here to protect Mary Louise Burrows and her interests.”


  “To be sure. I sent you here myself, at my own expense, both to test your training before I let you into the regular game and for the sake of the little Burrows girl, whom I fell in love with when she was so friendless. I believed things would reach a climax in the Hathaway case, in this very spot, but I couldn’t foresee that your cleverness would ferret out that letter, which the girl Irene intended to keep silent about, nor did I know that the Chief would send me here in person to supervise Hathaway’s capture. Mighty queer things happen in this profession of ours, and circumstances lead the best of us by the nose.”


  “Do you intend to arrest Mr. Hathaway?”


  “After hearing that letter read and in view of the fact that Mrs. Burrows is dead, I think not. The letter, if authentic, clears up the mystery to our complete satisfaction. But I must get the story from Hathaway’s own lips, and then compare his statement with that in the letter. If they agree, we won’t prosecute the man at all, and the famous case that has caused us so much trouble for years will be filed in the office pigeonholes and pass into ancient history.”


  Josie O’Gorman sat silent for a long time. Then she asked:


  “Do you think Mr. Hathaway will come here, now that—now that—”


  “I’m quite sure he will come.”


  “When?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Then I must warn them and try to head him off. I’m on his side, Dad; don’t forget that.”


  “I won’t; and because you’re on his side, Josie, you must let him come and be vindicated, and so clear up this matter for good and all.”


  “Poor Mary Louise! I was thinking of her, not of her grandfather. Have you considered how a knowledge of the truth will affect her?”


  “Yes. She will be the chief sufferer when her grandfather’s innocence is finally proved.”


  “It will break her heart,” said Josie, with a sigh.


  “Perhaps not. She’s mighty fond of her grandfather. She’ll be glad to have him freed from suspicion and she’ll be sorry—about the other thing.”


  Sarah Judd—otherwise Josie O’Gorman—sighed again; but presently she gave a little chuckle of glee.


  “Won’t Nan be wild, though, when she finds I’ve beaten her and won the case for Hathaway?”


  “Nan won’t mind. She’s an old hand at the game and has learned to take things as they come. She’ll be at work upon some other case within a week and will have forgotten that this one ever bothered her.”


  “Who is Agatha Lord, and why did they send her here as principal, with Nan as her maid?”


  “Agatha is an educated woman who has moved in good society. The Chief thought she would be more likely to gain the friendship of the Conants than Nan, for poor Nan hasn’t much breeding to boast of. But she was really the principal, for all that, and Agatha was instructed to report to her and to take her orders.”


  “They were both suspicious of me,” said the girl, “but as neither of them had ever set eyes on me before I was able to puzzle them. On the other hand, I knew who Nan was because I’d seen her with you, which gave me an advantage. Now, tell me, how’s mother?”


  “Pretty chirky, but anxious about you because this is your first case and she feared your judgment wasn’t sufficiently matured. I told her you’d pull through all right.”


  For an hour they sat talking together. Then Officer O’Gorman kissed his daughter good night and walked back to the Bigbee house.


  CHAPTER XXIV FACING THE TRUTH


  Irene was a great comfort to Mary Louise in this hour of trial. The chair-girl, beneath her gayety of demeanor and lightness of speech, was deeply religious. Her absolute faith sounded so cheering that death was robbed of much of its horror and her bereaved friend found solace. Mary Louise was able to talk freely of “Mamma Bee” to Irene, while with Aunt Hannah she rather avoided reference to her mother.


  “I’ve always longed to be more with Mamma Bee and to learn to know her better,” she said to her friend; “for, though she was very loving and gentle to me while I was with her, she spent most of her life caring for Gran’pa Jim, and they were away from me so much that I really didn’t get to know Mamma very well. I think she worried a good deal over Gran’pa’s troubles. She couldn’t help that, of course, but I always hoped that some day the troubles would be over and we could all live happily together. And now—that can never be!”


  Irene, knowing more of the Hathaway family history than Mary Louise did, through the letter she had found and read, was often perplexed how to console her friend and still regard honesty and truth. Any deception, even when practiced through the best of motives, was abhorrent to her nature, so she avoided speaking of the present affliction and led Mary Louise to look to a future life for the motherly companionship she had missed on earth.


  “That,” said she, “is the thought that has always given me the most comfort. We are both orphans, dear, and I’m sure your nature is as brave as my own and that you can bear equally well the loss of your parents.”


  And Mary Louise was really brave and tried hard to bear her grief with patient resignation. One thing she presently decided in her mind, although she did not mention it to Irene. She must find Gran’pa Jim and go to him, wherever he might be. Gran’pa Jim and her mother had been inseparable companions; Mary Louise knew that her own present sorrow could be nothing when compared with that of her grandfather. And so it was her duty to find him and comfort him, to devote her whole life, as her mother had done, to caring for his wants and cheering his loneliness—so far, indeed, as she was able to do. Of course, no one could quite take the place of Mamma Bee.


  She was thinking in this vein as she sat in the den with Irene that Saturday afternoon. The chair-girl, who sewed beautifully, was fixing over one of Mary Louise’s black dresses while Mary Louise sat opposite, listlessly watching her. The door into the hall was closed, but the glass door to the rear porch was wide open to let in the sun and air. And this simple scene was the setting for the drama about to be enacted.


  Mary Louise had her back half turned to the hall door, which Irene partially faced, and so it was that when the door opened softly and the chair-girl raised her head to gaze with startled surprise at someone who stood in the doorway, Mary Louise first curiously eyed her friend’s expressive face and then, rather languidly, turned her head to glance over her shoulder.


  The next moment she sprang to her feet and rushed forward.


  “Gran’pa Jim—Oh, Gran’pa Jim!” she cried, and threw herself into the arms of a tall man who folded her to his breast in a close embrace.


  For a while they stood there silent, while Irene dropped her eyes to her lap, deeming the reunion too sacred to be observed by another. And then a little stir at the open porch door attracted her attention and with a shock of repulsion she saw Agatha Lord standing there with a cynical smile on her lovely face. Softly the sash of the window was raised, and the maid Susan stood on the ground outside, leaned her elbows on the sill and quietly regarded the scene within the den.


  The opening of the window arrested Colonel Weatherby’s attention. He lifted his head and with a quick glance took in the situation. Then, still holding his granddaughter in his arms, he advanced to the center of the room and said sternly, addressing Agatha:


  “Is this a deliberate intrusion, because I am here, or is it pure insolence?”


  “Forgive us if we intrude, Mr. Hathaway,” replied Agatha. “It was not our desire to interrupt your meeting with your granddaughter, but—it has been so difficult, in the past, to secure an interview with you, sir, that we dared not risk missing you at this time.”


  He regarded her with an expression of astonishment.


  “That’s it, exactly, Mr. Weatherby-Hathaway,” remarked Susan mockingly, from her window.


  “Don’t pay any attention to them, Gran’pa Jim,” begged Mary Louise, clinging to him. “They’re just two dreadful women who live down below here, and—and—”


  “I realize who they are,” said the old gentleman in a calm voice, and addressing Agatha again he continued: “Since you are determined to interview me, pray step inside and be seated.”


  Agatha shook her head with a smile; Nan Shelley laughed outright and retorted:


  “Not yet, Hathaway. We can’t afford to take chances with one who has dodged the whole Department for ten years.”


  “Then you are Government agents?” he asked.


  “That’s it, sir.”


  He turned his head toward the door by which he had entered, for there was an altercation going on in the hallway and Mr. Conant’s voice could be heard angrily protesting.


  A moment later the lawyer came in, followed by the little man with the fat nose, who bowed to Colonel Weatherby very respectfully yet remained planted in the doorway.


  “This is—er—er—very unfortunate, sir; ve-ry un-for-tu-nate!” exclaimed Peter Conant, chopping off each word with a sort of snarl. “These confound-ed secret service people have trailed us here.”


  “It doesn’t matter, Mr. Conant,” replied the Colonel, in a voice composed but very weary. He seated himself in a chair, as he spoke, and Mary Louise sat on the arm of it, still embracing him.


  “No,” said O’Gorman, “it really doesn’t matter, sir. In fact, I’m sure you will feel relieved to have this affair off your mind and be spared all further annoyance concerning it.”


  The old gentleman looked at him steadily but made no answer. It was Peter Conant who faced the speaker and demanded:


  “What do you mean by that statement?”


  “Mr. Hathaway knows what I mean. He can, in a few words, explain why he has for years borne the accusation of a crime of which he is innocent.”


  Peter Conant was so astounded he could do nothing but stare at the detective. Staring was the very best thing that Peter did and he never stared harder in his life. The tears had been coursing down Mary Louise’s cheeks, but now a glad look crossed her face.


  “Do you hear that, Gran’pa Jim?” she cried. “Of course you are innocent! I’ve always known that; but now even your enemies do.”


  Mr. Hathaway looked long into the girl’s eyes, which met his own hopefully, almost joyfully. Then he turned to O’Gorman.


  “I cannot prove my innocence,” he said.


  “Do you mean that you will not?”


  “I will go with you and stand my trial. I will accept whatever punishment the law decrees.”


  O’Gorman nodded his head.


  “I know exactly how you feel about it, Mr. Hathaway,” he said, “and I sympathize with you most earnestly. Will you allow me to sit down awhile? Thank you.”


  He took a chair facing that of the hunted man. Agatha, seeing this, seated herself on the door-step. Nan maintained her position, leaning through the open window.


  “This,” said O’Gorman, “is a strange ease. It has always been a strange case, sir, from the very beginning. Important government secrets of the United States were stolen and turned over to the agent of a foreign government which is none too friendly to our own. It was considered, in its day, one of the most traitorous crimes in our history. And you, sir, a citizen of high standing and repute, were detected in the act of transferring many of these important papers to a spy, thus periling the safety of the nation. You were caught redhanded, so to speak, but made your escape and in a manner remarkable and even wonderful for its adroitness have for years evaded every effort on the part of our Secret Service Department to effect your capture. And yet, despite the absolute truth of this statement, you are innocent.”


  None cared to reply for a time. Some who had listened to O’Gorman were too startled to speak; others refrained. Mary Louise stared at the detective with almost Peter Conant’s expression—her eyes big and round. Irene thrilled with joyous anticipation, for in the presence of this sorrowing, hunted, white-haired old man, whose years had been devoted to patient self-sacrifice, the humiliation the coming disclosure would, thrust upon Mary Louise seemed now insignificant. Until this moment Irene had been determined to suppress the knowledge gained through the old letter in order to protect the feelings of her friend, but now a crying need for the truth to prevail was borne in upon her. She had thought that she alone knew this truth. To her astonishment, as well as satisfaction, the chair-girl now discovered that O’Gorman was equally well informed.


  CHAPTER XXV SIMPLE JUSTICE


  All eyes were turned upon Mr. Hathaway, who had laid a hand upon the head of his grandchild and was softly stroking her hair. At last he said brokenly, repeating his former assertion:


  “I cannot prove my innocence.”


  “But I can,” declared O’Gorman positively, “and I’m going to do it.”


  “No—no!” said Hathaway, startled at his tone.


  “It’s this way, sir,” explained the little man in a matter-of-fact voice, “this chase after you has cost the government a heavy sum already, and your prosecution is likely to make public an affair which, under the circumstances, we consider it more diplomatic to hush up. Any danger to our country has passed, for information obtained ten years ago regarding our defenses, codes, and the like, is to-day worthless because all conditions are completely changed. Only the crime of treason remains; a crime that deserves the severest punishment; but the guilty persons have escaped punishment and are now facing a higher tribunal—both the principal in the crime and his weak and foolish tool. So it is best for all concerned, Mr. Hathaway, that we get at the truth of this matter and, when it is clearly on record in the government files, declare the case closed for all time. The State Department has more important matters that demand its attention.”


  The old man’s head was bowed, his chin resting on his breast. It was now the turn of Mary Louise to smooth his thin gray locks.


  “If you will make a statement, sir,” continued O’Gorman, “we shall be able to verify it.”


  Slowly Hathaway raised his head.


  “I have no statement to make,” he persisted.


  “This is rank folly,” exclaimed O’Gorman, “but if you refuse to make the statement, I shall make it myself.”


  “I beg you—I implore you!” said Hathaway pleadingly.


  The detective rose and stood before him, looking not at the old man but at the young girl—Mary Louise.


  “Tell me, my child,” he said gently, “would you not rather see your grandfather—an honorable, high-minded gentleman—acquitted of an unjust accusation, even at the expense of some abasement and perhaps heartaches on your part, rather than allow him to continue to suffer disgrace in order to shield you from so slight an affliction?”


  “Sir!” cried Hathaway indignantly, starting to his feet; “how dare you throw the burden on this poor child? Have you no mercy—no compassion?”


  “Plenty,” was the quiet reply. “Sit down, sir. This girl is stronger than you think. She will not be made permanently unhappy by knowing the truth, I assure you.”


  Hathaway regarded him with a look of anguish akin to fear. Then he turned and seated himself, again putting an arm around Mary Louise as if to shield her.


  Said Irene, speaking very slowly:


  “I am quite sure Mr. O’Gorman is right. Mary Louise is a brave girl, and she loves her grandfather.”


  Then Mary Louise spoke—hesitatingly, at first, for she could not yet comprehend the full import of the officer’s words.


  “If you mean,” said she, “that it will cause me sorrow and humiliation to free my grandfather from suspicion, and that he refuses to speak because he fears the truth will hurt me, then I ask you to speak out, Mr. O’Gorman.”


  “Of course,” returned the little man, smiling at her approvingly; “that is just what I intend to do. All these years, my girl, your grandfather has accepted reproach and disgrace in order to shield the good name of a woman and to save her from a prison cell. And that woman was your mother.”


  “Oh!” cried Mary Louise and covered her face with her hands.


  “You brute!” exclaimed Hathaway, highly incensed.


  “But this is not all,” continued O’Gorman, unmoved; “your mother, Mary Louise, would have been condemned and imprisoned—and deservedly so in the eyes of the law—had the truth been known; and yet I assure you she was only guilty of folly and of ignorance of the terrible consequences that might have resulted from her act. She was weak enough to be loyal to a promise wrung from her in extremity, and therein lay her only fault. Your grandfather knew all this, and she was his daughter—his only child. When the accusation for your mother’s crime fell on him, he ran away and so tacitly admitted his guilt, thus drawing suspicion from her. His reason for remaining hidden was that, had he been caught and brought to trial, he could not have lied or perjured himself under oath even to save his dearly loved daughter from punishment. Now you understand why he could not submit to arrest; why, assisted by a small but powerful band of faithful friends, he has been able to evade capture during all these years. I admire him for that; but he has sacrificed himself long enough. Your mother’s recent death renders her prosecution impossible. It is time the truth prevailed. In simple justice I will not allow this old man to embitter further his life, just to protect his grandchild from a knowledge of her mother’s sin.”


  Again a deathly silence pervaded the room.


  “You—you are speaking at random,” said Hathaway, in a voice choked with emotion. “You have no proof of these dreadful statements.”


  “But I have!” said Irene bravely, believing it her duty to support O’Gorman.


  “And so have I,” asserted the quiet voice of Sarah Judd, who had entered the room unperceived.


  Hathaway regarded both the girls in surprise, but said nothing.


  “I think,” said Officer O’Gorman, “it will be best for us to read to Mr. Hathaway that letter.”


  “The letter which I found in the book?” asked Irene eagerly.


  “Yes. But do not disturb yourself,” as she started to wheel her chair close to the wall. “Josie will get it.”


  To Irene’s astonishment Sarah Judd walked straight to the repeating rifle, opened the sliding plate in its stock and took out the closely folded letter. Perhaps Nan Shelley and Agatha Lord were no less surprised than Irene; also they were deeply chagrined. But O’Gorman’s slip in calling Sarah Judd “Josie” had conveyed to his associates information that somewhat modified their astonishment at the girl’s cleverness, for everyone who knew O’Gorman had often heard of his daughter Josie, of whom he was accustomed to speak with infinite pride. He always said he was training her to follow his own profession and that when the education was complete Josie O’Gorman would make a name for herself in the detective service. So Nan and Agatha exchanged meaning glances and regarded the freckled-faced girl with new interest.


  “I’m not much of a reader,” said Josie, carefully unfolding the paper. “Suppose we let Miss Irene read it?”


  Her father nodded assent and Josie handed the sheet to Irene.


  Mr. Hathaway had been growing uneasy and now addressed Officer O’Gorman in a protesting voice:


  “Is this reading necessary, sir?”


  “Very necessary, Mr. Hathaway.”


  “What letter is this that you have referred to?”


  “A bit of information dating nearly ten years ago and written by one who perhaps knew more of the political intrigues of John and Beatrice Burrows than has ever come to your own knowledge.”


  “The letter is authentic, then?”


  “Quite so.”


  “And your Department knows of its existence?”


  “I am acting under the Department’s instructions, sir. Oblige us, Miss Macfarlane,” he added, turning to Irene, “by reading the letter in full.”


  CHAPTER XXVI THE LETTER


  “This sheet,” explained Irene, “is, in fact, but a part of a letter. The first sheets are missing, so we don’t know who it was addressed to; but it is signed, at the end, by the initials ‘E. de V.’”


  “The ambassador!” cried Hathaway, caught off his guard by surprise.


  “The same,” said O’Gorman triumphantly; “and it is all in his well-known handwriting. Read the letter, my girl.”


  “The first sentence,” said Irene, “is a continuation of something on a previous page, but I will read it just as it appears here.”


  And then, in a clear, distinct voice that was audible to all present, she read as follows:


  
    “which forces me to abandon at once my post and your delightful country in order to avoid further complications. My greatest regret is in leaving Mrs. Burrows in so unfortunate a predicament. The lady was absolutely loyal to us and the calamity that has overtaken her is through no fault of her own.


    “That you may understand this thoroughly I will remind you that John Burrows was in our employ. It was through our secret influence that he obtained his first government position, where he inspired confidence and became trusted implicitly. He did not acquire full control, however, until five years later, and during that time he met and married Beatrice Hathaway, the charming daughter of James J. Hathaway, a wealthy broker. That gave Burrows added importance and he was promoted to the high government position he occupied at the time of his death.


    “Burrows made for us secret copies of the fortifications on both the east and west coasts, including the number and caliber of guns, amounts of munitions stored and other details. Also he obtained copies of the secret telegraph and naval codes and the complete armaments of all war vessels, both in service and in process of construction. A part of this information and some of the plans he delivered to me before he died, as you know, and he had the balance practically ready for delivery when he was taken with pneumonia and unfortunately expired very suddenly.


    “It was characteristic of the man’s faithfulness that on his death bed he made his wife promise to deliver the balance of the plans and an important book of codes to us as early as she could find an opportunity to do so. Mrs. Burrows had previously been in her husband’s confidence and knew he was employed by us while holding his position with the government, so she readily promised to carry out his wishes, perhaps never dreaming of the difficulties that would confront her or the personal danger she assumed. But she was faithful to her promise and afterward tried to fulfill it.


    “Her father, the James J. Hathaway above mentioned, in whose mansion Mrs. Burrows lived with her only child, is a staunch patriot. Had he known of our plot he would have promptly denounced it, even sacrificing his son-in-law. I have no quarrel with him for that, you may well believe, as I value patriotism above all other personal qualities. But after the death of John Burrows it became very difficult for his wife to find a way to deliver to me the packet of plans without being detected. Through some oversight at the government office, which aroused suspicion immediately after his death, Burrows was discovered to have made duplicates of many documents intrusted to him and with a suspicion of the truth government agents were sent to interview Mrs. Burrows and find out if the duplicates were still among her husband’s papers. Being a clever woman, she succeeded in secreting the precious package and so foiled the detectives. Even her own father, who was very indignant that a member of his household should be accused of treason, had no suspicion that his daughter was in any way involved. But the house was watched, after that, and Mrs. Burrows was constantly under surveillance—a fact of which she was fully aware. I also became aware of the difficulties that surrounded her and although impatient to receive the package I dared not press its delivery. Fortunately no suspicion attached to me and a year or so after her husband’s death I met Mrs. Burrows at the house of a mutual friend, on the occasion of a crowded reception, and secured an interview with her where we could not be overheard. We both believed that by this time the police espionage had been greatly relaxed so I suggested that she boldly send the parcel to me, under an assumed name, at Carver’s Drug Store, where I had a confederate. An ordinary messenger would not do for this errand, but Mr. Hathaway drove past the drug store every morning on his way to his office, and Mrs. Burrows thought it would be quite safe to send the parcel by his hand, the man being wholly above suspicion.


    “On the morning we had agreed upon for the attempt, the woman brought the innocent looking package to her father, as he was leaving the house, and asked him to deliver it at the drug store on his way down. Thinking it was returned goods he consented, but at the moment he delivered the parcel a couple of detectives appeared and arrested him, opening the package before him to prove its important contents. I witnessed this disaster to our plot with my own eyes, but managed to escape without being arrested as a partner in the conspiracy, and thus I succeeded in protecting the good name of my beloved country, which must never be known in this connection.


    “Hathaway was absolutely stupefied at the charge against him. Becoming violently indignant, he knocked down the officers and escaped with the contents of the package. He then returned home and demanded an explanation from his daughter, who confessed all.


    “It was then that Hathaway showed the stuff he was made of, to use an Americanism. He insisted on shielding his daughter, to whom he was devotedly attached, and in taking all the responsibility on his own shoulders. The penalty of this crime is imprisonment for life and he would not allow Mrs. Burrows to endure it. Being again arrested he did not deny his guilt but cheerfully suffered imprisonment. Before the day set for his trial, however, he managed to escape and since then he has so cleverly hidden himself that the authorities remain ignorant of his whereabouts. His wife and his grandchild also disappeared and it was found that his vast business interests had been legally transferred to some of his most intimate friends—doubtless for his future benefit.


    “The government secret service was helpless. No one save I knew that Hathaway was shielding his daughter, whose promise to her dead husband had led her to betray her country to the representative of a foreign power such as our own. Yet Hathaway, even in sacrificing his name and reputation, revolted at suffering life-long imprisonment, nor dared he stand trial through danger of being forced to confess the truth. So he remains in hiding and I have hopes that he will be able—through his many influential friends—to save himself from capture for many months to come.


    “This is the truth of the matter, dear friend, and as this explanation must never get beyond your own knowledge I charge you to destroy this letter as soon as it is read. When you are abroad next year we will meet and consider this and other matters in which we are mutually interested. I would not have ventured to put this on paper were it not for my desire to leave someone in this country posted on the Hathaway case. You will understand from the foregoing that the situation has become too delicate for me to remain here. If you can, give aid to Hathaway, whom I greatly admire, for we are in a way responsible for his troubles. As for Mrs. Burrows, I consider her a woman of character and honor. That she might keep a pledge made to her dead husband she sinned against the law without realizing the enormity of her offense. If anyone is to blame it is poor John Burrows, who was not justified in demanding so dangerous a pledge from his wife; but he was dying at the time and his judgment was impaired. Let us be just to all and so remain just to ourselves.


    “Write me at the old address and believe me to be yours most faithfully


    E. de V.


    The 16th of September, 1905.”

  


  During Irene’s reading the others maintained an intense silence. Even when she had ended, the silence continued for a time, while all considered with various feelings the remarkable statement they had just heard.


  It was O’Gorman who first spoke.


  “If you will assert, Mr. Hathaway, that the ambassador’s statement is correct, to the best of your knowledge and belief, I have the authority of our department to promise that the charge against you will promptly be dropped and withdrawn and that you will be adjudged innocent of any offense against the law. It is true that you assisted a guilty person to escape punishment, and are therefore liable for what is called ‘misprision of treason,’ but we shall not press that, for, as I said before, we prefer, since no real harm has resulted, to allow the case to be filed without further publicity. Do you admit the truth of the statements contained in this letter?”


  “I believe them to be true,” said Mr. Hathaway, in a low voice. Mary Louise was nestling close in his arms and now she raised her head tenderly to kiss his cheek. She was not sobbing; she did not even appear to be humbled or heart-broken. Perhaps she did not realize at the moment how gravely her father and mother had sinned against the laws of their country. That realization might come to her later, but just now she was happy in the vindication of Gran’pa Jim—a triumph that overshadowed all else.


  “I’ll take this letter for our files,” said Officer O’Gorman, folding it carefully before placing it in his pocketbook. “And now, sir, I hope you will permit me to congratulate you and to wish you many years of happiness with your granddaughter, who first won my admiration by her steadfast faith in your innocence. She’s a good girl, is Mary Louise, and almost as clever as my Josie here. Come, Nan; come, Agatha; let’s go back to Bigbee’s. Our business here is finished.”
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  CHAPTER I THE ARRIVAL


  “Is this the station, Gran’pa Jim?” inquired a young girl, as the train began to slow up.


  “I think so, Mary Louise,” replied the handsome old gentleman addressed.


  “It does look very promising, does it?” she continued, glancing eagerly out of the window.


  “The station? No, my dear; but the station isn’t Cragg’s Crossing, you know; it is merely the nearest railway point to our new home.”


  The conductor opened their drawing-room door.


  “The next stop is Chargrove, Colonel,” he said.


  “Thank you.”


  The porter came for their hand baggage and a moment later the long train stopped and the vestibule steps were let down.


  If you will refer to the time-table of the D. R. & G. Railway you will find that the station of Chargrove is marked with a character dagger ([Picture: Character dagger]), meaning that trains stop there only to let off passengers or, when properly signaled, to let them on. Mary Louise, during the journey, had noted this fact with misgivings that were by no means relieved when she stepped from the sumptuous train and found before her merely a shed-like structure, open on all sides, that served as station-house.


  Colonel Hathaway and his granddaughter stood silently upon the platform of this shed, their luggage beside them, and watched their trunks tumbled out of the baggage car ahead and the train start, gather speed, and go rumbling on its way. Then the girl looked around her to discover that the primitive station was really the only barren spot in the landscape.


  For this was no Western prairie country, but one of the oldest settled and most prosperous sections of a great state that had been one of the original thirteen to be represented by a star on our national banner. Chargrove might not be much of a railway station, as it was only eleven miles from a big city, but the country around it was exceedingly beautiful. Great oaks and maples stood here and there, some in groups and some in stately solitude; the land was well fenced and carefully cultivated; roads—smooth or rutty—led in every direction; flocks and herds were abundant; half hidden by hills or splendid groves peeped the roofs of comfortable farmhouses that evidenced the general prosperity of the community.


  “Uncle Eben is late, isn’t he, Gran’pa Jim?” asked the girl, as her eyes wandered over the pretty, peaceful scene.


  Colonel Hathaway consulted his watch.


  “Our train was exactly on time,” he remarked, “which is more than can be said for old Eben. But I think, Mary Louise, I now see an automobile coming along the road. If I am right, we have not long to wait.”


  He proved to be right, for presently a small touring car came bumping across the tracks and halted at the end of the platform on which they stood. It was driven by an old colored man whose hair was snow white but who sprang from his seat with the agility of a boy when Mary Louise rushed forward with words of greeting.


  “My, Uncle Ebe, but it’s good to see you again!” she exclaimed, taking both his dusky hands in her own and shaking them cordially. “How is Aunt Polly, and how is your ‘rheum’tics’?”


  “Rheum’tics done gone foh good, Ma’y Weeze,” he said, his round face all smiles. “Dis shuah am one prosterous country foh health. Nobuddy sick but de invahlids, an’ dey jus’ ‘magines dey’s sick, dat’s all.”


  “Glad to see you, Uncle,” said the Colonel. “A little late, eh?—as usual. But perhaps you had a tire change.”


  “No, seh, Kun’l, no tire change. I was jus’ tryin’ to hurry ‘long dat lazy Joe Brennan, who’s done comin’ foh de trunks. Niggehs is slow, Kun’l, dey ain’t no argyment ‘bout dat, but when a white man’s a reg’leh loaf eh, seh, dey ain’ no niggeh kin keep behind him.”


  “Joe Brennan is coming, then?”


  “Dat’s right, Kun’l; he’s comin’. Done start befoh daylight, in de lumbeh-wagin. But when I done ketch up wi’ dat Joe—a mile ‘n’ a half away—he won’t lis’n to no reason. So I dodged on ahead to tell you-uns dat Joe’s on de way.”


  “How far is it from here to Cragg’s Crossing, then?” inquired Mary Louise.


  “They call it ten miles,” replied her grandfather, “but I imagine it’s nearer twelve.”


  “And this is the nearest railway station?”


  “Yes, the nearest. But usually the Crossing folks who own motor cars drive to the city to take the trains. We alighted here because in our own case it was more convenient and pleasant than running into the city and out again, and it will save us time.”


  “We be home in half’n hour, mos’ likely,” added Uncle Eben, as he placed the suit cases and satchels in the car. Colonel Hathaway and Mary Louise followed and took their seats.


  “Is it safe to leave our trunks here?” asked the girl.


  “Undoubtedly,” replied her grandfather. “Joe Brennan will doubtless arrive before long and, really, there is no person around to steal them.”


  “I’ve an idea I shall like this part of the country,” said Mary Louise musingly, as they drove away.


  “I am confident you will, my dear.”


  “Is Cragg’s Crossing as beautiful as this?”


  “I think it more beautiful.”


  “And how did you happen to find it, Gran’pa Jim? It seems as isolated as can be.”


  “A friend and I were taking a motor trip and lost our way. A farmer told us that if we went to Cragg’s Crossing we would find a good road to our destination. We went there, following the man’s directions, and encountered beastly roads but found a perfect gem of a tiny, antiquated town which seems to have been forgotten or overlooked by map-makers, automobile guides and tourists. My friend had difficulty in getting me away from the town, I was so charmed with it. Before I left I had discovered, by dint of patient inquiry, a furnished house to let, and you know, of course, that I promptly secured the place for the summer. That’s the whole story, Mary Louise.”


  “It is interesting,” she remarked. “As a result of your famous discovery you sent down Uncle Eben and Aunt Polly, with our car and a lot of truck you thought we might need, and now—when all is ready—you and I have come to take possession.”


  “Rather neatly arranged, I think,” declared the Colonel, with satisfaction.


  “Do you know anything about the history of the place, Gran’pa, or of the people who live in your tiny, forgotten town?”


  “Nothing whatever. I imagine there are folks Cragg’s Crossing who have never been a dozen miles away from it since they were born. The village boasts a ‘hotel’—the funniest little inn you can imagine—where we had an excellent home-cooked meal; and there is one store and a blacksmith’s shop, one church and one schoolhouse. These, with half a dozen ancient and curiously assorted residences, constitute the shy and retiring town of Cragg’s Crossing. Ah, think we have found Joe Brennan.”


  Uncle Eben drew up beside a rickety wagon drawn by two sorry nags who just now were engaged in cropping grass from the roadside. On the seat half reclined a young man who was industriously eating an apple. He wore a blue checked shirt open at the throat, overalls, suspenders and a straw hat that had weathered many seasons of sunshine and rain. His feet were encased in heavy boots and his bronzed face betokened an out-of-door life. There are a million countrymen in the United States just like Joe Brennan in outward appearance.


  Joe did not stop munching; he merely stared as the automobile stopped beside him.


  “Say, you Joe!” shouted Uncle Eben indignatly, “wha’ foh yo’ done sett’n’ heah?”


  “Rest’n’,” said Joe Brennan, taking another bite from his apple.


  “Ain’t yo’ gwine git dem trunks home to-day?” demanded the old darkey.


  Joe seemed to consider this question carefully before he ventured to commit himself. Then he looked at Colonel Hathaway and said:


  “What I want t’ know, Boss, is whether I’m hired by the hour, er by the day?”


  “Didn’t Uncle Eben tell you?”


  “Naw, he didn’t. He jes’ said t’ go git the trunks an’ he’d gimme a dollar fer the trip.”


  “Well, that seems to settle the question, doesn’t it!”


  “Not quite, Boss. I be’n thinkin’ it over, on the way, an’ a dollar’s too pesky cheap fer this trip. Sometimes I gits twenty-five cents a hour fer haulin’ things, an’ this looks to me like a day’s work.”


  “If you made good time,” said Colonel Hathaway, “you might do it easily in four hours.”


  Joe shook his head.


  “Not me, sir,” he replied. “I hain’t got the constitution fer it. An’ them hosses won’t trot ‘less I lick ‘em, an’ ef I lick ‘em I’m guilty o’ cru’lty ter animals—includin’ myself. No, Boss, the job’s too cheap, so I guess I’ll give it up an’ go home.”


  “But you’re nearly at the station now,” protested the Colonel.


  “I know; but it’s half a mile fu’ther an’ the hosses is tired. I guess I’ll go home.”


  “Oh, Gran’pa!” whispered Mary Louise, “it’ll never do to leave our trunks lying there by the railroad tracks.”


  The Colonel eyed Joe thoughtfully.


  “If you were hired by the day,” said he, “I suppose you would do a day’s work?”


  “I’d hev to,” admitted Joe. “That’s why I ‘asked ye how about it. Jes’ now it looks to me like I ain’t hired at all. The black man said he’d gimme a dollar fer the trunks, that’s all.”


  “How much do you charge a day?” asked the Colonel.


  “Dollar ‘n’ a quarter’s my reg’lar price, an’ I won’t take no less,” asserted Joe.


  Mary Louise nearly laughed outright, but the Colonel frowned and said:


  “Joe Brennan, you’ve got me at your mercy. I’m going to hire you by the day, at a dollar and a quarter, and as your time now belongs to me I request you to go at once for those trunks. You will find them just beyond the station.”


  The man’s face brightened. He tossed away the core of his apple and jerked the reins to make the horses hold up their heads.


  “A bargain’s a bargain, Boss,” he remarked cheerfully, “so I’ll get them air trunks to yer house if it takes till midnight.”


  “Very good,” said the Colonel. “Drive on, Uncle.”


  The old servant started the motor.


  “Dat’s what I calls downright robbery, Kun’l,” he exclaimed, highly incensed. “Didn’t I ask de stoahkeepeh what to pay Joe Brennen foh bringin’ oveh dem trunks, an’ didn’t he say a dolleh is big pay foh such-like a trip? If we’s gwine live in dis town, where day don’ un’stand city prices an’ de high cost o’ livin’ yit, we gotta hol’ ‘em down an’ keep ‘em from speckilatin’ with us, or else we’ll spile ‘em fer de time when we’s gone away.”


  “Very true, Uncle. Has Joe a competitor?”


  Uncle Eben reflected.


  “Ef he has, Kun’l, I ain’t seen it,” he presently replied; “but I guess all he’s got is dat lumbeh-wagin.”


  Mary Louise had enjoyed the controversy immensely and was relieved by the promise of the trunks by midnight. For the first time in her life the young orphaned girl was to play housekeeper for her grandfather and surely one of her duties was to see that the baggage was safely deposited in their new home.


  This unknown home in an unknown town had an intense fascination for her just now. Her grandfather had been rather reticent in his description of the house he had rented at Cragg’s Crossing, merely asserting it was a “pretty place” and ought to make them a comfortable home for the summer. Nor had the girl questioned him very closely, for she loved to “discover things” and be surprised—whether pleasurably or not did not greatly interfere with the thrill.


  The motor took them speedily along a winding way to Cragg’s Crossing, a toy town that caused Mary Louise to draw a long breath of delight at first sight. The “crossing” of two country roads had probably resulted, at some far-back period, in farmers’ building their residences on the four corners, so as to be neighborly. Farm hands or others built little dwellings adjoining—not many of them, though—and some unambitious or misdirected merchant erected a big frame “store” and sold groceries, dry goods and other necessities of life not only to the community at the Crossing but to neighboring farmers. Then someone started the little “hotel,” mainly to feed the farmers who came to the store to trade or the “drummers” who visited it to sell goods. A church and a schoolhouse naturally followed, in course of time, and then, as if its destiny were fulfilled, the sleepy little town—ten miles from the nearest railway—gradually settled into the comatose state in which Colonel Hathaway and his granddaughter now found it.


  CHAPTER II THE KENTON PLACE


  The tiny town, however, was not all that belonged to the Cragg’s Crossing settlement. Barely a quarter of a mile away from the village a stream with beautifully wooded banks ran diagonally through the countryside. It was called a “river” by the natives, but it was more of a creek; halfway between a small rivulet and a brook, perhaps. But its banks afforded desirable places for summer residences, several of which had been built by well-to-do families, either retired farmers or city people who wished for a cool and quiet place in which to pass the summer months.


  These residences, all having ample grounds and facing the creek on either side, were sufficiently scattered to be secluded, and it was to one of the most imposing of these that Uncle Eben guided the automobile. He crossed the creek on a primitive but substantial bridge, turned to the right, and the first driveway led to the house that was to be Mary Louise’s temporary home.


  “This is lovely!” exclaimed the girl, as they rolled up a winding drive edged by trees and shrubbery, and finally drew up before the entrance of a low and rambling but quite modern house. There was Aunt Polly, her round black face all smiles, standing on the veranda to greet them, and Mary Louise sprang from the car first to hug the old servant—Uncle Eben’s spouse—and then to run in to investigate the establishment, which seemed much finer than she had dared to imagine it.


  The main building was of two stories, but the wings, several of which jutted out in various directions, were one story in height, somewhat on the bungalow plan. There was a good-sized stable in connection—now used as a garage—and down among the oaks toward the river an open pavilion had been built. All the open spaces were filled with flowers and ferns, in beds and borders, and graveled paths led here and there in a very enticing way. But the house was now the chief fascination and the other details Mary Louise gleaned by sundry glances from open windows as she rambled from room to room.


  At luncheon, which Aunt Polly served as soon as her young mistress could be coaxed from her tour of inspection, the girl said:


  “Gran’pa Jim, who owns this place?”


  “A Mrs. Joselyn,” he replied.


  “A young woman?”


  “I believe so. It was built by her mother, a Mrs. Kenton, some fifteen years ago, and is still called ‘the Kenton Place.’ Mrs. Kenton died and her daughter, who married a city man named Joselyn, has used it as a summer home until this year. I think Mrs. Joselyn is a woman of considerable means.”


  “The furnishings prove that,” said Mary Louise. “They’re not all in the best of taste, but they are plentiful and meant to be luxurious. Why doesn’t Mrs. Joselyn occupy her home this summer? And why, if she is wealthy, does she rent the place?”


  “Those are problems I am unable to solve, my dear,” replied the Colonel with a smile. “When old man Cragg, who is the nearest approach to a real estate agent in the village, told me the place was for rent, I inquired the price and contracted to lease it for the summer. That satisfied me, Mary Louise, but if you wish to inquire into the history and antecedents of the Kenton and Joselyn families, I have no doubt there are plenty of village gossips who can fill your ears full of it.”


  “Dar’s one thing I foun’ out, seh,” remarked Uncle Eben, who always served at table and was not too diffident to join in the conversation of his betters, at times; “dis Joselyn man done dis’pear—er run away— er dig out, somehow—an’ he missus is mos’ plumb crazy ‘bout it.”


  “When did that happen?” asked Mary Louise.


  “‘Bout Chris’mas time, de stoahkeepah say. Nobody don’t like him down heah, ‘cause he put on a ‘strord’nary ‘mount o’ airs an’ didn’t mix wid de town people, nohow. De stoahkeepeh t’inks Marse Joselyn am crooked-like an’ done squandeh a lot o’ he wife’s money befoh he went.”


  “Perhaps,” said Mary Louise musingly, “that is why the poor woman is glad to rent this house. I wish, however, we had gotten it for a more pleasant reason.”


  “Don’t pay attention to Eben’s chatter, my dear,” advised her grandfather. “His authority seems to be the ancient storekeeper, whom I saw but once and didn’t fancy. He looks like an old owl, in those big, horn-rimmed spectacles.”


  “Dat stoahkeepeh ain’ no owl, Kun’l,” asserted Uncle Eben earnestly. “He done know all dey is to know ‘roun’ dese diggin’s, an’ a lot moah, too. An’ a owl is a mighty wise bird, Kun’l, ef I do say it, an’ no disrespec’; so what dat stoahkeepeh say I’s boun’ to take notice of.”


  Mary Louise spent the afternoon in examining her new possession and “getting settled.” For—wonder of wonders!—Joe Brennan arrived with the trunks at three o’clock, some nine hours before the limit of midnight. The Colonel, as he paid the man, congratulated him on making such good time.


  “Ya-as,” drawled Joe; “I done pretty well, considerin’. But if I hadn’t hired out by the day I’d sure be’n a loser. I’ve be’n a good ten hours goin’ fer them trunks, fer I started at five this mornin’; so, if I’d tooken a doller fer the job, I’d only made ten cents a hour, my price bein’ twenty-five. But, as it is,” he added with pride, “I git my reg’lar rate of a dollar ‘n’ a quarter a day.”


  “Proving that it pays to drive a bargain,” commented the Colonel.


  Mary Louise unpacked Gran’pa Jim’s trunk first and put his room in “apple-pie order,” as Aunt Polly admiringly asserted. Then she settled her own pretty room, held a conference with her servants about the meals and supplies, and found it was then time to dress for dinner. She was not yet old enough to find household duties a bore, so the afternoon had been delightfully spent.


  Early after breakfast the next morning, however, Mary Louise started out to explore the grounds of her domain. The day was full of sunshine and the air laden with fragrance of flowers—a typical May morning. Gran’pa Jim would, of course, read for an hour or two and smoke his pipe; he drew a chair upon the broad veranda for this very purpose; but the girl had the true pioneer spirit of discovery and wanted to know exactly what her five acres contained.


  The water was doubtless the prime attraction in such a neighborhood. Mary Louise made straight for the river bank and found the shallow stream—here scarce fifty feet in width—rippling along over its stony bed, which was a full fifty feet wider than the volume of water then required. When the spring freshets were on perhaps the stream reached its banks, but in the summer months it was usually subdued as now. The banks were four feet or more above the rabble of stones below, and close to the bank, facing the river on her side, Mrs. Kenton had built a pretty pavilion with ample seats and room for half a dozen wicker chairs and a table, where one could sit and overlook the water. Mary Louise fervently blessed the old lady for this idea and at once seated herself in the pavilion while she examined at leisure the scene spread out before her.


  Trees hid all the neighboring residences but one. Just across the river and not far from its bank stood a small, weather-beaten cottage that was in sharp contrast with the rather imposing Kenton residence opposite. It was not well kept, nor even picturesque. The grounds were unattractive. A woodpile stood in the front yard; the steps leading to the little porch had rotted away and had been replaced by a plank— rather unsafe unless one climbed it carefully, Mary Louise thought. There were time-worn shades to the windows, but no curtains. A pane of glass had been broken in the dormer window and replaced by a folded newspaper tacked over it. Beside the porch door stood a washtub on edge; a few scraggly looking chickens wandered through the yard; if not an abode of poverty it was surely a place where careless indifference to either beauty or the comfort of orderly living prevailed.


  So much Mary Louise had observed, wondering why Mrs. Kenton had not bought the cottage and torn it down, since it was a blot on the surrounding landscape, when she saw the door open and a man come out. She gave a little gasp of astonishment as her eyes followed this man, who slowly took the path to the bridge, from whence the road led into the village.


  CHAPTER III THE FOLKS ACROSS THE RIVER


  Her first glance told the girl that here was a distinctly unusual personage. His very appearance was quaint enough to excite comment from a stranger. It must have been away back in the revolutionary days when men daily wore coats cut in this fashion, straight across the waist-line in front and with two long tails flapping behind. Modern “dress coats” were much like it, to be sure, but this was of a faded blue-bottle color and had brass buttons and a frayed velvet collar on it. His trousers were tight-fitting below the knee and he wore gaiters and a wide-brimmed silk hat that rivaled his own age and had doubtless seen happier days.


  Mary Louise couldn’t see all these details from her seat in the pavilion across the river, but she was near enough to observe the general effect of the old man’s antiquated costume and it amazed her.


  Yes, he was old, nearly as ancient as his apparel, the girl decided; but although he moved with slow deliberation his gait was not feeble, by any means. With hands clasped behind him and head slightly bowed, as if in meditation, he paced the length of the well-worn path, reached the bridge and disappeared down the road toward the village.


  “That,” said a voice beside her, “is the Pooh-Bah of Cragg’s Crossing. It is old Cragg himself.”


  Gran’pa Jim was leaning against the outer breast of the pavilion, book in hand.


  “You startled me,” she said, “but no more than that queer old man did. Was the village named after him, Gran’pa?”


  “I suppose so; or after his father, perhaps, for the place seems even older than old Cragg. He has an ‘office’ in a bare little room over the store, and I rented this place from him. Whatever his former fortunes may have been—and I imagine the Craggs once owned all the land about here—old Hezekiah seems reduced to a bare existence.”


  “Perhaps,” suggested Mary Louise, “he inherited those clothes with the land, from his father. Isn’t it an absurd costume, Gran’pa Jim? And in these days of advanced civilization, too! Of course old Hezekiah Cragg is not strong mentally or he would refuse to make a laughingstock of himself in that way.”


  Colonel Hathaway stared across the river for a time without answering. Then he said:


  “I do not think the natives here laugh at him, although I remember they called him ‘Old Swallowtail’ when I was directed to him as the only resident real estate agent. I found the old man quite shrewd in driving a bargain and thoroughly posted on all the affairs of the community. However, he is not a gossip, but inclined to be taciturn. There is a fathomless look in his eyes and he is cold and unresponsive. Country life breeds strange characteristics in some people. The whimsical dress and mannerisms of old Mr. Cragg would not be tolerated in the cities, while here they seem regarded with unconcern because they have become familiar. I was rather, pleased with his personality because he is the Cragg of Cragg’s Crossing. How much of the original plot of land he still owns I don’t know.”


  “Why, he lives in that hovel!” said the girl.


  “So it seems, although he may have been merely calling there.”


  “He fits the place,” she declared. “It’s old and worn and neglected, just as he and his clothes are. I’d be sorry, indeed, to discover that Mr. Cragg lives anywhere else.”


  The Colonel, his finger between the leaves of the book he held, to mark the place where he was reading, nodded somewhat absently and started to turn away. Then he paused to ask anxiously:


  “Does this place please you, my dear?”


  “Ever so much, Gran’pa Jim!” she replied with enthusiasm, leaning from her seat inside the pavilion to press a kiss upon his bare gray head. “I’ve a sense of separation from all the world, yet it seems good to be hidden away in this forgotten nook. Perhaps I wouldn’t like it for always, you know, but for a summer it is simply delightful. We can rest—and rest—and rest!—and be as cozy as can be.”


  Again the old gentleman nodded, smiling at the girl this time. They were good chums, these two, and what pleased one usually pleased the other.


  Colonel Hathaway had endured a sad experience recently and his handsome old face still bore the marks of past mental suffering. His only daughter, Beatrice Burrows, who was the mother of Mary Louise, had been indirectly responsible for the Colonel’s troubles, but her death had lifted the burden; her little orphaned girl, to whom no blame could be attached, was very dear to “Gran’pa Jim’s” heart. Indeed, she was all he now had to love and care for and he continually planned to promote her happiness and to educate her to become a noble woman. Fortunately he had saved considerable money from the remains of an immense estate he had once possessed and so was able to do anything for his grandchild that he desired. In New York and elsewhere Colonel James Hathaway had a host of influential friends, but he was shy of meeting them since his late unpleasant experiences.


  Mary Louise, for her part, was devotedly attached to her grandfather and preferred his society to that of any other person. As the erect form of the old gentleman sauntered away through the trees she looked after him affectionately and wagged her little head with hearty approval.


  “This is just the place for Gran’pa Jim,” she mused. “There’s no one to bother him with questions or sympathy and he can live as quietly as he likes and read those stuffy old books—the very name ‘classics’ makes me shudder—to his heart’s content. He’ll grow stronger and happier here, I’m sure.”


  Then she turned anew to revel in the constantly shifting view of river and woodland that extended panoramically from her seat in the pavilion. As her eyes fell on the old cottage opposite she was surprised to see a dishpan sail through the open window, to fall with a clatter of broken dishes on the hard ground of the yard. A couple of dish-towels followed, and then a broom and a scrubbing-brush—all tossed out in an angry, energetic way that scattered them in every direction. Then on the porch appeared the form of a small girl, poorly dressed in a shabby gingham gown, who danced up and down for a moment as if mad with rage and then, observing the washtub, gave it a kick which sent it rolling off the porch to join the other utensils on the ground.


  Next, the small girl looked around her as if seeking more inanimate things upon which to vent her anger, but finding none she dashed into the cottage and soon reappeared with a much-worn straw hat which she jammed on her flaxen head and then, with a determined air, walked down the plank and marched up the path toward the bridge—the same direction that old Cragg had taken a short time before.


  Mary Louise gave a gasp of amazement. The scene had been dramatic and exciting while it lasted and it needed no explanation whatever. The child had plainly rebelled at enforced drudgery and was going—where?


  Mary Louise sprang lightly from her seat and ran through the grounds to their entrance. When she got to the road she sped along until she came to the bridge, reaching one end of it just as the other girl started to cross from the opposite end. Then she stopped and in a moment the two met.


  “Where are you going?” asked Mary Louise, laying a hand on the child’s arm as she attempted to pass her.


  “None o’ yer business,” was the curt reply.


  “Oh, it is, indeed,” said Mary Louise, panting a little from her run. “I saw you throw things, a minute ago, so I guess you mean to run away.”


  The girl turned and stared at her.


  “I don’t know ye,” said she. “Never saw ye before. Where’d ye come from anyway?”


  “Why, my grandfather and I have taken the Kenton house for the summer, so we’re to be your neighbors. Of course, you know, we must get acquainted.”


  “Ye kin be neighbors to my Gran’dad, if ye like, but not to me. Not by a ginger cookie! I’ve done wi’ this place fer good an’ all, I hev, and if ye ever see me here ag’in my name ain’t Ingua Scammel!”


  “Here; let’s sit down on the bridge and talk it over,” proposed Mary Louise. “There’s plenty of time for you to run away, if you think you’d better. Is Mr. Cragg your grandfather, then?”


  “Yes, Ol’ Swallertail is. ‘Ol’ Humbug’ is what I calls him.”


  “Not to his face, do you?”


  “I ain’t so foolish. He’s got a grip on him like a lobster, an’ when he’s mad at me he grips my arm an’ twists it till I holler. When Gran’dad’s aroun’ you bet I hev to knuckle down, er I gits the worst of it.”


  “So he’s cruel, is he?”


  “Uh-huh. Thet is, he’s cruel when I riles him, as I got a habit o’ doin’. When things runs smooth, Gran’dad ain’t so bad; but I ain’t goin’ to stand that slave life no longer, I ain’t. I’ve quit fer good.”


  “Wherever you go,” said Mary Louise gently, “you will have to work for someone. Someone, perhaps, who treats you worse than your grandfather does. No one else is obliged to care for you in any way, so perhaps you’re not making a wise change.”


  “I ain’t, eh?”


  “Perhaps not. Have you any other relatives to go to?”


  “No.”


  “Or any money?”


  “Not a red cent.”


  “Then you’ll have to hire out as a servant. You’re not big enough or strong enough to do much, so you’ll search a long time before you find work, and that means being hungry and without shelter. I know more of the world than you do, Ingua—what an odd name you have!—and I honestly think you are making a mistake to run away from your own grandfather.”


  The girl stared into the water in sullen silence for a time. Mary Louise got a good look at her now and saw that her freckled face might be pretty if it were not so thin and drawn. The hands lying on her lap were red and calloused with housework and the child’s whole appearance indicated neglect, from the broken-down shoes to the soiled and tattered dress. She seemed to be reflecting, for after a while she gave a short, bitter laugh at the recollection of her late exhibition of temper and said:


  “It’s too late to back, down now. I’ve busted the dishes an’ smashed things gen’rally.”


  “That is bad,” said Mary Louise; “but it might be worse. Mr. Cragg can buy more dishes.”


  “Oh, he can, can he? Where’s the money comin’ from?”


  “Is he poor?”


  “He ain’t got no money, if that’s what ye mean. That’s what he says, anyhow. Says it were a godsend you folks rented that house of him, ‘cause it’ll keep us in corn bread an’ pork for six months, ef we’re keerful. Bein’ keerful means that he’ll eat the pork an’ I gits a chunk o’ corn bread now an’ then.”


  “Dear me!” exclaimed Mary Louise in a distressed voice. “Don’t you get enough to eat?”


  “Oh, I manages it somehow,” declared Ingua, with indifference. “I be’n swipin’ one egg a day fer weeks an’ weeks. Gran’dad says he’ll trim me good an’ plenty if he catches me eatin’ eggs, ‘cause all that our chickens lays he takes down to the store an’ sells. But he ain’t home daytimes, to count what eggs is laid, an’ so I watches out an’ grabs one a day. He’s mighty cute, I tell ye, Gran’dad is; but he ain’t cute enough to catch me at the egg-swipin’.”


  Mary Louise was greatly shocked. Really, she decided, something must be done for this poor child. Looking at the matter from Ingua’s report, the smashing of the dishes might prove serious. So she said:


  “Come, dear, let’s go together to your house and see if we can’t restore the damage.”


  But the girl shook her head.


  “Noth’n’ can’t mend them busted dishes,” she said, “an’ when Gran’dad sees ‘em he’ll hev a fit. That’s why I did it; I wanted to show him I’d had revenge afore I quit him cold. He won’t be home till night, but I gotta be a long way off, afore then, so’s he can’t ketch me.”


  “Give it up,” suggested Mary Louise. “I’ve come here to live all summer, Ingua, and now that we’re friends I’m going to help you to get along more comfortably. We will have some splendid times together, you and I, and you will be a good deal better off than wandering among strangers who don’t care for you.”


  The girl turned and looked into Mary Louise’s face long and earnestly. Her eyes wandered to her neatly arranged hair, to the white collar at her throat, then down to her blue serge dress and her dainty shoes. But mostly she looked straight into the eyes of her new friend and found there sincerity and evident good will. So she sighed deeply, cast a glance at her own bedraggled attire, and said:


  “We ain’t much alike, us two, but I guess we kin be friends. Other girls has come here, to the rich people’s houses, but they all stuck up their noses at me. You’re the first that’s ever give me a word.”


  “All girls are not alike, you know,” responded Mary Louise cheerfully. “So now, let’s go to your house and see what damage has been done.”


  CHAPTER IV GETTING ACQUAINTED


  The two girls had been sitting on the edge of the bridge, but Mary Louise now rose and took Ingua’s arm in her own, leading the reluctant child gently toward the path. It wasn’t far to the old cottage and when they reached the yard Ingua laughed again at the scene of disorder.


  “It’s a’most a pity Gran’dad can’t see it,” she chuckled. “He’d be so crazy he’d hev them claws o’ his’n ‘round my throat in a jiffy.”


  Mary Louise drew back, startled.


  “Did he ever do that?” she asked.


  “Only once; but that time near ended me. It were a long time ago, an’ he was sorry, I guess, ‘cause he bought me a new dress nex’ day—an’ new shoes! I ain’t had any since,” she added disconsolately, “so the other day I asked him wasn’t it about time he choked me ag’in.”


  “What did he say to that?”


  “Jes’ growled at me. Gran’dad’s got a awful temper when he’s good an’ riled, but usual’ he’s still as a mouse. Don’t say a word to me fer days together, sometimes. Once I saw him—”


  She suddenly checked herself and cast an uneasy, sidelong glance at her companion. Mary Louise was rolling the washtub back to the stoop.


  “The only thing that will bother us, Ingua,” she said, “is those dishes. Let us try to count the broken ones. Do you know how many there were?”


  “Sure I do,” answered the girl, removing the battered dishpan from the heap of crockery. “Two plates, two cups-‘n’-saucers, a oatmeal dish, a bread plate an’ the pork platter. Gee! what a smash. One cup’s whole— an’ the oatmeal dish. The rest is gone-up.”


  “I’m going to dig a hole and bury the broken pieces,” said Mary Louise. “Have you a spade?”


  “There’s an ol’ shovel. But it won’t do no good to bury of ‘em. Gran’dad he counts ev’ry piece ev’ry day. He counts ev’ry thing, from the grains of salt to the chickens. Say, once I tried to play a trick on him. I’d got so hungry fer meat I jes’ couldn’t stand it, so one day I killed a chick’n, thinkin’ he wouldn’t miss it. My—my! Wha’ d’ye s’pose? Say, ye never told me yer name yit.”


  “I am Mary Louise Burrows.”


  “Highflyin’ name, ain’t it? Well, I killed thet chick’n, an’ cut it up an’ fried it, an’ et jes’ a leg an’ a wing, an’ hid the rest under my bed in the peak up there, where Ol’ Swallertail never goes. All the feathers an’ the head I buried, an’ I cleaned up the hatchet an’ the fry-in’-pan so’s there wasn’t a smitch of anything left to prove I’d murdered one o’ them chicks. I was feelin’ kinder chirky when Gran’dad come home, ‘cause I thought he’d never find out. But what did the ol’ vill’n do but begin to sniff aroun’; an’ he sniffed an’ he sniffed till he says: ‘Ingua, what chick’n did ye kill, an’ why did ye kill it?’


  “‘Yer crazy,’ says I. ‘What’re ye talkin’ ‘bout?’


  “Then he gives me one sour look an’ marches out to count the chick’ns, an’ when he comes back he says: ‘It’s the brown pullet with white on the wings. It were worth forty cents, an’ forty cents’ll buy ten pounds o’ oatmeal. Where’s the chick’n, girl?’ ‘Et up,’ says I. ‘Yer lyin’,’ says he. ‘Go git it! Hustle!’


  “Well, I saw his claws beginnin’ to work an’ it scared me stiff. So I goes to my room an’ brings down the chick’n, an’ he eyes it quiet-like fer a long time an’ then eats some fer his supper. The rest he locks up in the cupboard that he allus carries the key to. Say, Mary Louise, I never got another taste o’ that chick’n as long as it lasted! Ol’ Swallertail et it all himself, an’ took a week to do it.”


  During this recital the broom and mop and scrubbing-brush had been picked up and restored to their proper places. Then the two girls got out the old shovel and buried the broken dishes in a far corner of the yard, among high weeds. Mary Louise tried to get the dents out of the old dishpan, but succeeded only indifferently. It was so battered through long use, however, that Ingua thought the “jams” would not be noticed.


  “Next,” said Mary Louise, “we must replace the broken pieces. I suppose they sell dishes at the village store, do they not?”


  “That’s where these come from—long ago,” replied Ingua; “but dishes cost money.”


  “I’ve a little money in my purse; enough for that, I’m sure. Will you go to town with me?”


  Ingua stared at her as if bewildered. The proposition was wholly beyond her understanding. But she replied to her new friend’s question, saying slowly:


  “No; I won’t go. Ol’ Swallertail’d skin me alive if he caught me in the village.”


  “Then I’ll go alone; and I’ll soon be back, though I must run over to my own house first, to get my purse and my hat. Let me have one of the cups for a sample, Ingua.”


  She left the child sitting on the plank runway and looking rather solemn and thoughtful. Mary Louise was somewhat fearful that she might run away in her absence, so she hurried home and from there walked into the village, a tramp easily accomplished in ten minutes.


  The store was the biggest building in town, but not very big at that. It was “clapboarded” and two stories in height, the upper floor being used by Sol Jerrems, the storekeeper, as a residence, except for two little front rooms which he rented, one to Miss Huckins, the dressmaker and milliner, who slept and ate in her shop, and the other to Mr. Cragg. A high platform had been built in front of the store, for the convenience of farmer customers in muddy weather, and there were steps at either end of the platform for the use of pedestrians.


  When Mary Louise entered the store, which was cluttered with all sorts of goods, not arranged in very orderly manner, there were several farmers present. But old Sol had his eye on her in an instant and shuffled forward to wait upon her.


  “I want some crockery, please,” she said.


  He looked at the sample cup and led her to a corner of the room where a jumble of dishes crowded a single shelf.


  “I take it you’re one o’ them new folks at the Kenton Place,” he remarked.


  “Yes,” said she.


  “Thought ther’ was plenty o’ dishes in that place,” continued Mr. Jerrems, in a friendly tone. “But p’r’aps ye don’t want the black folks t’ eat off’n the same things ye do yerselves.”


  Mary Louise ignored this speech and selected the dishes she wanted. She had measured the broken platter and found another of the same size. Old Sol wouldn’t sell a saucer without a cup, explaining that the two always went together: “the cup to hold the stuff an’ the saucer to drink it out’n.” Without argument, however, the girl purchased what she wanted. It was heavy, cheap ware of the commonest kind, but she dared not substitute anything better for it.


  Then she went to the grocery counter and after considering what Ingua might safely hide and eat in secret she bought a tin of cooked corned beef, another of chipped beef, one of deviled ham and three tins of sardines. Also she bought a basket to carry her purchases in and although old Sol constantly sought to “pump” her concerning her past life, present history and future prospects, she managed to evade successfully his thirst for information. No doubt the fellow was a great gossip, as old Eben had declared, but Mary Louise knew better than to cater to this dangerous talent.


  The proprietor accompanied her to the door and she drew back, hesitating, as she observed an old man in a bottle-blue swallowtail coat pace in deliberate, dignified manner along the opposite side of the street.


  “Who is that?” she asked, as an excuse for not going out until Ingua’s grandfather had passed from sight.


  “That? Why, that’s Ol’ Swallertail, otherwise Hezekiah Cragg, one o’ our most interestin’ citizens,” replied Sol, glad of the chance to talk.


  “Does he own Cragg’s Crossing?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Mercy, no! He owned a lot of it once, though, but that were afore my time. Sold it out an’ squandered the money, I guess, for he lives like a rat in a hole. Mebbe, though, he’s got some hid away; that’s what some o’ the folks here whispers—folks that’s likely to know. But, if that’s a fact, he’s got a streak o’ miser in him, for he don’t spend more’n the law allows.”


  “He may have lost the money in speculations,” suggested the girl.


  “Say, ye’ve hit the nail square on the head!” he exclaimed admiringly. “Them’s my own opinions to a T. I’ve told the boys so a hunderd times, but they can’t git it. Wasn’t Ol’ Swallertail hand-in-glove wi’ that slick Mister Joselyn, who they say has run away an’ left his pore wife in the lurch? That’s how you got a chance to rent the Kenton house. Joselyn were slick as butter, an’ high-strung. Wouldn’t hobnob with any o’ us but Ol’ Swallertail, an’ that’s why I think Cragg was investin’ money with him. Joselyn he came down here three year ago, havin’ married Annabel Kenton in the winter, an’ the way he swelled aroun’ were a caution to snakes. But the pore devil run his rope an’ lit out. Where he skipped to, I dunno. Nobuddy seems to know, not even his wife. But they say she didn’t hev enough money left to count, an’ by the glum looks o’ Ol’ Swallertail I’m guessin’ he got nipped too.”


  “How long ago was that?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Some time ‘bout last Christmas, they say. Anyhow, that’s when his wife missed him an’ set up a hunt that didn’t do no good. She came down here with red eyes an’ tramped ‘round in the deep snow askin’ questions. But, sakes, Ned Joselyn wouldn’t ‘a’ come to an out-o’-the-way place like this; we didn’t never suit his style, ye see; so poor Ann Kenton— whose misfortun’ made her Mrs. Ned Joselyn—cried an’ wailed fer a day er two an’ then crep’ back to the city like a whipped dog. Funny how women’ll care fer a wuthless, ne’er-do-well chap that happens to be good-lookin’, ain’t it?”


  Mary Louise nodded rather absently. However distorted the story might be, it was curious what had become of Mr. Joselyn. But her thoughts reverted to another theme and she asked:


  “Hasn’t Mr. Cragg a granddaughter?”


  “Oh, ye’ve seen little Ingua Scammel, hev ye? Or mebbe just heard tell of her. She’s the cussedest little coal o’ fire in seven counties! Keeps Ol’ Swallertail guessin’ all the time, they say, jes’ like her mom, Nan Cragg, did afore her. Gosh, what a woman her mom were! She didn’t stay ‘round here much, but whenever she run out o’ cash an’ didn’t hev a square meal comin’ to her, she camped on Ol’ Swallertail an’ made him board her. Las’ time she come she left her young-un— that’s Ingua, ye know—an’ the kid’s been here ever since; sort of a thorn in the side of ol’ Hezekiah, we folks think, though he don’t never complain. She ain’t more’n twelve or thirteen year old, thet Ingua, but she keeps house fer her gran’dad—what they is to keep, which ain’t much. I won’t let the kid ‘round my store, nohow, ‘cause she swipes ev’rything, from dried apples to peanuts, thet she kin lay her hands on.”


  “Perhaps she is hungry,” said Mary Louise, defending her new friend.


  “Like enough. But I ain’t feedin’ starvin’ kids, ‘Tain’t my business. If Ol’ Swallertail don’t feed her enough, thet’s his lookout. I’ve warned him if she sets foot in this store I’ll charge him ten cents, jes’ fer safety, so he keeps her out. He’s slick, Ol’ Swallertail is, an’ silent-like an’ secret in all he does an’ says; but he’s got to git up earlier in the mornin’ to git the best o’ Sol Jerrems, he er his kid, either one.”


  As Mr. Cragg had now vanished from sight up the street, Mary Louise ventured out and after a brisk walk deposited her basket on the stoop of the Cragg cottage, where Ingua still sat, swinging her feet pensively, as if she had not stirred since Mary Louise had left her.


  CHAPTER V MARY LOUISE BECOMES A PEACEMAKER


  “Here are the dishes, exactly like the broken ones,” reported Mary Louise in a jubilant tone as she set down her heavy basket. “Let us go in and wash them, Ingua, and put them away where they belong.”


  The child followed her into the house. All her former pent-up energy seemed to have evaporated. She moved in a dull sort of way that betokened grim resignation.


  “I’ve be’n plannin’ fer months to make a run fer it,” she remarked as she washed the new dishes and Mary Louise wiped them dry, “an’ just when I’d mustered up courage to do the trick, along comes you an’ queered the whole game.”


  “You’ll thank me for that, some day, Ingua. Aren’t you glad, even now, that you have a home and shelter?”


  “I ain’t tickled to death about it. Home!” with a scornful glance around the room, barren of all comforts. “A graveyard’s a more cheerful place, to my notion.”


  “We must try to make it pleasanter, dear. I’m going to get acquainted with Mr. Cragg and coax him to brighten things up some, and buy you some new clothes, and take better care of you.”


  Ingua fell back on a stool, fairly choking twixt amazement and derision.


  “You! Coax Ol’ Swallertail? Make him spend money on me! Say, if ye wasn’t a stranger here, Mary Louise, I’d jes’ laugh; but bein’ as how yer a poor innercent, I’ll only say ther’ ain’t no power on earth kin coax Gran’dad to do anything better than to scowl an’ box my ears. You don’t know him, but I do.”


  “Meantime,” said Mary Louise, refusing to argue the point, “here are some little things for you to hide away, and to eat whenever you please,” and she took from the basket the canned goods she had bought and set them in an enticing row upon the table.


  Ingua stared at the groceries and then stared at Mary Louise. Her wan face flushed and then grew hard.


  “Ye bought them fer me?” she asked.


  “Yes; so you won’t have to steal eggs to satisfy your natural hunger.”


  “Well, ye kin take the truck away ag’in. An’ you’d better go with it,” said the girl indignantly. “We may be poor, but we ain’t no beggars, an’ we don’t take charity from nobody.”


  “But your grandfather—”


  “We’ll pay our own bills an’ buy our own fodder. The Craggs is jus’ as good as yer folks, an’ I’m a Cragg to the backbone,” she cried, her eyes glinting angrily. “If we want to starve, it’s none o’ yer business, ner nobody else’s,” and springing up she seized the tins one by one and sent them flying through the window, as she had sent the dishpan and dishes earlier in the morning. “Now, then, foller yer charity an’ make yerself scarce!” and she stamped her foot defiantly at Mary Louise, who was dumb with astonishment.


  It was hard to understand this queer girl. She had made no objection to replacing the broken dishes, yet a present of food aroused her to violent anger. Her temper was positively something terrible in so small a person and remembering her story of how Old Swallowtail had clenched his talon-like fingers and twisted Ingua’s arm till she screamed with pain, Mary Louise could well believe the statement that the child was “a Cragg to the backbone.”


  But Mary Louise, although only a few years older than Ingua, had had a good deal more experience and was, moreover, a born diplomat. Astonished though she was, she quickly comprehended the peculiar pride exhibited in a refusal to accept food from a stranger and knew she must soothe the girl’s outraged spirit of independence if they were to remain friends.


  “I guess I’ll have to beg your pardon, Ingua,” she said quietly. “I was grieved that you are so often hungry, while I have so much more than I need, and the money which I spent was all my own, to do what I liked with. If I were in your place, and you in mine, and we were good chums, as I know we’re going to be, I’d be glad to have you help me in any little way you could. True friends, Ingua, share and share alike and don’t let any foolish pride come between them.”


  She spoke earnestly, with a ring of sincerity in her voice that impressed the other girl. Ingua’s anger had melted as quickly as it had roused and with sudden impulsiveness she seized Mary Louise’s hands in her own and began to cry.


  “I’m as wicked as they make ‘em!” she wailed. “I know I am! But I can’t help it, Mary Louise; it’s borned in me. I want to be friends with ye, but I won’t take your charity if I starve. Not now, anyhow. Here; I’ll go git the stuff an’ put it back in yer basket, an’ then ye kin lug it home an’ do what ye please with it.”


  They picked up the cans together, Ingua growing more calm and cheerful each moment. She even laughed at Mary Louise’s disappointed expression and said:


  “I don’t always hev tantrums. This is my bad day; but the devils’ll work out o’ me by termorrer and I’ll be sweet as sugar. I’m sorry; but it’s the Cragg blood that sets me crazy, at times.”


  “Won’t you run over and see me?” asked Mary Louise, preparing to go home.


  “When?”


  “This afternoon.”


  Ingua shook her head.


  “I dastn’t,” she said. “I gotta hold myself in, the rest o’ the day, so’s I won’t fight with Ol’ Swallertail when he comes home. Anyhow, I ain’t fit t’ show up aroun’ yer swell place. That black coon o’ yers’d turn me out, if he saw me comin’, thinkin’ I was a tramp.”


  Mary Louise had a bright idea.


  “I’m going to have tea tomorrow afternoon in that summer-house across the creek,” said she. “I will be all alone and if you will come over and join me we’ll have a nice visit together. Will you, Ingua?”


  “I guess so,” was the careless answer. “When ye’re ready, jes’ wave yer han’ker’cher an if the devils ain’t squeezin’ my gizzard, like they is to-day, I’ll be there in a jiffy.”


  CHAPTER VI AFTERNOON TEA


  Mary Louise, who possessed a strong sense of humor, that evening at dinner told Gran’pa Jim of her encounter with old Mr. Cragg’s granddaughter and related their interview in so whimsical a manner that Colonel Hathaway laughed aloud more than once. But he also looked serious, at times, and when the recital was ended he gravely considered the situation and said:


  “I believe, my dear, you have discovered a mine of human interest here that will keep you occupied all summer. It was most fortunate for the poor child that you interpreted her intent to run away from home and foiled it so cleverly. From the little girl’s report, that grim and dignified grandsire of hers has another and less admirable side to his character and, unless she grossly exaggerates, has a temper so violent that he may do her a mischief some day.”


  “I’m afraid of that, too,” declared Mary Louise, “especially as the child is so provoking. Yet I’m sure Ingua has a sweeter side to her nature, if it can be developed, and perhaps old Cragg has, too. Do you think, Gran’pa Jim, it would be advisable for me to plead with him to treat his orphaned grandchild more considerately?”


  “Not at present, my dear. I’ll make some inquiries concerning Cragg and when we know more about him we can better judge how best to help Ingua. Are you sure that is her name?”


  “Yes; isn’t it an odd name?”


  “Somewhere,” said the Colonel, musingly, “I have heard it before, but just now I cannot recollect where. It seems to me, however, that it was a man’s name. Do you think the child’s mother is dead?”


  “I gathered from what Ingua and the storekeeper said that she has simply disappeared.”


  “An erratic sort of creature, from the vague reports you have heard,” commented Gran’pa Jim. “But, whatever her antecedents may have been, there is no reason why Ingua may not be rescued from her dreadful environments and be made to become a quite proper young lady, if not a model one. But that can only result from changing the existing character of her environment, rather than taking her out of them.”


  “That will be a big task, Gran’pa Jim, and it may prove beyond me, but I’ll do the best I can.”


  He smiled.


  “These little attempts to help our fellows,” said the Colonel, “not only afford us pleasure but render us stronger and braver in facing our own tribulations, which none, however securely placed, seem able to evade.”


  Mary Louise gave him a quick, sympathetic glance. He had surely been brave and strong during his own period of tribulation and the girl felt she could rely on his aid in whatever sensible philanthropy she might undertake. She was glad, indeed, to have discovered poor Ingua, for she was too active and of too nervous a temperament to be content simply to “rest” all summer. Rest was good for Gran’pa Jim, just now, but rest pure and simple, with no compensating interest, would soon drive Mary Louise frantic.


  She conferred with Aunt Polly the next day and told the faithful black servant something of her plans. So, when the old cook lugged a huge basket to the pavilion for her in the afternoon, and set a small table with snowy linen and bright silver, with an alcohol arrangement for making tea, she said with an air of mystery:


  “Don’ yo’ go open dat bastik, Ma’y ‘Weeze, till de time comes fer eatin’. I jes’ wants to s’prise yo’—yo’ an’ dat li’l’ pooah girl what gits hungry so much.”


  So, when Aunt Polly had gone back to the house, Mary Louise arranged her table and then stood up and waved a handkerchief to signal that all was ready.


  Soon Ingua appeared in her doorway, hesitated a moment, and then ran down the plank and advanced to the river bank instead of following the path to the bridge. Almost opposite the pavilion Mary Louise noticed that several stones protruded from the surface of the water. They were not in a line, but placed irregularly. However, Ingua knew their lie perfectly and was able to step from one to another until she had quickly passed the water. Then she ran up the dry bed of the river to the bank, where steps led to the top.


  “Why, this is fine!” exclaimed Mary Louise, meeting her little friend at the steps. “I’d no idea one could cross the river in that way.”


  “Oh, we’ve known ‘bout that always,” was the reply. “Ned Joselyn used to come to our house ever so many times by the river stones, to talk with Ol’ Swallertail, an’ Gran’dad used to come over here, to this same summer-house, an’ talk with Joselyn.”


  Mary Louise noticed that the old gingham dress had been washed, ironed and mended—all in a clumsy manner. Ingua’s blond hair had also been trained in awkward imitation of the way Mary Louise dressed her own brown locks. The child, observing her critical gaze, exclaimed with a laugh:


  “Yes, I’ve slicked up some. No one’ll see me but you, will they?” she added suspiciously.


  “No, indeed; we’re to be all alone. How do you feel to-day, Ingua?”


  “The devils are gone. Gran’dad didn’t ‘spicion anything las’ night an’ never said a word. He had one o’ his dreamy fits an’ writ letters till long after I went to bed. This mornin’ he said as ol’ Sol Jerrems has raised the price o’ flour two cents, so I’ll hev to be keerful; but that was all. No rumpus ner anything.”


  “That’s nice,” said Mary Louise, leading her, arm in arm, to the pavilion. “Aren’t you glad you didn’t run away?”


  Ingua did not reply. Her eyes, big and round, were taking in every detail of the table. Then they wandered to the big basket and Mary Louise smiled and said:


  “The table is set, as you see, but I don’t know what we’re to have to eat. I asked Aunt Polly to put something in the basket, as I was going to have company, and I’m certain there’ll be enough for two, whatever it’s like. You see, this is a sort of surprise party, for we won’t know what we’ve got until we unpack the basket.”


  Ingua nodded, much interested.


  “Ye said ‘tea,’” she remarked, “an’ I hain’t tasted tea sence Marm left us. But I s’pose somethin’ goes with tea?”


  “Always. Tea means a lunch, you know, and I’m very hungry because I didn’t eat much luncheon at noon. I hope you are hungry, too, Ingua,” she added, opening the basket and beginning to place its contents upon the table.


  Ingua may have considered a reply unnecessary, for she made none. Her eyes were growing bigger every moment, for here were dainty sandwiches, cakes, jelly, a pot of marmalade, an assortment of cold meats, olives, Saratoga chips, and last of all a chicken pie still warm from the oven—one of those chicken pies that Aunt Polly could make as no one else ever made them.


  Even Mary Louise was surprised at the array of eatables. It was a veritable feast. But without comment she made the tea, the water being already boiling, and seating Ingua opposite her at the table she served the child as liberally as she dared, bearing in mind her sensitiveness to “charity.”


  But Ingua considered this a “party,” where as a guest she was entitled to all the good things, and she ate with a ravenous haste that was pitiful, trying the while not to show how hungry she was or how good everything tasted to her.


  Mary Louise didn’t burden her with conversation during the meal, which she prolonged until the child positively could eat no more. Then she drew their chairs to a place where they had the best view of the river and woodland—with the old Cragg cottage marring the foreground—and said:


  “Now we will have a good, long talk together.”


  Ingua sighed deeply.


  “Don’t we hev to do the dishes?” she asked.


  “No; Aunt Polly will come for them, by and by. All we have to do now is to enjoy your visit, which I hope you will repeat many times while I am living here.”


  Again the child sighed contentedly.


  “I wish ye was goin’ ter stay always,” she remarked. “You folks is a sight nicer’n that Joselyn tribe. They kep’ us stirred up a good deal till Ned—”


  She stopped abruptly.


  “What were the Joselyns like?” inquired Mary Louise, in a casual tone that was meant to mask her curiosity.


  “Well, that’s hard to say,” answered Ingua thoughtfully. “Ol’ Mis’ Kenton were a good lady, an’ ev’rybody liked her; but after she died Ann Kenton come down here with a new husban’, who were Ned Joselyn, an’ then things began to happen. Ned was slick as a ban’box an’ wouldn’t hobnob with nobody, at first; but one day he got acquainted with Ol’ Swallertail an’ they made up somethin’ wonderful. I guess other folks didn’t know ‘bout their bein’ so close, fer they was sly ‘bout it, gen’rally. They’d meet in this summer-house, or they’d meet at our house, crossin’ the river on the steppin’-stones; but when Ned came over to us Gran’dad allus sent me away an’ said he’d skin me if I listened. But one day—No, I mus’n’t tell that,” she said, checking herself quickly, as a hard look came over her face.


  “Why not?” softly asked Mary Louise.


  “‘Cause if I do I’ll git killed, that’s why,” answered the child, in a tone of conviction.


  Something in her manner startled her hearer.


  “Who would kill you, Ingua?” she asked.


  “Gran’dad would.”


  “Oh, I’m sure he wouldn’t do that, whatever you said.”


  “Ye don’t know Gran’dad, Mary Louise. He’d as lief kill me as look at me, if I give him cause to.”


  “And he has asked you not to talk about Mr. Joselyn?”


  “He tol’ me ter keep my mouth shet or he’d murder me an’ stick my body in a hole in the yard. An’ he’d do it in a minute, ye kin bank on that.”


  “Then,” said Mary Louise, looking troubled, “I advise you not to say anything he has forbidden you to. And, if anything ever happens to you while I’m here, I shall tell Gran’pa Jim to have Mr. Cragg arrested and put in prison.”


  “Will ye? Will ye—honest?” asked the girl eagerly. “Say! that’ll help a lot. If I’m killed, I’ll know I’ll be revenged.”


  So tragic was her manner that Mary Louise could have laughed outright had she not felt there was a really serious foundation for Ingua’s fears. There was something about the silent, cold-featured, mysterious old man that led her to believe he might be guilty of any crime. But, after all, she reflected, she knew Mr. Cragg’s character only from Ingua’s description of it, and the child feared and hated him.


  “What does your grandfather do in his office all day?” she inquired after a long pause.


  “Writes letters an’ reads the ones he gits, I guess. He don’t let me go to his office.”


  “Does he get many letters, then?”


  “Heaps an’ heaps of ‘em. You ask Jim Bennett, who brings the mail bag over from the station ev’ry day.”


  “Is Jim Bennett the postman?”


  “His wife is. Jim lugs the mail ‘tween the station an’ his own house— that’s the little white house next the church—where his wife, who’s deef-‘n’-dumb, runs the postoffice. I know Jim. He says there’s ‘bout six letters a year for the farmers ‘round here, an’ ‘bout one a week for Sol Jerrems—which is mostly bills—an’ all the rest belongs to Ol’ Swallertail.”


  Mary Louise was puzzled.


  “Has he a business, then?” she asked.


  “Not as anybody knows of.”


  “But why does he receive and answer so many letters?”


  “Ye’ll hev to guess. I’ve guessed, myself; but what’s the use? If he was as stingy of postage stamps as he is of pork an’ oatmeal, he wouldn’t send a letter a year.”


  Mary Louise scented a mystery. Mysteries are delightful things to discover, and fascinating to solve. But who would have thought this quiet, retired village harbored a mystery?


  “Does your grandfather ever go away from here? Does he travel much?” was her next question.


  “He ain’t never been out of Cragg’s Crossing sence I’ve knowed him.”


  “Really,” said Mary Louise, “it is perplexing.”


  Ingua nodded. She was feeling quite happy after her lunch and already counted Mary Louise a warm friend. She had never had a friend before, yet here was a girl of nearly her own age who was interested in her and her history and sweetly sympathetic concerning her woes and worries. To such a friend Ingua might confide anything, almost; and, while she was not fully aware of that fact just now, she said impulsively:


  “Without tellin’ what’d cost me my life, or lettin’ anybody know what’s become of Ned Joselyn, I’ll say they was money—lots o’ money!—passed atween him an’ ol’ Swallertail. Sometimes the heap went to one, an’ sometimes to the other; I seen it with my own eyes, when Gran’dad didn’t know I was spyin’. But it didn’t stick to either one, for Ned was—” She stopped short, then continued more slowly: “When Ned dis’peared, he’d spent all his own an’ his wife’s money, an’ Ol’ Swallertail ain’t got enough t’ live decent.”


  “Are you sure of that, Ingua?”


  “N-o, I ain’t sure o’ noth’n. But he don’t spend no money, does he?”


  “For stamps,” Mary Louise reminded her.


  Then the child grew silent and thoughtful again. Mary Louise, watching the changing expressions on her face, was convinced she knew more of the mystery than she dared confide to her new friend. There was no use trying to force her confidence, however; in her childish way she was both shrewd and stubborn and any such attempt would be doomed to failure. But after quite a period of silence Mary Louise asked gently:


  “Did you like Mr. Joselyn, Ingua?”


  “Sometimes. Only when—” Another self-interruption. She seemed often on the point of saying something her better judgment warned her not to. “Sometimes Ned were mighty good to me. Sometimes he brought me candy, when things was goin’ good with him. Once, Mary Louise, he kissed me, an’ never wiped off his mouth afterwards! Y-e-s, I liked Ned, ‘ceptin’ when—” Another break. “I thought Ned was a pretty decent gink.”


  “Where did you learn all your slang, dear?”


  “What’s slang?”


  “Calling a man a ‘gink,’ and words like that.”


  “Oh. Marm was full o’ them words,” she replied with an air of pride. “They seem to suit things better than common words; don’t you think so, Mary Louise?”


  “Sometimes,” with an indulgent smile. “But ladies do not use them, Ingua, because they soil the purity of our language.”


  “Well,” said the girl, “it’ll be a long time, yit, afore I’m a lady, so I guess I’ll talk like Marm did. Marm weren’t a real lady, to my mind, though she claimed she’d show anybody that said she wasn’t. Real ladies don’t leave the’r kids in the clutches of Ol’ Swallertails.”


  Mary Louise did not think it wise to criticize the unknown Mrs. Scammel or to allow the woman’s small daughter to do so. So she changed the subject to more pleasant and interesting topics and the afternoon wore speedily away.


  Finally Ingua jumped up and said:


  “I gotta go. If Gran’dad don’t find supper ready there’ll be another rumpus, an’ I’ve been so happy to-day that I want to keep things pleasant-like.”


  “Won’t you take the rest of these cakes with you?” urged Mary Louise.


  “Nope. I’ll eat one more, on my way home, but I ain’t one o’ them tramps that wants food pushed at ‘em in a bundle. We ain’t got much to home, but what we got’s ours.”


  A queer sort of mistaken pride, Mary Louise reflected, as she watched the girl spring lightly over the stepping-stones and run up the opposite bank. Evidently Ingua considered old Mr. Cragg her natural guardian and would accept nothing from others that he failed to provide her with. Yet, to judge from her speech, she detested her grandfather and regarded him with unspeakable aversion.


  CHAPTER VII MARY LOUISE CALLS FOR HELP


  All the queer hints dropped by the girl that afternoon, concerning the relations between Mr. Joselyn and Mr. Cragg, were confided by Mary Louise to her Gran’pa Jim that evening, while the old Colonel listened with grave interest.


  “I’m sure there is some mystery here,” declared Mary Louise, “and maybe we are going to discover some dreadful crime.”


  “And, on the contrary,” returned Colonel Hathaway, “the two men may have been interested together in some business venture that resulted disastrously and led Mr. Joselyn to run away to escape his wife’s reproaches. I consider that a more logical solution of your mystery, my dear.”


  “In that case,” was her quick reply, “why is Mr. Cragg still writing scores of letters and getting bags full of replies? I don’t believe that business deal—whatever it was—is ended, by any means. I think that Ned Joselyn and Old Swallowtail are still carrying it on, one in hiding and the other here—and to be here is to be in hiding, also. And it isn’t an honest business, Gran’pa Jim, or they wouldn’t be so secret about it.”


  The Colonel regarded his young granddaughter with surprise.


  “You seem quite logical in your reasoning, my dear,” he confessed, “and, should your conjectures prove correct, these men are using the mails for illegal purposes, for which crime the law imposes a severe penalty. But consider, Mary Louise, is it our duty to trail criminals and through our investigations bring them to punishment?”


  Mary Louise took time to consider this question, as she had been advised to do. When she replied she had settled the matter firmly in her mind.


  “We are part of the Government, Gran’pa Jim,” she asserted. “If we believe the Government is being wronged—which means the whole people is being wronged—I think we ought to uphold the law and bring the wrong-doer to justice.”


  “Allowing that,” said her grandfather, “let us next consider what grounds you have for your belief that wrong is being committed. Are they not confined to mere suspicions? Suspicions aroused by the chatter of a wild, ungoverned child? Often the amateur detective gets into trouble through accusing the innocent. Law-abiding citizens should not attempt to uncover all the wrongs that exist, or to right them. The United States Government employs special officers for such duties.”


  Mary Louise was a bit nettled, failing to find at the moment any argument to refute this statement. She was still convinced, however, that the mystery was of grave importance and she believed it would be intensely exciting to try to solve it. Gran’pa Jim was not acquainted with Ingua Scammel and had not listened to the girl’s unconscious exposures; so, naturally, he couldn’t feel just as Mary Louise did about this matter. She tried to read, as her grandfather, considering the conversation closed, was now doing. They sat together by the lamplight in the cozy sitting room. But her thoughts constantly reverted to “Old Swallowtail” and to Ingua. At length she laid down her book and said:


  “Gran’pa, would you mind if I invited Josie O’Gorman to come here and make me a visit?”


  He gave her a curious look, which, soon melted into an amused smile.


  “Not at all, my dear. I like Josie. But I can see by your desire to introduce a female detective on the scene that you cannot abandon your suspicion of Mr. Cragg.”


  “I want to save Ingua, if I can,” replied the girl earnestly. “The poor little thing can’t go on leading such a life without its ruining all her future, even if her grandfather’s brutal threats are mere bluff. And Josie isn’t a female detective, as yet; she is only training to be one, because her father has won fame in that profession.”


  “Josie O’Gorman,” said the Colonel, meditatively, “is a wonderfully clever girl. I believe she is better, even now, than a score of average male sleuths. Perhaps it will be a desirable thing for her to come here, for she will be shrewd enough to decide, in a short time, whether or not your suspicions are justified. In the latter case, you will be relieved of your worries. Will you abide by Josie’s decision?”


  “Will you, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “I have considerable confidence in the girl’s judgment.”


  “Then I will write to her at once.”


  She went to her desk and wrote the following note:


  
    Dear Josie:


    We are at the dropping-off-place of the world, a stagnant little village of a dozen houses set in an oasis that is surrounded by the desert of civilization. And here, where life scarcely throbs, I’ve scented a mystery that has powerfully impressed me and surely needs untangling. It will be good practice for you, Josie, and so I want you to pack up at once and come to us on a good long visit. We’re delightfully situated and, even if the mystery dissolves into thin air under the sunshine of your eyes, I know you will enjoy the change and our dreamy, happy existence in the wilds of nowhere. Gran’pa Jim wants you, too, as he thinks your coming will do me good, and his judgment is never at fault. So drop me a postal to say when you will arrive and I will meet you at Chargrove Station with our car.


    Affectionately your friend,


    Mary Louise Burrows.

  


  Gran’pa Jim read this note and approved it, so next morning Mary Louise walked to the village and deposited it in the postoffice, which located in the front room of Jim Bennett’s little residence and was delightfully primitive. Jim was “jus’ makin’ up the mail bag,” he said, so her letter was in time to catch the daily train and would be in Washington, where Josie lived, in the quickest possible time.


  Josie O’Gorman was about the same age as Mary Louise and she was the only child of John O’Gorman, famed as one of the cleverest detectives in the Secret Service. Josie was supposed to have inherited some of her father’s talent; at least her fond parent imagined so. After carefully training the child almost from babyhood, O’Gorman had tested Josie’s ability on just one occasion, when she had amply justified her father’s faith in her. This test had thrown the girl into association with Mary Louise and with Colonel Hathaway, both of whom greatly admired her cleverness, her clear head and shrewd judgment. Mary Louise, especially, had developed a friendship for the embryo girl detective and had longed to know her more intimately. So she congratulated herself on the happy thought of inviting Josie to Cragg’s Crossing and was delighted that the vague mystery surrounding the Cragg family offered an adequate excuse to urge the girl to come to her. There seemed nothing in the way of such a visit, for Officer O’Gorman, however pleased he might be at his daughter’s success in her first detective case, declared Josie yet too young to enter active service and insisted that she acquire further age and experience before he would allow her to enter her chosen profession in earnest. “One swallow,” he said, “doesn’t make a summer, and the next bird you fly might prove a buzzard, my dear. Take your time, let your wits mature, and you’ll be the better for it in the end.”


  So Mary Louise waited impatiently for Josie’s reply, meantime seeing as much of Ingua as she could and trying to cement the growing friendship between them. Ingua responded eagerly to her advances and as old Mr. Cragg was away from home the greater part of the day there was much crossing of the stepping-stones by both girls and more than one “afternoon tea” in the pavilion.


  “Do you know,” said Ingua one day, in confidential mood, “I haven’t had the devils since that time I started to run away and you stopped me? P’r’aps it’s because I’m not as hungry as I used to be; but, anyhow, I’m glad I stayed. Gran’dad’s been good, too, ‘though he’s got the ‘wakes’ ag’in.”


  “What are the ‘wakes’?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Can’t sleep nights. Goes t’ bed on time, ye know, but gits up ag’in an’ dresses himself an’ walks.”


  “In the house?”


  “No, walks out o’ doors. Sometimes he’ll come in at jes’ daylight; sometimes not till breakfas’ is ready.”


  “And doesn’t that make him cross, Ingua?”


  “Not a bit. It seems to chirk him up. Yist’day mornin’, when he come in, he was feelin’ so chipper he give me a cent, an’ told me to buy somethin’ useful. I guess that’s the first cent he ever give me. I’ve took money o’ his’n, but he never give me none afore.”


  “Oh, Ingua! I hope you haven’t stolen money?”


  “Nope. Jes’ took it. It ain’t easy, ‘cause he knows ev’ry cent he’s got, an’ it ain’t often he leaves it where I kin git it. P’r’aps he knows it’s me, but when I lie out of it he can’t do noth’n’ but growl— an’ growlin’ don’t hurt any.”


  Mary Louise was greatly distressed. This reckless disregard of property rights was of course the direct result of the child’s environment, but must be corrected. Ingua resented direct chiding and it was necessary to point out to her the wickedness of stealing in the gentlest possible manner.


  “How much money have you taken from your grandfather?” she asked.


  “Oh, not much. A nickel, now an’ then. He wouldn’t stan’ for losin’ any more, ye see. P’r’aps, altogether, I’ve swiped twenty-five cents. But once Ned Joselyn give me a dollar, an’ Ol’ Swallertail knowed it, an’ made me give it to him to save for me. That were the last I ever saw o’ that dollar, Mary Louise, so I ain’t even with Gran’dad yet.”


  “Do you think,” remarked Mary Louise, “there is ever any excuse for stealing?”


  The girl stared at her, coloring slightly.


  “Do ye mean Gran’dad, er me?”


  “I mean you. He didn’t steal your dollar, dear; he merely took it so you wouldn’t spend it foolishly.”


  “An’ I merely took them nickels so’s I could, spend ‘em foolish. There’s no fun in spendin’ money, seems to me, unless you squander it reckless. That’s what I done with them nickels. Candy an’ chewin’ gum tastes better when you know it’s swiped.”


  Mary Louise sighed. It was so hard to show little Ingua the error of her ways.


  “As fer stealin’—out an’ out stealin’,” continued the girl, with a proud toss of her head, “we Craggs ain’t never took noth’n’ that don’t belong to us from nobody. What a Cragg takes from a Cragg is a Cragg’s business, an’ when we takes someth’n’ from somebody else I’ll ask ye to tell me ‘bout it.”


  “Where are you going, Ingua?”


  “Home.”


  “You’re not offended, I hope.”


  “No, but I got work to do. I ain’t done my breakfas’ dishes yet.”


  Mary Louise musingly watched the girl cross the river. On the opposite bank she turned to wave her hand and then ran into the cottage. Ingua’s code of honor was a peculiar one. Her pride in the Craggs seemed unaccountable, considering she and her grandfather were the only two of the family in existence—except that wandering mother of hers.


  But the recent conversation had uncovered a new phase of the mystery. Old Swallowtail was nervous over something; he could not sleep at night, but roamed the roads while others with clear consciences slumbered. There must be some powerful reason to account for the old man’s deserting his bed in this manner. What could it be?


  When she walked over to the postoffice the girl found the long-looked-for letter from Josie O’Gorman. It said:


  
    Dear Mary Louise:


    How good you are! I positively need a change of scene and a rest, so I’m coming. Tomorrow—by the train to Chargrove. The mystery you hint at will help me to rest. Dad doesn’t want me to grow rusty and he has some odd theories I’d like to work out. I haven’t an idea what your “mystery” is, of course, but if it enables me to test any one of the O’Gorman theories (a theory is merely a stepping-stone to positive information) I shall bless you forever. And that reminds me: I’m coming as a sewing girl, to help you fix over some summer gowns. You’re anxious to give me the work, because I need it, but as we’re rather chummy I’m half servant and half companion. (I hate sewing and make the longest stitches you ever saw!) Moreover, I’m Josie Jessup. I’m never an O’Gorman while I’m working on a mystery; it wouldn’t do at all. Explain this to dear old Gran’pa Jim.


    Between the receipt of this script and tomorrow’s train jot down in regular order everything you know concerning the aforesaid mystery. Make it brief; no speculations or suspicions, just facts. Then I won’t waste any time getting busy.


    Can you hear the rumble of my train? While you’re reading this I’m on my way!


    Josie

  


  “Good!” murmured Mary Louise, as she folded the letter. “I feel better already. Whatever the mystery of Old Swallowtail may be, Josie is sure to solve it.”


  CHAPTER VIII THE REDHEADED GIRL


  Sol Jerrems the storekeeper, coming in from the back room where he had been drawing molasses for Farmer Higgins, found perched on top the sugar-barrel a chunky, red-haired, freckle-faced young girl whom he had never seen before. She seemed perfectly at home in his store and sat with her knees drawn up to her chin and her arms encircling her legs, eyeing soberly the two or three farmers who had come to the Crossing to “trade.”


  “If the head o’ thet bar’l busts in, you’ll be a fine mess,” remarked Sol.


  The girl nodded but did not move from her position. Sol waited on his customers, at times eyeing the strange girl curiously. When the farmers had gone with their purchases he approached the barrel and examined his visitor with speculative care.


  “Want anything?”


  “Spool o’ red cotton, number thirty.”


  “Ain’t got no red.”


  “Green’ll do.”


  “Ain’t got green. Only black an’ white.”


  “All right.”


  “Want black or white?”


  “No.”


  Sol leaned against the counter. He wasn’t busy; the girl seemed in no hurry; it was a good time to gossip and find out all about the strange creature perched on his sugar-barrel.


  “Where’d ye come from?” he inquired.


  “City,” tossing her head toward the north.


  “What for?”


  “To do sewing for the Hathaways folks. Mary Louise, you know.”


  Sol pricked up his ears. The Hathaways were newcomers, about whom little was known. He wanted to know more, and here was a girl who could give him inside information.


  “Knowed the Hathaways in the city?”


  “Kind o’. Sewed on Mary Louise’s spring dresses. How long you been here?”


  “Me? Why, I come here more’n twenty years ago. What does the Colonel do in the city?”


  “Never asked him. Why do they call this place Cragg’s Crossing?”


  “I didn’t name it. S’pose ‘cause ol’ Cragg used to own all the land, an’ the roads crossed in the middle o’ his farm.”


  “What Cragg was that?”


  “Eh? Why, father to Ol’ Swallertail. Ever seen Ol’ Swallertail?”


  “No.”


  “Wal, he’s a sight fer sore eyes. First time anybody sees him they either laughs er chokes. The movin’-pictur’ folks would go crazy over him. Ever seen a movin’-pictur’?”


  “Yes.”


  “I did, too, when I was in the city las’ year. Ol’ Swallertail ‘minds me of ‘em. Goes ‘round dressed up like George Washington when he crossed the Delaware.”


  “Crazy?”


  “That way, yes; other ways, not a bit. Pretty foxy gent, is Ol’ Swallertail.”


  “Why?”


  Sol hesitated, reflecting. These questions were natural, in a stranger, but to explain old Hezekiah Cragg’s character was not a particularly easy task.


  “In the fust place, he drives a hard bargain. Don’t spend money, but allus has it. Keeps busy, but keeps his business to himself.”


  “What is his business?”


  “Didn’t I say he kep’ it to himself?”


  “But he owns all the land around here.”


  “Not now. He owns jest a half-acre, so far’s anybody knows, with a little ol’ hut on it thet a respect’ble pig wouldn’t live in. It’s jes’ acrost the river from the place where you’re workin’.”


  “Then what has become of his land?”


  “It’s stayed jes’ where it allus was, I guess,” with a chuckle at his own wit, “but Ol’ Swallertail sold it, long ago. Ol’ Nick Cragg, his father afore him, sold a lot of it, they say, and when he died he left half his ready money an’ all his land to Hezekiah—thet’s Ol’ Swallertail—an’ the other half o’ his money to his second son, Peter.”


  “Where is Peter?” asked the girl quickly.


  “Went back to Ireland, years ago, and never’s be’n heard of since. The Craggs was Irish afore they got to be Americans, but it seems Pete hankered fer th’ Ol’ Sod an’ quit this country cold.”


  “So the Craggs are Irish, eh?” mused the girl in a casual tone. And then she yawned, as if not greatly interested. But Sol was interested, so long as he was encouraged to talk.


  “I be’n told, by some o’ the ol’ settlers,” he went on, “thet ol’ Nick Cragg were born in Ireland, was a policeman in New York—where he made his first money—an’ then come here an’ bought land an’ settled down. They ain’t much difference ‘tween a policeman an’ a farmer, I guess. If the story’s true, it proves Ol’ Swallertail has Irish blood in him yit, though fer that matter he’s lived here long enough to be jes’ American, like the rest of us. After he come inter the property he gradual-like sold off all the land, piece by piece, till he ain’t got noth’n left but thet half-acre. Sold most of it afore I come here, an’ I be’n at the Crossing more’n twenty year.”


  “If the land brought a fair price, Old Swallowtail ought to be rich,” remarked the girl.


  “Then he ain’t what he orter be. Folks says he specilated, years ago, an’ got stung. I know him pretty well—as well as anybody knows him— an’ my opinion is he ain’t got more’n enough to bury him decent.”


  “Thought you said he drives a hard bargain?”


  “Young woman,” said Sol earnestly, “the man don’t live as kin make money specilatin’. The game’s ag’in him, fust an’ last, an’ the more brains he’s got the harder he’ll git stung.”


  “But I thought you said Mr. Cragg has a business.”


  “An’ I said nobody knows what it is. When Ned Joselyn used to come here the two was thick, an’ Ned were a specilater through an’ through. Some thinks it was him as got Cragg’s wad, an’ some says he lost it all, an’ his wife’s money, too. Anyhow, Joselyn lit out fer good an’ when he were gone Ann Kenton cried like a baby an’ ol’ Swallertail ‘s been dumb as a clam ever since.”


  “What makes you think Cragg has a business?” persisted the girl.


  “He keeps an office, over the store here, an’ he has a sign on the door thet says ‘Real Estate.’ But he ain’t got no real estate, so that ain’t why he shuts himself in the office day after day—an’ even Sundays. He’s got some other business. Ev’ry night, afore he goes home, he takes a bunch o’ letters to Mrs. Bennett’s postoffice, an’ ev’ry mornin’ he goes there an’ gits another bunch o’ letters that’s come to him in the mail. If that don’t mean some sort o’ business, I don’t know what’n thunder it does mean.”


  “Nor I,” said the girl, yawning again. “What about Ned Joselyn? Was he nice?”


  “Dressed like a dandy, looked like a fool, acted like the Emp’ror o’ Rooshy an’ pleased ev’rybody by runnin’ away. That is, ev’rybody but his wife an’ Ol’ Swallertail.”


  “I see. Who else lives over your store?”


  “I live there myself; me an’ my fambly, in the back part. One o’ the front rooms I rents to Ol’ Swallertail, an’ he pays the rent reg’lar. The other front room Miss Huckins, the dressmaker, lives in.”


  “Oh. I’m a dressmaker, too. Guess I’ll go up and see her. Is she in?”


  “When she’s out, she leaves the key with me, an’ the key ain’t here. Say, girl, what’s yer name?”


  “Josie.”


  “Josie what?”


  “Jessup. Pa was a drayman. Ever hear of him?”


  “No. But about the Hathaways; what has—”


  “And you’ve got no red thread? Or green?”


  “Only black an’ white. Does the Colonel—”


  “Can’t use black or white,” said the girl, deliberately getting off the barrel. “Guess I’ll go up and ask Miss Huckins if she has any red.”


  Out she walked, and old Sol rubbed his wrinkled forehead with a bewildered look and muttered:


  “Drat the gal! She’s pumped me dry an’ didn’t tell me a word about them Hathaway folks. She worse’n ol’ Eben, the nigger help. Seems like nobody wants t’ talk about the Hathaways, an’ that means there’s somethin’ queer about ‘em. But this redheaded sewin’-girl is a perfec’ innercent an’ I’ll git her talkin’ yet, if she stays here long.”


  Meantime Josie mounted the stairs, which were boarded in at one end of the building, being built on the outside to economize space, and entered the narrow upper hallway. A chatter of children’s voices in the rear proclaimed that portion to be the quarters of the Jerrems family. Toward the front was a door on which, in dim letters, was the legend:


  
    “H. Cragg. Real Estate.”

  


  Here the girl paused to listen. No sound came from the interior of H. Cragg’s apartment. Farther along she found a similar door on which was a card reading: “Miss Huckins, Dressmaker and Milliner.” Listening again, she heard the sound of a flatiron thumping an ironing board.


  She knocked, and the door was opened by a little middle-aged woman who held a hot flatiron in one hand. She was thin; she was bright-eyed; her hair was elaborately dressed with little ringlets across the forehead and around the ears, so Josie at once decided it was a wig.


  Seeing a stranger before her, Miss Huckins looked her over carefully from head to foot, while Josie smiled a vacuous, inconsequent smile and said in a perfunctory way:


  “Good morning.”


  “Come in,” returned Miss Huckins, with affable civility. “I don’t think I know you.”


  “I’m Josie Jessup, from the city. I’m in your line, Miss Huckins—in a way, that is. I’ve come here to do some sewing for Mary Louise Burrows, who is the granddaughter of Colonel Hathaway, who has rented the Kenton Place. Nice weather, isn’t it?”


  Miss Huckins was not enthusiastic. Her face fell. She had encouraged sundry hopes that the rich little girl would employ her to do whatever sewing she might need. So she resumed the pressing of a new dress that was spread over her ironing-board and said rather shortly:


  “Anything I can do for you?”


  “I want to use some red thread and the storekeeper doesn’t keep it in stock. Queer old man, that storekeeper, isn’t he?”


  “I don’t call him queer. He’s honest as the day is long and makes a good landlord. Country stores don’t usually keep red thread, for it is seldom used.”


  “He has been talking to me about old Mr. Cragg, who has an office next door to you. I’m sure you’ll admit that Mr. Cragg is queer, if the storekeeper isn’t.”


  “A man like Mr. Cragg has the right to be queer,” snapped the dressmaker, who did not relish this criticism of the natives by a perfect stranger. “He is very quiet and respectable and makes a very satisfactory neighbor.”


  Josie, seated in a straight, wood-bottomed chair, seemed not at all chagrined by her reception. She watched the pressing for a time silently.


  “That’s a mighty pretty gown,” she presently remarked, in a tone of admiration. “I don’t suppose I shall ever be able to make anything as nice as that. I—I’m not good at planning, you know,” with modest self-deprecation. “I only do plain sewing and mending.”


  The stern features of Miss Huckins relaxed a bit. She glanced at the girl, then at her work, and said more pleasantly than she had before spoken:


  “This dress is for Mary Donovan, who lives two miles north of here. She’s to be married next Saturday—if they get the haying over with by that time—and this is part of her trousseau. I’ve made her two other dresses and trimmed two hats for her—a straw shape and a felt Gainsboro. The Donovans are pretty well-to-do.”


  Josie nodded with appreciation.


  “It’s nice she can get such elegant things so near home, isn’t it? Why, she couldn’t do as well in the city—not half as well!”


  Miss Huckins held up the gown and gazed at it with unmistakable pride. “It’s the best Henrietta,” said she, “and I’m to get six dollars for the making. I wanted seven, at first, and Mary only wanted to pay five, so we split the difference. With all the other things, I didn’t do so badly on this trousseau.”


  “You’re in luck,” declared Josie, “and so is Mary Donovan. Doesn’t Mr. Cragg do any business except real estate?”


  “I think he must,” replied the dressmaker, hanging up the gown and then seating herself opposite her visitor. “All the real estate business he’s done in the last two years was to rent the Kenton Place to Colonel Hathaway and make a sale of Higgins’ cow pasture to Sam Marvin. But he’s so quiet, all day, in the next room, that I can’t figure out what he’s up to. No one goes near him, so I can’t overhear any talk. One time, of course, Mr. Joselyn used to go there, and then they always whispered, as if they were up to some deviltry. But after the quarrel Joselyn never came here again.”


  “Oh, did they quarrel?” asked Josie, with languid interest. She knew her praise of the dress had won the dressmaker’s heart and also she was delighted to find Miss Huckins a more confirmed and eager gossip than even Sol Jerrems.


  “I should say they did quarrel!” was the emphatic reply, although she sank her voice to a whisper and glanced warningly at the thin partition. “At one time I thought there’d be murder done, for Joselyn yelled: ‘Take that away—take it away!’ and Old Swallowtail—that’s the name we call Mr. Cragg, you know—roared out: ‘You deserve to die for this cowardly act.’ Well, you’d better believe my hair stood on end for a minute,” Josie smiled as she thought of the wig standing on end, “but nothing happened. There was deep silence. Then the door opened and Mr. Joselyn walked out. I never interfere with other people’s business, but attend strictly to my own, yet that day I was so flustered that I peeked through a crack of my door at Mr. Joselyn and he seemed cool as a cucumber. Then Mr. Cragg slammed the door of his room—which is z very unusual thing for him to do—and that was all.”


  “When did this happen?” asked Josie.


  “Last fall, just before Mrs. Joselyn and her husband went back to their city home. Some time in the winter Mr. Joselyn ran away from her, they say, but I guess old Cragg had nothing do with that. Around here, Joselyn wasn’t liked. He put on too many airs of superiority to please the country folks. Sol Jerrems thinks he made away with Mr. Cragg’s money, in unwise speculations, but I don’t believe Cragg had any money to lose. He seems as poor as I am.”


  “What do you suppose drew those two men together, Miss Huckins?” inquired the girl.


  “I can’t say. I’ve tried to figure it out, but the truth is that old Cragg don’t confide in anyone—not even in me, and we’re close neighbors. You couldn’t find two men in all America more different than Joselyn and Cragg, and yet they had dealings of some sort together and were friendly, for a time.”


  Josie sighed regretfully.


  “I like to hear about these mysterious things,” said she. “It’s almost as good as reading a story. Only, in this case, we will never know how the story ends.”


  “Well, perhaps not,” admitted the dressmaker. “Joselyn is gone and no one’ll ever get the truth out of Cragg. But—I’d like to know, myself, not only how the story ends but what it was all about. Just now all we know is that there was a story, of some sort or other, and perhaps is yet.”


  A period of silence, while both mused.


  “I don’t suppose you could find a bit of red thread?” said Josie.


  “No, I haven’t used it for ages. Is it to mend with?”


  “Yes.”


  “If it’s a red dress, use black thread. It won’t show, if you’re careful; and it won’t fade away and leave a white streak, like red sometimes does.”


  “Thank you, Miss Huckins.” She rose to go. “I’d like to drop in again, sometime, for a little visit.”


  “Come as often as you like,” was the cordial reply.


  “Cragg’s Crossing people are rather interesting; they’re so different from city folks,” said Josie.


  “Yes, they really are, and I know most of them pretty well. Come in again, Josie.”


  “Thank you; I will.”


  CHAPTER IX JOSIE INVESTIGATES


  “Well, what luck?” asked Mary Louise, as she came into Josie’s room while her friend was dressing for dinner.


  “Not much,” was the reply. “I’m not at all sure, Mary Louise, that this chase will amount to anything. But it will afford me practice in judging human nature, if nothing else comes of it, so I’m not at all sorry you put me on the trail. When are we to see Ingua again?”


  “Tomorrow afternoon. She’s coming to tea in the pavilion.”


  “That’s good. Let me see all of her you can. She’s an original, that child, and I’m going to like her. Our natures are a good deal alike.”


  “Oh, Josie!”


  “That’s a fact. We’re both proud, resentful, reckless and affectionate. We hate our enemies and love our friends. We’re rebellious, at times, and not afraid to defy the world.”


  “I’m sure you are not like that, dear,” protested Mary Louise.


  “I am. Ingua and I are both children of nature. The only difference is that I am older and have been taught diplomacy and self-control, which she still lacks. I mask my feelings, while Ingua frankly displays hers. That’s why I am attracted to her.”


  Mary Louise did not know how to combat this mood. She remained silent until Josie was dressed and the two went down to dinner. Their visitor was no longer the type of a half ignorant, half shrewd sewing-girl, such as she had appeared to be while in the village. Her auburn hair was now tastefully arranged and her attire modest and neat. She talked entertainingly during dinner, enlivening her companions thereby, and afterward played a game of dominoes with the Colonel in the living-room, permitting him to beat her at this, his favorite diversion.


  Both the old gentleman and his granddaughter enjoyed their evenings with Josie O’Gorman, for she proved delightful company. In the mornings, however, she would don her cheap gingham, rumple her hair, and pose throughout the day as Josie Jessup the sewing-girl.


  Ingua, at first shy of the visitor, soon developed a strong liking for Josie and would talk with her more freely than with Mary Louise. Josie would skip across the stepping-stones and help Ingua wash the breakfast dishes and sweep the bare little rooms of the cottage and then together they would feed the chickens, gather the eggs and attend to such daily tasks as Ingua was obliged to fulfill. With Josie’s help this was soon accomplished and then the child was free for the day and could run across to join Mary Louise, while Josie sallied to the village to interview the natives.


  When the girl detective had been at Cragg’s Crossing for a week she was a familiar figure to the villagers—every one of whom was an acquaintance—and had gleaned all the information it was possible to secure from them, which was small in amount and unsatisfactory in quality. Two or three times she had passed Old Swallowtail on the street, but he had not seemed to notice her. Always the old man stared straight ahead, walking stiffly and with a certain repellent dignity that forbade his neighbors to address him. He seemed to see no one. He lived in a world known only to himself and neither demanded nor desired association with his fellows.


  “An eccentric; bigoted, sullen and conceited,” reflected Josie, in considering his character. “Capable of any cruelty or crime, but too cautious to render himself liable to legal punishment. The chances are that such a man would never do any great wrong, from cowardly motives. He might starve and threaten a child, indeed, but would refrain from injuring one able to resent the act. Nevertheless, he quarreled with Joselyn—and Joselyn disappeared. There was some reason for that quarrel; some reason for that disappearance; some reason why a man like Edward Joselyn made Old Swallowtail his confidential friend. A business connection, perhaps. Before daring a conjecture I must discover what business Cragg is engaged in.”


  She soon discovered that Ingua was as ignorant of her grandfather’s business life as were all others. One day, as the two girls were crossing the stepping-stones to reach the pavilion, after “doing” the morning housework, Josie remarked:


  “In winter one could cross here on the ice.”


  “Oh, no,” replied Ingua, “the water don’t freeze. It runs too fast. But sometimes it gits over the top o’ the stones, an’ then you has to step keerful to keep from fallin’ in.”


  “Did you ever try to cross at such a time?”


  “Once I did, an’ I was skeered, you kin bet. But I says to myself: ‘If Ol’ Swallertail kin make the crossin’, I kin—dark or no dark—an’ by cracky I tackled it brave as a lion.”


  “You tried to cross in the dark, on a winter’s night? What for, Ingua?”


  Ingua, walking beside her up the bank, paused with a startled expression and grew red. Her eyes, narrowed and shrewd, fixed themselves suspiciously on Josie’s face. But the other returned the look with a bland smile that surely ought to disarm one more sophisticated than this simple child.


  “I mustn’t talk ‘bout that,” said Ingua in a low voice. “Jes’ fergit as I said it, Josie.”


  “Why?”


  “Do ye want me choked, or killed?”


  “Who would do that?”


  “Gran’dad would, if I blabbed.”


  “Shucks!”


  “Ye don’t know Gran’dad—not when he’s got the temper on him. If ye’d seen what I seen, ye’d know that he’d keep his word—‘to, kill me if I talk too much.”


  Josie sat down on top the bank.


  “What did you see, Ingua?”


  “Ye’ll hev to guess it.”


  “It looks that way,” said Josie calmly; “but you needn’t be afraid of me, Ingua. You and I could know a lot of things, together, and keep ‘em to ourselves. Don’t you think I’m a good enough friend not to get you choked or killed by telling any secrets you confided to me? And— look here, Ingua—this secret is worrying you a good deal.”


  “Who says so?”


  “I do. You’d feel a heap better if you told me about it, for then we could talk it over together when we’re alone.”


  Ingua sat down beside her, gazing thoughtfully at the river.


  “You’d tell Mary Louise.”


  “You know better than that. A secret’s a secret, isn’t it? I guess I can keep my mouth shut when I want to, Ingua.”


  Josie had a way of imitating Ingua’s mode of speech when they were together. It rendered their intercourse more free and friendly. But the girl did not reply at once. She sat dreamily reflecting upon the proposition and its possible consequences. Finally she said in a hesitating way:


  “I wisht I knew what ter do. I sometimes think I orter tell somebody that knows more’n I do, Josie, if I ever blab at all.”


  “Try me, Ingua. I’m pretty smart, ‘cause I’ve seen more of the big world than you have, and know what goes on in the big, busy cities, Where life is different from what it is in this little place. I’ve lived in more than one city, too, and that means a lot of experience for a girl of my age. I’m sure I could help you, dear. Perhaps, when I’ve heard your story, I will tell you never to say anything about it to anyone else; and then, on the other hand, I might think differently. Anyhow, I’d never tell, myself, any secret of yours, whatever I might think, because I’d cut off my right hand rather than get you into trouble.”


  This dramatic speech was intended to appeal to the child’s imagination and win her full confidence. In a way, it succeeded. Ingua sidled closer to Josie and finally said in a trembling whisper:


  “Ye wouldn’t git Gran’dad inter trouble either, would ye?”


  “Do you like him, Ingua?”


  “I hate him! But he’s a Cragg, an’ I’m a Cragg, an’ the Craggs kin stand up an’ spit at the world, if they wants to.”


  “That’s right,” agreed Josie, emphatically. “We’ve got to stick up for our own families and fight for our good name when it’s necessary. Do you think I’d let anybody get the best of a Jessup? Never in a thousand years!”


  Ingua nodded her head as if pleased.


  “That’s the way I look at it, Josie. Ev’rybody’s down on Ol’ Swallertail, an’ I’m down on him myself, fer that matter; but I’ll dare anybody to say anything ag’in him when I’m aroun’. An’ yet, Josie—an’ yet—I ain’t sure but he’s—but he’s a murderer!”


  She had dropped her voice until she scarcely breathed the last words and her little body trembled through and through with tense nervousness. Josie took her hand.


  “Never mind, dear,” she said gently. “Perhaps he didn’t kill Ned Joselyn, after all.”


  Ingua sprang up with a hoarse scream and glared at Josie in absolute terror.


  “How’d ye know? How’d ye know it were Ned Joselyn?” she demanded, trembling more and more.


  Josie’s reply was a smile. Josie’s smile was essentially winning and sweet. It was reassuring, trustful, friendly.


  “This isn’t a very big place, Ingua,” she quietly remarked. “I can count the people of Cragg’s Crossing on my fingers and toes, and the only one who has ever disappeared is Ned Joselyn. Why, you’ve told me so yourself. Your grandfather and Joselyn were friends. Then they quarreled. Afterward Joselyn disappeared.”


  “Who said they quarreled?”


  “Miss Huckins told me. It was in the office, next door to where she lives and works.”


  “Oh,” with a sigh of relief. “But Ned Joselyn run away. Ev’rybody knows that.”


  “Everybody but you, dear. Sit down. Why do you get so nervous? Really, Ingua, after you’ve told me the whole story you’ll feel better. It’s too big a secret for one small body to hold, isn’t it? And just between ourselves we will talk it all over—many times—and then it won’t seem so dreadful to you. And, after all, you’re not positive your grandfather killed Ned Joselyn. Perhaps he didn’t. But you’re afraid he did, and that keeps you unstrung and unhappy. Who knows but I may be able to help you discover the truth? Sit down, Ingua, and let’s talk it all over.”


  CHAPTER X INGUA IS CONFIDENTIAL


  Ingua slowly resumed her seat on the bank beside her friend. It was hard to resist Josie’s appeals.


  “The whole thing looks pretty black ag’in Gran’dad,” she said. “I s’pose ye can’t understand what I mean till I tell ye the whole story, from the beginning ‘cause ye didn’t live here at the time. If ye lived here,” she added, “I wouldn’t tell ye anything, but by-‘n’-by yer goin’ away. An’ ye’ve promised to keep yer mouth shut.”


  “Unless you give me permission to speak.”


  “I ain’t likely to do that. I’m tellin’ ye this, Josie, so’s we kin talk it over, at times. It has got hold o’ my mind, somethin’ terrible. Once I was goin’ to tell Mary Louise, but—she couldn’t understand it like you kin. She’s—diff’rent. And if Gran’dad ever hears that I blabbed I’m as good as dead, an’ I know it!”


  “He won’t hear it from me,” promised Josie.


  “Well, Gran’dad was allus sly. I ‘member Marm tellin’ him to his face he were cold as ice an’ sly as sin. Mann had a way o’ sayin’ what she thought o’ him, an’ he’d jes’ look at her steady an’ say nuth’n back. She was allus tryin’ to git money out o’ him, Marm was, an’ when he said he didn’t hev no money she tol’ him she knew he did. She ransacked the whole house—an’ even tore up the floor-boards—tryin’ to find where he’d hid it. Her idee was that if he’d sold his land for a lot o’ money, an’ hadn’t spent a cent, he must hev it yit. But I guess Marm didn’t find no money, an’ so she lit out. The day she lit out she said to him that he was too slick for her, but she could take care o’ herself. All she wanted was for him to take care o’ me. Gran’dad said he would; an’ so he did. He didn’t take any too much care o’ me, an’ I’d ruther he wouldn’t. If I had more to eat, I wouldn’t kick, but since Mary Louise come here an’ invited me to tea so often I hain’t be’n hungry a bit.”


  “Mary Louise likes company,” said Josie. “Go on, dear.”


  “Well, after Ann Kenton got married, her new husban’ come here, which was Ned Joselyn. I never took a fancy to Ann. She wasn’t ‘specially uppish, but she wasn’t noth’n else, either. Ned made me laugh when I first seen him. He had one spectacle in one eye, with a string to ketch it if it fell off. He had striped clothes an’ shiny shoes an’ he walked as keerful as if he was afraid the groun’ would git the bottoms o’ them nice shoes dirty. He used to set in that summer-house an’ smoke cigarettes an’ read books. One day he noticed Ol’ Swallertail, an’ looked so hard at him that his one-eyed spectacle fell off a dozen times.


  “That night he sent a letter to Gran’dad an’ Gran’dad read it an’ tore it up an’ told the man that brung it there was no answer. That’s all I knew till one night they come walkin’ home together, chummy as a team o’ mules. When they come to the bridge they shook hands an’ Ol’ Swallertail come to the house with a grin on his face—the first an’ last grin I ever seen him have.”


  “Doesn’t he ever laugh?” asked Josie.


  “If he does, he laughs when no one is lookin’. But after that day I seen Ned Joselyn with Gran’dad a good deal. Sometimes he’d come to our house an’ wait fer Ol’ Swallertail to come home, an’ they’d send me away an’ tell me not to come back till I was called. That made me mighty curious to see what they was up to, so one day I crep’ up behind the house an’ peeked in the winder. They wasn’t in the kitchen, so I went aroun’ an’ peeked through the winder o’ Gran’dad’s room, an’ there they both sot, an’ Gran’dad was countin’ out money on the table. It must ‘a’ be’n gold money, ‘cause it was yaller an’ bigger ner cents er nickels. Ned put it all in his pocket, an’ writ somethin’ on a paper that Gran’dad put inter his big pocketbook. Then they both got up an’ I made a run fer it an’ hid behind the barn.”


  “When did that happen?” asked Josie.


  “The first summer Ann was married. That was three summers ago, countin’ this one. I was only a kid, then,” said Ingua, as if realizing she was now two years older.


  “And after that?” said Josie.


  “Las’ summer it was jes’ the same. The two was thicker’n gumdrops, only Ned didn’t go to the office no more. He allus came to our house instid. One day, when he was waitin’ fer Ol’ Swallertail, he says to me: ‘Ingua, how’d ye like to be rollin’ in money, an’ Jive in a big city, an’ hev yer own automobile to ride in, an’ dress like a queen?’


  “‘I’d like it,’ says I.


  “‘Well,’ says he,’ it’s boun’ to happen, if Ol’ Swallertail sticks to me an’ does what I say. He’s got the capital,’ says Ned, ‘an’ I got the brains; an’ atween the two of us, Ingua,’ says Ned, ‘we’ll corral half the money there is in America.’


  “‘Will he stick?’ says I.


  “‘I dunno,’ says Ned. ‘He’s got queer ideas ‘bout duty an’ honesty that ain’t pop’lar these days in business. But I’m gitt’n so now thet I kin lead him by the nose, an’ I’ll force him to waller in money afore I’ve done with him.’


  “‘I don’t see how that’ll make me rollin’ in money, anyhow,’ I told him.


  “‘The ol’ man’ll die, pretty soon,’ says Ned, ‘an’ then you’ll git the money I make for him. By the time yer growed up, if not afore,’ says he, ‘you may be the riches’ girl in the world. It all depends on how I kin bend that ol’ stick of a gran’dad o’ yourn.’


  “That was the day he gimme the dollar, an’ Gran’dad come in in time to see it, an’ took it away from me. It didn’t set me up any, that talk o’ Ned’s, ‘cause I didn’t believe in them brains he bragged on, or his bein’ able to lead Ol’ Swallertail by the nose. Gran’dad begun gittin’ kind o’ harsh with Ned, afore the summer was over, which showed he wasn’t bendin’ much, and at the last—just afore Ned went away—the big quarrel come off. It wasn’t the quarrel Miss Huckins knows about, but it happened right here. They’d sent me away from the house, like they always did, and I were layin’ in the clover in the back yard, when there was a crash an’ a yell. I jumped up an’ run to the door, an’ the table was tipped over an’ a lot o’ papers an’ money scattered on the floor, an’ behind the table stood Ol’ Swallertail, white an’ still, an’ Ned point’n’ a gun at him.”


  “What sort of a gun?” questioned Josie.


  “One o’ them hip-pocket sort. Same as Jim Bennett the mailman carries. Only Jim’s ain’t never loaded, ‘cause he’s afraid of it. I ain’t sure Ned’s was loaded, either, for when he seen me in the doorway he jes’ slipped it in his pocket.


  “‘Very well,’ says Gran’dad, ‘I knows now what sort o’ a man you are, Ned Joselyn.’ An’ Ned he answers back: ‘An’ I know what sort o’ a man you are, ol’ Cragg. Yer a hypercrit through an’ through; ye preach squareness while yer as crooked as a snake, an’ as p’isonous an’ deadly, an’ ye’d ruin yer bes’ friend jes’ to git a copper cent the best o’ him.’


  “Gran’dad leaned over an’ set the table on its legs ag’in. An’ then he says slow an’ cold: ‘But I hain’t offered to murder you; not yet, Ned Joselyn!’


  “Ned looked at him an’ kinder shivered. An’ Gran’dad said: ‘Pick up them papers an’ things, Ingua.’


  “So I picked ‘em up an’ put ‘em on the table an’ they sent me away ag’in. I laid in the clover a whole hour, feelin’ pretty nervous an’ rocky, fer I didn’t know what was goin’ to happen. Noth’n’ did happen, though, ‘cept that Ned crossed the river on the steppin’-stones an’ halfway over he turned an’ laughed an’ waved his hand at Gran’dad, who stood in the door an’ watched him go. But Gran’dad didn’t laugh. He says to me when I come in:


  “‘Ingua, if ever I’m found dead, you go to Dud Berkey, the constable, an’ tell him to arrest Ned Joselyn for murder. D’ye understan’?’


  “‘I sure do,’ says I. ‘Guess he’d ‘a’ shot ye, Gran’dad, if I hadn’t come in just when I did.’


  “‘An’ see here,’ he went on, ‘unless I’m foun’ dead, you keep mum ‘bout what ye seen to-day. If ye blab a word to anyone, ye’ll git me in trouble, an’ I’ll crush ye as willin’ as I’d swat a fly. Me an’ Ned is friends ag’in,’ says he, ‘but I don’t trust him.’


  “‘Does he trust you?’ I asked him; an’ at first he jus’ looked at me an’ scowled; but after a minute he answered: ‘I don’t know how wise the man is. P’r’aps he isn’t a fool; but even wise men is foolish sometimes.’


  “Well, Josie, that was all, just then. Ned went with his wife Ann to the city, nex’ day, an’ things here went on as usual. Only, Gran’dad begun to git wakeful nights, an’ couldn’t sleep. He’d git up an’ dress an’ go outdoors an’ walk aroun’ till mornin’. He didn’t say noth’n’ to me about it, but I watched him, an’ one mornin’ when he come in I says: ‘Why don’t ye git some medicine o’ Doc Jenkins to make ye sleep?’ Then he busts out an’ grabs me by the throat an’ near choked the life out or me.


  “‘Ye spy—ye dirty little spy!’ says he, ‘ye keep yer eyes shut an’ yer mouth shut, or I’ll skin-ye alive!’ says he.


  “The way he looked at me, I was skeered stiff, an’ I never said noth’n’ more ‘bout his sleepin’ nights. I guess what made him mad was my sayin’ he orter hev a doctor, ‘cause doctors cost money an’ Gran’dad’s so poor he hates t’ spend money unnecessary.”


  “Did he ever again try to choke you?”


  “He tried once more, but I was too spry for him. It was a winter night, when it was cold in his room an’ he come inter the kitchen, where there was a fire, to write. I sot behind the stove, tryin’ to keep warm, an’ after a time I seen him look up an’ glare at the bare wall a long time. By-‘n’-by he says in a low voice: ‘Fer the Cause!’ an’ starts writin’ ag’in. ‘What cause are ye talkin’ about, Gran’dad?’ says I.


  “I guess he’d fergot I was there, but now he gives a yell an’ jumps up an’ comes for me with his fingers twistin’ and workin’ like I’d seen ‘em afore. I didn’t wait fer him to git near me, you kin bet; I made a dive out the back door an’ stood aroun’ in the cold tryin’ to keep warm while I give him time to cool off where the fire was. When he was writin’ ag’in I sneaked in an’ he didn’t notice me. When Marm was here she used to josh him about the ‘Cause,’ an’ once I heard her tell him she guessed the Cause was hoardin’ his money so’s to starve his family. Marm wasn’t afraid of him, but I am, so I never whisper the word ‘Cause’ while he’s around.”


  Josie sat in silent reflection for a time. Then she asked softly:


  “Does he still walk at night, Ingua?”


  “Sometimes. Not so much as he once did, though. He seems to take streaks o’ bein’ wakeful,” explained the girl.


  “Have you ever seen him come out, or go in?”


  “Lots o’ times. When it’s moonlight I kin see him through my window, an’ he can’t see me ‘cause my room is dark.”


  “And does he carry anything with him?”


  “Not a thing. He jes’ goes out like he does daytimes, an’ comes back the same way.”


  Josie nodded her tousled red head, as if the answers pleased her.


  “He’s a very clever man, your grandfather,” she remarked. “He can fool not only his neighbors, but his own family. But you’ve more to tell me, Ingua.”


  “How d’ye know, Josie?”


  “Because all this is just the beginning. It is something else that has been worrying you, dear.”


  CHAPTER XI THE FATE OF NED JOSELYN


  The child stared dreamily at the rushing water for several minutes. Then she looked earnestly into Josie’s face. Finally, with a sigh, she said:


  “I may as well go on an’ finish it, I s’pose.”


  “To be sure,” said Josie. “You haven’t told me anything very important yet.”


  “The important part’s comin’,” asserted Ingua, her tone gradually assuming its former animation. “‘Twas last winter on the Thursday between Christmas an’ New Year’s. It was cold an’ snowin’ hard, an’ it gits dark early them days. Gran’dad an’ me was eat’n’ supper by lamplight when there come a knock at the door. I jumped up an’ opened it an’ there stood Ned Joselyn, in a big heavy coat that was loaded with snow, an’ kid gloves on, an’ his one-eyed spectacle on his face. He come in an’ stood while I shut the door, an’ Gran’dad glared at him like he does when the devils gits him, and said: ‘What—more?’ “‘Sure thing,’ says Ned. ‘Noth’n’ lasts forever.’


  “‘That’s true,’ says Gran’dad, holdin’ himself in. Then he looks at me, an’ back to Ned, an’ says: ‘I can’t see ye here. Where ye stoppin’? At the Kenton house?’


  “‘Jes’ fer tonight,’ says Ned. ‘It’s more private than a hotel.’


  “‘Go home, then,’ says Gran’dad. ‘I’ll come over, by-‘n’-by.’


  “Ned opened the door an’ went out, sayin’ noth’n’ more. Gran’dad finished his supper an’ then sot by the stove an’ smoked his pipe while I washed the dishes. I wondered why he didn’t go over an’ see Ned, but he sot there an’ smoked till I went upstairs to bed. That was queer, for I never knew him to smoke more’n one pipe o’ tobacco at a time, before, an’ then mostly on Sundays. And I’d never seen his face so hard an’ cruel-lookin’ as it were that night, and his eyes, seemed like they were made of glass. I didn’t undress, fer I knowed there’d be trouble if he went over to Ned’s house, and I made up my mind to keep watch o’ things.


  “So I set still in my room in the attic, an’ Gran’dad set still in the room downstairs, an’ it must ‘a’ be’n pretty late when I heard him get up an’ go out. I slipped down right after him, meanin’ to foller him, an’ let myself out the back door so’s he wouldn’t see me. It had stopped snowin’ by then, but it was so cold that the air cut like a knife and the only jacket I had wasn’t any too warm fer such weather. “When I got ‘round the house Ol’ Swallertail was standin’ on the bank, lookin’ at the river. I never knew nobody to try the steppin’-stones in winter, an’ I s’posed o’ course Gran’dad would take the path to the bridge; but he went down the bank, wadin’ through the snow, an’ started to cross over. The moon an’ the snow made it light enough to see easy, after you’d be’n out a few minutes. I watched him cross over an’ climb the bank an’ make for the house, an’ then I run down to the river myself.


  “The water covered all the stones, but I knew where they were as well as Gran’dad did. I didn’t like my job a bit, but I knew if I waited to go roun’ by the bridge that I’d be too late to see anything that happened. So I screwed up courage an’ started over. My legs ain’t as long as a grown-up’s and at the third step I missed the stone an’ soused one leg in the water up to my knee. Gee! that was a cold one. But I wouldn’t give up, an’ kep’ on until jus’ in the middle, where the water were roarin’ the worst, I slipped with both legs and went in to my waist. That settled it for me. I thought I’d drown, for a minute, but I went crazy with fear an’ the next thing I knew I was standin’ on the bank where I’d come from an’ the cold wind was freezin’ a sheet of ice on my legs an’ body.


  “There wasn’t no time to lose. Whatever was happenin’ over to the big house didn’t mean as much to me as death did, an’ death was on my track if I didn’t get back home afore I froze stiff. I started to run. It ain’t far—look there, Josie, ye could almost make it in three jumps— but I remember fallin’ down half a dozen times in the snow, an’ at the last I crawled to the door on my hands an’ knees an’ had jus’ strength enough to rise up an’ lift the latch.


  “Gran’dad’s awful stingy about burnin’ wood, but I threw the chunks into the stove till the old thing roared like a furnace an’ when I’d thawed out some I got off my shoes an’ stockin’s an’ my wet dress an’ put another skirt on. Then I lay in Gran’dad’s chair afore the fire an’ shivered an’ cried like a baby whenever I thought o’ that icy river. “I guess I must ‘a’ went to sleep, afterwards, fer when I woke up the fire was gett’n’ low an’ Ol’ Swallertail opened the door on a sudden an’ walked in. Josie, ye orter seen him! His legs was wet an’ icy, too, so he must ‘a’ slipped on the stones himself; an’ he was shakin’ all over as if he’d got the ague. His face was a dirty white an’ his eyes burnt like two coals. He threw on more wood, reckless-like, an’ jerked off his shoes an’ socks an’ set down t’other side the stove. Neither of us said noth’n’ fer awhile an’ then he looks at me sort o’ curious an’ asks:


  “‘Did ye git across, Ingua?’


  “‘No,’ says I. ‘I near got drowned, tryin’ it.’


  “Then he set silent ag’in, lookin’ at the fire. By-‘n’-by says he: ‘Ingua, yer old enough to hev sense, an’ I want ye to think keerful on what I’m goin’ ter say. Folks aroun’ here don’t like you an’ me very much, an’ if they got a chance—or even thought they had a chance— they’d crush us under heel like they would scorpions. That’s ‘cause we’re Craggs, for Craggs ain’t never be’n poplar in this neighborhood, for some reason. Now lis’n. I’ve done with Ned Joselyn. It ain’t nay fault as I’ve cast him off; it’s his’n. He’s got a bad heart an’ he’s robbed me right an’ left. I could fergive him fer that, because—well, ye don’t need to know why I clung to the feller when I knew he was a scoundrel. But he robbed a cause dearer to my heart than myself, an’ for that I couldn’t fergive him. Nobody knows Ned were here tonight, Ingua, so if anybody asks ye questions ye didn’t see him at all. Fix that firm in yer mind. Ye don’t know noth’n’ ‘bout Ned sence he went away las’ October. Ye hain’t seen him. Stick to that, girl, an’ yer all right; but if ye blab—if ye ever tell a soul as Ned were here—I’ll hev to kill yer myself, to stop yer mouth. Fix that in yer mind, too.’


  “I was so skeered that I jes’ looked at him. Then I says in a whisper: ‘What did ye do to Ned, Gran’dad?’


  “He turned his eyes on me so fierce that I dropped my head.


  “‘I didn’t kill him, if that’s what ye mean,’ says he. ‘I orter strangled him, but I didn’t want to swing fer no common thief like Ned Joselyn. Besides, he’s—but that’s none o’ yer business. So I threatened him, an’ that was jus’ as good as killin’. He won’t show up ag’in here, never; an’ he ain’t likely to show up anywheres else that he’s known. P’raps he’ll be hunted for, but he’ll keep out a’ the way. You an’ I ain’t got noth’n’ to worry about, Ingua—unless you blab.’ “I didn’t believe a word he said, Josie. They was jus’ words, an’ it was nat’ral he’d lie about that night’s work. When I went to bed it was near mornin’, but Ol’ Swallertail was still sett’n’ by the fire.


  “Nex’ day he went on jus’ as usual, an’ from then till now he’s never spoke to me of that night. In a couple o’ weeks we heard as Ned Joselyn had run away. His wife come down here askin’ fer him, but nobody’d seen hide ner hair of him. That’s all, Josie; that’s the whole story, an’ I’m glad you know it now as well as I do. Wha’ d’ye think? Did Ol’ Swallertail kill Ned Joselyn?”


  Josie woke from her meditation with a start.


  “I—I’m going to think it over,” she said evasively. “It’s a queer story, Ingua—mighty queer—and it’s going to take a lot of thought before I make up my mind about it.”


  CHAPTER XII THEORIES ARE DANGEROUS


  “What were you and Ingua talking about for so long?” asked Mary Louise, when she and Josie were alone.


  “She was telling me her story,” was the reply.


  “All of it?”


  “Every bit of it, I think.”


  “Oh, what was it all about?” questioned Mary Louise eagerly.


  “I’ve promised not to tell.”


  “Not even me, Josie?”


  “Not even you. Ingua insisted; and, really, dear, it’s better you should know nothing just at present.”


  “Am I to be left out of all this thrilling mystery?” demanded Mary Louise with an aggrieved air.


  “There won’t be a thrill in it, until the end, and perhaps not then. But you shall come in at the finish, if not before; I’ll promise that.”


  “Won’t this enforced promise to Ingua tie your hands?” queried the other girl, thoughtfully.


  “No. I didn’t promise not to act, but only to keep the child’s secret. For Ingua’s sake, as well as to satisfy your curiosity—and my own—I’m going to delve to the bottom of Ned Joselyn’s disappearance. That will involve the attempt to discover all about Old Swallowtail, who is a mystery all by himself. I shall call on you to help me, at times, Mary Louise, but you’re not to be told what is weighing so heavily on poor Ingua’s mind.”


  “Well,” said Mary Louise, “if I may help, that will serve to relieve my disappointment to an extent. But I’m surprised at Ingua. I thought she loved and trusted me.”


  “So she does,” asserted Josie. “Since I’ve heard the story, I’m not surprised at Ingua at all. If you knew all, my dear, you would realize why she believes that one confidant is enough. Indeed, I’m rather surprised that Ingua ventured to confide in me.”


  “Is it so serious, then?”


  “If her fears are justified,” replied Josie gravely, “it is very serious.”


  “But are they justified?” urged Mary Louise.


  “Ingua is a child, and very sensitive to impressions. But she is a shrewd child and, living a lonely life, has had ample time to consider the problems that confront her. Whether she is right or wrong in her conjectures, time will determine. But don’t question me further, please, or you will embarrass me. Tomorrow I want to go to the city, which is the county seat. Will you go with me? And can we get Uncle Eben to drive us over in the car?”


  “I’ll ask Gran’pa Jim.”


  Colonel Hathaway was rather amused at the efforts of the two girls to fathom the mystery of Old Swallowtail, but he was willing to assist in any practical way. So Uncle Eben drove them to the county seat next day and Josie spent several hours in the county clerk’s office and paid a visit to the chief of police, who knew her father, John O’Gorman, by reputation. Mary Louise shopped leisurely while her friend was busy with her investigations and at last they started for home, where they arrived in time for dinner. On the way, Mary Louise inquired if Josie had secured any information of importance.


  “A little,” said the girl detective. “For one thing, old Hezekiah Cragg pays taxes on just one bit of land besides that little homestead of his. It is a five-acre tract, but the assessment puts it at an astonishingly low valuation—scarcely ten per cent of the value of all surrounding property. That strikes me as queer. I’ve got the plat of it and tomorrow we will look it up.”


  They found it was not easy to locate that five acres, even with a map, when the two girls made the attempt the next forenoon. But finally, at the end of a lonely lane about a mile and a half from the village, they came upon a stony tract hemmed in by low hills, which seemed to fit the location described. The place was one mass of tumbled rocks. Little herbiage of any sort grew there and its low assessment value was easily explained. The surrounding farms, all highly cultivated, backed up to the little waste valley, which was fenced out—or rather in—by the owners of the fertile lands. One faintly trodden path led from the bars of the lane the girls were in toward Mr. Cragg’s five acres of stones, but amid the jumble of rocks it would be difficult to walk at all.


  “This is an odd freak of nature,” remarked Josie, gazing at the waste with a puzzled expression. “It is easy to understand why Mr. Cragg hasn’t sold this lot, as he did all his other land. No one would buy it.”


  “Haven’t the stones a value, for building or something?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Not in this location, so far from a railway. In my judgment the tract is absolutely worthless. I wonder that so economical a man as Mr. Cragg pays taxes on it.”


  They went no farther than the edge of the rock-strewn field, for there was nothing more to see. Up the slope of the hill, on the far side from where they stood, were jumbled masses of huge slabs and boulders that might be picturesque but were not especially interesting. The girls turned and retraced their steps to the neglected lane and from thence reached the main road again.


  “I have now satisfied myself on two counts,” was Josie’s comment. “First, that Mr. Cragg owns no property but this stone-yard and his little home, and second, that within the last forty years he has at different times disposed of seventy thousand dollars worth of land left him by his father. The county records prove that. The last sale was made about four years ago, so he has consistently turned all his real estate into ready money.”


  “What can he have done with so much money?” exclaimed Mary Louise.


  “Ah, that is part of the mystery, my dear. If he still has it, then the man is a miser. If he has lost it, he is a gambler, which is just about as bad. Either way, Hezekiah Cragg is not entitled to our admiration, to say the least. Let us admit that in a big city a man might lose seventy thousand dollars in business ventures without exciting adverse criticism except for a lack of judgment; but Old Swallowtail has never left Cragg’s Crossing, according to all reports, and I’m sure there is no way for him to squander a fortune here.”


  “I think he must be a miser,” said Mary Louise with conviction. “Ingua once told me of seeing lots of money pass between him and Mr. Joselyn. And—tell me, Josie—what is all his voluminous correspondence about?”


  “I’m going to investigate that presently,” replied her friend. “It isn’t quite in line yet but will come pretty soon. Tomorrow I shall call upon Old Swallowtail at his office.”


  “Shall you, really? And may I go with, you, Josie?”


  “Not this time. You’d spoil my excuse, you see, for you are going to discharge your sewing-girl, and your sewing-girl is going to apply to Hezekiah Cragg for work. His granddaughter needs some sewing done, by the looks of her wardrobe.”


  “Oh. Very well. But you will tell me what happens?”


  “Of course.”


  “Once,” said Mary Louise, “I proposed going myself to Mr. Cragg, to intercede for Ingua, but the girl thought I would do more harm than good. So I abandoned the idea.”


  “I think that was wise. I don’t expect to get much out of the man except an interview, with a chance to study him at close range. Also I’m anxious to see what that mysterious office looks like.”


  Mary Louise regarded her friend admiringly.


  “You’re very brave, Josie,” she said.


  “Pooh! There’s no danger. One of the first things father taught me about the detective business was that all men belong to one tribe, and the criminal is inevitably a coward at heart. Old Swallowtail may be afraid of me, before I’m through with this case, but whether he proves guilty or innocent I shall never fear him a particle.”


  “Have you any theory, as yet, Josie?”


  “No. Theories are dangerous things and never should be indulged in until backed by facts.”


  “But do not theories often lead to facts? And how about those ‘O’Gorman theories’ you mentioned, which you were eager to test?”


  “Those are mere theories of investigation—methods to be pursued in certain situations. I believe I shall be able to test some of them in this case. My plan is to find out all I can about everyone and everything, and then marshal my facts against the question involved. If there is no answer, I’ve got to learn more. If I can’t learn more, then the whole thing becomes mere guesswork—in other words, theory—more likely to be wrong than right.”


  Mary Louise seldom argued with Josie’s decisions. When, the next morning, her friend started for the village to call upon Old Swallowtail, she pressed her hand and wished her good luck. Josie departed in her plain gingham dress, shoes run over at the heels, hair untidy and uncovered by hat or hood—a general aspect of slovenly servitude.


  Mr. Cragg was never an early riser. He breakfasted at eight o’clock and at half past eight stalked with stiff dignity to town and entered his office without deigning to recognize any villagers he might meet. Josie was aware of this habit. She timed her visit for half-past ten.


  Unnoticed she passed through the village street and crept up the stairs at the end of the store building. Before the door marked “H. Cragg, Real Estate” she paused to listen. No sound came from within, but farther along the passage she heard the dull rumble of Miss Huckins’ sewing machine.


  For once Josie hesitated, but realizing that hesitation meant weakness on such an errand she boldly thrust out a hand and attempted to turn the doorknob.


  CHAPTER XIII BLUFF AND REBUFF


  The door was locked. Immediately Josie pounded upon it with her knuckles and a voice demanded:


  “Who is there?”


  Instead of replying, Josie knocked again, and suddenly the door was opened and Old Swallowtail stood before her.


  “I—I beg your pardon,” said she diffidently; “are you the real estate man?”


  “Yes,” he replied, standing quietly in the doorway.


  “Then you’re the man I want to see,” she asserted and took a step forward. But he did not move an inch from his position and his eyes were fixed steadfastly on her face.


  “I have nothing to sell, at present,” he remarked.


  “But I want to give you something to sell,” she retorted impatiently, summoning her wits to meet the occasion. “Let me in, please. Or do you transact all your business in the hallway?”


  Somewhat to her surprise he stepped back and held the door for her to enter. Josie promptly walked in and sat down near a round table, one comprehensive glance fixing in her mind the entire contents of the small room.


  There was one window, dim and unwashed, facing the street. It had a thick shade, now raised. Originally the room had been square, and rather crudely plastered and wallpapered, but a wooden partition had afterward been erected to cut the room into two, so that the portion she had entered was long and narrow. Its sole furniture consisted of the round table, quite bare, two or three wooden-bottomed chairs, and against one wall a rack filled with books. During the interview she noted that these books were mostly directories of the inhabitants of various prominent cities in the United States, and such a collection astonished her and aroused her curiosity.


  Just at present, however, the partition proved the most interesting thing she observed, for beyond it must be another room which was doubtless the particular sanctum of Old Swallowtail and to which she scarcely expected to gain admittance. The door was closed. It was stout and solid and was fitted with both an ordinary door-lock and a hasp and padlock, the latter now hanging on a nail beside the door.


  This much Josie’s sharp eyes saw in her first glance, but immediately her attention was demanded by Mr. Cragg, who took a seat opposite her and said in a quiet, well modulated voice: “Now, my girl, state your business.” She had planned to tell him how she had come to town to sew for Mary Louise Burrows, how she had now finished her work but was so charmed with Cragg’s Crossing that she did not care to leave it during the hot weather to return to the stuffy city. Therefore, she intended to add, if he would let her make some new dresses for Ingua, she would work for half her regular wages. Her dress as a sewing-girl would carry out this deception and the bait of small wages ought to interest the old man. But this clever plan had suddenly gone glimmering, for in order to gain admittance to the office and secure an interview with Old Swallowtail she had inadvertently stated that she had some real estate to dispose of. So sudden a change of base required the girl to think quickly in order to formulate a new argument that would hold his attention.


  To gain time she said, slowly:


  “My name is Josie Jessup. I’m a sewing-girl by profession.”


  “Yes, I know,” he replied.


  “I’ve been here ten days or so, working for Miss Burrows.”


  “I have seen you here,” said Mr. Cragg.


  She wondered how he knew so much, as he had never seemed to favor her with even a glance when by chance they met in the street. But perhaps Ingua had told him.


  “I like Cragg’s Crossing,” continued Josie, assuming a confidential tone, “and I’ve made up my mind I’d like to live here. There ought to be plenty of work sewing for the farmers’ wives, outside of what Miss Huckins does, and it don’t cost much to live in a small town. In the city I own a little house and lot left to me by my uncle on my mother’s side, and I’ve decided to trade it for some place here. Don’t you know, sir, of someone who’d like to move to the city, and will be glad to make the exchange?”


  “I know of no such person,” he replied coldly.


  “But you will make inquiries?”


  “It would be useless. I am very busy to-day, so if you will excuse me—”


  He rose and bowed.


  Josie was disappointed. She decided to revert to her first proposition.


  “Doesn’t your granddaughter need some sewing done, sir?” she asked, with a frank look from her innocent blue eyes.


  He stood still, silently studying her face. With one hand he rubbed his chin gently, as if in thought. Then he said:


  “We cannot afford to hire our sewing done, but I thank you for the offer. Good morning, Miss—Jessup.”


  Walking to the door he held it open and bowed gravely as she walked out. Next moment she heard the key click as it turned in the lock.


  Josie, feeling a sense of failure, slowly went down the stairs, entered the store and perched herself upon the sugar-barrel. Old Sol was waiting on a farmer’s wife and only gave the girl a glance.


  Josie reflected on her interview with Mr. Cragg while it was fresh in her mind. He was no crude, uneducated country bumpkin, despite his odd ways and peculiar dress. Indeed, the man had astonished her by his courtesy, his correct method of speech, his perfect self-assurance. Her visit was calculated to annoy him and to arouse his impatience. After Ingua’s report of him she expected he would become scornful or sarcastic or even exhibit violent anger; yet there had been nothing objectionable in his manner or words. Still, he had dismissed her as abruptly as possible and was not eager to grasp an opportunity to exchange real estate.


  “That isn’t his business at all,” she told herself. “It’s merely a blind, although he actually did rent the Kenton Place to Colonel Hathaway…I wonder what he does in that office all day. In the inner room, of course. That is his real workshop…He’s quite gentlemanly. He has a certain amount of breeding, which Ingua wholly lacks….He must realize what a crude and uncultured little thing his granddaughter is. Then why hasn’t he tried to train her differently?…Really, he quite awed me with his stately, composed manner. No one would expect that sort of man to be a murderer. But—there! haven’t I been warned that the educated gentleman is the worst type of criminal, and the most difficult to detect?”


  Sol’s customer went away and the old man approached the barrel.


  “Well,” he said, “wanter buy anything to-day?”


  “No,” said Josie pleasantly, “this is only a social call. I’ve just come from Old Swallowtail’s office and thought a word with you would cheer me up.”


  “You! You be’n to Ol’ Swallertail’s office! Sakes alive, gal, I wouldn’t dare do that myself.”


  “Why not?”


  “He goes crazy when he gits mad.”


  “Are you sure of that?”


  “Ev’rybody here knows it, from the three-year-olds up. What did ye go to him for?”


  “A little matter of business.”


  “An’ he slammed the door in yer face?”


  “No, indeed.”


  “That’s funny,” said old Sol, rubbing his forehead in a perplexed way.


  “He was very decent to me,” continued Josie. “Acted like a gentleman. Talked as if he’d been to school, you know.”


  “School? Well, I should say he had!” exclaimed the storekeeper. “Ol’ Swallertail’s the most eddicated man in these ‘ere parts, I guess. Ol’ Nick Cragg, his daddy, wanted for him to be a preacher—or a priest, most likely—an’ when he was a boy his ol’ man paid good money to hev him eddicated at a the—at a theo—at a collidge. But Hezekiah wa’n’t over-religious, an’ ‘lowed he didn’t hev no call to preach; so that’s all the good the eddication ever done him.”


  “You’ve never felt the need of an education, have you?” asked the girl, artlessly.


  “Me? Well, I ain’t sayin’ as I got no eddication, though I don’t class myself in book-l’arnin’ with Ol’ Swallertail. Three winters I went to school, an’ once I helped whip the school-teacher. Tain’t ev’ry one has got that record. But eddication means more’n books; it means keepin’ yer eyes open an’ gitt’n’ onter the tricks o’ yer trade. Ev’ry time I git swindled, I’ve l’arned somethin’, an’ if I’d started this store in New York instid o’ Cragg’s Crossin’, they might be runnin’ me fer president by this time.”


  “But what could Cragg’s Crossing have done without you?” inquired Josie. “It seems to me you’re needed here.”


  “Well, that’s worth thinkin’ on,” admitted the storekeeper. “And as for Old Swallowtail, he may have learned some tricks of his trade too. But I don’t know what his trade is.”


  “Nobody knows that. I don’t b’lieve that business o’ his’n is a trade at all; I’ll bet it’s a steal, whatever its other name happens to be.”


  “But he doesn’t prosper.”


  “No; he ain’t got much t’ show fer all these years. Folks used to think he’d got money saved from the sale of his land, till Ned Joselyn come here an’ dallied with Ol’ Swallertail’s savin’s an’ then took to the woods. It’s gener’ly b’lieved that what Cragg had once Ned’s got now; but it don’t matter much. Cragg hain’t got long ter live an’ his feed don’t cost him an’ his little gal much more’n it costs to feed my cat.”


  There was no further information to be gleaned from Sol Jerrems, so Josie walked home.


  CHAPTER XIV MIDNIGHT VIGILS


  “Well, how is our girl detective progressing in her discovery of crime and criminals?” asked Colonel Hathaway that evening, as they sat in the living-room after dinner.


  “Don’t call me a girl detective, please,” pleaded Josie O’Gorman. “I’m only an apprentice at the trade, Colonel, and I have never realized more than I do at this moment the fact that I’ve considerable to learn before I may claim membership with the profession.”


  “Then you’re finding your present trail a difficult one to follow?”


  “I believe my stupidity is making it difficult,” admitted Josie, with a sigh. “Father would scold me soundly if he knew how foolishly I behaved to-day. There was every opportunity of my forcing a clew by calling unexpectedly on Mr. Cragg at his office, but he defeated my purpose so easily that now I’m wondering if he suspects who I am, and why I’m here. He couldn’t have been more cautious.”


  “He could scarcely suspect that,” said the Colonel, musingly. “But I’ve noticed that these simple country people are chary of confiding in strangers.”


  “Ah, if Mr. Cragg were only that—a simple, unlettered countryman, as I thought him—I should know how to win his confidence. But, do you know, sir, he is well educated and intelligent. Once he studied for the priesthood or ministry, attending a theological college.”


  “Indeed!”


  “My informant, the village authority—who is Sol Jerrems the storekeeper—says he objected to becoming a priest at the last because he had no leaning that way. My own opinion is that he feared his ungovernable temper would lead to his undoing. I am positive that his hysterical fury, when aroused, has gotten him into trouble many times, even in this patient community.”


  “That’s it,” said Mary Louise with conviction; “his temper has often made him cruel to poor Ingua, and perhaps his temper caused unfortunate Ned Joselyn to disappear.”


  “Have you discovered anything more than you have told me?” she asked.


  “Not a thing,” replied Mary Louise. “I’m waiting for you to make discoveries, Josie.”


  “A puzzle that is readily solved,” remarked the Colonel, picking up his book, “is of little interest. The obstacles you are meeting, Josie, incline me to believe you girls have unearthed a real mystery. It is not a mystery of the moment, however, so take your time to fathom it. The summer is young yet.”


  Josie went to her room early, saying she was tired, but as soon as she was alone and free she slipped on a jacket and stealthily left the house. Down the driveway she crept like a shadow, out through the gates, over the bridge, and then she turned down the pathway leading to Old Swallowtail’s cottage.


  “The stepping-stones are a nearer route,” she reflected, “but I don’t care to tackle them in the dark.”


  The cottage contained but three rooms. The larger one downstairs was a combination kitchen and dining room. A small wing, built upon one side, was used by Mr. Cragg for his private apartment, but its only outlet was through the main room. At the back was a lean-to shed, in which was built a narrow flight of stairs leading to a little room in the attic, where Ingua slept. Josie knew the plan of the house perfectly, having often visited Ingua during the day when her grandfather was absent and helped her sweep and make the beds and wash the dishes.


  Tonight Josie moved noiselessly around the building, satisfied herself that Ingua was asleep and that Mr. Cragg was still awake, and then strove to peer through the shuttered window to discover what the old man was doing.


  She found this impossible. Although the weather was warm the window was tightly shut and a thick curtain was drawn across it.


  Josie slipped over to the river bank and in the shadow of a tree sat herself down to watch and wait with such patience as she could muster. It was half past nine o’clock, and Ingua had told her that when her grandfather was wakeful, and indulged in his long walks, he usually left the house between ten o’clock and midnight—seldom earlier and never later. He would go to bed, the child said, and finding he could not sleep, would again dress and go out into the night, only to return at early morning.


  Josie doubted that he ever undressed on such occasions, knowing, as he no doubt did, perfectly well what his program for the night would be. She had decided that the nocturnal excursions were not due to insomnia but were carefully planned to avoid possible observation. When all the countryside was wrapped in slumber the old gentleman stole from his cottage and went—where? Doubtless to some secret place that had an important bearing on his life and occupation. It would be worth while, Josie believed, to discover the object of these midnight excursions. Ingua claimed that her grandfather’s periods of wakeful walking were irregular; sometimes he would be gone night after night, and then for weeks he would remain at home and sleep like other folks.


  So Josie was not surprised when old Swallowtail’s light was extinguished shortly after ten o’clock and from then until midnight he had not left the house. Evidently this was not one of his “wakeful” periods. The girl’s eyes, during this time, never left the door of the cottage. The path to the bridge passed her scarcely five yards distant. Therefore, as Hezekiah Cragg had not appeared, he was doubtless sleeping the sleep of the just—or the unjust, for all sorts and conditions of men indulge in sleep.


  Josie waited until nearly one o’clock. Then she went home, let herself in by a side door to which she had taken the key, and in a few minutes was as sound asleep as Old Swallowtail ought to be.


  For three nights in succession the girl maintained this vigil, with no result whatever. It was wearisome work and she began to tire of it. On the fourth day, as she was “visiting” with Ingua, she asked:


  “Has your grandfather had any sleepless nights lately?”


  “I don’t know,” was the reply. “But he ain’t walked any, as he sometimes does, for I hain’t heard him go out.”


  “Do you always hear him?”


  “P’r’aps not always, but most times.”


  “And does he walk more than one night?” inquired Josie.


  “When he takes them fits, they lasts for a week or more,” asserted Ingua. “Then, for a long time, he sleeps quiet.”


  “Will you let me know, the next time he takes to walking?”


  “Why?” asked the child, suspiciously.


  “It’s a curious habit,” Josie explained, “and I’d like to know what he does during all those hours of the night.”


  “He walks,” declared Ingua; “and, if he does anything else, it’s his own business.”


  “I’ve wondered,” said Josie impressively, “if he doesn’t visit some hidden grave during those midnight rambles.”


  Ingua shuddered.


  “I wish ye wouldn’t talk like that,” she whispered. “It gives me the creeps.”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know the truth of all this mystery, Ingua?”


  “Sometimes I would, an’ sometimes I wouldn’t. If the truth leaked out, mebbe Gran’dad would git inter a lot o’ trouble. I don’t want that, Josie. I ain’t no cause to love Gran’dad, but he’s a Cragg an’ I’m a Cragg, an’ no Cragg ever went back on the fambly.”


  It seemed unwise to urge the child further to betray her grandfather, yet for Ingua’s sake, if for no other reason, Josie was determined to uncover the hidden life of Hezekiah Cragg.


  The following night she watched again at her station by the river bank, and again the midnight hour struck and the old man had not left his cottage. His light was extinguished at eleven o’clock. At twelve-thirty Josie rose from the shadow of the tree and slowly walked to the bridge. There, instead of going home, she turned in the direction of the town.


  In the sky were a few stars and the slim crescent of a new moon, affording sufficient light to guide her steps. Crickets chirped and frogs in the marshes sang their hoarse love songs, but otherwise an intense stillness pervaded the countryside. You must not consider Josie O’Gorman an especially brave girl, for she had no thought of fear in such solitary wanderings. Although but seventeen years of age, she had been reared from early childhood in an atmosphere of intrigue and mystery, for her detective father had been accustomed to argue his cases and their perplexities with his only child and for hours at a time he would instruct her in all the details of his profession. It was O’Gorman’s ambition that his daughter might become a highly proficient female detective.


  “There are so many cases where a woman is better than a man,” he would say, “and there is such a lack of competent women in this important and fascinating profession, that I am promoting the interests of both my daughter and the public safety by training Josie to become a good detective.”


  And the girl, having been her father’s confidant since she was able to walk and talk, became saturated with detective lore and only needed practical experience and more mature judgment fully to justify O’Gorman’s ambition for her.


  However, the shrewd old secret service officer well knew that the girl was not yet ready to be launched into active service. The experience she needed was only to be gained in just such odd private cases as the one on which she was now engaged, so he was glad to let her come to Cragg’s Crossing, and Josie was glad to be there. She was only content when “working,” and however the Cragg mystery developed or resulted, her efforts to solve it were sure to sharpen her wits and add to her practical knowledge of her future craft.


  When she reached the town she found it absolutely deserted. Not a light shone anywhere; no watchman was employed; the denizens of Cragg’s Crossing were all in bed and reveling in dreamland.


  Josie sat on the bottom stair of the flight leading to the store and removed her shoes. Upstairs the family of Sol Jerrems and Miss Huckins the dressmaker were sleeping and must not be disturbed. The girl made no sound as she mounted the stairs and softly stole to the door of H. Cragg’s real estate office. Here it was dark as could be, but Josie drew some skeleton keys from her pocket and slid them, one by one, into the lock. The fourth key fitted; she opened the door silently and having entered the room drew the door shut behind her.


  The thick shade was drawn over the window. It was as black here as it was in the hallway. Josie flashed a small searchlight on the door of the connecting room and saw that it was not only locked in the ordinary manner but that the padlock she had noted on her former visit to the room was now inserted in the hasp and formed an additional security against intrusion.


  While her electric spotlight played upon this padlock she bent over and examined it swiftly but with care.


  “A Yale lock,” she muttered. “It can’t be picked, but it will delay me for only a few minutes.”


  Then from her pocket she brought out a small steel hack-saw, and as she could not work the saw and hold the flashlight at the same time she went to the window and removed the heavy shade. The light that now came into the room was dim, but sufficient for her purpose. Returning to the door of the mysterious inner room, the contents of which she had determined to investigate, she seized the padlock firmly with one hand while with the other she began to saw through the steel loop that passed through the hasp.


  The sound made by the saw was so slight that it did not worry her, but another sound, of an entirely different character and coming from the hallway, caused her to pause and glance over her shoulder.


  Slowly the outer door opened and a form appeared in the doorway. It was a mere shadow, at first, but it deliberately advanced to the table, struck a match and lighted a small kerosene lamp.


  She was face to face with Old Swallowtail.


  CHAPTER XV “OLD SWALLOWTAIL”


  Josie was so astonished that she still bent over the lock, motionless, saw in hand. In the instant she made a mental review of her proceedings and satisfied herself that she had been guilty of no professional blunder. The inopportune appearance of Mr. Cragg must be attributed to a blind chance—to fate. So the first wave of humiliation that swept over her receded as she gathered her wits to combat this unexpected situation.


  Mr. Cragg stood by the table looking at her. He was very calm. The discovery of the girl had not aroused that violence of temper for which the old man was noted. Josie straightened up, slipped the saw in her pocket and faced him unflinchingly.


  “Won’t you sit down?” he said, pointing to a chair beside her. “I would like to know why you have undertaken to rob me.”


  Josie sat down, her heart bounding with joy. If he mistook her for a thief all was not lost and she would not have to write “finis” as yet to this important case. But she made no answer to his remark; she merely stared at him in a dull, emotionless way that was cleverly assumed.


  “I suppose,” he continued, “you have been told I am rich—a miser—and perhaps you imagine I keep my wealth in that little room, because I have taken pains to secure it from intrusion by prying meddlers. I suspected you, my girl, when you came to see me the other day. Your errand was palpably invented. You wanted to get the lay of the room, in preparation for this night’s work. But who told you I was worthy of being robbed? Was it Ingua?”


  “No,” came a surly reply. “She won’t mention you to me.”


  “Very good. But the neighbors—the busy-bodies around here? Perhaps old Sol Jerrems has gossiped of my supposed hoard. Is it not so?”


  Josie dropped her eyes as if confused but remained silent. The old man seemed to regard her as a curiosity, for his cold gray eyes examined her person with the same expression with which he might have regarded a caged monkey.


  “Then you do not wish to confess?”


  “What’s the use?” she demanded with a burst of impatience. “Haven’t you caught me at the job?”


  He continued to eye her, reflectively.


  “The cities breed felons,” he remarked. “It is a pity so young a girl should have chosen so dangerous and disastrous a career. It is inevitably disastrous. How did it happen that Colonel Hathaway allowed you to impose on him?”


  “I do sewing,” she said doggedly.


  “In order to gain entrance to a household, I suppose. But Hathaway is wealthy. Why did you not undertake to rob him, instead of me?”


  “One at a time,” said Josie, with a short laugh.


  “Oh, I understand. You expected to make the small pick-ups and then land the grand coup. The answer is simple, after all. But,” he added, his voice growing stern and menacing for the first time, “I do not intend to be robbed, my girl. Fleece Hathaway if you can; it is none of my business; but you must not pry into my personal affairs or rifle my poor rooms. Do you understand me?”


  “I—I think so, sir.”


  “Avoid me, hereafter. Keep out of my path. The least interference from you, in any way, will oblige me to turn you over to the police.”


  “You’ll let me go, now?”


  He glanced at her, frowning.


  “I am too much occupied to prosecute you—unless you annoy me further. Perhaps you have this night learned a lesson that will induce you to abandon such desperate, criminal ventures.”


  Josie stood up.


  “I wish I knew how you managed to catch me,” she said, with a sigh.


  “You were watching my house tonight, waiting until I was safely in bed before coming here. I happened to leave my room for a little air, and going out my back door I passed around the house and stood at the corner, in deep shade. My eyes were good enough to distinguish a form lurking under the tree by the river bank. I went in, put out my light, and returned to my former position. You watched the house and I watched you. You are not very clever, for all your slyness. You will never be clever enough to become a good thief—meaning a successful thief. After a half hour I saw you rise and take the path to the village. I followed you. Do you understand now? God has protected the just and humbled the wicked.”


  That final sentence surprised the girl. Coming from his lips, it shocked her. In his former speech he had not denounced her crime, but only her indiscretion and the folly of her attempt. Suddenly he referred to God as his protector, asserting his personal uprightness as warrant for Divine protection; and, singularly enough, his tone was sincere.


  Josie hesitated whether to go or not, for Old Swallowtail seemed in a talkative mood and she had already discovered a new angle to his character. By way of diversion she began to cry.


  “I—I know I’m wicked,” she sobbed; “it’s wrong to steal; I know it is. But I—I—need the money, and you’ve got lots of it; and—and—I thought you must be just as wicked as I am!”


  His expression changed to one of grim irony.


  “Yes,” said he, “by common report I am guilty of every sin in the calendar. Do you know why?”


  “No; of course I don’t!” she answered, softening her sobs to hear more clearly.


  “Years ago, when I was a young man, I stabbed a fellow-student in the neck—a dreadful wound—because he taunted me about my mode of dress. I was wearing the only clothes my eccentric father would provide me with. I am wearing the same style of costume yet, as penance for that dastardly act—caused by an ungovernable temper with which I have been cursed from my birth. I would have entered the service of God had it not been for that temper. I am unable to control it, except by avoiding undue contact with my fellow men. That is why. I am living here, a recluse, when I should be taking an active part in the world’s work.”


  He spoke musingly, as if to himself more than to the girl who hung on each word with eager interest. No one had ever told her as much of Old Swallowtail as he was now telling her of himself. She wondered why he was so confidential. Was it because she seemed dull and stupid? Because she was a stranger who was likely to decamp instantly when he let her go? Or was the retrospective mood due to the hour and the unwonted situation? She waited, scarce breathing lest she lose a word.


  “The poor fellow whom I stabbed lived miserably for twenty years afterward,” he went on, “and I supported him and his family during that time, for his life had been ruined by my act. Later in life and here at the Crossing, people saw me kill a balky horse in a wild rage, and they have been afraid of me ever since. Even more recently I—”


  He suddenly paused, remembering where he was and to whom he was speaking. The girl’s face was perfectly blank when he shot a shrewd glance at it. Her look seemed to relieve his embarrassment.


  “However,” said he in a different tone, “I am not so black as I’m painted.”


  “I don’t think you treat poor Ingua quite right,” remarked Josie.


  “Eh? Why not?”


  “You neglect her; you don’t give her enough to eat; she hasn’t a dress fit for a ragamuffin to wear. And she’s your granddaughter.”


  He drew in a long breath, staring hard.


  “Has she been complaining?”


  “Not to me,” said Josie; “but she doesn’t need to. Haven’t I eyes? Doesn’t everyone say it’s a shame to treat the poor child the way you do? My personal opinion is that you’re a poor excuse for a grandfather,” she added, with more spirit than she had yet exhibited.


  He sat silent a long time, looking at the lamp. His face was hard; his long, slim fingers twitched as if longing to throttle someone; but he positively ignored Josie’s presence. She believed he was struggling to subdue what Ingua called “the devils,” and would not have been surprised had-he broken all bounds and tried to do her an injury.


  “Go!” he said at last, still without looking at her. “Go, and remember that I will not forgive twice.”


  She thought it best to obey. Very softly she left the room, and as she passed out he was still staring at the flame of the lamp and alternately clenching and unclenching his talon-like fingers.


  CHAPTER XVI INGUA’S NEW DRESS


  “Well,” said Mary Louise, when Josie had related to her friend the story next morning, “what do you think of Old Swallowtail now?”


  “About the same as before. I’m gradually accumulating facts to account for the old man’s strange actions, but I’m not ready to submit them for criticism just yet. The plot is still a bit ragged and I want to mend the holes before I spread it out before you.”


  “Do you think he suspects who you are?”


  “No; he thinks I’m a waif from the city with a penchant for burglary. He expects me to rob you, presently, and then run away. I’m so unlikely to cross his path again that he talked with unusual frankness to me—or at me, if you prefer to put it that way. All I gained last night was the knowledge that he’s afraid of himself, that his temper cost him a career in the world and obliged him to live in seclusion and that he has a secret which he doesn’t intend any redheaded girl to stumble on accidentally.”


  “And you think he was angry when you accused him of neglecting Ingua?”


  “I’m sure he was. It made him more furious than my attempt to saw his padlock. Come, let’s run over and see Ingua now. I want to ask how her grandfather treated her this morning.”


  They walked through the grounds, crossed the river on the stepping-stones and found Ingua just finishing her morning’s work. The child greeted them eagerly.


  “I’m glad you come,” she said, “for I was meanin’ to run over to your place pretty soon. What d’ye think hes happened? Las’ night, in the middle o’ the night—or p’r’aps nearer mornin’—Gran’dad begun to slam things aroun’. The smashin’ of tables an’ chairs woke me up, but I didn’t dare go down to see what was the matter. He tumbled ev’rything ‘round in the kitchen an’ then went inter his own room an’ made the fur fly there. I knew he were in one o’ his tantrums an’ that he’d be sorry if he broke things, but it wasn’t no time to interfere. When the rumpus stopped I went to sleep ag’in, but I got up early an’ had his breakfas’ all ready when he come from his room. I’d picked up all the stuff he’d scattered an’ mended a broken chair, an’ things didn’t look so bad.


  “Well, Ol’ Swallertail jes’ looked aroun’ the room an’ then at me an’ sot down to eat. ‘Ingua,’ he says pretty soon,’ you need a new dress.’ Say, girls, I near fell over backwards! ‘Go down to Sol Jerrems,’ says he, ‘an’ pick out the goods, an’ I’ll pay for it. I’ll stop in this mornin’ an’ tell Sol to let ye have it. An’,’ says he, lookin’ at me ruther queer, ‘ye might ask that redheaded sewin’-girl that’s stay in’ at the Hathaways’ to make it up fer ye. I don’t think she’ll ask ye a cent fer the work.’


  “‘Gran’dad,’ says I, ‘would ye hev a Cragg accep’ charity, even to the makin’ of a dress?’


  ”’ No,’ says he; ‘the girl owes me somethin’ an’ I guess she’ll be glad to square the account.’


  “Then he goes away to town an’ I’ve be’n nervous an’ flustered ever since. I can’t make it out, I can’t. Do you owe him anything, Josie?”


  “Yes,” said Josie with a laugh, “I believe I do. You shall have the dress, Ingua—all made up—and I’ll go down with you and help pick out the goods.”


  “So will I!” exclaimed Mary Louise, highly delighted.


  “And we will have Miss Huckins cut and fit it,” continued Josie. “I’m not much good at that thing, Ingua, so we will have a real dressmaker and I’ll pay her and charge it up to what I owe your grandfather.”


  The little girl seemed puzzled.


  “How’d ye happen to owe him anything, Josie?” she asked.


  “Didn’t he tell you?”


  “Not a word.”


  “Then he expects it to remain a secret, and you mustn’t urge me to tell. I’m pretty good at keeping secrets, Ingua. Aren’t you glad of that?”


  They trooped away to town, presently, all in high spirits, and purchased the dress and trimmings at the store. Old Sol was so astonished at this transaction that he assailed the three girls with a thousand questions, to none of which did he receive a satisfactory reply.


  “He didn’t put no limit on the deal,” said the storekeeper. “He jus’ said: ‘Whatever the gal picks out, charge it to me an’ I’ll pay the bill.’ Looks like Ol’ Swallertail hed gone plumb crazy, don’t it?”


  Then they went upstairs to Miss Huckins, who was likewise thrilled with excitement at the startling event of Ingua’s having a new dress. Mary Louise and Josie helped plan the dress, which was to be a simple and practical affair, after all, and the dressmaker measured the child carefully and promised her a fitting the very next day.


  “I don’t quite understan’,” remarked Ingua, as they walked home after this impressive ceremony, “why you don’t make the dress yourself, Josie, an’ save yer money. You’re a dressmaker, ye say.”


  “I’m a sewing-girl,” replied Josie calmly, “but I’ve promised Mary Louise to sew for no one but her while I’m here, and I’m too lazy to sew much, anyway. I’m having a sort of vacation, you know.”


  “Josie is my friend,” explained Mary Louise, “and I won’t let her sew at all, if I can help it. I want her to be just my companion and have a nice visit before she goes back to the city.”


  But when the two girls were alone Josie said to Mary Louise:


  “Old Cragg isn’t so stony-hearted, after all. Just my suggestion last night that Ingua was being neglected has resulted in the new dress.”


  “He threw things, though, before he made up his mind to be generous,” observed Mary Louise. “But this proves that the old man isn’t so very poor. He must have a little money, Josie.”


  Josie nodded her head absently. She was trying hard to understand Mr. Cragg’s character, and so far it baffled her. He had frankly admitted his ungovernable temper and had deplored it. Also he had refrained from having Josie arrested for burglary because he was “too occupied to prosecute her.” Occupied? Occupied with what? Surely not the real estate business. She believed the true reason for her escape was that he dreaded prominence. Old Swallowtail did not wish to become mixed up with police courts any more than he could help. This very occurrence made her doubt him more than ever.


  CHAPTER XVII A CLEW AT LAST


  That night Josie resumed her watch of Cragg’s cottage. She did not trust to the shadow of the tree to conceal her but hid herself under the bank of the river, among the dry stones, allowing only her head to project above the embankment and selecting a place where she could peer through some low bushes.


  She suspected that the excitement of the previous night might render the old man nervous and wakeful and send him out on one of his midnight prowls. This suspicion seemed justified when, at eleven-thirty, his light went out and a few minutes later he turned the corner of the house and appeared in the path.


  He did not seem nervous, however. With hands clasped behind his back and head bowed, he leisurely paced the path to the bridge, without hesitation crossed the river and proceeded along the road in a direction opposite to the village.


  Josie was following, keeping herself concealed with utmost care. She remembered that his eyes were sharp in penetrating shadows.


  He kept along the main country road for a time and then turned to the right and followed an intersecting road. Half a mile in this direction brought him to a lane running between two farm tracts but which was so little used that grass and weeds had nearly obliterated all traces of wagon-wheels.


  By this time Josie’s eyes were so accustomed to the dim moonlight that she could see distinctly some distance ahead of her. The sky was clear; there was just enough wind to rustle the leaves of the trees. Now and then in some farmyard a cock would crow or a dog bark, but no other sounds broke the stillness of the night.


  The girl knew now where Old Swallowtail was bound. At the end of this lane lay his five acres of stones, and he was about to visit it. The fact gave her a queer little thrill of the heart, for a dozen strange fancies crossed her mind in rapid succession. If he had really killed Ned Joselyn, it was probable he had buried the man in this neglected place, amongst the rubble of stones. Josie had inspected every foot of ground on the Kenton Place and satisfied herself no grave had been dug there. Indeed, at the time of Joselyn’s “disappearance” the ground had been frozen so hard that the old man could not have dug a grave. Perhaps after a night or two he had dragged the corpse here and covered it with stones. It would be a safe hiding-place.


  And now regret for his act drove the murderer here night after night to watch over the secret grave.


  Or, granting that the supposed crime had not been committed, might not Mr. Cragg have discovered some sort of mineral wealth in his stone-yard, which would account for his paying taxes on the place and visiting it so often? Or did he simply love the solitude of the dreary waste where, safe from prying eyes, he could sit among the rocky boulders and commune with himself beneath the moonlit sky?


  Such conjectures as these occupied the girl’s mind while she stealthily “shadowed” the old man along the lane. Never once did he look behind him, although she was prepared to dissolve from view instantly, had he done so. And at last the end of the lane was reached and he climbed the rail fence which separated it from the valley of stones.


  Josie saw him suddenly pause, motionless, as he clung to the rails. She guessed from his attitude that he was staring straight ahead of him at something that had surprised him. A full minute he remained thus before he let himself down on the other side and disappeared from view.


  The girl ran lightly forward and, crouching low, peered through the bars of the fence. Half a dozen paces distant the old man stood among the stones in a silent paroxysm of rage. He waved his long arms in the air, anon clenching his fists and shaking them at some object beyond him. His frail old body fluttered back and forth, right and left, as if he were doing a weird dance among the rocks. The violence of his emotion was something terrible to witness and fairly startled the girl. Had he screamed, or sobbed, or shrieked, or moaned, the scene would have been more bearable, but such excess of silent, intense rage, made her afraid for the first time in her life.


  She wanted to run away. At one time she actually turned to fly; but then common sense came to her rescue and she resolved to stay and discover what had affected Old Swallowtail so strongly. From her present position she could see nothing more than a vista of tumbled stones, but rising until her head projected above the topmost rail she presently saw, far across the valley, an automobile, standing silhouetted against the gray background.


  The machine was at present vacant. It had been driven in from the other side of the valley, where doubtless there were other lanes corresponding with the one she was in. However, there was no fence on that side to separate the lane from the waste tract, so the machine had been driven as close as possible to the edge of the stones.


  Although the automobile was deserted, that was evidently the object which had aroused old Cragg’s fury, the object at which he was even yet shaking his clenched fists. Josie wondered and watched. Gradually the paroxysm of wrath diminished. Presently the old man stood as motionless as the stones about him. Five minutes, perhaps, he remained thus, controlling himself by a mighty effort, regaining his capacity to think and reason. Then, to the girl’s amazement, he tottered toward a large, shelf-like slab of stone and kneeling down, as before an altar, he bared his head, raised his arms on high and began to pray.


  There was no mistaking this attitude. Old Swallowtail was calling on God to support him in this hour of trial. Josie felt something clutching at her heart. Nothing could be more impressive than this scene—this silent but earnest appeal to the Most High by the man whom she suspected of murder—of crimes even more terrible. She could see his eyes, pleading and sincere, turned upward; could see his gray hair flutter in the breeze; could see his lips move, though they uttered no sound. And after he had poured out his heart to his Maker he extended his arms upon the slab, rested his head upon them and again became motionless.


  The girl waited. She was sorely troubled, surprised, even humiliated at being the witness of this extraordinary and varied display of emotion. She felt a sense of intrusion that was almost unjustifiable, even in a detective. What right had anyone to spy upon a communion between God and man?


  He rose, at length, rose and walked uncertainly forward, stumbling among the ragged rocks. He made for the far hillside that was cluttered with huge fragments of stone, some weighing many tons and all tumbled helter-skelter as if aimlessly tossed there by some giant hand. And when he reached the place he threaded his way between several great boulders and suddenly disappeared.


  Josie hesitated a moment what to do, yet instinct urged her to follow. She had a feeling that she was on the verge of an important discovery, that events were about to happen which had been wholly unforeseen even by old Cragg himself.


  She was taking a serious risk by venturing on the stony ground, for under the moonlight her dark form would show distinctly against the dull gray of the stones. Yet she climbed the fence and with her eye fixed on the cluster of rocks where Old Swallowtail had disappeared she made her way as best she could toward the place. Should the old man reappear or the owner of the strange automobile emerge from the rocks Josie was sure to be discovered, and there was no telling what penalty she might be obliged to pay for spying. It was a dreary, deserted place; more than one grave might be made there without much chance of detection.


  In a few minutes she had reached the hillside and was among the great boulders. She passed between the same ones where Mr. Cragg had disappeared but found so many set here and there that to follow his trail was impossible unless chance led her aright.


  There were no paths, for a rubble of small stones covered the ground everywhere. Between some of the huge rocks the passage was so narrow she could scarcely squeeze through; between others there was ample space for two people to walk abreast. The girl paused frequently to listen, taking care the while to make no sound herself, but an intense silence pervaded the place.


  After wandering here and there for a time without result she had started to return to the entrance of this labyrinth when her ears for the first time caught a sound—a peculiar grinding, thumping sound that came from beneath her feet seemingly, and was of so unusual a character that she was puzzled to explain its cause.


  The shadows cast by the towering rocks rendered this place quite dark, so Josie crouched in the deepest shade she could find and listened carefully to the strange sound, trying to determine its origin. It was surely under ground—a little to the right of her—perhaps beneath the hillside, which slanted abruptly from this spot. She decided there must be some secret passage that led to a cave under the hill. Such a cave might be either natural or artificial; in either case she was sure old Cragg used it as a rendezvous or workshop and visited it stealthily on his “wakeful” nights.


  Having located the place to the best of her ability Josie began to consider what caused that regular, thumping noise, which still continued without intermission.


  “I think it must be some sort of an engine,” she reflected; “a stamp for ore, or something of that sort. Still, it isn’t likely there is any steam or electrical power to operate the motor of so big a machine. It might be a die stamp, though, operated by foot power, or—this is most likely—a foot-power printing-press. Well, if a die stamp or a printing press, I believe the mystery of Old Swallowtail’s ‘business’ is readily explained.”


  She sat still there, crouching between the rocks, for more than two hours before the sound of the machine finally ceased. Another hour passed in absolute silence. She ventured to flash her pocket searchlight upon the dial of her watch and found it was nearly four o’clock. Dawn would come, presently, and then her situation would be more precarious than ever.


  While she thus reflected the sound of footsteps reached her ears—very near to her, indeed—and a voice muttered:


  “Come this way. Have you forgotten?”


  “Forgotten? I found the place, didn’t I?” was the surly reply.


  Then there passed her, so closely that she could have touched them, three dim forms. She watched them go and promptly followed, taking the chance of discovery if they looked behind. They were wholly unconscious of her presence, however, and soon made their way out into the open. There they paused, and Josie, hiding behind a high rock, could both see and hear them plainly.


  One was old Cragg; another a tall, thin man with a monocle in his left eye; the third, she found to her surprise, was none other than Jim Bennett the postman. The tall man held in his arms a heavy bundle, securely wrapped.


  “You’ll surely get them off tomorrow?” said Cragg to him,


  “Of course,” was the answer. “You may be certain I’ll not have them on my hands longer than is necessary.”


  “Do you mean to play square, this time?”


  “Don’t be a fool,” said the tall man impatiently. “Your infernal suspicions have caused trouble enough, during the past year. Hidden like a crab in your shell, you think everything on the outside is going wrong. Can’t you realize, Cragg, that I must be loyal to C. I. L.? There’s no question of my playing square; I’ve got to.”


  “That’s right, sir,” broke in Jim Bennett. “Seems to me he’s explained everything in a satisfactory manner—as far as anyone could explain.”


  “Then good night,” said Cragg, gruffly, “and—good luck.”


  “Good night,” growled the tall man in return and made off in the direction of the automobile, carrying the package with him. The other two stood silently watching him until he reached the car, took his seat and started the motor. Presently the machine passed out of sight and then Bennett said in a tone of deepest respect:


  “Good night, Chief. This meeting was a great thing for C. I. L. It brings us all nearer to final success.”


  “I wish I could trust him,” replied Cragg, doubtfully. “Good night, Jim.”


  The postman made off in another direction and the old man waited until he had fully disappeared before he walked away over the stones himself. Josie let him go. She did not care to follow him home. Weary though she was from her long vigil she determined to examine the rocks by daylight before she left the place.


  The sun was just showing its rim over the hills when she quitted Hezekiah Cragg’s five acres of stones and took the lane to the highway. But her step was elastic, her eyes bright, her face smiling.


  “I’ve found the entrance, though I couldn’t break in,” she proudly murmured. “But a little dynamite—or perhaps a few blows of an axe— will soon remove the barrier. This affair, however, is now too big and too serious for me to handle alone. I must have help. I think it will amaze dear old Dad to know what I’ve stumbled on this night!”


  CHAPTER XVIII DOUBTS AND SUSPICIONS


  Mary Louise entered her friend’s room at seven o’clock and exclaimed: “Not up yet?”


  Josie raised her head drowsily from the pillow.


  “Let me sleep till noon,” she pleaded. “I’ve been out all night.”


  “And did you learn anything?” was the eager question.


  “Please let me sleep!”


  “Shall I send you up some breakfast, Josie?”


  “Breakfast? Bah!”


  She rolled over, drawing the clothes about her, and Mary Louise softly left the darkened room and went down to breakfast.


  “Gran’pa Jim,” said she, thoughtfully buttering her toast, “do you think it’s right for Josie to be wandering around in the dead of night?”


  He gave her an odd look and smiled.


  “If I remember aright, it was one Miss Mary Louise Burrows who thrust Josie into this vortex of mystery.”


  “You didn’t answer my question, Gran’pa Jim.”


  “I can imagine no harm, to girl or man, in being abroad in this peaceful country at night, if one has the nerve to undertake it. You and I, dear, prefer our beds. Josie is wrapped up in the science of criminal investigation and has the enthusiasm of youth to egg her on. Moreover, she is sensible enough to know what is best for her. I do not think we need worry over her nightly wanderings, which doubtless have an object. Has she made any important discovery as yet?”


  “I believe not,” said Mary Louise. “She has learned enough to be positive that old Mr. Cragg is engaged in some secret occupation of an illegal character, but so far she is unable to determine what it is. He’s a very queer old man, it seems, but shrewd and clever enough to keep his secret to himself.”


  “And how about the disappearance of Mr. Joselyn?”


  “We’re divided in opinion about that,” said the girl. “Ingua and I both believe Mr. Cragg murdered him, but Josie isn’t sure of it. If he did, however, Josie thinks we will find the poor man’s grave somewhere under the stones of the river bed. There was no grave dug on our grounds, that is certain.”


  Colonel Hathaway regarded her seriously.


  “I am sorry, Mary Louise,” he remarked, “that we ever decided to mix in this affair. I did not realize, when first you proposed having Josie here, that the thing might become so tragic.”


  “It has developed under investigation, you see,” she replied. “But I am not very sure of Josie’s ability, because she is not very sure of it herself. She dare not, even yet, advance a positive opinion. Unless she learned something last night she is still groping in the dark.”


  “We must give her time,” said the Colonel.


  “We have accomplished some good, however,” continued the girl. “Ingua is much happier and more content. She is improving in her speech and manners and is growing ambitious to become a respectable and refined young lady. She doesn’t often give way to temper, as she used to do on every occasion, and I am sure if she could be removed from her grandfather’s evil influence she would soon develop in a way to surprise us all.”


  “Does her grandfather’s influence seem to be evil, then?” asked the Colonel.


  “He has surrounded her with privations, if not with actual want,” said she. “Only the night before last he was in such a violent rage that he tried to smash everything in the house. That is surely an evil example to set before the child, who has a temper of her own, perhaps inherited from him. He has, however, bought her a new dress—the first one she has had in more than a year—so perhaps the old man at times relents toward his granddaughter and tries to atone for his shortcomings.”


  Gran’pa Jim was thoughtful for a time.


  “Perhaps,” he presently remarked, “Mr. Cragg has but little money to buy dresses with. I do not imagine that a man so well educated as you report him to be would prefer to live in a hovel, if he could afford anything better.”


  “If he is now poor, what has he done with all his money?” demanded Mary Louise.


  “That is a part of the mystery, isn’t it? Do you know, my dear, I can’t help having a kindly thought for this poor man; perhaps because he is a grandfather and has a granddaughter—just as I have.”


  “He doesn’t treat her in the same way, Gran’pa Jim,” said she, with a loving look toward the handsome old Colonel.


  “And there is a perceptible difference between Ingua and Mary Louise,” he added with a smile.


  They were to have Ingua’s dress fitted by Miss Huckins that morning, and as Josie was fast asleep Mary Louise went across to the cottage to go with the girl on her errand. To her surprise she found old Mr. Cragg sitting upon his little front porch, quite motionless and with his arms folded across his chest. He stared straight ahead and was evidently in deep thought. This was odd, because he was usually at his office an hour or more before this time.


  Mary Louise hesitated whether to advance or retreat. She had never as yet come into personal contact with Ingua’s grandfather and, suspecting him of many crimes, she shrank from meeting him now. But she was herself in plain sight before she discovered his presence and it would be fully as embarrassing to run away as to face him boldly. Moreover, through the open doorway she could see Ingua passing back and forth in the kitchen, engaged in her customary housework. So on she came.


  Mr. Cragg had not seemed to observe her, at first, but as she now approached the porch he rose from his chair and bowed with a courtly grace that astonished her. In many ways his dignified manners seemed to fit his colonial costume.


  “You will find Ingua inside, I believe,” he said.


  “I—I am Mary Louise Burrows.”


  Again he bowed.


  “I am glad to meet you, Miss Burrows. And I am glad that you and Ingua are getting acquainted,” he rejoined, in even, well modulated tones. “She has not many friends and her association with you will be sure to benefit her.”


  Mary Louise was so amazed that she fairly gasped.


  “I—I like Ingua,” she said. “We’re going into town to have her new dress tried on this morning.”


  He nodded and resumed his chair. His unexpected politeness gave her courage.


  “It’s going to be a pretty dress,” she continued, “and, if only she had a new hat to go with it, Ingua would have a nice outfit. She needs new shoes, though,” as an afterthought, “and perhaps a few other little things—like stockings and underwear.”


  He was silent, wholly unresponsive to her suggestion.


  “I—I’d like to buy them for her myself,” went on the girl, in a wistful tone, “only Ingua is so proud that she won’t accept gifts from me.”


  Still he remained silent.


  “I wonder,” she said, with obvious hesitation, “if you would allow me to give you the things, sir, and then you give them to Ingua, as if they came from yourself.”


  “No!” It was a veritable explosion, so fierce that she started back in terror. Then he rose from his chair, abruptly quitted the porch and walked down the path toward the bridge in his accustomed deliberate, dignified manner.


  Ingua, overhearing his ejaculation, came to the open window to see what had caused it.


  “Oh, it’s you, Mary Louise, is it?” she exclaimed. “Thank goodness, you’ve drove Gran’dad off to the office. I thought he’d planted himself in that chair for the whole day.”


  “Are you ready to go to Miss Huckins’?” asked Mary Louise.


  “I will be, in a few minutes. Gran’dad was late gett’n’ up this mornin’ and that put things back. He had the ‘wakes’ ag’in last night.”


  “Oh; did he walk out, then?”


  “Got back at about daylight and went to bed. That’s why he slep’ so late.”


  Mary Louise reflected that in such a case Josie ought to have some news to tell her. She answered Ingua’s inquiries after Josie by saying she was engaged this morning and would not go to town with them, so presently the two girls set off together. Mary Louise was much better qualified to direct the making of the new dress than was Josie, and she gave Miss Huckins some hints on modern attire that somewhat astonished the country dressmaker but were gratefully received. There was no question but that Mary Louise was stylishly, if simply, dressed on all occasions, and so Miss Huckins was glad to follow the young girl’s advice.


  They were in the dressmaker’s shop a long time, fitting and planning, and when at length they came down the stairs they saw Sol Jerrems standing in his door and closely scrutinizing through his big horn spectacles something he held in his hand. As Mary Louise wished to make a slight purchase at the store she approached the proprietor, who said in a puzzled tone of voice:


  “I dunno what t’ say to you folks, ‘cause I’m up in the air. This money may be genooine, but it looks to me like a counterfeit,” and he held up a new ten-dollar bill.


  “I want a roll of tape, please,” said Mary Louise. “I hope your money is good, Mr. Jerrems, but its value cannot interest us.”


  “I dunno ‘bout that,” he replied, looking hard at Ingua, “Ol’ Swallertail gimme this bill, not ten minutes ago, an’ said as his gran’darter was to buy whatever she liked, as fur as the money would go. That order was so queer that it made me suspicious. See here: a few days ago ol’ Cragg bought Ingua a dress—an’ paid for it, by gum!—an’ now he wants her t’ git ten dollars’ wuth o’ shoes an’ things! Don’t that look mighty strange?”


  “Why?” asked Mary Louise.


  “‘Cause it’s the first money he’s spent on the kid since I kin remember, an’ he’s allus talkin’ poverty an’ says how he’ll die in the poorhouse if prices keep goin’ up, as they hev durin’ the furrin war that’s now hummin’ acrost the water. If he’s that poor, an’ on a sudden springs a ten-dollar bill on me for fixin’s fer his kid, there’s sure somethin’ wrong somewhere. I got stuck on a bill jus’ like this a year ago, an’ I ain’t goin’ to let any goods go till I find out for sure whether it’s real money or not.”


  “When can you find out?” inquired Mary Louise.


  “Tomorrer there’s a drummer due here f’m the city—a feller keen as a razor—who’ll know in a minute if the bill is a counterfeit. If he says it’s good, then Ingua kin trade it out, but I ain’t goin’ to take no chances.”


  Ingua came close to the storekeeper, her face dark with passion.


  “Come,” said Mary Louise, taking the child’s arm, “let us go home. I am sure Mr. Jerrems is over particular and that the money is all right. But we can wait until tomorrow, easily. Come, Ingua.”


  The child went reluctantly, much preferring to vent her indignation on old Sol. Mary Louise tried to get her mind off the insult.


  “We’ll have the things, all right, Ingua,” she said. “Wasn’t it splendid in your grandfather to be so generous, when he has so little money to spend? And the ten dollars will fit you up famously. I wish, though,” she added, “there was another or a better store at the Crossing at which to trade.”


  “Well, there ain’t,” observed Ingua, “so we hev to put up with that Sol Jerrems. When I tell Gran’dad about this business I bet he’ll punch Sol Jerrems’ nose.”


  “Don’t tell him,” advised Mary Louise.


  “Why not?”


  “I think he gave this money to Mr. Jerrems on a sudden impulse. Perhaps, if there is any question about its being genuine, he will take it back, and you will lose the value of it. Better wait until tomorrow, when of course the drummer will pronounce it all right. My opinion is that Mr. Jerrems is so unused to new ten dollar bills that having one makes him unjustly suspicious.”


  “I guess yer right,” said Ingua more cheerfully. “It’s amazin’ that Gran’dad loosened up at all. An’ he might repent, like you say, an’ take the money back. So I’ll be like ol’ Sol—I’ll take no chances.”


  CHAPTER XIX GOOD MONEY FOR BAD


  At luncheon Josie appeared at the table, fresh as ever, and Mary Louise began to relate to her and to her grandfather the occurrences of the morning. When she came to tell how Sol Jerrems had declared the money counterfeit, Josie suddenly sprang up and swung her napkin around her head, shouting gleefully:


  “Glory hallelujah! I’ve got him. I’ve trapped Old Swallowtail at last.”


  They looked at her in amazement.


  “What do you mean?” asked Mary Louise.


  Josie sobered instantly.


  “Forgive me,” she said; “I’m ashamed of myself. Go on with the story. What became of that counterfeit bill?”


  “Mr. Jerrems has it yet. He is keeping it to show to a commercial traveler, who is to visit his store tomorrow. If the man declares the money is good, then Ingua may buy her things.”


  “We won’t bother the commercial traveler,” said Josie, in a tone of relief. “I’m going straight down to the store to redeem that bill. I want it in my possession.”


  Colonel Hathaway regarded her gravely.


  “I think our female detective, having said so much and having exhibited such remarkable elation, must now explain her discoveries to us more fully,” said he.


  “I’d rather not, just yet,” protested Josie. “But what have I said in my madness, and what did my words imply?”


  “From the little I know of this case,” replied the Colonel, “I must judge that you believe Mr. Cragg to be a counterfeiter, and that his mysterious business is—to counterfeit. In this out-of-the-way place,” he continued, thoughtfully, “such a venture might be carried on for a long time without detection. Yet there is one thing that to me forbids this theory.”


  “What is that, sir?”


  “A counterfeiter must of necessity have confederates, and Mr. Cragg seems quite alone in the conduct of his mysterious business.”


  Josie smiled quite contentedly. Confederates? Last night’s discoveries had proved that Old Swallowtail had two of these, at least.


  “Please don’t lisp a word of this suspicion at present,” she warned her friends. “If I am right—and I have no doubt of that—we are about to uncover a far-reaching conspiracy to defraud the Government. But the slightest hint of danger would enable them to escape and I want the credit of putting this gang of desperadoes behind the bars. Really, I’d no idea, when I began the investigation, that it would lead to anything so important. I thought, at first, it might be a simple murder case; simple, because the commonest people commit murder, and to the detective the deed is more revolting than exciting. But we may dismiss the murder suspicion entirely.”


  “Oh, indeed! What about Ned Joselyn’s mysterious disappearance?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Joselyn? He disappeared for a purpose,” answered Josie. “I saw him last night—monocle and all—acting as old Cragg’s confederate. Ned Joselyn is one of those I hope to land in prison.”


  Her hearers seemed quite bewildered by this positive statement.


  “Where were you last night?” inquired Mary Louise.


  “At that five acres of stones we once visited, which is Mr. Cragg’s private property. Hidden somewhere in the hillside is a cavern, and in that cavern the counterfeit money is made. I have heard the printing-press turning it out in quantity; I saw Ned Joselyn come away with a package of the manufactured bills and heard Old Swallowtail implore him to ‘play square’ with the proceeds. There was another of the gang present, also; a man whom I had considered quite an innocent citizen of Cragg’s Crossing until I discovered him with the others. I think it was he who operated the press. It has been a very pretty plot, a cleverly conducted plot; and it has been in successful operation for years. But the gang is in the toils, just now, and little redheaded Josie O’Gorman is going to score a victory that will please her detective daddy mightily.” Josie was surely elated when she ventured to boast in this manner. The others were duly impressed.


  “You don’t mean to arrest those men alone, do you, Josie?” asked the Colonel somewhat anxiously.


  “No, indeed. I’m not yet quite ready to spring my trap,” she replied. “When the time comes, I must have assistance, but I want to get all my evidence shipshape before I call on the Secret Service to make the capture. I can’t afford to bungle so important a thing, you know, and this ten dollar bill, so carelessly given the storekeeper, is going to put one powerful bit of evidence in my hands. That was a bad slip on old Cragg’s part, for he has been very cautious in covering his tracks, until now. But I surmise that Mary Louise’s pleading for Ingua, this morning, touched his pride, and having no real money at hand he ventured to give the storekeeper a counterfeit. And old Sol, having been caught by a counterfeit once before—I wonder if Old Swallowtail gave him that one, too?—became suspicious of the newness of the bill and so played directly into our hands. So now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll run to town without further delay. I won’t rest easy until that bill is in my possession.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Mary Louise eagerly.


  Half an hour later the two girls entered the store and found the proprietor alone. Mary Louise made a slight purchase, as an excuse, and then Josie laid ten silver dollars on the counter and said carelessly:


  “Will you give me a ten dollar bill for this silver, Mr. Jerrems? I want to send it away in a letter.”


  “Sure; I’d ruther hev the change than the bill,” he answered, taking out his wallet. “But I wouldn’t send so much money in a letter, if I was you. Better buy a postoffice order.”


  “I know my business,” she pertly replied, watching him unroll the leather wallet. “No; don’t give me that old bill. I’d rather have the new one on top.”


  “That new one,” said he, “I don’t b’lieve is good. Looks like a counterfeit, to me.”


  “Let’s see it,” proposed Josie, taking the bill in her hand and scrutinizing it. “I can tell a counterfeit a mile away. No; this is all right; I’ll take it,” she decided.


  “Yer like to git stung, if ye do,” he warned her.


  “I’ll take my chances,” said Josie, folding the bill and putting it in her purse. “You’ve got good money for it, anyhow, so you’ve no kick coming, that I can see.”


  “Why, that must be the bill Mr. Cragg gave you,” Mary Louise said to the storekeeper, as if she had just recognized it.


  “It is,” admitted Sol.


  “Then Ingua can now buy her outfit?”


  “Any time she likes,” he said. “But I want it reg’lar understood that the sewin’-girl can’t bring the money back to me, if she finds it bad. I ain’t sure it’s bad, ye know, but I’ve warned her, an’ now it’s her lookout.”


  “Of course it is,” agreed Josie. “But don’t worry. The bill is good as gold. I wish I had a hundred like it.”


  On their way home Josie stopped to call on Ingua, while Mary Louise, at her friend’s request, went on.


  “I’ve two important things to tell you,” Josie announced to the child. “One is that you needn’t worry any more about Ned Joselyn’s being dead. A girl whom I know well has lately seen him alive and in good health, so whatever your grandfather’s crimes may have been he is not a murderer.”


  Ingua was astounded. After a moment she gasped out:


  “How d’ye know? Who was the girl? Are ye sure it were Ned Joselyn?”


  “Quite sure. He has probably been in hiding, for some reason. But you mustn’t tell a soul about this, Ingua; especially your grandfather. It is part of the secret between us, and that’s the reason I have told you.”


  Ingua still stared as if bewildered.


  “Who was the girl?” she whispered.


  “I can’t tell you her name, but you may depend upon the truth of her statement, just the same.”


  “And she’s sure it were Ned Joselyn she saw?”


  “Isn’t he tall and thin, with a light moustache and curly hair, and doesn’t he wear a glass in one eye?”


  “With a string to it; yes! That’s him, sure enough. Where’d she see him?”


  “Don’t ask me questions. It’s a part of the girl’s secret, you know. She let me tell you this much, so that you wouldn’t worry any longer over the horror of that winter night when your grandfather went to the Kenton house and Joselyn disappeared. I think, Ingua, that the man is crooked, and mixed up with a lot of scoundrels who ought to be in jail.”


  Ingua nodded her head.


  “Gran’dad told him he was crooked,” she affirmed. “I don’t say as Gran’dad is a saint, Josie, but he ain’t crooked, like Ned—ye kin bank on that—‘cause he’s a Cragg, an’ the Craggs is square-toes even when they’re chill’ins.”


  Josie smiled at this quaint speech. She was sorry for poor Ingua, whose stalwart belief in the Cragg honesty was doomed to utter annihilation when her grandsire was proved to have defrauded the Government by making counterfeit money. But this was no time to undeceive the child, so she said:


  “The other bit of news is that Sol Jerrems has traded the bill which he thought was bad for good money, so you can buy your things any time you please.”


  “Then it wasn’t counterfeit?”


  “I saw it myself. I’ve lived in the city so long that no one can fool me with counterfeit money. I can tell it in two looks, Ingua. So I’d rather have a nice new bill than ten clumsy silver dollars and I made the trade myself.”


  “Where’d ye get so much money, Josie?”


  “My wages. I don’t do much work, but I get paid regularly once a week.”


  She didn’t explain that her father made her a weekly allowance, but Ingua was satisfied.


  “What do you think I orter buy with that money, Josie? I need so many things that it’s hard to tell where to begin and where to leave off.”


  “Let’s make a list, then, and figure it out.”


  This occupied them some time and proved a very fascinating occupation to the poor girl, who had never before had so much money to spend at one time.


  “I owe it all to Mary Louise,” she said gratefully, as Josie rose to depart. “It seems like no one can refuse Mary Louise anything. When she asked me to be more careful in my speech didn’t I do better? I slips, now an’ then, but I’ms always tryin’. And she tackled Gran’dad. If you or me—or I—had asked Gran’dad for that money, Josie, we’d never ‘a’ got it in a thousan’ years. Why do you s’pose Mary Louise gits into people the way she does?”


  “It’s personality, I suppose,” answered Josie, thoughtfully. And then, realizing that Ingua might not understand that remark, she added: “There’s no sham about Mary Louise; she’s so simple and sweet that she wins hearts without any effort. You and I have natures so positive, on the contrary, that we seem always on the aggressive, and that makes folks hold aloof from us, or even oppose us.”


  “I wish I was like Mary Louise,” said Ingua with a sigh.


  “I don’t,” declared Josie. “We can’t all be alike, you know, and I’d rather push ahead, and get a few knocks on the way, then have a clear path and no opposition.”


  CHAPTER XX AN UNEXPECTED APPEARANCE


  For a week it was very quiet at Cragg’s Crossing. The only ripple of excitement was caused by the purchase of Ingua’s new outfit. In this the child was ably assisted by Mary Louise and Josie; indeed, finding the younger girl so ignorant of prices, and even of her own needs, the two elder ones entered into a conspiracy with old Sol and slyly added another ten dollars to Ingua’s credit. The result was that she carried home not only shoes and a new hat—trimmed by Miss Huckins without cost, the material being furnished from the fund—but a liberal supply of underwear, ribbons, collars and hosiery, and even a pair of silk gloves, which delighted the child’s heart more than anything else.


  Miss Huckins’ new dress proved very pretty and becoming, and with all her wealth of apparel Ingua was persuaded to dine with Mary Louise at the Kenton house on Saturday evening. The hour was set for seven o’clock, in order to allow the girl to prepare her grandfather’s supper before going out, and the first intimation Old Swallowtail had of the arrangement was when he entered the house Saturday evening and found Ingua arrayed in all her finery.


  He made no remark at first, but looked at her more than once—whether approvingly or not his stolid expression did not betray. When the girl did not sit down to the table and he observed she had set no place for herself, he suddenly said:


  “Well?”


  “I’m goin’ to eat with the Hathaways tonight,” she replied. “Their dinner ain’t ready till seven o’clock, so if ye hurry a little I kin wash the dishes afore I go.”


  He offered no objection. Indeed, he said nothing at all until he had finished his simple meal. Then, as she cleared the table, he said:


  “It might be well, while you are in the society of Mary Louise and Colonel Hathaway, to notice their method of speech and try to imitate it.”


  “What’s wrong with my talk?” she demanded. She was annoyed at the suggestion, because she had been earnestly trying to imitate Mary Louise’s speech.


  “I will leave you to make the discovery yourself,” he said dryly.


  She tossed her dishes into the hot water rather recklessly.


  “If I orter talk diff’rent,” said she, “it’s your fault. Ye hain’t give me no schooling ner noth’n’. Ye don’t even say six words a week to me. I’m just your slave, to make yer bed an’ cook yer meals an’ wash yer dishes. Gee! how’d ye s’pose I’d talk? Like a lady?”


  “I think,” he quietly responded, “you picked up your slang from your mother, who, however, had some education. The education ruined her for the quiet life here and she plunged into the world to get the excitement she craved. Hasn’t she been sorry for it many times, Ingua?”


  “I don’t know much ‘bout Marm, an’ I don’t care whether she’s sorry or not. But I do know I need an eddication. If Mary Louise hadn’t had no eddication she’d ‘a’ been just like me: a bit o’ junk on a scrap-heap, that ain’t no good to itself ner anybody else.”


  He mused silently for a while, getting up finally and walking over to the door.


  “Your peculiarities of expression,” he then remarked, as if more to himself than to the child, “are those we notice in Sol Jerrems and Joe Brennan and Mary Ann Hopper. They are characteristic, of the rural population, which, having no spur to improve its vocabulary, naturally grows degenerate in speech.”


  She glanced at him half defiantly, not sure whether he was “pokin’ fun at her” or not.


  “If you mean I talks country talk,” said she, “you’re right. Why shouldn’t I, with no one to tell me better?”


  Again he mused. His mood was gentle this evening.


  “I realize I have neglected you,” he presently said. “You were thrust upon me like a stray kitten, which one does not want but cannot well reject. Your mother has not supplied me with money for your education, although she has regularly paid for your keep.”


  “She has?” cried Ingua, astounded. “Then you’ve swindled her an’ me both, for I pays for more’n my keep in hard work. My keep? For the love o’ Mike, what does my keep amount to? A cent a year?”


  He winced a little at her sarcasm but soon collected himself. Strangely enough, he did not appear to be angry with her.


  “I’ve neglected you,” he repeated, “but it has been an oversight. I have had so much on my mind that I scarcely realized you were here. I forgot you are Nan’s child and that you—you needed attention.”


  Ingua put on her new hat, looking into a cracked mirror.


  “Ye might ‘a’ remembered I’m a Cragg, anyhow,” said she, mollified by his tone of self reproach. “An’ ye might ‘a’ remembered as you’re a Cragg. The Craggs orter help each other, ‘cause all the world’s ag’in ‘em.”


  He gave her an odd look, in which pride, perplexity and astonishment mingled.


  “And you are going into the enemy’s camp tonight?”


  “Oh, Mary Louise is all right. She ain’t like them other snippy girls that sometimes comes here to the big houses. She don’t care if I am a Cragg, or if I talks country. I like Mary Louise.”


  When she had gone the old man sat in deep thought for a long time. The summer evening cast shadows; twilight fell; darkness gradually shrouded the bare little room. Still he sat in his chair, staring straight ahead into the gloom and thinking.


  Then the door opened. Shifting his eyes he discovered a dim shadow in the opening. Whoever it was stood motionless until a low, clear voice asked sharply:


  “Anybody home?”


  He got up, then, and shuffled to a shelf, where he felt for a kerosene lamp and lighted it.


  “Come in, Nan,” he said without turning around, as he stooped over the lamp and adjusted the wick.


  The yellow light showed a young woman standing in the doorway, a woman of perhaps thirty-five. She was tall, erect, her features well formed, her eyes bright and searching. Her walking-suit was neat and modish and fitted well her graceful, rounded form. On her arm was a huge basket, which she placed upon a chair as she advanced into the room and closed the door behind her.


  “So you’ve come back,” remarked Old Swallowtail, standing before her and regarding her critically.


  “A self-evident fact, Dad,” she answered lightly, removing her hat. “Where’s Ingua?”


  “At a dinner party across the river.”


  “That’s good. Is she well?”


  “What do you care, Nan, whether she is well or not?”


  “If she’s at a dinner party I needn’t worry. Forgive the foolish question, Dad. Brennan promised to bring my suit case over in the morning. I lugged the basket myself.”


  “What’s in the basket?”


  “Food. Unless you’ve changed your mode of living the cupboard’s pretty bare, and this is Saturday night. I can sleep on that heartbreaking husk mattress with Ingua, but I’ll be skinned if I eat your salt junk and corn pone. Forewarned is forearmed; I brought my own grub.”


  As she spoke she hung her hat and coat on some pegs, turned the lamp a little higher and then, pausing with hands on hips, she looked inquisitively at her father.


  “You seem pretty husky, for your age,” she continued, with a hard little laugh.


  “You’ve been prospering, Nan.”


  “Yes,” sitting in a chair and crossing her legs, “I’ve found my forte at last. For three years, nearly, I’ve been employed by the Secret Service Department at Washington.”


  “Ah.”


  “I’ve made good. My record as a woman sleuth is excellent. I make more money in a week—when I’m working—than you do in a year. Unless—” She paused abruptly and gave him a queer look.


  “Unless it’s true that you’re coining money in a way that’s not legal.”


  He stood motionless before her, reading her face. She returned his scrutiny with interest. Neither resumed the conversation for a time. Finally the old man sank back into his chair.


  “A female detective,” said he, a little bitterly, “is still—a female.”


  “And likewise a detective. I know more about you, Dad, than you think,” she asserted, in an easy, composed tone that it seemed impossible to disturb. “You need looking after, just at this juncture, and as I’ve been granted a vacation I ran up here to look after you.”


  “In what way, Nan?”


  “We’ll talk that over later. There isn’t much love lost between us, more’s the pity. You’ve always thought more of your infernal ‘Cause’ than of your daughter. But we’re Craggs, both of us, and it’s the Cragg custom to stand by the family.”


  It struck him as curious that Ingua had repeated almost those very words earlier that same evening. He had never taught them the Cragg motto, “Stand Fast,” that he could remember, yet both Nan and her child were loyal to the code. Was he loyal, too? Had he stood by Nan in the past, and Ingua in the present, as a Cragg should do?


  His face was a bit haggard as he sat in his chair and faced his frank-spoken daughter, whose clear eyes did not waver before his questioning gaze.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” said she; “that I’ve never been much of a daughter to you. Well, neither have you been much of a father to me. Ever since I was born and my unknown mother—lucky soul!—died, you’ve been obsessed by an idea which, lofty and altruistic as you may have considered it, has rendered you self-centered, cold and inconsiderate of your own flesh and blood. Then there’s that devilish temper of yours to contend with. I couldn’t stand the life here. I wandered away and goodness knows how I managed to live year after year in a struggle with the world, rather than endure your society and the hardships you thrust upon me. You’ve always had money, yet not a cent would you devote to your family. You lived like a dog and wanted me to do the same, and I wouldn’t. Finally I met a good man and married him. He wasn’t rich but he was generous. When he died I was thrown on my own resources again, with a child of my own to look after. Circumstances forced me to leave Ingua with you while I hunted for work. I found it. I’m a detective, well-known and respected in my profession.”


  “I’m glad to know you are prosperous,” he said gently, as she paused. He made no excuses. He did not contradict her accusations. He waited to hear her out.


  “So,” said Nan, in a careless, offhand tone, “I’ve come here to save you. You’re in trouble.”


  “I am not aware of it.”


  “Very true. If you were, the danger would be less. I’ve always had to guess at most of your secret life. I knew you were sly and secretive. I didn’t know until now that you’ve been crooked.”


  He frowned a little but made no retort.


  “It doesn’t surprise me, however,” she continued. “A good many folks are crooked, at times, and the only wonder is that a clever man like you has tripped and allowed himself to fall under suspicion. Suspicion leads to investigation—when it’s followed up—and investigation, in such cases, leads to—jail.”


  He gave a low growl that sounded like the cry of an enraged beast, and gripped the arms of his chair fiercely. Then he rose and paced the room with frantic energy. Nan watched him with a half smile on her face. When he had finally mastered his wrath and became more quiet she said:


  “Don’t worry, Dad. I said I have come to save you. It will be fun, after working for the Government so long, to work against it. There’s a certain redheaded imp in this neighborhood who is the daughter of our assistant chief, John O’Gorman. Her name is Josie O’Gorman and she’s in training for the same profession of which I’m an ornament. I won’t sneer at her, for she’s clever, in a way, but I’d like to show O’Gorman that Nan Shelley—that’s my name in Washington—is a little more clever than his pet. This Josie O’Gorman is staying with the Hathaway family. She’s been probing your secret life and business enterprises and has unearthed an important clew in which the department is bound to be interested. So she sent a code telegram to O’Gorman, who left it on his desk long enough for me to decipher and read it. I don’t know what the assistant chief will do about it, for I left Washington an hour later and came straight to you. What I do know is that I’m in time to spike Miss Josie’s guns, which will give me a great deal of pleasure. She doesn’t know I’m your daughter, any more than O’Gorman does, so if the girl sees me here she’ll imagine I’m on Government business. But I want to keep out of her way for a time. Do you know the girl, Dad?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “She’s rather clever.”


  “Yes.”


  “I think she’d have nabbed you, presently, if I hadn’t taken hold of the case so promptly myself. With our start, and the exercise of a grain of intelligence, we can baffle any opposition the girl can bring to bear. Do you wish to run away?”


  “No,” he growled.


  “I’m glad of that. I like the excitement of facing danger boldly. But there’s ample time to talk over details. I see you’ve had your supper, so I’ll just fry myself a beefsteak.”


  She opened her basket and began to prepare a meal. Old Swallowtail sat and watched her. Presently he smiled grimly and Nan never noticed the expression. Perhaps, had she done so, she would have demanded an explanation. He rarely smiled, and certainly his daughter’s disclosures were not calculated to excite mirth, or even to amuse.


  CHAPTER XXI A CASE OF NERVES


  The “hotel” at the Crossing was not an imposing affair. Indeed, had there not been an “office” in the front room, with a wooden desk in one corner, six chairs and two boxes of sawdust to serve as cuspidors, the building might easily have been mistaken for a private residence. But it stood on the corner opposite the store and had a worn and scarcely legible sign over the front door, calling it a hotel in capital letters.


  The Hoppers, who operated the establishment, did an excellent business. On week days the farmers who came to town to trade made it a point to eat one of Silas Hopper’s twenty-five cent dinners, famous for at least five miles around for profusion and good cookery. On Sundays—and sometimes on other days—an automobile party, touring the country, would stop at the hotel for a meal, and Mrs. Hopper was accustomed to have a chicken dinner prepared every Sunday in the hope of attracting a stray tourist. There were two guest rooms upstairs that were religiously reserved in case some patron wished to stay overnight, but these instances were rare unless a drummer missed his train and couldn’t get away from the Crossing until the next day.


  The Sunday following the arrival of Ingua’s mother in town proved a dull day with the Hoppers, who had been compelled to eat their chicken dinner themselves in default of customers. The dishes had been washed and Mary Ann, the daughter of the house, was sitting on the front porch in her Sunday gown and a rocking-chair, when an automobile drove up to the door and a dapper little man alighted. He was very elaborately dressed, with silk hat, patent-leather shoes and a cane setting off his Prince Albert coat and lavender striped trousers. Across his white waistcoat was a heavy gold watch-guard with an enormous locket dangling from it; he had a sparkling pin in his checkered neck-scarf that might be set with diamonds but perhaps wasn’t; on his fingers gleamed two or three elaborate rings. He had curly blond hair and a blond moustache and he wore gold-rimmed eyeglasses. Altogether the little man was quite a dandy and radiated prosperity. So, when the driver of the automobile handed out two heavy suit cases and received from the stranger a crisp bill for his services, Mary Ann Hopper realized with exultation that the hotel was to have a guest.


  As the car which had brought him rolled away the little man turned, observed Mary Ann, and removing his silt hat bowed low.


  “I presume,” said he in precise accents, “that this town is that of Cragg’s Crossing, and that this building is the hotel. Am I correct in the surmise?”


  “I’ll call Pa,” said Mary Ann, somewhat embarrassed. Drummers she could greet with unconcern, but this important individual was a man of a different sort. His brilliant personality dazzled her.


  Mr. Hopper came out in his shirtsleeves, gave one look at his customer and put on his coat.


  “Goin’ to stay, sir?” he asked.


  “For a time, if I like the accommodations,” was the reply. “I am in need of perfect quiet. My doctor says I must court tranquility to avoid a nervous breakdown. I do not know your town; I do not know your hotel; I hired a man in the city to drive me until I came to a quiet place. He assured me, on the way, that this is a quiet place.”


  “I dunno him,” said Hopper, “but he didn’t put up no bluff. If ye can find a quieter place ner this, outside a graveyard, I’ll board ye fer noth’n’.”


  “I thank you for your assurance, sir. Can you show me to the best room you can place at my disposal?”


  “Had dinner?”


  “I thank you, yes. I am weary from the long ride. I will lie down for an hour. Then I will take my usual walk. When I return I would like an omelet with mushrooms—I suppose you have no truffles?—for my evening meal.”


  The landlord grinned and picked up the suit cases.


  “We’re jest out o’ truffles an’ we’re out o’ mushrooms,” he said, “but we’re long on eggs an’ ye can have ‘em omeletted or fried or b’iled, as it suits yer fancy. Sophie’s best hold is cookin’ eggs. Sophie’s my wife, ye know, an’ there ain’t no better cook in seven counties, so the drummers say.”


  As he spoke he entered the house and led the way up the stairs.


  “Thank you; thank you,” said the stranger. “I am glad your good wife is an experienced cook. Kindly ask her to spare no expense in preparing my meals. I am willing to pay liberally for what I receive.”


  “This room, with board,” remarked Hopper, setting down the suit cases in the front corner bedchamber, “will cost you a dollar a day, or five dollars a week—if you eat our reg’lar meals. If ye keep callin’ fer extrys, I’ll hev to charge ye extry.”


  “Very reasonable; very reasonable, indeed,” declared the stranger, taking a roll of bills from his pocket. “As I am at present unknown to you, I beg you to accept this five-dollar bill in advance. And now, if you will bring me a pitcher of ice-water, I will take my needed siesta. My nerves, as you may have observed, are at somewhat of a tension to-day.”


  “We’re out o’ ice,” remarked the landlord, pocketing the money, “but ye’ll find plenty of good cold water at the pump in the back yard. Anything else, sir?”


  “I thank you, no. I am not thirsty. Ice-water is not necessary to my happiness. You will pardon me if I ask to be left alone—with my nerves.”


  Hopper went away chuckling. His wife and Mary Ann were both at the foot of the stairs, lying in wait to question him.


  “That feller’s as good as a circus,” he asserted, taking off his coat again and lighting his corncob pipe. “He’s got nerves an’ money, an’ he’s come here to git rid of ‘em both.”


  “Who is he?” demanded Mrs. Hopper.


  “By gum, I fergot to ask him. I got thanked fer ev’rything I did an’ ev’rything I couldn’t do, an’ I’ve got five dollars o’ his money in my jeans as a evidence o’ good faith. The whole performance sort o’ knocked me out.”


  “No wonder,” asserted, his wife sympathetically.


  “I’ll bet he’s some punkins, though,” declared Mary Ann, “an’ he’ll be a godsend to us after a dull week. Only, remember this, if he kicks on the feed he don’t git no satisfaction out o’ me.”


  “I don’t think he’ll kick on anything,” said her father. “He wants eggs for his supper, in a omelet.”


  “He couldn’t want anything that’s cheaper to make,” said Mrs. Hopper. “The hens are layin’ fine jus’ now.”


  “When he comes down, make him register,” suggested Mary Ann. “If ye don’t, we won’t know what ter call him.”


  “I’ll call him an easy mark, whatever his name is,” said the landlord, grinning at his own attempt at wit.


  The stranger kept his room until five o’clock. Then he came down, spick and span, his cane under his arm, upon his hands a pair of bright yellow kid gloves.


  “I will now indulge in my walk,” said he, addressing the family group in the office. “My nerves are better, but still vibrant. I shall be further restored on my return.”


  “Jest sign the register,” proposed Hopper, pointing to a worn and soiled book spread upon the counter. “Hate to trouble ye, but it’s one o’ the rules o’ my hotel.”


  “No trouble, thank you; no trouble at all,” responded the stranger, and drawing a fountain-pen from his pocket he approached the register and wrote upon the blank page. “I hope there is, nothing to see in your town,” he remarked, turning away. “I don’t wish to see anything. I merely desire to walk.”


  “Yer wish’ll come true, I guess,” said Hopper. “I’ve lived here over twenty year an’ I hain’t seen noth’n’ yet. But the walkin’ is as good as it is anywhere.”


  “Thank you. I shall return at six o’clock—for the omelet,” and he walked away with short, mincing steps that seemed to them all very comical.


  Three heads at once bent over the register, on which the stranger had I written in clear, delicate characters: “Lysander Antonius Sinclair, B. N., Boston, Mass.”


  “I wonder what the ‘B. N.’ stands for,” said Mary Ann Hopper, curiously.


  “Bum Nerves, o’ course,” replied the landlord. “He’s got ‘em, sure enough.”


  CHAPTER XXII INGUA’S MOTHER


  “And how do you like your grandfather? Is he good to you?” asked Mrs. Scammel on Sunday forenoon, as she sat on the porch beside her small daughter. Old Swallowtail did not usually go to his office on Sundays, but kept his room at the cottage and wrote letters. To-day, however, he had wandered down the path and disappeared, and Nan and Ingua were both glad to see him go.


  “No,” answered the child to both questions.


  “You don’t like him?”


  “How can I, when he jes’ sets an’ glares at me ev’ry time he comes into the house—‘cept when he complains I ain’t doin’ my work proper? It were a sort o’ mean trick o’ yours, Marm, leavin’ me here to slave fer that ol’ man while you was off in the cities, havin’ a good time.”


  “Yes,” said Nan, “I was frolicking with starvation until I got a job, and it was the sort of job that wouldn’t allow having a child around. But since I’ve been making money I’ve sent Dad five dollars every week, for your clothes and board.”


  “You have?”


  “Every week.”


  “Ten cents a week would pay for all the grub he gives me, an’ there ain’t a beggar in the county that sports the rags an’ tatters I does. That new dress I had on las’ night was the first thing in clothes he’s bought me for a year, and I guess I wouldn’t have had that if Mary Louise hadn’t told him he orter dress me more decent.”


  Nan’s brow grew dark.


  “I’ll have it out with him for that,” she promised. “What does he do with his money, Ingua?”


  “Salts it, I guess. I never see him have any. It’s one o’ the mysteries, Marm. Mysteries is thick aroun’ Gran’dad, an’ folks suspicion ‘most anything about him. All I know is that he ain’t no spendthrift. Once, when Ned Joselyn used to come here, there was lots of money passed between ‘em. I saw it myself. I helped pick it up, once, when they quarreled an’ upset the table an’ spilled things. But since Ned run ayray. Gran’dad’s be’n more savin’ than ever.”


  “Ingua,” said Nan, thoughtfully, “I want you to tell me all you know about Ned Joselyn, from the time he first came here.”


  Ingua regarded her mother with serious eyes.


  “All?” she inquired.


  “Everything, little or big, that you can recollect.”


  “You’ll stick to Gran’dad, won’t ye?”


  “That’s what I’m here for. There are enemies on his trail and I mean to save him.”


  “What’s he done?”


  “I’ve got to find that out. When I was here before, I knew he had some secret interest to which he was devoted, but I was too indifferent to find out what it was. Now I want to know. If I’m going to save him from the penalties of his crime I must know what the crime is. I think this man Joselyn is mixed up with it in some way, so go ahead and tell me all you know about him.”


  Ingua obeyed. For more than an hour she earnestly related the story of Ned Joselyn, only pausing to answer an occasional question from her mother. When she came to that final meeting at Christmas week and Joselyn’s mysterious disappearance, Nan asked:


  “Do you think he killed him?”


  “I was pretty sure of it till yest’day, when Josie told me a friend of hers had seen him alive an’ well.”


  “Josie O’Gorman?”


  “No, Josie Jessup. She’s the sewin’-girl over to Mary Louise’s.”


  “I know; but that girl has more names than one. Do you know her very well, Ingua?”


  “She’s my best chum,” declared the child. “Josie’s a dandy girl, an’ I like her.”


  “Have you told her anything about your gran’dad?”


  “A little,” Ingua admitted, hesitating.


  “See here,” said Nan, scowling, “I’ll put you wise. This redheaded Josie O’Gorman is a detective. She’s the daughter of the man I work for in Washington—the assistant chief of the Department—and she is here to try to land your gran’dad in jail. What’s more, Ingua, she’s likely to do it, unless you and I find a way to head her off.”


  Ingua’s face depicted astonishment, grief, disappointment. Finally she said:


  “Gran’dad didn’t murder Ned, for Josie herself told me so; so I can’t see what he’s done to go to jail for.”


  “He has counterfeited money,” said Nan in a low voice.


  “Gran’dad has?”


  “So they say, and I believe it may be true. Josie has wired her father that she’s got the goods on Old Swallowtail and has asked that somebody be sent to arrest him. I saw the telegram and made up my mind I’d get the start of the O’Gormans. Dad won’t run away. I’ve warned him they are on his trail and he didn’t make any reply. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s gone, this very day, to cover up his traces. He’s bright enough to know that if he destroys all evidence they can’t prove anything against him.”


  She spoke musingly, more to herself than the child beside her, but Ingua drew a deep sigh and remarked:


  “Then it’s all right. Gran’dad is slick. They’ll hev to get up early in the mornin’ to beat him at his own game. But I wonder what he does with the counterfeit money, or the real money he trades it for.”


  “I think I know,” said her mother. “He’s chucked a fortune into one crazy idea, in which his life has been bound up ever since I can remember, and I suppose he tried counterfeiting to get more money to chuck away in the same foolish manner.”


  “What crazy idea is that?” inquired Ingua.


  “I’ll tell you, sometime. Just now I see your friend Josie coming, and that’s a bit of good luck. I’m anxious to meet her, but if she sees me first she won’t come on.” As she spoke she rose swiftly and disappeared into the house. “Stay where you are, Ingua,” she called from within in a low voice; “I don’t want her to escape.”


  Josie was even now making her way across the stepping-stones. Presently she ran up the bank, smiling, and plumped down beside Ingua.


  “Top o’ the morning to you,” said she. “How did you enjoy your first evening in society?”


  “They were all very good to me,” replied Ingua slowly, looking at her friend with troubled eyes. “I had a nice time, but—”


  “You were a little shy,” said Josie, “but that was only natural. When you get better acquainted with Mary Louise and the dear old Colonel, you’ll—”


  She stopped abruptly, for looking up she saw standing in the doorway Nan Shelley—by which name she knew her—who was calmly regarding her. The shock of surprise, for shock it surely was, seemed brief, for almost instantly Josie completed her broken speech:


  “When you know them better you’ll feel quite at home in their society. Hello, Nan.”


  “What! Josie O’Gorman? You here?” with well-affected surprise.


  “You know it. But how came you here, Nan? Has Daddy sent you to help me?”


  “Help you! In what way?”


  “Help me enjoy country life,” said Josie, coloring at her slip.


  “Why, I’m on a vacation. You don’t seem to understand. I’m—Ingua’s mother.”


  Josie’s self-control wasn’t proof against this second shock. Her blue eyes stared amazed. With a low exclamation she stood up and faced the woman.


  “Ingua’s mother! You, Nan?”


  “Just so,” with a quiet smile.


  “Then you ought to be ashamed of yourself,” declared Josie with righteous indignation. “You’re one of the best paid women in the Department, and you’ve left your poor child here to starve and slave for a wretched old—,” she paused.


  “Well, what is he?” asked Nan with tantalizing gentleness.


  “An old skinflint, at the least. Shame on you, Nan! Ingua is a dear little girl, and you—you’re an unnatural mother. Why, I never suspected you were even married.”


  “I’m a widow, Josie.”


  “And Old Swallowtail is your father? How strange. But—why did you come here just now?” with sudden suspicion.


  “I’ve just finished the Hillyard case and they gave me a vacation. So I came here to see my little girl. I didn’t know she was being neglected, Josie. I shall take better care of her after this. My visit to Cragg’s Crossing is perfectly natural, for I was born here. But you? What are you up to, Josie?”


  “I’m visiting Mary Louise Burrows.”


  “With what object?”


  A detective must be quick-witted. Josie’s brain was working with lightning-like rapidity. In a few brief seconds she comprehended that if Nan was Old Swallowtail’s daughter, home on a vacation, she must not be allowed to know that Josie was conducting a case against her father. Otherwise she might interfere and spoil everything. She knew Nan of old and respected her keen intelligence. Once, when they had been pitted against each other, Josie had won; but she was not sure she could defeat Nan a second time. Therefore it was imperative that old Cragg’s daughter remain in ignorance of the fact that Josie was awaiting reinforcements from Washington in order to arrest Nan’s father as a counterfeiter. Also Josie realized instantly that Ingua was likely to tell her mother all she knew about Joselyn, including the story she had told Josie; so, without hesitation she answered Nan’s question with apparent frankness:


  “Really, Nan, I came here on a wild-goose chase. A man named Ned Joselyn had mysteriously disappeared and his wife feared he had met with foul play. I traced him to this place and as Colonel Hathaway and Mary Louise were living here—in Mrs. Joselyn’s own house, by the way— I had myself invited as their guest. Well, the long and short of it is that Joselyn isn’t murdered, after all. He simply skipped, and since I came here to worry my poor brain over the fellow he has been discovered, still in hiding but very much alive.”


  “You suspected my father of killing him?”


  “I did; and so did others; but it seems he didn’t. But, even with that precious bubble burst, Mary Louise insists on my staying for a visit; so here I am, and your little girl has become my friend.”


  Ingua knew this story to be quite correct, as far as it regarded her grandfather and Ned Joselyn. Its straightforward relation renewed her confidence in Josie. But Nan knew more than Josie thought she did, having intercepted the girl’s telegram to her father; so she said with a slight sneer which she took no pains to conceal:


  “You’re a clever girl, Josie O’Gorman; a mighty clever girl. You’re so clever that I wouldn’t be surprised if it tripped you, some day, and landed you on your pug nose.”


  Which proved that Nan was not clever, for Josie’s indulgent smile masked the thought: “She knows all and is here to defend her father. I must look out for Nan, for she has a notion I’m still on the track of Hezekiah Cragg.”


  CHAPTER XXIII PECULIAR PEOPLE


  Old Swallowtail came home at about four o’clock in the afternoon. The day was hot, yet the old man seemed neither heated nor wearied. Without a word to his daughter or Ingua he drew a chair to the little shady porch and sat down in their company. Nan was mending her child’s old frock; Ingua sat thinking.


  For half an hour, perhaps, silence was maintained by all. Then Nan turned and asked:


  “Have you covered your tracks?”


  He turned his glassy, expressionless eyes toward her.


  “My tracks, as you call them,” said he, “have been laid for forty years or more. They are now ruts. I cannot obliterate them in a day.”


  The woman studied his face thoughtfully.


  “You are not worrying over your probable arrest?”


  “No.”


  “Then it’s all right,” said she, relieved. “You’re a foxy old rascal, Dad, and you’ve held your own for a good many years. I guess you don’t need more than a word of warning.”


  He made no reply, his eyes wandering along the path to the bridge. Mary Louise was coming their way, walking briskly. Her steps slowed a bit as she drew nearer, but she said in an eager voice:


  “Oh, Mrs. Scammel, Josie has told me you are here and who you are. Isn’t it queer how lives get tangled up? But I remember you with gratitude and kindliest thoughts, because you were so considerate of my dear Gran’pa Jim. And to think that you are really Ingua’s mother!”


  Nan rose and took the girl’s hands in her own.


  “I fear I’ve been a bad mother to my kid,” she replied, “but I thought she was all right with her grandfather and happy here. I shall look after her better in the future.”


  Mary Louise bowed to Mr. Cragg, who nodded his head in acknowledgment. Then she sat down beside Ingua.


  “Are you plannin’ to take me away from here, Mama?” asked the child.


  “Wouldn’t you rather be with me than with your grandfather?” returned Nan with a smile.


  “I dunno,” said Ingua seriously. “You’re a detective, an’ I don’t like detections. You ain’t much like a mother to me, neither, ner I don’t know much about you. I dunno yet whether I’m goin’ to like you or not.”


  A wave of color swept over Nan’s face; Mary Louise was shocked; the old man turned his inscrutable gaze down the path once more.


  “I like it here,” continued the child, musingly: “Gran’dad makes me work, but he don’t bother me none ‘cept when the devils get, hold o’ him. I ‘member that you git the devils, too, once in awhile, Marm, an’ they’re about as fierce as Gran’dad’s is. An’ I gets ‘em ‘cause I’m a Cragg like the rest o’ you, an’ devils seem to be in the Cragg blood. I’ve a notion it’s easier to stand the devils in the country here, than in the city where you live.”


  Nan didn’t know whether to be amused or angry.


  “Yet you tried to run away once,” she reminded Ingua, “and it was Mary Louise who stopped you. You told me of this only an hour ago.


  “Didn’t I say the devils pick on me sometimes?” demanded the girl. “An’ Mary Louise was right. She fought the devils for me, and I’m glad she did, ‘cause I’ve had a good time with her ever since,” and she pressed Mary Louise’s hand gratefully.


  Her child’s frankness was indeed humiliating to Nan Scammel, who was by no means a bad woman at heart and longed to win the love and respect of her little girl. Ingua’s frank speech had also disturbed Mary Louise, and made her sorry for both the child and her mother. Old Swallowtail’s eyes lingered a moment on Ingua’s ingenuous countenance but he exhibited no emotion whatever.


  “You’re a simple little innocent,” remarked Nan to Ingua, after a strained pause. “You know so little of the world that your judgment is wholly unformed. I’ve a notion to take you to Washington and buy you a nice outfit of clothes—like those of Mary Louise, you know—and put you into a first-class girls’ boarding-school. Then you’ll get civilized, and perhaps amount to something.”


  “I’d like that,” said Ingua, with a first display of enthusiasm; “but who’d look after Gran’dad?”


  “Why, we must provide for Dad in some way, of course,” admitted Nan after another pause. “I can afford to hire a woman to keep house for him, if I hold my present job. I suppose he has a hoard of money hidden somewhere, but that’s no reason he wouldn’t neglect himself and starve if left alone. And, if he’s really poor, I’m the one to help him. How does that arrangement strike you, Ingua?”


  “It sounds fine,” replied the girl, “but any woman that’d come here to work, an’ would stan’ Gran’dad’s devils, wouldn’t amount to much, nohow. If we’re goin’ to move to the city,” she added with a sigh, “let’s take Gran’dad with us.”


  This conversation was becoming too personal for Mary Louise to endure longer. They talked of Mr. Cragg just as if he were not present, ignoring him as he ignored them. With an embarrassed air Mary Louise rose.


  “I must go now,” said she. “I just ran over to welcome you, Mrs. Scammel, and to ask you and Ingua to dine with us tomorrow night. Will you come? Josie O’Gorman is with us, you know, and I believe you are old friends.”


  Nan hesitated a moment.


  “Thank you,” she replied, “we’ll be glad to come. You’ve been mighty good to my little girl and I am grateful. Please give my regards to Colonel Hathaway.”


  When Mary Louise had gone the three lapsed into silence again. Ingua was considering, in her childish but practical way, the proposed changes in her life. The mother was trying to conquer her annoyance at the child’s lack of filial affection, tacitly admitting that the blame was not Ingua’s. The old man stared at the path. Whatever his thoughts might be he displayed no hint of their nature.


  Presently there appeared at the head of the path, by the bridge, the form of a stranger, a little man who came on with nervous, mincing steps. He was dressed in dandified fashion, with tall silk hat, a gold-headed cane and yellow kid gloves. Almost had he reached the porch when suddenly he stopped short, looked around in surprise and ejaculated:


  “Bless me—bless me! I—I’ve made a mistake. This is a private path to your house. No thoroughfare. Dear me, what an error; an unpardonable error. I hope you will excuse me—I—I hope so!”


  “To be sure we will,” replied Nan with a laugh, curiously eyeing the dapper little man. “The only way out, sir, is back by the bridge.”


  “Thank you. Thank you very much,” he said earnestly. “I—I am indulging in a stroll and—and my mind wandered, as did my feet. I—I am an invalid in search of rest. Thank you. Good afternoon.”


  He turned around and with the same mincing, regular steps retreated along the path. At the bridge he halted as if undecided, but finally continued along the country road past the Kenton Place.


  Ingua laughed delightedly at the queer man. Nan smiled. Old Swallowtail had altered neither his position nor his blank expression.


  “He’s a queer fish, ain’t he?” remarked the girl. “He’s pretty lively for an invalid what’s lookin’ for rest. I wonder when he landed, an’ where he’s stoppin’.”


  Something in the child’s remark made Nan thoughtful. Presently she laid down her work and said:


  “I believe I’ll take a little walk, myself, before dark. Want to go along, Ingua?”


  Ingua was ready. She had on her new dress and hoped they might meet someone whom she knew. They wandered toward the town, where most of the inhabitants were sitting outf of doors—a Sunday afternoon custom. Jim Bennett, in his shirtsleeves, was reading a newspaper in front of the postoffice; Sol Jerrems and his entire family occupied the platform before the store, which was of course locked; Nance Milliker was playing the organ in the brown house around the corner, and in front of the hotel sat Mary Ann Hopper in her rocking-chair.


  Nan strolled the length of the street, startling those natives who had formerly known her, Ingua nodded and smiled at everyone. Mary Ann Hopper called, as they passed her: “Hullo, Ingua. Where’d ye git the new duds?”


  “Miss Huckins made ‘em,” answered Ingua proudly.


  “I guess I’ll go and shake hands with Mrs. Hopper,” said Nan. “Don’t you remember me, Mary Ann? I’m Nan Cragg.”


  “Gee! so y’are,” exclaimed Mary Ann wonderingly. “We all ‘spicioned you was dead, long ago.”


  “I’m home for a visit. You folks seem prosperous. How’s business?”


  “Pretty good. We got a new boarder to-day, a feller with bum nerves who come from the city. Gee! but he’s togged out t’ kill. Got money, too, an’ ain’t afraid to spend it. He paid Dad in advance.”


  “That’s nice,” said Nan. “What’s his name?”


  “It’s a funny name, but I can’t remember it. Ye kin see it on the register.”


  Nan went inside, leaving Ingua with Mary Ann, and studied the name on the register long and closely.


  “No,” she finally decided, “Lysander isn’t calculated to arouse suspicion. He wears a wig, I know, but that is doubtless due to vanity and not a disguise. I at first imagined it was someone O’Gorman had sent down here to help Josie, but none of our boys would undertake such a spectacular personation, bound to attract attention. This fellow will become the laughingstock of the whole town and every move he makes will be observed. I’m quite sure there is nothing dangerous in the appearance here of Mr. Lysander Antonius Sinclair.”


  She chatted a few minutes with Mrs. Hopper, whom she found in the kitchen, and then she rejoined Ingua and started homeward. Scarcely were mother and child out of sight when Mr. Sinclair came mincing along from an opposite direction and entered the hotel. He went to his room but soon came down and in a querulous voice demanded his omelet, thanking the landlady again and again for promising it in ten minutes.


  He amused them all very much, stating that an omelet for an evening meal was “an effective corrective of tired nerves” and would enable him to sleep soundly all night.


  “I sleep a great deal,” he announced after he had finished his supper and joined Mr. Hopper on the porch. “When I have smoked a cigar—in which luxury I hope you will join me, sir—I shall retire to my couch and rest in the arms of Morpheus until the brilliant sun of another day floods the countryside.”


  “P’r’aps it’ll rain,” suggested the landlord.


  “Then Nature’s tears will render us sweetly sympathetic.”


  He offered his cigar case to Mr. Hopper, who recognized a high priced cigar and helped himself.


  “Didn’t see anything to make ye nervous, durin’ yer walk, did ye?” he inquired, lighting the weed.


  “Very little. It seems a nice, quiet place. Only once was I annoyed. I stumbled into a private path, just before I reached the river, and—and had to apologize.”


  “Must ‘a’ struck Ol’ Swallertail’s place,” remarked the landlord.


  “Old Swallowtail? Old Swallowtail? And who is he?” queried the stranger.


  Hopper was a born gossip, and if there was any one person he loved to talk of and criticize and “pick to pieces” it was Old Swallowtail. So he rambled on for a half hour, relating the Cragg history in all its details, including the story of Ingua and Ingua’s mother, Nan Cragg, who had married some unknown chap named Scammel, who did not long survive the ceremony.


  Mr. Sinclair listened quietly, seeming to enjoy his cigar more than he did the Cragg gossip. He asked no questions, letting the landlord ramble on as he would, and finally, when Hopper had exhausted his fund of fact and fiction, which were about evenly mixed, his guest bade him good night and retired to his private room.


  “It ain’t eight o’clock, yet,” said the landlord to his wife, “but a feller with nerves is best asleep. An’ when he’s asleep he won’t waste our kerosene.”


  No, Mr. Sinclair didn’t waste the Hopper kerosene. He had a little pocket arrangement which supplied him with light when, an hour before midnight, he silently rose, dressed himself and prepared to leave the hotel. He was not attired in what Mary Ann called his “glad rags” now, but in a dark gray suit of homespun that was nearly the color of the night. The blond wig was carefully locked in a suit case, a small black cap was drawn over his eyes, and thus—completely transformed—Mr. Hopper’s guest had no difficulty in gaining the street without a particle of noise betraying him to the family of his host.


  He went to the postoffice, pried open a window, unlocked the mail bag that was ready for Jim Bennett to carry to the morning train at Chargrove and from it abstracted a number of letters which he unsealed and read with great care. They had all been written and posted by Hezekiah Cragg. The man spent a couple of hours here, resealing the envelopes neatly and restoring them to the mail bag, after which, he attached the padlock and replaced the bag in exactly its former position. When he had left the little front room which was devoted by the Bennetts to the mail service, the only evidence of his visit was a bruised depression beside the window-sash which was quite likely to escape detection.


  After this the stranger crept through the town and set off at a brisk pace toward the west, taking the road over the bridge and following it to the connecting branch and thence to the lane. A half hour later he was standing in old Cragg’s stone lot and another hour was consumed among the huge stones by the hillside—the place where Josie had discovered the entrance to the underground cave. Mr. Sinclair did not discover the entrance, however, so finally he returned to town and mounted the stairs beside Sol Jerrem’s store building to the upper hallway.


  In five minutes he was inside of Cragg’s outer office; in another five minutes he had entered the inner office. There he remained until the unmistakable herald of dawn warned him to be going. However, when he left the building there was no visible evidence of his visit. He was in his own room and in bed long before Mrs. Hopper gave a final snore and wakened to light the kitchen fire and prepare for the duties of the day.


  CHAPTER XXIV FACING DANGER


  Nan’s presence at Cragg’s Crossing rendered Josie O’Gorman uneasy. She had the Cragg case so well in hand, now, and the evidence in her possession was so positively incriminating, in her judgment, that she did not like to be balked by a clever female detective from her father’s own office. She had little doubt but Nan would do all in her power to save old Hezekiah Cragg from the penalty of his misdeeds, and her greatest fear was that he might utterly disappear before O’Gorman sent her assistance.


  With this fear growing in her mind, on Monday she determined to send another telegram to her father, urging haste, so she obtained permission from the Colonel to have Uncle Eben drive her and Mary Louise to the city, there being no telegraph office at Chargrove Station. But she timed the trip when no trains would stop at Chargrove during her absence and at the telegraph office she sent an imperative message to John O’Gorman at Washington demanding instant help. Since all counterfeiting cases belonged distinctly to the Secret Service Department she had little doubt her father would respond as soon as the affairs at the office would permit him to do so. But the delay was exasperating, nevertheless. Indeed, Josie was so sure that the crisis of her case was imminent that she determined to watch old Cragg’s house every night until his arrest could be made. If he attempted to escape she would arrest him herself, with the aid of the little revolver she carried in her dress pocket.


  On their return journey they overtook Mr. Sinclair at about a mile from the Crossing. They had never seen the man before, but when he signaled them. Uncle Eben slowed up the machine and stopped beside him.


  “I beg a thousand pardons,” said the dapper little stranger, removing his silk hat and bowing profoundly to the two girls, “but would you mind taking me to the town? I—I—fear I have turned my ankle; not seriously, you know, but it is uncomfortable; so if I may sit beside your chauffeur the favor will be greatly appreciated.”


  “To be sure,” said Mary Louise with ready. “Can you get in unaided, or do you wish Uncle Eben to assist you?”


  “Thank you; thank you a thousand times, young lady,” said he, climbing into the front seat. “I’m stopping at the hotel,” he explained, as the car again started, “for rest and quiet, because of my nervous condition. My doctor said I would suffer a nervous breakdown if I did not seek rest and quiet in the seclusion of some country village. So I came here, and—it’s secluded; it really is.”


  “I hope your ankle is not seriously injured, sir,” said Mary Louise. “Take the gentleman to the hotel, Uncle Eben.”


  “Thank you,” said the little man, and fussily removing a card-case from an inner pocket he added: “My card, please,” and handed it to Mary Louise.


  Josie glanced at the card, too. She had been regarding the stranger thoughtfully, with the same suspicions of him that Nan had formerly entertained. The card was not printed; it was engraved: one point in the man’s favor. His blond hair was a wig; she had a good view of the back of it and was not to be deceived. But perhaps the moustache, which matched the hair, was genuine. Carefully considering the matter, she did not think anyone would come to Cragg’s Crossing in disguise unless he were a confederate of Hezekiah Cragg, helping to circulate the counterfeit money. This odd Mr. Sinclair might be such a person and working under the direction of Ned Joselyn. Joselyn was in hiding, for some unexplained reason; Sinclair could appear openly. There might be nothing in this supposition but Josie determined to keep an eye on the nervous stranger.


  He was profuse in his thanks when they let him out at Hopper’s Hotel and Uncle Eben chuckled all the way home.


  “Dat man am shuah some mighty ‘stravagant punkins, in he’s own mind,” he remarked. “He oughteh git he’s pictur’ took in dat outfit, Ma’y Weeze, jes’ to show how ‘dic’lous a white man can look. He’ll have all de kids in town a-chasin’ of him, if he gits loose on de streets. All he needs is a brass ban’ to be a circus parade.”


  Nan and Ingua came over to dinner that evening and Josie was very cordial to Ingua’s mother, who treated her chief’s daughter with the utmost friendliness. Both Ingua and Mary Louise were surprised by their politeness and comradeship, but neither of the principals was deceived by such a display. Each was on her guard, but realized it was wise to appear friendly.


  Monday night Josie lurked in the shadows of the river bank until daybreak, never relaxing her espionage of the Cragg house for a moment. All was quiet, however.


  Tuesday passed without event. Tuesday night Josie was at her post again, her eyes fixed on the dim light that shone from Mr. Cragg’s room. Had she been able to see through the walls of the cottage she would have found the old man seated in his private apartment opposite his daughter. Could she have heard their conversation—the low, continuous hum of Old Swallowtail’s voice, broken only by an occasional question from Nan—she would surely have been astonished. Nan was not much astonished, save at the fact that her father had at last voluntarily confided to her the strange story of his life, a life hitherto unknown to her. She was not easily surprised, but she was greatly impressed, and when he finally rose from his chair and went out into the night Nan sat in meditation for some time before she followed him. Ingua had long been asleep.


  Josie, lurking outside, had not expected Old Swallowtail to leave the premises unless he planned to run away. His delivery of counterfeit money to Ned Joselyn had been of too recent a date to render it necessary that he revisit his stone-yard for some time to come, she argued; yet tonight, at a little after eleven o’clock, she saw his shadow pass from the house and take the path to the bridge.


  Josie followed. At the bridge Mr. Cragg turned westward and at once she surmised he was bound for his rocky five acres. The old man walked deliberately, never thinking to look behind him. He might not have observed anything suspicious had he turned, but a hundred feet behind him came Josie O’Gorman, deftly dodging from tree to bush to keep in the dark places by the wayside. And behind Josie silently moved a little man in gray homespun, whose form it would be difficult to distinguish even while he stood in the open. Josie, like the prey she stalked, was too occupied to look behind.


  Old Swallowtail reached the stone-yard and climbed the fence. While he paused there Josie crept close and noticed a light which suddenly flashed from the hillside. It was a momentary flash and not very brilliant, but she knew it was a signal because the old man at once started forward. She let him lead on until he disappeared among the rocks and then she boldly followed. She knew now where the secret entrance to the cavern was located.


  Threading her way cautiously through the maze of rocks the girl finally reached a slanting shelf beneath which she crept on hands and knees. At its farthest edge was a square door of solid oak, rather crudely constructed but thick and substantial. This door stood ajar.


  Josie, crouching beside the secret entrance, wondered what she ought to do. The regular thumping, as of machinery, which she had heard once before, now began and continued without interruption. Here was an opportunity to catch the counterfeiters redhanded, but she was one small girl as opposed to a gang of desperate criminals.


  “Oh, dear!” she whispered, half aloud, “I wish father had paid some attention to my telegram.”


  “He did,” responded a soft voice beside her.


  CHAPTER XXV FATHER AND DAUGHTER


  The girl would have screamed had not a hand been swiftly laid across her lips to stifle the sound. She tried to rise, but the shelf of rock beneath which she crouched prevented her. However, she struggled until an arm was passed firmly around her waist and a stern voice said warningly:


  “Josie! Control yourself.”


  Instantly her form relaxed and became inert. She breathed hard and her heart still raced, but she was no longer afraid.


  “Kiss me, Daddy!” she whispered, and the man obeyed with a chuckle of delight.


  There was silence for a time, while she collected herself. Then she asked in a businesslike tone:


  “When did you get here?”


  “Sunday,” said he.


  “Good gracious! You must have caught the first train after getting my wire.”


  “I did. A certain gang of unknown counterfeiters has been puzzling me a good deal lately, and I fancied you had located the rascals.”


  “I have,” said Josie exultantly.


  “Where?” he asked.


  “The rascals are down below us this very minute, Daddy. They are at our mercy.”


  “Old Cragg and Jim Bennett?”


  “Yes; and perhaps others.”


  “M-m-m,” mumbled O’Gorman, “you’ve a lot to learn yet, Josie. You’re quick; you’re persevering; you’re courageous. But you lack judgment.”


  “Do you mean that you doubt my evidence?” she asked indignantly.


  “I do.”


  “I’ve the counterfeit bill here in my pocket, which Cragg tried to pass on the storekeeper,” she said.


  “Let me see it.”


  Josie searched and found the bill. O’Gorman flashed a circle of light on it and studied it attentively.


  “Here,” he said, passing it back to her. “Don’t lose it, Josie. It’s worth ten dollars.”


  “Isn’t it counterfeit?” she asked, trying to swallow a big lump that rose in her throat.


  “It is one of the recent issues, good as gold.”


  She sat silent, rigid with disappointment. Never had she been as miserable as at this moment. She felt like crying, and a sob really did become audible in spite of her effort to suppress it. Again O’Gorman passed his arm affectionately around her waist and held her close while she tried to think what it all meant.


  “Was that bill your only basis of suspicion, dear?” he presently inquired.


  “No, indeed. Do you hear that noise? What are they doing down there?”


  “I imagine they are running a printing press,” he replied.


  “Exactly!” she said triumphantly. “And why do these men operate a printing press in a secret cavern, unless they are printing counterfeit money?”


  “Ah, there you have allowed your imagination to jump,” returned her father. “Haven’t I warned you against the danger of imagination? It leads to theory, and theory leads—nine times in ten—to failure.”


  “Circumstantial evidence is often valuable,” declared Josie.


  “It often convicts,” he admitted, “but I am never sure of its justice. Whenever facts are obtainable, I prefer facts.”


  “Can you explain,” she said somewhat coldly, for she felt she was suffering a professional rebuke, “what those men below us are printing, if not counterfeit money?”


  “I can,” said he.


  “And you have been down there, investigating?”


  “Not yet,” he answered coolly.


  “Then you must be theorizing, Daddy.”


  “Not at all. If you know you have two marbles in one pocket and two more in another pocket, you may be positive there are four altogether, whether you bother to count them individually or not.”


  She pondered this, trying to understand what he meant.


  “You don’t know old Cragg as well as I do,” she asserted.


  “Let us argue that point,” he said quickly. “What do you know about him?”


  “I know him to be an eccentric old man, educated and shrewd, with a cruel and murderous temper; I know that he has secluded himself in this half-forgotten town for many years, engaged in some secret occupation which he fears to have discovered. I am sure that he is capable of any crime and therefore—even if that bill is good—I am none the less positive that counterfeiting is his business. No other supposition fits the facts in the case.”


  “Is that all you know about old Cragg?” asked O’Gorman.


  “Isn’t it enough to warrant his arrest?” she retorted.


  “Not quite. You’ve forgotten to mention one thing among his characteristics, Josie.”


  “What is that?”


  “Cragg is an Irishman—just as I am.”


  “What has that to do with it?”


  “Only this: his sympathies have always been interested in behalf of his downtrodden countrymen. I won’t admit that they are downtrodden, Josie, even to you; but Cragg thinks they are. His father was an emigrant and Hezekiah was himself born in Dublin and came to this country while an infant. He imagines he is Irish yet. Perhaps he is.”


  There was a note of bewilderment in the girl’s voice as she asked:


  “What has his sympathy for the Irish to do with this case?”


  “Hezekiah Cragg,” explained O’Gorman, speaking slowly, “is at the head of an organization known as the ‘Champions of Irish Liberty.’ For many years this C. I. L. fraternity has been growing in numbers and power, fed by money largely supplied by Cragg himself. I have proof, indeed, that he has devoted his entire fortune to this cause, as well as all returns from his business enterprises. He lives in comparative poverty that the Champions of Irish Liberty may finally perfect their plans to free Ireland and allow the Irish to establish a self-governing republic.”


  “But—why all this secrecy, Daddy?” she asked wonderingly.


  “His work here is a violation of neutrality; it is contrary to the treaty between our country and England. According to our laws Hezekiah Cragg and his followers, in seeking to deprive England of her Irish possession, are guilty of treason.”


  “Could he be prosecuted for sympathizing with his own race?”


  “No; for sending them arms and ammunition to fight with, yes. And that is what they have been doing.”


  “Then you can arrest him for this act?”


  “I can,” said O’Gorman, “but I’ll be hanged if I will, Josie. Cragg is an idealist; the cause to which he has devoted his life and fortune with a steadfast loyalty that is worthy of respect, is doomed to failure. The man’s every thought is concentrated on his futile scheme and to oppose him at this juncture would drive him mad. He isn’t doing any real harm to our country and even England won’t suffer much through his conspiracy. But, allowing for the folly of his attempt to make his people free and independent, we must admire his lofty philanthropy, his self-sacrifice, his dogged perseverence in promoting the cause so near and dear to his heart. Let some other federal officer arrest him, if he dares; it’s no work for an O’Gorman.”


  Josie had encountered many surprises during her brief career as an embryo detective, but this revelation was the crowning astonishment of her life. All her carefully prepared theories concerning Hezekiah Cragg had been shattered by her father’s terse disclosure and instead of hating Old Swallowtail she suddenly found sympathy for his ideals welling in her heart. Josie O ‘Gorman was Irish, too.


  She pondered deeply the skilled detective’s assertions and tried to fit them to her knowledge of old Cragg’s character. The story seemed to account for much, but not all. After a time she said:


  “But this mysterious business of his, which causes him to write so many letters and to receive so many answers to them—what connection can it have with the Champions of Irish Liberty?”


  “Very little,” said her father, “except that it enables Cragg to earn more money to feed into the ever-hungry maw of the Cause. Cragg’s ‘business’ is one of the most unique things of the sort that I have ever encountered. And, while it is quite legitimate, he is obliged to keep it secret so as not to involve his many customers in adverse criticism.”


  “What on earth can it be?”


  “It pertains to heaven, not earth, my dear,” said O’Gorman dryly. “Cragg was educated for the ministry or the priesthood—I can’t discover whether he was Catholic or Protestant—but it seems he wasn’t fitted for the church. Perhaps he already had in mind the idea of devoting his life to the land that gave him birth. Anyhow, he was a well versed theologian, and exceptionally brilliant in theses, so when his money gave out he began writing sermons for others to preach, doing a mail-order business and selling his products to those preachers who are too busy or too lazy to write their own sermons. He has a sort of syndicate established and his books, which I have examined with admiration and wonder, prove he supplies sermons to preachers of all denominations throughout the United States. This involves a lot of correspondence. Every week he writes a new sermon, prints a large number of copies and sends one to each of his clients. Of course he furnishes but one man in a town or city with his products, but there are a good many towns and cities to supply.”


  “Is he printing sermons now?” asked Josie.


  “Perhaps so; or it may be he is printing some circular to be distributed to the members of the C. I. L. Jim Bennett, the husband of the postmistress here, was once a practical printer, and he is a staunch member of the Irish fraternity. Cragg has known of this underground cavern for years, and at one time it was a regular meeting-place for his order of Champions. So he bought a printing press and, to avoid the prying eyes of his neighbors, established it here. That is the whole story of Cragg’s ‘crime,’ Josie, and it is very simple when once fully explained.”


  “Do you mean to say you’ve discovered all this in the two days since you’ve been here?” asked the girl, in amazement.


  “Every bit of it. I came prepared to arrest a gang of counterfeiters, and stumbled on this very interesting but quite harmless plot.”


  “Where have you been hiding since Sunday?” she inquired.


  “Why, I didn’t hide at all,” he asserted. “Don’t you remember giving me a ride yesterday in the Hathaway automobile?”


  Josie sat silent. She was glad it was so dark under that shelf of rock, for she would rather her father did not read her humiliation and self-reproach.


  “Daddy,” she said, with a despairing accent, “I’m going to study to be a cook or a stenographer. I’ll never make a decent detective—like Nan, for instance.”


  O’Gorman laughed.


  “Poor Nan!” he exclaimed. “She’s been more befuddled than you over this mysterious case. And Cragg is her own father, too. Come, Josie, it’s getting late; let’s go home.”


  CHAPTER XXVI THE PLOT


  When they were over the stones and in the lane again, walking arm in arm toward the village, Josie’s logical mind turned from her own failure to a consideration of the story her father had just told her.


  “I can’t understand,” she remarked, “how Joselyn came into this affair, what happened to him, or why he is once more the secret associate of old Cragg.”


  “Joselyn,” said the old detective, “is a clever grafter—in other words, an unmitigated scoundrel. Now do you understand?”


  “Not quite,” confessed Josie.


  “He’s Irish.”


  “Isn’t his name Scotch?”


  “Yes, but Joselyn isn’t his name. If you’re inclined to pick up his record and follow it through, you’ll probably find him pursuing his various adventures under many aliases. He doesn’t belong in this country, you know, has only been here a few years, so his adventures would probably cover two continents. The fellow always manages to keep just within our laws, although sometimes he gets dangerously near the edge. The world is full of men like Joselyn. They don’t interest me.”


  “Then he belongs to the band of Champions?” asked Josie.


  “Yes. In going over Cragg’s books and papers in his private office the other night, I found sufficient references to Ned Joselyn to figure out his story with a fair degree of accuracy,” said O’Gorman. “He was born in Ireland, got into trouble over there with the authorities, and fled to America, where he met Annabel Kenton and married her. Getting in touch with Old Swallowtail, he joined the Champions and attended to the outside business for Mr. Cragg, purchasing supplies and forwarding them, with money, to the patriots in Ireland. I suppose he made a fair rake-off in all these dealings, but that did not satisfy him. He induced Cragg to invest in some wild-cat schemes, promising him tremendous earnings which could be applied to the Cause. Whether he really invested the money turned over to him, or kept it for himself, is a subject for doubt, but it seems that the old man soon suspected him of double-dealing and they had so many quarrels that Cragg finally threatened to turn him over to the authorities for extradition. That was when our precious Ned thought it wise to disappear, but afterward another peace was patched up, owing largely to the fact that Joselyn knew so much of the workings of the secret order that it was safer to have him for a friend than an enemy.”


  “I’m thinking of his poor wife,” said Josie. “Does she know now where her husband is?”


  “I think not. At first, in order to win the confidence of old Cragg, Ned applied considerable of his wife’s money to the Cause, and while she would probably forgive his defalcations he thinks it wiser to keep aloof from her. She foolishly trusted him to ‘settle’ her mother’s estate, and I’m sure he managed to settle most of it on himself. His value to Cragg lay in his ability to visit the different branches of the Champions, which are pretty well scattered throughout the United States, and keep them in touch one with the other. Also he purchased arms and ammunition to be forwarded secretly to Ireland. So you see it was quite impossible for the old man to break with him wholly, rascal though he knows him to be.”


  “I see,” said Josie. “Joselyn has him in his power.”


  “Entirely so. A hint from him to the authorities would result in an embargo on any further shipments to the rebels in Ireland and so completely ruin the usefulness of the order of Champions. The fellow seems to be a thorn deeply embedded in the side of Old Swallowtail, who will suffer anything to promote the cause of Irish liberty.”


  “Ingua thinks her grandfather tried to kill Ned, at one time,” remarked the girl.


  “It’s a wonder, with his rabid temper, that he didn’t do so,” said O’Gorman. “But perhaps he realized that if he was hanged for Joselyn’s murder his beloved Order would be without a head and in sorry straits. Thousands of Irishmen are feeding the funds of the Champions, aside from what Cragg himself dumps into the pot. So the old fellow is in a responsible position and mustn’t commit murder, however much he may long to, because it would jeopardize the fortunes of his associates. However, the end is not yet, and unless Joselyn acts square in his future dealings he may yet meet with a tragic fate.”


  “I wonder what was in that package he took away with him the other night?” mused Josie. “I was sure, at the time, it was counterfeit money.”


  “It probably contained the monthly printed circular to the various branches of the order. Jim Bennett prints them in that underground cavern and Ned Joselyn sees they are distributed.”


  “Well,” said Josie with a sigh, “you’ve pricked my bubble, Daddy, and made me ashamed. With all my professed scorn of theories, and my endeavors to avoid them, I walked straight into the theoretic mire and stuck there.”


  O’Gorman pressed her arm affectionately.


  “Never you mind, my dear,” in a consoling tone; “you have learned a lesson that will be of great value to you in your future work. I dare not blame you, indeed, for I myself, on the evidence you sent me, came rushing here on a wild-goose chase. One never knows what is on the other side of a page till he turns it, and if we detectives didn’t have to turn so many pages, only to find them blank, we’d soon rid the country of its malefactors. But here we are at the Kenton gateway. Go to bed, Josie dear, and pleasant dreams to you.”


  “Will I see you again?” she asked.


  “No; I’m off by the early train. But you must stay here and have your visit out with Mary Louise. It won’t hurt you to have a free mind for awhile.”


  He kissed her tenderly and she went in.


  CHAPTER XXVII NAN’S TRIUMPH


  The night’s events were not yet ended. An automobile left the edge of the stone-yard, followed a lane and turned into the main highway, where it encountered a woman standing in the middle of the road and waving her arms. She was distinctly visible in the moonlight.


  The man with the monocle slowed the car and came to a sudden stop, rather than run her down.


  “What’s the matter?” he demanded impatiently.


  “Wait a minute; I want to talk to you.”


  “Can’t stop,” he replied in a querulous tone. “I’ve got fifty miles to make before daylight. Out of my way, woman.”


  With a dexterous motion she opened the door and sprang into the seat beside him.


  “Here! Get out of this,” he cried.


  “Drive on,” she said calmly. “It’ll save time, since you’re in a hurry.”


  “Get out!”


  “I’m going to ride with you. Why bother to argue?”


  He turned nervously in his seat to get a look at her, then shifted the clutch and slowly started the car. The woman sat quiet. While bumping over the uneven road at a reckless speed the driver turned at times to cast stealthy glances at the person beside him. Finally he asked in exasperation:


  “Do you know where I’m going?”


  “You haven’t told me.”


  “Do you know who I am?”


  “How should I?”


  “Oh, very well,” with a sigh of relief. “But isn’t this rather—er— irregular?”


  “Very.”


  Again he drove for a time in silence. In the direction they were following they whirled by a village every three or four miles, but the country roads were deserted and the nearest city of any size lay a good fifty miles on.


  “I don’t know who you are,” observed the woman presently, “but I can hazard a guess. You call yourself Joselyn—Ned Joselyn—but that isn’t your name. It’s the name you married Annabel Kenton under, but it doesn’t belong to you.”


  He gave a roar of anger and started to slow down the car.


  “Go ahead!” she said imperatively.


  “I won’t. You’re going to get out of here, and lively, too, or I’ll throw you out.”


  “Do you feel anything against your side?” she asked coolly.


  “Yes,” with a sudden start.


  “It’s the muzzle of a revolver. I think it’s about opposite your heart and my finger is on the trigger. Go ahead!”


  He turned the throttle and the car resumed its former speed.


  “Who the deuce are you?” he demanded, in a voice that trembled slightly.


  “Like yourself, I have many names,” she said. “In Washington they call me Nan Shelley; at Cragg’s Crossing I’m Mrs. Scammel, formerly Nan Cragg.”


  “Oh—ho!” with a low whistle of astonishment. “Nan Cragg, eh! So you’ve returned from your wanderings, have you?” with a derisive sneer.


  “For a time. But in wandering around I’ve found my place in the world and I’m now a lady detective, not an especially high-class occupation but satisfactory as a bread-winner. I find I’m quite talented; I’m said to be a pretty fair detective.”


  She could feel him tremble beside her. He moved away from her as far as he could but the pressure against his side followed his movements. After a time he asked defiantly:


  “Well, being a detective, what’s your business with me? I hope you’re not fool enough to think I’m a criminal.”


  “I don’t think it; I know it. You’re an unusual sort of a criminal, too,” she replied. “You’re mixed up in a somewhat lawless international plot, but it isn’t my present business to bring you to book for that.”


  “What is your present business?”


  “To discover what you’ve done with my father’s money.”


  He laughed, as if relieved.


  “Spent it for the cause of Ireland.”


  “Part of it, perhaps. But the bulk of the money you’ve taken from the Champions of Irish Liberty, most of which came out of my father’s own pocket, and practically all the money he gave you to invest for him, you have withheld for your own use.”


  “You’re crazy!”


  “I know the bank it’s deposited in.”


  Again he growled, like a beast at bay.


  “Whatever I have on deposit is to be applied to the Cause,” said he. “It’s reserved for future promotion.”


  “Have you seen to-day’s papers?” she inquired.


  “No.”


  “The revolution in Ireland has already broken out.”


  “Great Scott!” There was sincere anxiety in his voice now.


  “It is premature, and will result in the annihilation of all your plans.”


  “Perhaps not.”


  “You know better,” said she. “Anyhow, your actions are now blocked until we see how the rebellion fares. The Irish will have no further use for American money, I’m positive, so I insist that my father receive back the funds he has advanced you, and especially his own money which he gave you to invest and you never invested.”


  “Bah! If I offered him the money he wouldn’t take it.


  “Then I’ll take it for him,” she asserted. “You’ll give up that money because you know I can have you arrested for—well, let us say a breach of American neutrality. You are not a citizen of the United States. You were born in Ireland and have never been naturalized here.”


  “You seem well posted,” he sneered.


  “I belong to the Government Secret Service, and the Bureau knows considerable,” she replied dryly.


  He remained silent for a time, his eyes fixed upon the road ahead. Then he said:


  “The Government didn’t send you to get Cragg’s money away from me. Nor did Cragg send you.”


  “No, my father is afraid of you. He has been forced to trust you even when he knew you were a treacherous defaulter, because of your threats to betray the Cause. But you’ve been playing a dangerous game and I believe my father would have killed you, long ago, if—”


  “Well, if what?”


  “If you hadn’t been his own nephew.”


  He turned upon her with sudden fierceness.


  “Look out!” she called. “I’ve not the same objection to killing my cousin.”


  “Your cousin!”


  “To be sure. You are the son of Peter Cragg, my father’s brother, who returned to Ireland many years ago, when he was a young man. Ned Joselyn is an assumed name; you are Ned Cragg, condemned by the British government for high treason. You are known to be in America, but only I knew where to find you.”


  “Oh, you knew, did you?”


  “Yes; all your various hiding-places are well known to me.”


  “Confound you!”


  “Exactly. You’d like to murder me, Cousin Ned, to stop my mouth, but I’ll not give you the chance. And, really, we ought not to kill one another, for the Cragg motto is ‘a Cragg for a Cragg.’ That has probably influenced my poor father more than anything else in his dealings with you. He knew you are a Cragg.”


  “Well, if I’m a Cragg, and you’re a Cragg, why don’t you let me alone?”


  “Because the family motto was first ignored by yourself.”


  For a long time he drove on without another word. Evidently he was in deep thought and the constant pressure of the revolver against his side gave him ample food for reflection. Nan was thinking, too, quietly exulting, the while. As a matter of fact she had hazarded guess after guess, during the interview, only to find she had hit the mark. She knew that Ned Cragg had been condemned by the British government and was supposed to have escaped to America, but not until now was she sure of his identity with Ned Joselyn. Her father had told her much, but not this. Her native shrewdness was alone responsible for the discovery.


  “We’re almost there, aren’t we?” asked Nan at last.


  “Where?”


  “At the house where you’re at present hiding. We’ve entered the city, I see, and it’s almost daybreak.”


  “Well?”


  “I know the Chief of Police here. Am I to have that, money, Cousin Ned, or—”


  “Of course,” he said hastily.


  CHAPTER XXVIII PLANNING THE FUTURE


  It was nearly a month later when Mary Louise, walking down to the river on an afternoon, discovered Ingua sitting on the opposite bank and listlessly throwing pebbles into the stream. She ran across the stepping-stones and joined her little friend.


  “How is your grandfather this morning?” she asked.


  “I guess he’s better,” said Ingua. “He don’t mumble so much about the Lost Cause or the poor men who died for it in Ireland, but Ma says his broken heart will never mend. He’s awful changed, Mary Louise. To-day, when I set beside him, he put out his hand an’ stroked my hair an’ said: ‘poor child—poor child, you’ve been neglected. After all,’ says he, ‘one’s duties begin at home.’ He hasn’t had any fits of the devils lately, either. Seems like he’s all broke up, you know.”


  “Can he walk yet?” inquired Mary Louise.


  “Yes, he’s gett’n’ stronger ev’ry day. This mornin’ he walked to the bridge an’ back, but he was ruther wobbly on his legs. Ma said she wouldn’t have left him, just now, if she wasn’t sure he’d pick up.”


  “Oh. Has your mother gone away, then?”


  “Left last night,” said Ingua, “for Washington.”


  “Is her vacation over?”


  “It isn’t that,” replied the child. “Ma isn’t going to work any more, just now. Says she’s goin’ to take care o’ Gran’dad. She went to Washington because she got a telegram saying that Senator Ingua is dead.”


  “Senator Ingua?”


  “Yes; he was my godfather, you see. I didn’t know it myself till Ma told me last night. He was an uncle of Will Scammel, my father that died, but he wasn’t very friendly to him an’ didn’t give him any money while he lived. Ma named me after the Senator, though, ‘cause she knew which side her bread was buttered on, an’ now he’s left me ten thousand dollars in his will.”


  “Ten thousand!” exclaimed Mary Louise, delightedly, “why, you Craggs are going to be rich, Ingua. What with all the money your mother got back from Ned Joselyn and this legacy, you will never suffer poverty again.”


  “That’s what Ma says,” returned the child, simply. “But I dunno whether I’ll like all the changes Ma’s planned, or not. When she gets back from Washington she’s goin’ to take me an’ Gran’dad away somewheres for the winter, an’ I’m to go to a girls’ school.”


  “Oh, that will be nice.”


  “Will it, Mary Louise? I ain’t sure. And while we’re gone they’re goin’ to tear down the old shack an’ build a fine new house in its place, an’ fix up the grounds so’s they’re just as good as the Kenton Place.”


  “Then your mother intends to live here always?”


  “Yes. She says a Cragg’s place is at Cragg’s Crossing, and the fambly’s goin’ to hold up its head ag’in, an’ we’re to be some punkins around here. But—I sorter hate to see the old place go, Mary Louise,” turning a regretful glance at the ancient cottage from over her shoulder.


  “I can understand that, dear,” said the other girl, thoughtfully; “but I am sure the change will be for the best. Do you know what has, become of Ned Joselyn?”


  “Yes; he an’ Annabel Kenton—that’s his wife—have gone away somewheres together; somewheres out West, Ma says. He didn’t squander Ann’s money, it seems; not all of it, anyhow; didn’t hev time, I s’pose, he was so busy robbin’ Gran’dad. Ned run away from Ann, that time he disappeared, ‘cause English spies was on his tracks an’ he didn’t want to be took pris’ner. That was why he kep’ in hidin’ an’ didn’t let Ann know where he was. He was afraid she’d git rattled an’ blab.”


  “Oh; I think I understand. But he will have to keep in hiding always, won’t he?”


  “I s’pose so. Ma says that’ll suit her, all right. Am I talkin’ more decent than I used to, Mary Louise?”


  “You’re improving every day, Ingua.”


  “I’m tryin’ to be like you, you know. Ma says I’ve been a little Arab, but she means to make a lady of me. I hope she will. And then—”


  “Well, Ingua?”


  “You’ll come to visit me, some time, in our new house; won’t you?”


  “I sure will, dear,” promised Mary Louise.
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  CHAPTER I DOCTOR AND PATIENT


  A little girl sat shivering in a corner of a reception room in the fashionable Hotel Voltaire. It was one of a suite of rooms occupied by Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones, widely known for her wealth and beauty, and this girl—a little thing of eleven—was the only child of Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones, and was named Alora.


  It was not cold that made her shiver, for across the handsomely furnished room an open window gratefully admitted the summer sunshine and the summer breeze. Near the window, where the draught came coolest, a middle-aged woman in a sober dress sat reading. Alora did not look at this person but kept her gaze fixed anxiously upon the doorway that led to the corridor, and the spasmodic shudders that at times shook her little body seemed due to nervous fear.


  The room was so still that every tick of the Dresden clock could be distinctly heard. When Miss Gorham, Alora’s governess, turned a page of her book, the rustle was appallingly audible. And the clock ticked on, and Miss Gorham turned page after page, and still the child sat bowed upon her chair and eagerly eyed the passageway.


  It seemed ages before the outer door of the suite finally opened and a man moved softly down the passage and paused at the entrance of the reception room. The man was white-haired, dignified and distinguished in appearance. Hat in hand, he stood as if undecided while Alora bounded from her seat and came to him, her eyes, big and pleading, reading his face with dramatic intentness.


  “Well, well, my dear; what is it?” he said in a kindly voice.


  “May I see my mamma now, Doctor?” she asked.


  He shook his head, turning to the table to place his hat and gloves upon it.


  “Not just yet, little one,” he gently replied, and noting her quick-drawn breath of disappointment he added: “Why, I haven’t seen her myself, this morning.”


  “Why do you keep me from her, Doctor Anstruther? Don’t you know it’s— it’s wicked, and cruel?”—a sob in her voice.


  The old physician looked down upon the child pityingly.


  “Mamma is ill—very ill, you know—and to disturb her might—it might— well, it might make her worse,” he explained lamely.


  “I won’t disturb her. There’s a nurse in there, all the time. Why should I disturb my mamma more than a nurse?” asked Alora pleadingly.


  He evaded the question. The big eyes disconcerted him.


  “When I have seen your mother,” said he, “I may let you go to her for a few minutes. But you must be very quiet, so as not to excite her. We must avoid anything of an exciting nature. You understand that, don’t you, Lory?”


  She studied his face gravely. When he held out a hand to her she clung to it desperately and a shudder again shook her from head to foot.


  “Tell me, Doctor Anstruther,” in low, passionate tones, “is my mother dying?”


  He gave an involuntary start.


  “Who put that notion into your head, Lory?”


  “Miss Gorham.”


  He frowned and glanced reprovingly at the governess, who had lowered her book to her lap and was regarding the scene with stolid unconcern.


  “You mustn’t mind such idle gossip, my dear. I am the doctor, you know, and I am doing all that can be done to save your mother’s life. Don’t worry until I tell you to, Lory; and now let me go to see my patient.”


  He withdrew his hand from her clasp and turned into the passage again. The girl listened to his footsteps as he approached her mother’s bedchamber, paused a moment, and then softly opened the door and entered. Silence again pervaded the reception room. The clock resumed its loud ticking. Miss Gorham raised her book. Alora went back to her chair, trembling.


  The front bedchamber was bright and cheery, a big room fitted with every modern luxury. The doctor blinked his eyes as he entered from the dim passage, for here was sunlight and fresh air in plenty. Beside the bed stood a huge vase of roses, their delicate fragrance scenting the atmosphere. Upon the bed, beneath a costly lace coverlid, lay a woman thirty-five years of age, her beautiful face still fresh and unlined, the deep blue eyes turned calmly upon the physician.


  “Welcome, Doctor Anstruther,” she said. “Do you realize you have kept me waiting?”


  “I am sorry, Mrs. Jones,” he replied, approaching her. “There are so many demands upon my time that–-“


  “I know,” a little impatiently; “but now that you are here please tell me how I am this morning.”


  “How do you feel?”


  “I do not suffer, but it takes more morphine to quiet the pain. Janet has used the hypodermic four times since midnight,” with a glance at the gray-robed nurse who stood silently by the table.


  The doctor nodded, thoughtfully looking down her. There was small evidence of illness in her appearance, but he knew that her hours were numbered and that the dread disease that had fastened upon her was creeping on with ever increasing activity. She knew it, too, and smiled a grim little smile as she added: “How long can I last, at this rate?”


  “Do not anticipate, my dear,” he answered gravely. “Let us do all that may be done, and–-“


  “I must know!” she retorted. “I have certain important arrangements to make that must not be needlessly delayed.”


  “I can understand that, Mrs. Jones.”


  “Then tell me frankly, how long have I to live?”


  “Perhaps a month; possibly less; but–-“


  “You are not honest with me, Doctor Anstruther! What I wish to know— what I must know—is how soon this disease will be able to kill me. If we manage to defer the end somewhat, all the better; but the fiend must not take me unaware, before I am ready to resign my life.”


  He seated himself beside the bed and reflected. This was his most interesting patient; he had attended her constantly for more than a year and in this time had learned to admire not only her beauty of person but her “gameness” and wholesome mentality. He knew something of her past life and history, too, as well from her own lips as from common gossip, for this was no ordinary woman and her achievements were familiar to many.


  She was the daughter of Captain Bob Seaver, whose remarkable career was known to every man in the West. Captain Bob was one “forty-niners” and had made fortunes and lost them with marvelous regularity. He had a faculty for finding gold, but his speculations were invariably unwise, so his constant transitions from affluence to poverty, and vice versa, were the subject of many amusing tales, many no doubt grossly exaggerated. And the last venture of Captain Bob Seaver, before he died, was to buy the discredited “Ten-Spot” mine and start to develop it.


  At that time he was a widower with one motherless child—Antoinette—a girl of eighteen who had been reared partly in mining camps and partly at exclusive girls’ schools in the East, according to her father’s varying fortunes. “Tony” Seaver, as she was generally called in those days, combined culture and refinement with a thorough knowledge of mining, and when her father passed away and left her absolute mistress of the tantalizing “Ten-Spot,” she set to work to make the mine a success, directing her men in person and displaying such shrewd judgment and intelligence, coupled with kindly consideration for her assistants, that she became the idol of the miners, all of whom were proud to be known as employees of Tony Seaver’s “Ten-Spot” would have died for their beautiful employer if need be.


  And the “Ten-Spot” made good. In five years Tony had garnered a million or two of well-earned dollars, and then she sold out and retired from business. Also, to the chagrin of an army of suitors, she married an artist named Jason Jones, whose talent, it was said, was not so great as his luck. So far, his fame rested on his being “Tony Seaver’s husband.” But Tony’s hobby was art, and she had recognized real worth, she claimed, in Jason Jones’ creations. On her honeymoon she carried her artist husband to Europe and with him studied the works of the masters in all the art centers of the Continent. Then, enthusiastic and eager for Jason’s advancement, she returned with him to New York and set him up in a splendid studio where he had every convenience and incentive to work.


  So much the world at large knew. It also knew that within three years Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones separated from her husband and, with her baby girl, returned West to live. The elaborate Jones studio was abandoned and broken up and the “promising young artist” disappeared from the public eye. Mrs. Jones, a thorough business woman, had retained her fortune in her own control and personally attended to her investments. She became noted as a liberal patron of the arts and a generous donor to worthy charities. In spite of her youth, wealth, and beauty, she had no desire to shine in society and lived a somewhat secluded life in luxurious family hotels, attending with much solicitude to the training and education of her daughter Alora.


  At first she had made Denver her home, but afterward migrated from one middle-west city to another until she came to Chicago, where she had now lived for nearly three years, occupying the most expensive suite of rooms at the very exclusive Hotel Voltaire.


  Alora fairly worshipped her beautiful mother and although Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones was considered essentially cold and unemotional by those who knew her casually, there was no doubt she prized her child as her dearest possession and lavished all the tenderness and love of which she was capable upon her.


  Retrospectively, Doctor Anstruther considered this historical revue of his fair patient as he sat facing her. It seemed a most unhappy fate that she should be cut off in the flower of her womanhood, but her case was positively hopeless, and she knew it and had accepted the harsh verdict without a murmur. Bravery had always been Tony Seaver’s prime characteristic. To Doctor Anstruther it seemed that she might as well know the truth which she had demanded from his lips.


  “This disease is one that accelerates toward the end,” he said. “Within the past few days we have noted its more virulent tendency. All we can do now is to keep you from suffering until—the end.”


  “And that will be—when?” she demanded.


  “I think I can safely give you a week but–-“


  “Then I must act at once,” she said, as he hesitated. “I must, first of all, make provision for Alora’s future, and in this I require your help.”


  “You know you may depend upon me,” he said simply.


  “Please telegraph at once to my husband Jason Jones, in New York.”


  The request startled him, for never before had she mentioned her husband’s name in his presence. But he asked, calmly enough:


  “What is his address?”


  “Hand me that small memorandum-book,” pointing to the stand beside him. He obeyed, and as she turned the leaves slowly she said:


  “Doctor Anstruther, you have been my good and faithful friend, and you ought to know and to understand why I am now sending for my husband, from whom I have been estranged for many years. When I first met Jason Jones he was a true artist and I fell in love with his art rather than with the man. I was ambitious that he should become a great painter, world-famous. He was very poor until he married me, and he had worked industriously to succeed, but as soon as I introduced him to a life of comfort—I might even add, of luxury—his ambition to work gradually deserted him. With his future provided for, as he thought, he failed to understand the necessity of devoting himself to his brush and palette, but preferred a life of ease—of laziness, if you will. So we quarreled. I tried to force him back to his work, but it was no use; my money had ruined his career. I therefore lost patience and decided to abandon him, hoping that when he was again thrown upon his own resources he would earnestly resume his profession and become a master, as I believed him competent to be. We were not divorced: we merely separated. Finding I had withdrawn his allowance he was glad to see me go, for my unmerciful scoldings had killed any love he may have had for me. But he loved Lory, and her loss was his hardest trial. I may have been as much to blame as he for our lack of harmony, but I have always acted on my impulses.


  “I’ll give Jason Jones the credit for not whimpering,” she resumed thoughtfully, after a brief pause, “nor has he ever since appealed to me for money. I don’t know how well he has succeeded, for we do not correspond, but I have never heard his name mentioned in the art circles I have frequented. He remained in New York, I believe, and so I chose to keep away from New York. A year or two ago, however, I met a man who had known Jason Jones and who gave me his address. Here it is: 1744 East Sixty-seventh street. Will you make a copy of it, Doctor?”


  He nodded.


  “What shall I say in the telegram?” he asked, writing the address in his notebook.


  “Tell him I am dying and seek a reconciliation before I pass away. Beg him to come to me at once.”


  Dr. Anstruther jotted down the instructions underneath the address.


  “You must understand,” she continued, “that Jason Jones is an honorable man and in many ways a high-minded gentleman. I have lived with him as his wife and I know that he is well fitted to care for our child and to rear her properly. I have left my entire fortune to Alora, but I have made Jason my sole executor, and he is to have control, under certain restrictions, of all the income until Alora is eighteen. I think he will be glad to accept the responsibility, both on Alora’s account and for the money.”


  “Doubtless, if he has not been a success as an artist since your separation,” remarked the doctor, drily.


  “The man I spoke of said Jason was living in quite modest circumstances. He said that although he had succeeded in selling a few paintings they had brought rather insignificant sums—which surprised me, as I know they must have possessed a degree of merit. However, I may be mistaken in thinking his talent exceptional. Anyhow, my experiment in leaving him to his own devices seems not to have resulted as I had hoped, and I now am willing he should handle Alora’s income and live comfortably while he is educating her. She will probably provide for her father when she comes of age, but I have not included such a request in my will and I have endeavored, in case he proves inclined to neglect her, to require the court to appoint another guardian. That is, of course, merely a precaution, for I know his nature is gentle and kind, and he adores—or at least he used to adore children.”


  The doctor sat, notebook in hand, musing. The matter-of-fact, businesslike way in which she referred to her marital relations and her assumed unconcern over her own dreadful fate impressed the good man as extraordinary. But he was relieved to know that little Alora, of whom he had grown quite fond, was to have the guardianship of a parent, and glad that the character of Jason Jones was above reproach. The man’s failure to succeed as an artist, while it might have been a source of chagrin to his art-loving wife, did not lower him to any extent in Dr. Anstruther’s opinion.


  “I suppose Alora does not remember her father?” he presently remarked.


  “She was about two years old when we separated.”


  “And you say your will is already drawn?”


  “Judge Bernsted, my lawyer, has attended to it. It is now in his possession, properly signed and witnessed.”


  “If Bernsted drew the will, it is doubtless legal and in accordance with your wishes. But who witnessed it?”


  “My nurse, Janet.”


  He glanced at the motionless figure of the attendant, who had remained so inert at her post by the window that he had quite forgotten her presence. She was a young woman, perhaps thirty years of age, and not unprepossessing in appearance, in spite of her modest uniform.


  Janet’s one peculiarity was her downcast eyes. They were good eyes, bright and intelligent, but she kept them veiled by their long lashes and drooping lids. Dr. Anstruther attached no significance to this trait, doubtless a habit of modest reserve acquired in her profession. He had himself recommended the woman to Mrs. Jones, having frequently employed her on other cases and found her deft, skillful and thoroughly reliable. Janet Orme’s signature to the will he regarded as satisfactory, since Judge Bernsted had accepted it.


  A moan from his patient suddenly aroused the doctor. Her face was beginning to twitch spasmodically with pain. In an instant Janet was at her side, hypodermic needle in hand, and the opiate was soon administered.


  “Send the telegram,” muttered Mrs. Jones, still breathing hard; “and, as you go out, Doctor, send Alora to me. I shall have relief in a few moments.”


  “To be sure,” he said, rising. “Lory has been begging to see you, and I’ll attend to the telegram at once.”


  CHAPTER II MOTHER AND DAUGHTER


  The child crept softly to her mother’s bedside, but once there she impulsively threw her arms about “Mamma Tone’s” neck and embraced her so tightly that the sick woman was obliged to tear the little arms away. She did this tenderly, though, and holding the trembling hands in her own kissed both of Lory’s cheeks before she said:


  “I’ve news for you, dear.”


  “Are you better, mamma?” asked Lory.


  “Of course not,” was the calm reply. “You mustn’t expect mamma ever to get well, my darling. But that shouldn’t worry you—not too much, you know. One of the queer things about life is that it has an end, sooner or later, and in mamma’s case it comes to an end a little sooner than you and I might wish it to.”


  “Oh, Mamma Tone!” An agonized cry, with the small hands clasped tightly over her throbbing heart. But Tony Seaver did not flinch.


  “The news I have will surprise you, Lory dear. Your father, who loved you devotedly when you were a baby, but whom you have never known till now, is coming here to see us.”


  Alora’s eyes grew big with wonder, but other thoughts drove even this strange news from her mind.


  “I can’t let you go, Mamma Tone,” she wailed, sobbing; “I can’t let you die and leave me all alone!”


  The woman’s breast heaved. She was silent a moment and then said quietly:


  “Even kings and queens, sweetheart, have no command over life and death. When it is too late to help it, we realize we have been born; when it is too late to help it, we realize we must die. But why complain, when it is the fate of all humanity? To be true to our Creator, who directs all things, we must bow to His will without protest. You will love your father, Lory, because he will love you; and he is a good man, and kindly, so I believe he will make your life as happy as I could have done.”


  “I don’t want him; I want you, Mamma—I want you!”


  The mother sighed wearily and the alert nurse advanced and said to the child in grave, cold tones:


  “You must control yourself, Miss Alora, if you wish to remain.”


  The threat quieted the little girl at once.


  “I’ll be good, Mamma Tone,” she whispered softly. “Talk to me, and tell me what I must do.”


  So the dying woman talked to her, not of herself, but of Alora’s father, and of how she would like her child to conduct herself while she grew in womanhood. She spoke of her will, and told Lory what it meant to her and how she had safe-guarded her interests as well as she was able. To this Lory listened intently and, although she still trembled at times, she had Tony Seaver’s blood in her veins and could be brave in spite of the terrors that faced her. Dimly she realized that her mother was suffering through the knowledge of their inevitable parting, even as Alora was suffering, and felt she could comfort that beloved mother more by controlling her grief bravely than by giving way to it in her mother’s presence.


  Meantime, Dr. Anstruther had returned to his office and had written and dispatched the following telegram:


  
    “Jason Jones,

    1744 East 67th St.,

    New York City.


    “Your wife is dying at the Hotel Voltaire and wishes reconciliation before she passes away. Come quickly, as any delay may prove dangerous. Notify me by wire when to expect you.


    Edward Anstruther, M. D.”

  


  He left orders that the answer be delivered to him at his office or residence, as soon as received, but the day and the night passed without a word from Jason Jones. Dr. Anstruther telephoned the telegraph office and was assured his message had been delivered to the party in New York, as otherwise they would be notified to that effect.


  Knowing Mrs. Jones’ dangerous condition, the good doctor was worried, but the following morning brought the delayed answer:


  “If necessary for me to come, you must send money for expenses.”


  It was signed “Jason Jones” and its tone and its demand annoyed Dr. Anstruther exceedingly.


  “Confound the fellow!” he exclaimed. “Any decent man would have borrowed the money, or even pawned his watch and jewelry, to get to a dying wife who calls for him. Either Mrs. Jones is mistaken in her husband’s kindly character or—well, he may have changed since last she knew him.”


  He did not hesitate, however, to go to the office and send money by telegraph to Jason Jones, furnishing the required sum from his own pocket rather than allow Antoinette to see her husband’s telegram. He even sent more than was necessary, muttering to himself: “The poor devil may have some bills to settle before he can get away, and in any event she must not be disappointed because her impecunious husband lacks a few dollars. I fancy the poor artist will be amazed to find himself suddenly raised from poverty to affluence, for little Lory’s income will be enormous and he will have seven years, at least, to enjoy it unrestrained. I hope,” he added thoughtfully, as he drove back to his office, “that Mrs. Jones has made no error in her judgment of this man, for it is considerable power to place in anyone’s hands and Alora is such a dear that I want her properly taken care of.”


  When he made his next visit to his patient he said in answer to her questioning look:


  “Mr. Jones will be here tomorrow, I think. He will notify me of his arrival and I will be here to meet him. I believe it will be advisable for me to see him first, you know, in order to—eh—eh—to post him a bit,” he added, meaningly.


  “Yes,” she replied, “I fear it will be something of a shock to Jason. Even though we have practically been strangers for years, he is sure to be grieved and sympathetic. But do not bore him with particulars, Doctor. Send him to me as soon as you have prepared him for the interview.”


  CHAPTER III ALORA’S FATHER


  A man slouched into the lofty foyer of the Hotel Voltaire and paused uncertainly, as if awed by the splendor of the place. A boy in uniform hastened to relieve him of his hand baggage, which consisted of a “roll-me-up” or “carryall” of brown canvas, strapped around the middle, such as one often sees in traveling on the Continent. It seemed a much used and abused affair and painted upon the ends were the dimmed initials: “J. J.”


  This man was plainly dressed. His clothing was of the cheap, ready-made variety, worn nearly to shabbiness and matched by a gray flannel shirt with a flowing black tie, knotted at the throat, and a soft gray hat that was a bit weatherstained. His shoes were shabby and unshined. His whole appearance was out of keeping with the palatial hotel he had entered.


  Without relinquishing his baggage to the boy he asked sharply:


  “Is Dr. Anstruther here?”


  But now Dr. Anstruther, who had been impatiently waiting, espied the arrival and after a glance at the initials on the traveling-roll said in hesitating tones:


  “Mr. Jason Jones?”


  “Yes. You must be the doctor who telegraphed me.”


  “I am Doctor Anstruther.”


  “All right. Where’s my wife?”


  There was no especial anxiety in his tones, which were slow and distinct and a trifle sharp. He seemed ill at ease and looked around the foyer again, as if fearing he had entered the wrong place.


  “I will lead you to her presently,” replied the physician gravely; “but first, sir, I must acquaint you with her condition, which is serious. I have engaged a room for you here and if you will please register we will go there together and talk undisturbed.”


  “All right,” said Jason Jones. He registered at the desk and then turned and announced: “I’m ready. Go ahead.”


  Those present in the foyer cast curious glances at the stranger as he passed them and followed Dr. Anstruther to the elevator. The boy accompanied them, now carrying the roll of baggage. The grandeur of the room they entered, which was convenient to the suite of Mrs. Jones, seemed to astonish the artist, although it was as simply furnished as any the great hotel contained. However, he made no remark but removed his hat, seated himself, and looked inquiringly at the physician.


  “Mrs. Jones,” began Dr. Anstruther, “is really dying. I cannot say how long she may survive, but it is a matter of days—perhaps hours. Her greatest anxiety at present is to be reconciled with you, whom she has not seen or even communicated with for years.”


  “Did she say that?”


  “Yes.”


  “And she wants to be reconciled?”


  “She does.”


  “Rather a queer notion, that,” remarked Mr. Jones, musingly.


  “Very natural, I think, under the circumstances,” stiffly replied the doctor. “She has every confidence in you and admires your character exceedingly, although it was her desire that you live apart.”


  The man’s stolid countenance relaxed in a grin—a somewhat scornful and unbelieving expression—but he did not speak. He was not a very tall man; he was thin of figure and hardened of muscle; his head was bald in front, giving him the appearance of a high forehead, and the hair at the back and around the ears was beginning to gray. His eyes were light blue; his nose was shapely and his jaws prominent and tightly set in repose. His age was about forty.


  “Mrs. Jones,” continued the doctor, “knows that you are due to arrive at this time and is eagerly counting the minutes; not that you are so dear to her,” he asserted in retaliation for the sneer upon his hearer’s lips, “but because she has important business matters to arrange with you before she passes away.”


  “Business matters?”


  “So she has told me. I believe,” he said, after a brief period of hesitation, during which he considered how best to handle this peculiar artist, “that I will allow you to see your wife at once, that you may learn her plans from her own lips.”


  Indeed, he had already decided that Jason Jones must have changed materially, and for the worse, since Antoinette Seaver had known him. Perhaps, when she had talked with the man, she would revise her opinion of him and make other disposition of her finances and the guardianship of her child. In that case it would not be well for him to give her husband any inkling of her present plans. Having reached this conclusion, Dr. Anstruther rose abruptly and said: “Come with me, please.”


  Jason Jones made no demur. Without remark he followed his conductor into the hallway and to the entrance to the suite occupied by his wife. The governess had been instructed to take Alora out for a ride; there was no one in the little reception room. Here, however, the doctor halted, and pointing to the door at the further end of the passage he said:


  “That is your wife’s sick chamber. Please enter quietly and remember the danger of exciting Mrs. Jones unduly. Be gentle, and—considerate.”


  Jason Jones nodded. A moment he regarded the door with curious intentness, savoring of reluctance. Then he slowly advanced, opened it and went in, closing the door softly behind him.


  Dr. Anstruther seated himself in the reception room. The artist puzzled him greatly, although he prided himself—through long professional experience—on being able to read human nature with some accuracy. This summons to his dying-wife ought to seem the most natural thing in the world to Jason Jones, yet the man appeared dazed and even bewildered by the event, and while he had once lived in luxurious surroundings his later experiences must have been so wholly different that the splendor of his wife’s mode of living quite embarrassed him. Yes, the contrast was sharp, it must be admitted; the man had formerly shared Tony Seaver’s immense wealth; he had enjoyed the handsomest studio in New York; and then—back to poverty, to drudgery, to a struggle for mere food and clothing! Years of hardship were likely to have had a decided effect upon the character of a man who was doubtless weak in the beginning; it would make him hard, and bitter, and–-


  A shrill scream startled him. It came from the sick chamber and was echoed by another cry—hoarse and terrified—in a man’s voice.


  Dr. Anstruther sprang to his feet and hurried into the patient’s bedchamber.


  “The woman’s dead, Doctor,” cried Jason Jones, standing in the middle of the room. “She’s dead!”


  The physician hastened to the bedside, where Janet Orme, the nurse, was bending over the still form. Pushing her away, Dr. Anstruther made a hurried examination.


  It was true; the woman was dead. At the very moment of reunion with the husband from whom she had so long been parted, she had passed on to another life, leaving reconciliation in abeyance.


  Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones lay beneath her lace covered with features contorted, mouth half open and eyes staring wildly. A paroxysm of pain had carried her off, the good doctor well knew; the pain, and the excitement of the moment. Very tenderly he bent down and closed the eyes and pressed the lips together. He smoothed the lines from the cheeks, so that the face became more natural in appearance. Then, with a sigh—for he had become fond of this brave, beautiful patient—he turned away to find Jason Jones and the nurse Janet confronting one another in tense attitudes. The man stared wonderingly into the nurse’s face; Janet, her eyes now unveiled, returned the stare with an expression that Dr. Anstruther could not fathom.


  They seemed to feel the doctor’s observation, for Janet turned her back abruptly, while the man swung around and tiptoed hastily from the room.


  Dr. Anstruther looked at the nurse reflectively.


  “Who was it that screamed? Was it you, or Mrs. Jones?” he asked.


  She hesitated a moment.


  “It was I,” she replied. “I saw her face and knew that—that the end had come.”


  It was a lie, and the nurse knew that the shrewd doctor recognized it as a lie. But he made no comment and with a last regretful look toward the bed he followed Jason Jones out.


  CHAPTER IV ALORA’S NEW LIFE


  Time sears all heart wounds. The scars remain, perhaps, but as the clock ticks on the ache is stilled and the soreness finally passes away.


  At first Alora was heart-broken over her mother’s loss. She lived in a sort of stupor for weeks after the funeral. Her father’s presence she accepted without comment or emotion, for it had been arranged by “Mamma Tone.” She did not consider, in those first weeks, whether she cared for her newly found father or not. Her mother’s statement that he was a “good man” and would love Alora dearly was taken by the child as a matter of fact, while her mother’s injunction to love him and confide in him in her stead was for the present ignored.


  Indeed, during those first weeks Lory had no fault to find with her new protector, for she saw little of him. Jason Jones retained his room at the hotel and allowed Alora and her governess to inhabit the handsome suite her mother had occupied, although they were much too small for the big apartments. However, Lory would have felt uncomfortable, just then, in any other place. Her mother’s chamber was closed and the curtains drawn, but every night before she retired to her own little room the child would steal in, in the dark, and feel her way to the empty bed and kiss the pillow on which her dear mother’s head had rested. Miss Gorham, the governess, was aware of these evening excursions, but offered no objection. Indeed, the woman objected to nothing that did not interfere with her own personal comfort and convenience. Under the eyes of Mrs. Jones she had been prim and dutiful, but there was no one to chide her now, however neglectful she chose to be, and it was true that during these days the little girl required no particular care. Alora resumed her morning studies with meekness a week after her mother had been laid away, and in the afternoons she rode or walked with Miss Gorham or received the callers who came to “console poor Antoinette Seaver Jones’ child.”


  Despite her haughty reserve, Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones had accumulated a wide circle of acquaintances—if not friends—who sincerely mourned her untimely death and would have been glad to befriend her little girl were such services needed. But it was known that Alora’s father had now appeared to guard her welfare and there was “so much money in the Jones family” that no financial aid was required; therefore, these acquaintances could only call to see Alora and profess their friendship.


  The child listened gravely to their stilted praises of her mother and accepted their platitudes in good faith. It was indeed comforting to hear so many nice things said of her loved one.


  Her father was never present on these occasions. He was by no means a sociable man. Sometimes he came in for a few minutes, in the morning, and sat down and stared at the girl in a way half curious and half speculative, and said little, and presently went away as quietly as he had come.


  The nurse, Janet Orme, left on the day that Mrs. Jones died, and Alora had almost forgotten the young woman when one afternoon she came to see her. Janet no longer wore her nurse’s uniform but was dressed in ultra-fashionable apparel and to the child’s amusement affected the manners of a lady. She talked more with Miss Gorham than with the little girl and was keen to know what arrangements had been made for their future. Miss Gorham admitted that she had no idea of Mr. Jones’ intentions. Of course they could not remain long in this elaborate suite; a smaller one would be more satisfactory in every way; but Mr. Jones had not as yet mentioned the subject.


  A few days afterward, during one of their walks, Alora was surprised to see her father and nurse Janet riding past in a hired automobile. The two seemed engaged in earnest conversation and neither noticed Alora or her governess. Miss Gorham snorted rather disdainfully but without remark, and Lory was not especially interested in the matter.


  Meantime, letters of administration had been issued to Jason Jones and the control of his wife’s—now Alora’s—property legally placed in his hands. Judge Bernsted attended to all the necessary details and, while he did not admire the artist and secretly believed he was unfitted for the task of handling so much money, he loyally insisted that the dead woman’s wishes be obeyed to the letter.


  Dr. Anstruther had called on the attorney and had ventured to state his misgivings concerning Jason Jones, pleading that Alora was likely to suffer through the man’s indifference and lack of culture, but Judge Bernsted declared it was not his duty to criticise character but to see that the wishes of his clients were obeyed. In this case doubtless the man’s wife knew him more intimately than anyone else and if she trusted him, aware as she must be of his faults and virtues, it would be presumptuous for anyone to try to break her will or otherwise interfere with her carefully planned arrangements.


  But Jason Jones was improving, in a way. He had bought new clothes and a supply of linen, and although he did not wear them with the ease of one accustomed to modish dress they certainly improved his appearance. He was quiet and unassuming; he made no friends and few acquaintances; he never mentioned himself or his personal history and never referred to his wife except when forced to do so by some of “her meddling friends”—well meaning people who sought his acquaintance to condole with him or perhaps to attempt to “cultivate” him for Antoinette Seaver Jones’ sake. But these found him so unresponsive that they soon left him alone.


  The legal business, even though it progressed smoothly, required time for consummation, so it was somewhat more than three months before all the details were complete. Alora, a sad-faced child with no especial interest in life, kept no track of time and plodded along in her morning-studies and took her afternoon drives or walks in a perfunctory manner that rendered Miss Gorham’s duties light indeed. But all this ended suddenly, and Jason Jones ended it.


  He came to the rooms one morning and said to the governess in his abrupt way: “Pack up.”


  “What do you mean, sir?” was the startled query.


  “Just what I say. Get the child’s things and your own ready to move out of this place by Saturday. Also pack the personal belongings of Mrs. Jones. Put them in separate trunks and boxes, so I can have them stored. Do you understand me?”


  “I—I shall need assistance,” gasped the bewildered Miss Gorham.


  “Then get a maid—or a porter—or both—to help you.”


  Alora was present and listened with awakening interest. A change of any sort would be pleasant, she reflected.


  “Where are we going?” she asked, as her father turned away.


  It was the one question Miss Gorham wanted to ask, too, but Mr. Jones left the room without reply.


  Three days was little enough time to gather up and pack the accumulation of years. The governess knew there were many big trunks in the storeroom of the hotel belonging to Mrs. Jones, and these she ordered brought up to the rooms. Then she procured two maids, told them what and how to pack, and composedly resumed her reading.


  “I am no menial,” she told Alora, with a lofty air of superiority; “these persons will do their work properly, I’m sure.”


  On Saturday morning Mr. Jones appeared again.


  “Is everything ready?” he demanded.


  “Ask Susan and Jane,” replied Miss Gorham.


  Susan and Jane declared everything was packed, even to the suit cases and traveling satchels.


  “But where are we going?” inquired the governess.


  “You are going wherever you please,” said Jason Jones. “I do not require your services longer.”


  “You’re going to discharge me?” she said, startled.


  “You are already discharged.”


  “But who will look after poor Lory? Who will attend to her education, and to—to—her comforts?”


  “I will. Here is your money. I have paid you a week in advance, in lieu of notice.”


  “A week? Pooh! I’m hired by the year,” asserted the woman defiantly.


  “Have you a written contract?”


  “No; a verbal contract is just as good.”


  “It won’t hold in law. Take your traps and go—at once.”


  The governess looked at him. He was absolutely calm and determined. Instinctively she knew that any protest would be unavailing.


  Alora regarded the dismissal of her governess with as much unconcern as her father displayed. Miss Gorham had been her companion for years, but had never won the smallest corner of the girl’s heart. Although she was not aware of the fact, the woman’s constant presence and lack of interest in her had become oppressive. The child’s first sensation, on realizing their future separation, was one of distinct relief.


  When Miss Gorham had gone, seeming to begrudge the terse “good-bye” she gave her pupil, the girl’s father quietly said: “Come, Alora,” and walked away.


  She followed him to a waiting taxicab, in which had been heaped her hand luggage and his own, and they drove away from the grand hotel where she had lived in luxury for so long, and where so many indelible memories had been impressed upon her childish mind, with as little ado as if they had been transient guests.


  When the cab drew up at a railway station, Alora asked:


  “Are we leaving town, then, father?”


  “Yes,” he replied; “I am returning to New York.”


  She felt a slight sinking of the heart, just then, but it was followed by a sense of elation. The old life, in which her adored mother had played so prominent a part, was being abandoned forever, and this troubled her, she knew not why.


  But since Mamma Tone had gone away the old life had lost its charm and become dull and stupid. Lory was not sure she could be happier elsewhere, but her crushed and dispirited nature responded to the suggestion of change. It was interesting to have something different to look forward to.


  The man beside her was no more congenial than Gorham had been, but he was her father; he was the guardian selected by her dead mother, and in obeying his wishes she might find her future life more grateful than had been the dreadful dreary months since Mamma Tone had left her.


  Somehow, Jason Jones seemed uneasy in the presence of his daughter. During the journey to New York he rode most of the time in the smoking compartment, only appearing to take Alora to the diner for her meals. The child was equally uncomfortable in her father’s society and was well pleased to be left so much alone.


  So, with very little questioning or conversation on either side, father and daughter came to their destination and Alora found herself deposited in a small suite of rooms on the third floor of a grimy and dingy house in East Sixty-seventh Street—one of a long row of similar houses that were neither residences nor business establishments, but hovered between the two. There were several little tin signs nailed beside the entrance and Lory noticed that one of these read: “Jason Jones. Studio. 3rd Floor.” It was an old sign, scarcely legible, while others beside it seemed bright and new, and when the girl had climbed laboriously up the three flights and the artist had unlocked the door at the head of the stairs, with a key which he took from his pocket, she found everything about the rooms she entered as old and faded as the sign on the door.


  CHAPTER V IN THE STUDIO


  The fact that it was beginning to grow dark prevented Alora from observing all the tawdriness of her new home and what she saw inspired her more with curiosity than dismay. The little girl had been reared from babyhood in an atmosphere of luxury; through environment she had become an aristocrat from the top of her head to the tips of her toes; this introduction to shabbiness was unique, nor could she yet understand that such surroundings were familiar to many who battle for existence in a big city. The very fact that her father’s humble flat was “different” made it far more interesting to the child than new apartments such as she had been accustomed to. Therefore she had no thought, at this time, of protest. Her own little room contained a small iron bed, one straight chair with a wooden bottom and a broken-legged dresser over which hung a cracked mirror. The small rag rug was worn threadbare.


  While she stood in the doorway of this room, solemnly regarding it, her father said over her shoulder:


  “You won’t need both those big trunks here, I’m sure. I’ll store them somewhere in the studio. Covered with drapes, they won’t be noticed. I can’t imagine what that woman packed them with.”


  “My dresses,” replied Alora. “Even then, I left a lot at the Voltaire, for the maids to sell or give away. Mamma used to send them to the Salvation Army.”


  “Two trunks of dresses ought to last for a good many years,” he remarked in a reflective tone.


  “Oh, no indeed,” said Lory. “Miss Gorham was about to engage a dressmaker for me when—when—you said we’d go away. I’m growing fast, you know, and I was to have a dozen or fifteen summer frocks made, and a lot of lingerie.”


  “Then we moved just in time to save that expense,” he declared, setting his stern jaws together. “There’s been a terrible waste of money through that woman Gorham. We’re well rid of her.”


  He turned away to the studio and the child followed him there. He turned on the electric lights, which were not very bright, and Alora took a look at the workroom and thought it seemed more comfortable than the other rooms of the flat.


  Her father began dusting and arranging half a dozen paintings of various sizes, mounted on stretchers. None was finished; some were scarcely begun. Lory tried to see what they represented. Perhaps she had inherited from her mother a bit of artistic instinct; if so, it was that which prompted her to shrug her small shoulders slightly and then turn away to the window.


  In the dimly lighted street outside a man drove up with the baggage. Mr. Jones had purchased for himself in Chicago a new trunk—a small and inexpensive one—and there were two big trunks and a suitcase belonging to Alora. After these had been carried up and placed in the studio—the only room that would hold them—her father said:


  “We will go out now and get some dinner. You won’t need your coat, for the restaurant is just around the corner.”


  Alora marveled at the restaurant even more than at the studio furnishings. It looked a hundred years old and the atmosphere still retained the fumes of much ancient cookery. The linen was coarse, the plating worn from the forks and spoons through constant use, the dishes thick and clumsy and well nicked. Alora was hungry and she ate what her father ordered for her, although she decided it did not taste very nice.


  When they sat down a man from behind the counter approached them and bending low said in a quiet tone:


  “You know, Jones, it’s to be a cash deal from now on.”


  “Of course,” replied Alora’s father, with a slight frown. “Also I’ll pay you the old account, if you’ll make out the bill.”


  The man smiled, patted Alora’s head—a liberty she indignantly resented—and went back to his desk.


  During the meal and, indeed, ever since their arrival in New York, Jason Jones cast frequent puzzled glances into the face of his little daughter, who until now had accepted her changed conditions with evident indifference. But as they ate together in silence her small features grew grave and thoughtful and her father shrank from meeting the inquiring glances of her big eyes. Yet even now she made no complaint. Neither did she ask questions. Her look was expectant, however, and that was what embarrassed him.


  After the dinner they went back to the dingy studio, where the man lighted a pipe and sat opposite his small daughter, puffing uneasily. They were both reserved; there was an indefinable barrier between them which each was beginning to recognize. Presently Alora asked to go to bed and he sent her to her room with a nod of relief.


  Next morning they had breakfast at the same stuffy little restaurant and afterward Alora unpacked some things from her trunks and put them in the drawers of the broken-legged dresser. It seemed odd to have no maid to wait upon her, but she was glad to have something to do. As she passed to and from the studio she noticed that her father had resumed work on a picture that represented two cows eating a broken pumpkin that lay in a cornfield. He worked slowly and never seemed satisfied with what he did, as if lacking confidence in his ability. Lory decided he couldn’t be blamed for that.


  The child plodded drearily along in her new life for a full week. Then she began to grow restless, for the place was hateful and repulsive to her. But now an incident occurred that gave her new cause for wonder.


  One day the door opened and a woman walked into the studio. It was Janet Orme, her mother’s former nurse, but what a new and astonishing Janet it was! Her silken gown was very “fashionable,” somewhat too modish for good taste, for it was elaborately trimmed and embroidered. She wore considerable jewelry, including diamonds; her shoes were elegant and her hose daintily clocked; her hat must have been a French milliner’s choicest creation. If good clothes could make Janet Orme a lady, there was no question of her social standing, yet even little Alora felt that Janet was out of her element—that she fell short, in some vague way, of being what she was ambitious to appear.


  “So,” said the nurse, glancing around the room with frank disdain, “this is where you hang out, Jason, is it?”


  Alora’s father confronted the woman with a menacing frown.


  “What do you mean by coming here?” he demanded.


  “I had two reasons,” she answered carelessly, seating herself in the only easy chair the room contained. “In the first place, I wanted to see how a rich man lives.”


  “Well, you see, don’t you?” a muttering growl.


  “I certainly do, and I realize you are quite comfortable and ought to be happy here, Jason—you and the millionaire heiress, your daughter Alora.”


  As she spoke she turned to glance sharply at the child, who met her look with disconcerting gravity. Alora’s eyes expressed wonder, tinged with a haughty tolerance of an inferior that struck home to Janet and made her flush angrily.


  “Your sneers,” said Jason Jones, still frowning but now speaking with composure, “must indicate that you have graduated from servitude. I cannot admit that my mode of living is any of your business, Janet. In these retired but respectable rooms I have worked and been contented for years, until–-“


  “Until you came into your money and found you didn’t have to worry over your next meal,” she interjected. “Well, that ought to make you still more content. And that reminds me of the second object of my visit. I want some money.”


  “So soon?”


  “Don’t try to crawfish; it was agreed you should give me a check whenever I asked for it. I want it now, and for the full amount—every single penny of it!”


  He stared at her fixedly, seeming fearful and uncertain how to answer.


  “I cannot spare it all today.”


  “Humbug!” she snapped. “You can and will spare it. I must have the money, or–-“


  Her significant pause caused him to wriggle in his seat.


  “You’re a miserly coward,” she declared. “I’m not robbing you; you will have an abundance for your needs. Why do you quarrel with Dame Fortune? Don’t you realize you can pay your rent now and eat three square meals a day, and not have to work and slave for them? You can smoke a good cigar after your dinner, instead of that eternal pipe, and go to a picture show whenever the mood strikes you. Why, man, you’re independent for the first time in your life, and the finances are as sure as shooting for a good seven years to come.”


  He glanced uneasily at Alora.


  “Owing to my dead wife’s generosity,” he muttered.


  Janet laughed.


  “Of course,” said she; “and, if you play your cards skillfuly, when Alora comes of age she will provide for you an income for the rest of your life. You’re in luck. And why? Just because you are Jason Jones and long ago married Antoinette Seaver and her millions and are now reaping your reward! So, for decency’s sake, don’t grumble about writing me that check.”


  All this was frankly said in the presence of Alora Jones, the heiress, of whose person and fortune, her father, Jason Jones, was now sole guardian. It was not strange that the man seemed annoyed and ill at ease. His scowl grew darker and his eyes glinted in an ugly way as he replied, after a brief pause:


  “You seem to have forgotten Alora’s requirements and my duty to her.”


  “Pooh, a child! But we’ve allowed liberally for her keep, I’m sure. She can’t keep servants and three dressmakers, it’s true, but a simple life is best for her. She’ll grow up a more sensible and competent woman by waiting on herself and living; as most girls do. At her age I didn’t have shoes or stockings. Alora has been spoiled, and a bit of worldly experience will do her good.”


  “She’s going to be very rich, when she comes into her fortune,” said Alora’s father, “and then–-“


  “And then she can do as she likes with her money. Just now her income is too big for her needs, and the best thing you can do for her is to teach her economy—a virtue you seem to possess, whether by nature or training, in a high degree. But I didn’t come here to argue. Give me that check.”


  He walked over to his little desk, sat down and drew a check book from his pocket.


  Alora, although she had listened intently to the astonishing conversation, did not quite comprehend what it meant. Janet’s harsh statement bewildered her as much as did her father’s subject subservience to the woman. All she realized was that Janet Orme, her dead mother’s nurse, wanted money—Alora’s money—and her father was reluctant to give it to her but dared not refuse. Money was an abstract quantity to the eleven year old child; she had never handled it personally and knew nothing of its value. If her father owed Janet some of her money, perhaps it was for wages, or services rendered her mother, and Alora was annoyed that he haggled about it, even though the woman evidently demanded more than was just. There was plenty of money, she believed, and it was undignified to argue with a servant.


  Jason Jones wrote the check and, rising, handed it to Janet.


  “There,” said he, “that squares our account. It is what I agreed to give you, but I did not think you would demand it so soon. To pay it just now leaves me in an embarrassing position.”


  “I don’t believe it,” she rejoined. “You’re cutting coupons every month or so, and you may thank your stars I don’t demand a statement of your income. But I know you, Jason Jones, and you can’t hoodwink me, try as you may. You hid yourself in this hole and thought I wouldn’t know where to find you, but you’ll soon learn that you can’t escape my eagle eye. So take your medicine like a man, and thank your lucky stars that you’re no longer a struggling, starving, unrecognized artist. Good-bye until I call again.”


  “You’re not to call again!” he objected.


  “Well, we’ll see. Just for the present I’m in no mood to quarrel with you, and you’d better not quarrel with me, Jason Jones. Good-bye.”


  She tucked the check into her purse and ambled out of the room after a supercilious nod to Alora, who failed to return the salutation. Jason Jones stood in his place, still frowning, until Janet’s high-heeled shoes had clattered down the two flights of stairs. Alora went to the window and looking down saw that a handsome automobile stood before the house, with a chauffeur and footman in livery. Janet entered this automobile and was driven away.


  Alora turned to look at her father. He was filing his pipe and scowling more darkly than ever.


  CHAPTER VI FLITTING


  Once more they moved suddenly, and the second flitting came about in this way:


  Alora stood beside the easel one morning, watching her father work on his picture. Not that she was especially interested in him or the picture, but there was nothing else for her to do. She stood with her slim legs apart, her hands clasped behind her, staring rather vacantly, when he looked up and noted her presence.


  “Well, what do you think of it?” he asked rather sharply.


  “Of the picture?” said Lory.


  “Of course.”


  “I don’t like it,” she asserted, with childish frankness.


  “Eh? You don’t like it? Why not, girl?”


  “Well,” she replied, her eyes narrowing critically, “that cow’s horn isn’t on straight—the red cow’s left horn. And it’s the same size, all the way up.”


  He laid down his palette and brush and gazed at his picture for a long time. The scowl came on his face again. Usually his face was stolid and expressionless, but Alora had begun to observe that whenever anything irritated or disturbed him he scowled, and the measure of the scowl indicated to what extent he was annoyed. When he scowled at his own unfinished picture Lory decided he was honest enough to agree with her criticism of it.


  Finally the artist took a claspknife from his pocket, opened the blade and deliberately slashed the picture from top to bottom, this way and that, until it was a mere mass of shreds. Then he kicked the stretcher into a corner and brought out another picture, which he placed on the easel.


  “Well, how about that?” he asked, looking hard at it himself.


  Alora was somewhat frightened at having caused the destruction of the cow picture. So she hesitated before replying: “I—I’d rather not say.”


  “How funny!” he said musingly, “but until now I never realized how stiff and unreal the daub is. Shall I finish it, Alora?”


  “I think so, sir,” she answered.


  Again the knife slashed through the canvas and the remains joined the scrap-heap in the corner.


  Jason Jones was not scowling any more. Instead, there was a hint of a humorous expression on his usually dull features. Only pausing to light his pipe, he brought out one after another of his canvases and after a critical look destroyed each and every one.


  Lory was perplexed at the mad act, for although her judgment told her they were not worth keeping, she realized that her father must have passed many laborious hours on them. But now that it had dawned on him how utterly inartistic his work was, in humiliation and disgust he had wiped it out of existence. With this thought in mind, the girl was honestly sorry him.


  But Jason Jones did not seem sorry. When the last ruined canvas had been contemptuously flung into the corner he turned to the child and said to her in a voice so cheerful that it positively startled her:


  “Get your hat and let’s take a walk. An artist’s studio is no place for us, Lory. Doesn’t it seem deadly dull in here? And outside the sun is shining!”


  The rest of the day he behaved much like a human being. He took the girl to the park to see the zoo, and bought her popcorn and peanuts—a wild extravagance, for him. Later in the day they went to a picture show and finally entered a down-town restaurant, quite different from and altogether better than the one where they had always before eaten, and enjoyed a really good dinner. When they left the restaurant he was still in the restless and reckless mood that had dominated him and said:


  “Suppose we go to a theatre? Won’t you like that better than you would returning to our poky rooms?”


  “Yes, indeed,” responded Alora.


  They had seats in the gallery, but could see very well. Just before the curtain rose Alora noticed a party being seated in one of the boxes. The lady nearest the rail, dressed in an elaborate evening gown, was Janet Orme. There was another lady with her, conspicuous for blonde hair and much jewelry, and the two gentlemen who accompanied them kept in the background, as if not too proud of their company.


  Alora glanced at her father’s face and saw the scowl there, for he, too, had noted the box-party. But neither of the two made any remark and soon the child was fully absorbed in the play.


  As they left the theatre Janet’s party was entering an automobile, laughing and chatting gaily. Both father and daughter silently watched them depart, and then they took a street car and went home.


  “Get to bed, girl,” said Jason Jones, when they had mounted the stairs. “I’ll smoke another pipe, I guess.”


  When she came out of her room next morning she heard her father stirring in the studio. She went to him and was surprised to find him packing his trunk, which he had drawn into the middle of the room.


  “Now that you’re up,” said he in quite a cheerful tone, “we’ll go to breakfast, and then I’ll help you pack your own duds. Only one trunk, though, girl, for the other must go into storage and you may see it again, some time, and you may not.”


  “Are we going away?” she inquired, hoping it might be true.


  “We are. We’re going a long way, my girl. Do you care?”


  “Of course,” said she, amazed at the question, for he had never considered her in the least. “I’m glad. I don’t like your studio.”


  He laughed, and the laugh shocked her. She could not remember ever to have heard Jason Jones laugh before.


  “I don’t like the place, either, girl, and that’s why I’m leaving it. For good, this time. I was a fool to return here. In trying to economise, I proved extravagant.”


  Alora did not reply to that. She was eager to begin packing and hurried through her breakfast. All the things she might need on a journey she put into one trunk. She was not quite sure what she ought to take, and her father was still more ignorant concerning a little girl’s wardrobe, but finally both trunks were packed and locked and then Mr. Jones called a wagon and carted away the extra trunk of Alora’s and several boxes of his own to be deposited in a storage warehouse.


  She sat in the bare studio and waited for his return. The monotony of the past weeks, which had grown oppressive, was about to end and for this she was very grateful. For from a life of luxury the child had been dumped into a gloomy studio in the heart of a big, bustling city that was all unknown to her and where she had not a single friend or acquaintance. Her only companion had been a strange man who happened to be her father but displayed no affection for her, no spark of interest in her happiness or even comforts. For the first time in her life she lacked a maid to dress her and keep her clothes in order; there was no one to attend to her education, no one to amuse her, no one with whom to counsel in any difficulty. She had been somewhat afraid of her peculiar father and her natural reserve, derived from her mother, had deepened in his society. Yesterday and this morning he had seemed more human, more companionable, yet Alora felt that it was due to a selfish elation and recognized a gulf between them that might never be bridged. Her father differed utterly from her mother in breeding, in intelligence, in sympathy. He was not of the same world; even the child could realize that. And yet, he was her father—all she had left to depend upon, to cling to. She wondered if he really possessed the good qualities her mother had attributed to him. If so, when she knew him better, she might learn to like him.


  He was gone a long time, it seemed, but as soon as he returned the remaining baggage was loaded on the wagon and sent away and then they left the flat and boarded a street car for down town. On lower Broadway Mr. Jones entered a bank and seemed to transact considerable business. Lory saw him receive several papers and a lot of money. Then they went to a steamship office near by, where her father purchased tickets.


  Afterward they had lunch, and Jason Jones was still in high spirits and seemed more eager and excited than Alora had ever before known him.


  “We’re going across the big water—to Europe,” he told her at luncheon, “so if there is anything you positively need for the trip, tell me what it is and I’ll buy it. No frivolities, though,” qualifying his generosity, “but just stern necessities. And you must think quick, for our boat leaves at four o’clock and we’ve no time to waste.”


  But Alora shook her head. Once she had been taken by her mother to London, Paris and Rome, but all her wants had been attended to and it was so long ago—four or five years—that that voyage was now but a dim remembrance.


  No one noticed them when they went aboard. There was no one to see them off or to wish them “bon voyage.” It saddened the child to hear the fervent good-byes of others, for it emphasized her own loneliness.


  Yes, quite friendless was little Alora. She was going to a foreign land with no companion but a strange and uncongenial man whom fate had imposed upon her in the guise of a parent. As they steamed out to sea and Alora sat on deck and watched the receding shores of America, she turned to her father with the first question she had ventured to ask:


  “Where are we going? To London?”


  “Not now,” he replied. “This ship is bound for the port of Naples. I didn’t pick Naples, you know, but took the first ship sailing to-day. Having made up my mind to travel, I couldn’t wait,” he added, with a chuckle of glee. “You’re not particular as to where we go, are you?”


  “No,” said Alora.


  “That’s lucky,” he rejoined, “for it wouldn’t have made any difference, anyhow.”


  CHAPTER VII MARY LOUISE INTRUDES


  It was four years later when on a sunny afternoon in April a carriage broke down on the Amalfi Road, between Positano and Sorrento, in Italy. A wheel crumpled up and the driver stopped his horses and explained to his passengers in a jumble of mixed Italian and English that he could go no farther. The passengers, an old gentleman of distinguished appearance and a young girl as fresh and lovely as a breath of spring, clambered out of the rickety vehicle and after examining the wheel admitted that their driver spoke truly. On one side the road was a steep descent to the sea; opposite, the hillside was masked by a trellis thick with grapevines. The road curved around the mountain, so there was no other vista.


  “Here’s a nice fix, Gran’pa Jim!” exclaimed the girl, with an amused laugh. “Where are we and what’s going to become of us?”


  “That is somewhat of a complicated problem, Mary Louise, and I can’t guess it offhand, without due reflection,” replied “Gran’pa Jim,” whom others called Colonel Hathaway. “I imagine, however, that we are about three miles from Positano and five or six from Sorrento, and it’s a stiff walk, for old legs or young, in either direction. Besides, there’s our luggage, which I am loth to abandon and disinclined to carry.”


  The driver interposed.


  “Give-a me the moment, Signore—perhaps the hour—an’ I return to Positano for more carriage-wheel—some other. My Cousin L’uigi, he leeve in Positano, an’ L’uigi have a-many carriage-wheel in he’s shed. I sure, Signore, I getta the wheel.”


  “That is a sensible idea,” said the old gentleman. “Make haste, my man, and we will wait here.”


  The driver unhitched his horses from the vehicle and after strapping a blanket on one of them for a saddle mounted it and departed.


  “I take-a the two horse,” he explained, “for one to ride-a me, an’ one for to ride-a the wheel.”


  They watched him amble away down the road and Mary Louise shook her head and remarked:


  “He will never make it in an hour, at that rate, Gran’pa Jim, and in two hours the sun will have set and it will be dinner time. Already I feel the pangs of hunger.”


  “Those who travel in Italy,” said her grandfather, “should be prepared to accept any happening in a spirit of resignation. A moment ago we were jogging merrily along toward a good hotel and a savory dinner, but now–-“


  “This entire carriage seems ready to fall apart,” declared the girl, standing in the road and viewing the ancient vehicle critically; “so it’s a wonder something didn’t break sooner. Now, if we could get to the other side of that trellis, Gran’pa Jim, we might find a shady spot to rest while our charioteer is searching for a new wheel.”


  “There must be a gate, somewhere about,” he answered, eyeing the vine-clad barrier. “Come, Mary Louise, let us investigate.”


  A hundred yards down the road they came to some rude stone steps and a wicket. The old gentleman lifted the wooden latch and found the gate unlocked. Followed by Mary Louise, he entered the vineyard and discovered a narrow, well-beaten path leading up the hillside.


  “Perhaps there is a house near by,” said the girl. “Shall we go on, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “Why not, my dear? These Italians are hospitable folk and we may get a cake and a cup of goat’s milk to stay our appetite.”


  So they climbed the hill, following the little path, and presently came upon a laborer who was very deliberately but methodically cultivating the vines with a V-shaped hoe. Seeing the strangers the man straightened up and, leaning upon his hoe, eyed them with evident suspicion.


  “Good afternoon,” said the old gentleman in Italian—one of the few phrases in the language he had mastered.


  “Oh, I speak the English, Signore,” replied the man, doffing his hat. “I am Silvio Allegheri, you must know, and I live in America some time.”


  “Why, this is like meeting an old friend!” exclaimed Mary Louise, winning the fellow instantly with her smile. “But why did you leave America, Silvio?”


  “Because I have make my fortune there,” was the solemn reply. “It is easy to make the fortune in America, Signorina. I am chef in the restaurant in Sandusky—you know Sandusky?—most excellent! In a few years I save much money, then I return here an’ purchase an estate. My estate is three miles across the hill, yonder, and there is a road to it which is not much used. However, it is a fine estate, an’ I am rent it to my cousin for five hundred lira a year. Such good business habit I learn in America.”


  “Why don’t you live on your estate yourself?” inquired the girl.


  “It is not yet the time,” answered the man, with a shake of his head. “I am but fifty-two years alive, and while I am still so young I shall work for others, and save the money my estate brings me. When I get old and can no longer work for the others, then I will go to my estate an’ be happy.”


  “Very sensible,” commented the old gentleman. “And whom do you work for now?”


  “The student Americano, Signore; the one who has rented this valuable estate. I am the Signore Student’s valet, his gardener, and at times his chef. I grease his automobile, which is a very small chug-chug, but respectable, and I clean his shoes—when I can catch him with them off. I am valuable to him and for three years he has paid me fair wages.”


  “Is this a big estate?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Enormous, Signorina. It comprises three acres!”


  “And where is the house?”


  “Just over the hill, yonder, Signore.


  “Does the student Americano live here all alone?”


  “With his daughter, who is the Signorina Alora.”


  “Oh; there is a daughter, then? And you say they are Americans?”


  “Surely, Signorina. Who else would pay the great price for this estate for three years? The land pays nothing back—a few oranges; some grapes, when they are cared for; a handful of almonds and olives. And there is a servant besides myself, my niece Leona, who is housemaid and assists the young lady.”


  “This sounds promising,” said Mary Louise, turning to her grandfather. “Suppose we go up to the house? Are the people at home, Silvio?—the Signore Student and his daughter?”


  The man reflected, leaning on his hoe.


  “I think they are both at the mansion, Signorina, although the student Americano may not yet have returned from Sorrento. The road to the mansion is beyond the hill, on the other side of the estate, so I am not sure the Signore Student has returned. But you will find the Signorina Alora there, if you decide to venture on. But perhaps you are the friends of my employer and his daughter?”


  “What is his name?” asked Colonel Hathaway.


  “It is Jones. The American saying is Mister Jason Jones, but here he is only called the Signore Student Americano.”


  “Why?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Because his occupation is reading. He does nothing else. Always there is a book in his hand and always he is thinking of the things he reads. He does not often speak, even to his daughter; he does not have friends who visit him. If you should call at the mansion, then you will be the first people who have done so for three years.”


  There was something in this report—in the manner of the man as well as his words—that caused the strangers to hesitate. The description of “the Student” led them to suspect he was a recluse who might not welcome them cordially, but Mary Louise reflected that there was a daughter and decided that any American girl shut up on this three-acre “estate” for three years would be glad to meet another American girl. So she said abruptly:


  “Come on, Gran’pa Jim. Let’s call. It is possible that Americans will have something better in the larder than cakes and goat’s milk.”


  The hilltop was reached sooner than they expected, and in a little vale was the old mansion—a really attractive vine-clad villa that might have stood a century or so. It was not very big, but there were numerous outbuildings which rendered the size of the house proper unimportant. As Mary Louise and her grandfather drew nearer they discovered a charming flower garden, carefully tended, and were not surprised to find a young girl bending over a rosebush.


  CHAPTER VIII MARY LOUISE MEETS ALORA


  The two stood motionless a moment, looking at the girl, and Mary Louise marked the graceful figure and attractive features with real delight. The Signorina Alora, as the man had called her, was nearly her own age—fifteen, Mary Louise judged her to be—and her golden hair and fair complexion proclaimed her an American. But now the girl’s quick ears had detected presence, and she looked up with a startled expression, half fearful and half shy, and turned as if to fly. But in the next moment she had collected herself and advanced with hesitating steps to meet them.


  “Pardon our intrusion,” said Colonel Hathaway, raising his hat. “Our carriage broke down on the Amalfi road, a little while ago, and our driver has gone to Positano for a new wheel. Meantime we were exploring our surroundings and stumbled upon the path leading to this spot. Forgive the trespass, if you will, and allow me to present my granddaughter, Mary Louise Burrows. I am Colonel James Hathaway, of New York, although we usually reside at a little town called Dorfield.”


  The girl’s bow was stiff and awkward. She blushed in an embarrassed way as she replied:


  “I am Alora Jones, sir, and am living here for a time with my father, Jason Jones. We, also, are Americans; at least, we used to be.”


  “Then doubtless you are yet,” responded the Colonel, with a smile. “May we pay our respects to your father?”


  “He—he is not home yet,” she answered more embarrassed than before. “He went to Sorrento for some books, this morning, and has not yet returned. But perhaps he will be back soon,” she added, seeming to ponder the matter. “Will you not come in and—and have some refreshment? In my father’s absence I—I am glad to—welcome you.”


  She glanced shyly at Mary Louise, as if to implore her to forgive any seeming lack of hospitality and accept her coldly worded invitation. No one could look at Mary Louise without gaining confidence and the friendly smile and warm handclasp made Alora feel instantly that here was a girl who would prove congenial under any circumstances. Really, it would not take them long to become friends, and poor Alora had no girl friends whatever.


  She led them into a cool and comfortable living room and called to Leona to fetch tea and biscuits.


  “We are entirely shut in, here,” she explained. “It seems to me worse than a convent, for there I would see other girls while here I see no one but the servants—and my father,” as an afterthought, “year in and year out.”


  “It’s a pretty place,” declared Mary Louise cheerfully.


  “But it’s an awfully dreary place, too, and sometimes I feel that I’d like to run away—if I knew where to go,” said Alora frankly.


  “You have lived here three years?” asked Colonel Hathaway.


  “Yes. We left New York more than four years ago and traveled a year in different places, always stopping at the little towns, where there is not much to interest one. Then my father found this place and rented it, and here we’ve stayed—I can’t say ‘lived’—ever since. I get along pretty well in the daytime, with my flowers and the chickens to tend, but the evenings are horribly lonely. Sometimes I feel that I shall go mad.”


  Mary Louise marked her wild look and excited manner and her heart went out in sympathy to the lonely girl. Colonel Hathaway, too, intuitively recognized Alora’s plaint as a human cry for help, and did not need to guess the explanation. The man in the vineyard had called her father “the Student” and said he was a reserved man and never was seen without a book in his hand. This would mean that he was not companionable and Alora’s protest plainly indicated that her father devoted small time, if any, to the cultivation of his daughter’s society.


  “I suppose,” remarked the old gentleman, “that Mr. Jones is so immersed in his studies that he forgets his daughter lacks society am amusement.”


  Mary Louise caught the slight, scornful smile that for a moment curled Alora’s lips. But the girl replied very seriously:


  “My father dislikes society. I believe he would be quite content to live in this little cooped-up place forever and see no one but the servants, to whom he seldom speaks. Also, he ignores me, and I am glad he does. But before my mother died,” her voice breaking a little, “I was greatly loved and petted, and I can’t get used to the change. I ought not to say this to strangers, I know, but I am very lonely and unhappy, because—because my father is so different from what my mother was.”


  Mary Louise was holding her trembling hand now and stroking it sympathetically.


  “Tell us about your mother,” she said softly. “Is it long since you lost her?”


  “More than four years,” returned Alora. “I was her constant companion and she taught me to love art and music and such things, for art was her hobby. I did not know my father in those days, you see, for—for— they did not live together. But in her last illness mamma sent for him and made him my guardian. My mother said that my father would love me, but she must have misjudged him.”


  Colonel Hathaway had listened with interest.


  “Tell me your mother’s name,” said he.


  “She was Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones, and—”


  “Indeed!” exclaimed the Colonel. “Why, I knew Antoinette Seaver before she married, and a more beautiful and cultured woman I never met. Her father, Captain Seaver, was my friend, and I met his daughter several times, both at his mining camp and in the city. So you see, my dear, we must be friends.”


  Alora’s eyes fairly glistened with delight and Mary Louise was as pleased as she was surprised.


  “Of course we’re friends!” she cried, pressing the girl’s hand, “and isn’t it queer we have come together in this singular manner? In a foreign country! And just because our carriage-wheel happened to break.”


  “I thought your mother married an artist,” said Mary Louise’s grandfather, reflectively.


  “She did. At least, she thought Jason Jones was an artist,” answered Alora with bitter emphasis. “But he was, in fact, a mere dauber. He became discouraged in his attempts to paint and soon after he took me to New York he destroyed all his work—really, it was dreadful!—and since then he has never touched a brush.”


  “That is strange,” mused the Colonel. “I once saw a landscape by Jason Jones that was considered a fine conception, skillfully executed. That was the opinion of so good a judge as Captain Seaver himself. Therefore, for some reason the man’s genius must have forsaken him.”


  “I think that is true,” agreed Alora, “for my mother’s estimate of art was undoubtedly correct. I have read somewhere that discouragement sometimes destroys one’s talent, though in after years, with proper impulse, it may return with added strength. In my father’s case,” she explained, “he was not able to sell his work—and no wonder. So now he does nothing at all but read, and even that doesn’t seem to amuse him much.”


  The Colonel had now remembered that Antoinette Seaver Jones was a woman of great wealth, and therefore her daughter must be an heiress. What a shame to keep the girl hidden in this out-of-the-way place, when she should be preparing to assume an important position in the world.


  “May I ask your age, my dear?” he said.


  “I am fifteen, sir,” replied Alora.


  “And your father is the guardian of your fortune?”


  “Yes; by my mother’s wish.”


  “I suppose you are receiving proper instruction?”


  “None at all, sir. Since I have been in my father’s care I have had no instruction whatever. That isn’t right, is it?”


  “What isn’t right?” demanded a gruff voice, and all three turned to find Jason Jones standing in the doorway.


  CHAPTER IX MARY LOUISE SCENTS A MYSTERY


  Colonel Hathaway instantly rose.


  “I beg your pardon,” said he. “I am Colonel James Hathaway, an American, and this is my granddaughter, Mary Louise Burrows. Our carriage met with an accident on the main road below and we wandered in here while waiting for repairs and chanced to meet your daughter. You are Mr. Jones, I believe?”


  He nodded, still standing in his place and regarding his visitors with unconcealed suspicion. Under his arm he held several books.


  “Who informed you that I was living here?” he demanded.


  “I was wholly unaware of the fact,” said the Colonel, stiffly. “I did not know you were in Italy. I did not know such an important person existed, strange to say, although I can remember that an artist named Jason Jones once married Antoinette Seaver, the daughter of my old friend Captain Robert Seaver.”


  “Oh, you remember that, do you?”


  “This is the first time I have had the distinguished honor of meeting you, sir, and I trust it will be the last time.”


  “That’s all right,” said Jason Jones, more cordially. “I can’t see that it’s any of my affair, either way.”


  “We have been making the acquaintance of Tony Seaver’s daughter, Miss Alora Jones, in your absence. But we will not intrude farther, Mr. Jones. Come, Mary Louise.”


  “Oh, don’t go!” pleaded Alora, catching Mary Louise’s arm. And just then Leona entered with the tea and biscuits.


  “Sit down, man,” said Jason Jones in a less aggressive tone. “I’ve no objection to your coming here, under the circumstances, and you are our first visitors in three years. That’s often enough, but now that you are here, make yourself at home. What’s happening over in America? Have you been there lately?”


  He laid his books on a table and sat down. But after that one speech, which he perhaps considered conciliatory, he remained glum and allowed the others to do the talking.


  Colonel Hathaway had stayed because he noted the leading look in Mary Louise’s eyes. He was himself interested in Alora and indignant over her evident neglect. For her sake he would bear the insolence of his host, an insolence he recognized as characteristic of the man.


  Alora, in her father’s presence, lost her fluent speech and no longer dared mention personal matters to her guests. Both Mary Louise and her grandfather tried to lead Alora and Jason Jones to speak of themselves—of their life and future plans—but the man evaded direct answers and the girl had suddenly become silent and reserved.


  Finally, however, Mary Louise had an idea.


  “We are bound for Sorrento,” said she, “where we intend to stay a week at the Hotel Vittoria. Will you let Alora come to us for ever Sunday, as our guest? We will drive here and get her the day after tomorrow— that’s Saturday, you know—and fetch her home on Monday.”


  “No,” said Jason Jones.


  “Oh, why not, father?” pleaded the girl.


  “You’ve no fit clothes. I don’t want you hanging around Sorrento,” he replied.


  “It will be a nice change for your daughter and it will give us much pleasure to entertain her,” said Mary Louise.


  “It’s a capital idea,” declared the Colonel positively, and looking the other man straight in the eye he added: “I am sure you will withdraw your objections, Mr. Jones.”


  The man dropped his eyes, frowning. But presently he said to Alora:


  “Go, if you want to. But keep out of the town. Don’t leave the hotel grounds.”


  “Why not?” asked his daughter in a defiant tone.


  “It’s not safe. I know Sorrento, and these rascally Italians would be glad to steal you, if they had the chance, and then blackmail me a ransom.”


  Mary Louise laughed.


  “What a fine adventure that would be!” she exclaimed. “But we will promise to guard Alora and keep her from the clutches of bandits. I didn’t know there were any left in Italy.”


  “To get rid of them you’d have to depopulate the country,” said Jason Jones. “It is no laughing matter, young woman, and—my daughter is somewhat valuable.”


  CHAPTER X MERE SPECULATION


  The driver returned with the wheel. It fitted the axle but was some two or three inches larger in diameter than the other rear wheel and, moreover, it was flat on one side, so that when they started to conclude their journey the motion of the carriage was something startling—a “rock-a-bye baby ride” Mary Louise called it.


  But the wheels turned and the carriage progressed and when they were well on their way the girl said:


  “What do you think of that man, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “Do you mean Alora’s father, Jason Jones?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “I am surprised at two things,” said the old Colonel. “First, it is curious that Tony Seaver, a rarely cultured woman, should have married such a man, and again it is amazing that she should have confided her daughter and her fortune to his care.”


  “Do you know,” observed Mary Louise, sliding closer to him and dropping her voice, although there was absolutely no chance of being overheard, “I scent a mystery in that family, Gran’pa Jim!”


  “That seems to be one of your regular diversions—to scent mysteries,” he replied. “And usually, my dear, the suspicion is unwarranted. The most commonplace people frequently impress you with the idea that they are other than what they seem, are leading double lives, or are endeavoring to conceal some irregularity of conduct. You’ve a faculty of reading the natures and characteristics of strangers by studying their eyes, their facial expressions and their oddities of demeanor, which is interesting psychologically but too often–-“


  “You are unjust, Gran’pa!” declared Mary Louise indignantly. “Didn’t you yourself say there are two curious and surprising things about this man Jones?”


  “Not exactly. I said it was curious and astonishing that Antoinette Seaver should have trusted so fully a man who impresses me as a churl. His own child, little Alora, appears to dislike and even to despise him, and–-“


  “There!” cried Mary Louise. “I’m vindicated. Your observations fully justify my remark that there’s a mystery in that family. Did you notice the books he brought home and laid upon the table?”


  “No,” said Colonel Hathaway, rather bewildered.


  “They were novels by Marie Correlli, H. G. Wells and O. Henry. A student? Then a student of modern novels, a man who reads and reads to keep his mind from dwelling on past history. He is a disappointed artist, to begin with.”


  “That is certainly odd,” rejoined the old gentleman, reflectively. “The one picture I ever saw by Jason Jones was certainly good. I remember that once when I was lunching with Bob Seaver—that was Antoinette’s father, you know—he told me his daughter was interested in a young artist of exceptional talent, and he took me to a gallery to show me what this man could do. I am not an art critic, as you are aware, my dear, but this landscape of Jason Jones appealed to me as delightful. Captain Bob knew art, and so did Antoinette, so it is evident that Jones could paint, but for some reason became dissatisfied with his work and abandoned it. Perhaps his ambition was too lofty for human skill to realize, yet nothing less would content him.”


  Mary Louise sat silent for a while. Then she asked:


  “Did Jason Jones impress you as a man capable of a great ambition? Would you guess him an artist who had once accomplished admirable things?”


  “Artists are always peculiar,” stated her grandfather. “They must be temperamental in order to be artists, and temperaments differ widely. Had I not known something of Jason Jones’ history I might have felt, on making his acquaintance to-day, that he is not an ordinary man. For, gruff and churlish though he proved, it is undeniable that he has selected a charming and retired spot in which to live–-“


  “Or to hide,” she interrupted.


  “Or that, with considerable wealth at his command, he lives simply and unostentatiously, enjoying nature’s choice gifts and content with the simple life he leads, with only the society of his young daughter.”


  “Whom he neglects and refuses to educate properly,” declared the girl. “What makes you think he is wealthy?”


  “I know that Antoinette made millions, after her father died, from the mines. By current report she retired and invested her money wisely, in sound securities, which accords with her excellent business reputation. Her daughter not being of age—let me see: she must have been but eleven when her mother passed away—there would be a guardian appointed for the heiress, and Alora told us that it was her mother’s wish that her father act as her guardian. So the conclusion is evident that Mr. Jones has a large income at his command.”


  “All the more reason he should be generous, but he isn’t spending much of it,” said Mary Louise.


  “No; he is probably living simply in order that his daughter’s fortune may increase during the years of her minority. That is a point in his favor, you must admit.”


  “Nevertheless,” asserted the young girl, “I think there is something wrong in the Jones family. It isn’t due to Alora; she’s a dear little thing, wild and untamed but very lovable, I’m sure; so the fault must lie with her boorish father. Allowing that once he was a big man, something has mysteriously soured him and rendered his life hateful not only to himself but to all around him.”


  “Look, Mary Louise; we’re getting into Sorrento,” said the Colonel. “Here the road leaves the sea and crosses the plateau to the town. You’ll like Sorrento, I’m sure, for it is one of the quaintest places in old Italy—and the hotel is really comfortable.”


  CHAPTER XI ALORA SPEAKS FRANKLY


  On Saturday forenoon the Colonel engaged a carriage—a substantial one, this time—and with Mary Louise drove to Jason Jones’ villa, so that Alora might return with them in time for lunch. They did not see the artist, who was somewhere about the grounds but kept out of view; but Alora was ready and waiting, her cheeks flushed and her eyes alight, and she slipped her foreign little straw satchel in the carriage and then quickly followed it, as if eager to be off.


  “Father is rather disagreeable this morning,” she asserted in a sharp voice, when they were on the highway to Sorrento. “He repented his decision to let me go with you and almost forbade me. But I rebelled, and–-” she paused; “I have found that when I assert myself I can usually win my way, for father is a coward at heart.”


  It pained Mary Louise to hear so unfilial a speech from the lips of a young girl. Colonel Hathaway’s face showed that he, too, considered it unmannerly to criticise a parent in the presence of strangers. But both reflected that Alora’s life and environments were unenviable and that she had lacked, in these later years at least, the careful training due one in her station in society. So they deftly changed the subject and led the girl to speak of Italy and its delightful scenery and romantic history. Alora knew little of the country outside of the Sorrento peninsula, but her appreciation of nature was artistic and innately true and she talked well and interestingly of the surrounding country and the quaint and amusing customs of its inhabitants.


  “How long do you expect to remain here?” asked Mary Louise.


  “I’ve no idea,” was the reply. “Father seems entirely satisfied with our quarters, for he has no ambition in life beyond eating three simple meals a day, sleeping from nine at night until nine in the morning and reading all the romances he is able to procure. He corresponds with no one save his banker in America and sees no one but the servants and me. But to me the monotony of our existence is fast becoming unbearable and I often wonder if I can stand it for three years longer—until I’m eighteen. Then I shall be my own mistress and entitled to handle my own money, and you may rest assured I shall make up for lost time.”


  They let that remark pass, also, but later in the afternoon, when luncheon was over and the two girls were wandering in the lovely gardens of the Hotel Vittoria, while the Colonel indulged in an afternoon siesta, Mary Louise led Alora to speak freely of her past life.


  “My grandfather says that your mother must have left you a good deal of money,” she remarked.


  “Yes; mamma told me it was a large fortune and that I must guard it wisely and use it generously to help others less favored,” replied Alora thoughtfully.


  “And she left it all in your father’s keeping?”


  “Not the principal. That is all invested, and thank goodness my father cannot touch it in any way. But the income is paid to him regularly, and he may do as he pleases with it. I am sure mamma expected I would have every reasonable wish gratified, and be taught every womanly accomplishment; but I’m treated as a mere dependent. I’m almost destitute of proper clothing—really, Mary Louise, this is the best dress I possess!—and I’ve been obliged to educate myself, making a rather poor job of it, I fear. I read the best of father’s books, when he is done with them, and note carefully the manner in which the characters express themselves and how they conduct themselves in society as well as in worldly contact. I do not wish to be wholly gauche when I come into my kingdom, you see, and the books are my only salvation. I don’t care much for the stories, but some of the good writers are safe guides to follow in the matter of dialogue and deportment. Fortunately, father’s books are all in English. He doesn’t understand much Italian, although I have learned to speak the language like a native—like our native servants, you know.”


  Mary Louise reflected on this confession. “I’m afraid, Alora dear, that modern novels are not prone to teach morality, or to develop a girl’s finer intuitions,” she said gravely. “I think you express yourself very well—better than I do, indeed—but you need association with those who can convey to you the right principles of thought and thus encourage your mental development. Culture and refinement seem to come more from association than from books, although there is an innate tendency in all well-born people to acquire them spontaneously. But there! you’ll accuse me of preaching and, after all, I think you’ve done just splendidly under rather trying circumstances.”


  “You don’t know how trying they are,” declared Alora, with a sigh. “Father and I are wholly uncongenial and we fight on the slightest provocation. This morning our trouble was over money. I wanted a little to take with me, for my purse hasn’t a lira in it; but, no! not a centisimo would he give up. He insisted that if I was to be your guest you would pay all my expenses.”


  “Of course,” said Mary Louise. “But what does he do with all that big income? Is he saving it for you?”


  “No, indeed! he’s saving it for himself. Mamma told me, the last time I saw her before she died, that if father was good to me, and kind and loving, I could provide for him in some way after I came into my money. She said she would leave the manner of it to my judgment. But he isn’t kind, or loving, or good, and knows very well that when I’m of age he’ll never see another cent of my money. So now he’d hoarding my income for future use.”


  “Isn’t it strange that your mother should have trusted him so fully?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Yes, it does seem strange. I remember her saying that he loved luxury and all the comfort that money will buy, and so she wanted him to have this income to spend, because he was my father and because she felt she had ruined his career as an artist by surrounding him with luxuries during their early married life, and afterward had embittered him by depriving him of them. But the man doesn’t know what luxury means, Mary Louise. His tastes are those of a peasant.”


  “Yet once your mother loved him, and believed in him.”


  “I—I think she believed in him; I’m quite sure she did.”


  “Then his nature must have changed. I can imagine, Alora, that when your mother first knew him he was hard-working and ambitious. He was talented, too, and that promised future fame. But when he married a wealthy woman he lost his ambition, success being no longer necessary. After a period of ease and comfort in the society of his lovely wife— for Gran’pa says your mother was very lovely—he lost both the wife and the luxuries he enjoyed. A big man, Alora, would have developed a new ambition, but it seems your father was not big. His return to poverty after your mother’s desertion made him bitter and reckless; perhaps it dulled his brain, and that is why he is no longer able to do good work. He was utterly crushed, I imagine, and hadn’t the stamina to recover his former poise. He must have been ten years or so in this condition, despairing and disinterested, when the wheel of fortune turned and he was again in the possession of wealth. He had now the means to live as he pleased. But those years had so changed him that he couldn’t respond to the new conditions. Doubtless he was glad, in a way, but he was now content merely to exist. Doesn’t that seem logical, Alora?”


  Indeed, Mary Louise was delighted with her solution of the problem. It was in keeping with her talent for deducing the truth from meagre facts by logically putting them together and considering them as a whole. It was seldom she erred in these deductions. But Alora seemed unimpressed and noting her glum look Mary Louise said again: “Doesn’t all this seem logical, dear?”


  “No,” said Alora. “Father isn’t the man to be crushed by anything. He’s shrewd enough, in his bourgeois way. Once, long ago—back in New York—a woman made him give her money; it was money, you know; and I have often thought he ran away from America to escape her further demands.”


  “Who was the woman?”


  “My mother’s nurse.”


  “Oh. Was it her wages she demanded?”


  “Perhaps so. I may have misjudged father in that case. But it seemed to me—I was a mere child then—that it must have been a larger sum than wages would have amounted to. Yet, perhaps not. Anyhow, he left America right afterward, and when we had wandered a year or so in various countries we settled down here.”


  “Won’t he have to account for all the money he has spent and given away, when you come of age?” inquired Mary Louise.


  “No. Mother distinctly told me I was to ask for no accounting whatever. Her will says he is to handle the income as he sees fit, just as if it were his own, so long as he provides properly for his daughter and treats her with fatherly consideration. That’s the only reason he keeps me with him, guarding my person but neglecting the other injunctions. If he set me adrift, as I’m sure he’d like to do, I could appeal to the court and his income would cease and another guardian be appointed. I believe there is something of that sort in the will, and that is why he is so afraid of losing me. But he gives me no chance to appeal to anyone, although I sometimes think I shall run away and leave him in the lurch. If I could get to Chicago and tell Judge Bernsted, my mother’s lawyer, how I am treated, I believe he could make the court set aside my father’s guardianship. But I can’t get ten miles away from here, for lack of money.”


  “How your dear mother would grieve, if she knew her plans for your happiness have failed!” exclaimed Mary Louise.


  Alora frowned, and somehow that frown reminded Mary Louise of the girl’s father.


  “My mother ought to have known my father better,” she declared sullenly. “I must not criticize her judgment, for her memory is my most precious possession and I know she loved me devotedly. But there is one thing in her history I can never understand.”


  “And that?” questioned Mary Louise curiously, as Alora paused.


  “My mother was an educated woman, well-bred and refined.”


  “Yes; Gran’pa Jim told me that.”


  “Then how could she have married my father, who is not a gentleman and never could have impressed a lady with the notion he was one?”


  Mary Louise hesitated, for to admit this would send her deductions, so carefully constructed, tumbling in ruins. But Alora ought to know the man.


  “If that is true, dear,” said she, “it is the strangest part of your story; and, of course, we can only guess the reason, for the only one who could have explained it properly was your mother.”


  CHAPTER XI JASON JONES IS FRIGHTENED


  When Alora had retired to her bedroom that night Mary Louise told to her grandfather, who was her trusted confidant, all that the unhappy girl had related.


  “Of course,” she added, “Alora’s explanations dispel my half formed suspicion that there is some mystery about Jason Jones. I now see that you were right, Gran’pa Jim, to laugh at me when I suggested such a thing, for in truth the man is easily understood once you become acquainted with his history. However, I now dislike him more than ever.”


  “In justice to Jason Jones,” remarked the old Colonel, “we must acquit him of being a hypocrite. He doesn’t attempt to mask his nature and a stranger is bound to see him at his worst. Doubtless Antoinette Seaver understood the man better than we are able to and sixteen years ago, or so, when he had youth, talent and ambition, his disagreeable characteristics were probably not so marked. As for Alora, she is strongly prejudiced against her father and we must make due allowance for her bitterness. The feeling probably arose through her sudden transfer from the care of a generous and loving mother to that of an ungracious father—a parent she had never before known. A child of eleven is likely to form strong affections and passionate dislikes.”


  “Do you know,” said Mary Louise, “it shocks me, this hatred of her father. It seems so unnatural. I wish we could bring them to understand one another better, Gran’pa Jim.”


  “That might prove a difficult task, my dear,” he replied with a smile, gently stroking her hair the while, “and I do not think we are justified in undertaking it. How many times during our travels, Mary Louise, has your impulsive and tender heart urged you to assume the burdens of other people? You seem to pick up a trail of sorrow or unhappiness with the eagerness of a bloodhound and I have all I can do to call you off the scent. One small girl can’t regulate the world, you know, and in this case we are likely to see very little of Alora Jones and her artist father. We will be nice to them during the few days we are here, but we must soon move on or we’ll never get home for your birthday, as we have planned.”


  Mary Louise sighed.


  “You’re almost always right, Gran’pa Jim,” she admitted; “but in all our European travels I’ve not met so interesting a person as Alora, and she’s an American girl, which draws us still closer together. I’m going to make her promise that when she’s of age and her own mistress she will let me know, and come to us for a visit. Wouldn’t that be all right, Gran’pa?”


  He assured her it would be quite proper and that he also admired Alora and was sorry for her.


  On Sunday forenoon they went to the cathedral and in the afternoon took a boat to the blue grottoes. In the evening there was a concert in the hotel. All that day the two girls were arm in arm and chatting together, developing their mutual liking, while the old Colonel trudged along in their wake and was generally ignored in the conversation. On Monday they planned an excursion to Capri, “For you won’t mind if we don’t get you home until after dinner, will you?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Not at all,” said Alora. “I want to make the most of this vacation.”


  “Her father may mind, however,” suggested the Colonel.


  “I don’t care whether he does or not,” retorted the girl, tossing her head. “He has no consideration for me, so why should I consider him?”


  “I don’t like that attitude, dear,” said Mary Louise frankly. “I—I don’t wish to be snippy, you know, but you should not forget that he is your father.”


  “That,” replied Alora doggedly, “is merely my misfortune, and I’m not going to allow it to ruin all my life.”


  On Monday morning they had scarcely finished breakfast when Jason Jones appeared at the hotel, having driven over from the villa in his little automobile—a tiny foreign contrivance that reminded one of a child’s cart but could cover the ground with considerable speed. They were sitting on the big piazza when Alora’s father came striding up to them with a white, fear-struck face. In his trembling hands he held the morning Naples newspaper and without a word of greeting he said abruptly:


  “Have you heard the news?”


  Colonel Hathaway rose and bowed.


  “Good morning, Mr. Jones,” said he. “I do not read the local newspapers, for my knowledge of Italian is indifferent.”


  “So is mine,” responded the artist, “but I know enough of their lingo to make out that Italy has entered this fool war. She’s going to fight the Austrians,” he continued, his voice shaking nervously, “and do you know what that will mean, sir?”


  “I can’t imagine,” replied the Colonel calmly.


  “It means that presently we’ll have all that horde of Germans overrunning Italy. They’ll conquer this helpless land as sure as fate, and we’ll all be burned out and tortured and mutilated in the fiendish German way!”


  “My dear sir, you are frightened without warrant,” declared Colonel Hathaway. “It will take some time to conquer Italy, and I cannot imagine the Austrians acting as you suggest.”


  “Back of the Austrians are the Germans, and those Prussians are worse than wild American Indians,” insisted Jones. “If they got their clutches on my daughter it would be more horrible than death and I don’t propose to leave her in danger a single minute. I’m going to quit this country. I’ve come for Alora. We must pack up and catch the first ship from Naples for America.”


  There was blank silence for a moment.


  “I’m not afraid,” said Alora, with a laugh, “but if it means our getting out of this tiresome place and sailing for home, I’m glad that Italy’s gone into the war.”


  Colonel Hathaway was grave and thoughtful. The agitation of the artist seemed to increase with every moment.


  “When does the next boat for America leave Naples?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Tuesday,” said Alora’s father. “We’ve just time to pack our possessions and leave.”


  “Time!” cried his daughter, “why, I can pack all my possessions in an hour. Go home, sir, and fuss around as much as you like. I’ll join you some time this evening.”


  He gave her a queer look, hesitating.


  “We are surely safe enough for the present,” remarked the Colonel. “The first act of war will be to send all the soldiers to the north border. The fighting will be done in the Trentino for some time to come.”


  “You don’t know these people,” said Jones, shifting uneasily from one foot to another. “They’re all brigands by nature and many of them by profession. As soon as the soldiers are sent north, all law and order will cease and brigandage will be the order of the day!”


  “This is absurd!” exclaimed the Colonel, testily. “You’re not talking sense.”


  “That’s a matter of opinion, sir; but I know my own business, and I’m going to get out of here.”


  “Wait a week longer,” suggested Mary Louise. “We are to sail ourselves on the boat that leaves Naples a week from Tuesday, and it will be nice for Alora and me to travel home together.”


  “No; I won’t wait. Get your things, Alora, and come with me at once.”


  “Have you made reservations on the boat?” inquired Colonel Hathaway, refusing to be annoyed by the man’s brusque words and rough demeanor.


  “I’ll do that at once, by telephone. That’s one reason I came over. I’ll telephone the steamship office while the girl is getting ready.”


  “I will go with you,” said the Colonel, as the artist turned away.


  While Jones used the telephone booth of the hotel Colonel Hathaway conversed with the proprietor, and afterward with the hall porter, who was better posted and spoke better English.


  “This is outrageous!” roared the artist, furiously bursting from the booth. “Tomorrow’s boat is abandoned! The government requires it as a transport. Why? Why? Why?” and he wrung his hands despairingly.


  “I do not know, sir,” returned the Colonel, smiling at his futile passion.


  The smile seemed to strike Jones like a blow. He stopped abruptly and stared at the other man for a full minute—intently, suspiciously. Then he relaxed.


  “You’re right,” said he coldly. “It’s folly to quarrel with fate. I’ve booked for a week from Tuesday, Hathaway, and we must stick it out till then. Do you take the same boat?”


  “That is my intention.”


  “Well, there’s no objection. Now I’ll go get Alora.”


  But Alora, hearing of the postponed sailing, positively refused to return home with him, and Mary Louise, supporting her new friend, urged her to extend her stay with her at the hotel. Strangely enough, the more he was opposed the more quiet and composed the artist became. He even ceased to tremble and an odd apathy settled over him.


  “The hall porter,” said the Colonel, “thinks this is the safest place in Italy. The troops have been on the border for months and their positions are strongly fortified. There is no brigandage outside of Sicily, where the Mafia is not yet wholly suppressed.”


  Jones grinned rather sheepishly.


  “All right, take his word for it,” said he. “And if you’ll be responsible for the girl you may keep her till we’re ready to sail. Perhaps that’s the best way, after all.” Then, without a word of good-bye, he entered his little motor car and started down the driveway.


  “A strange man,” said the Colonel, looking after him. “I wonder if it really was the war that frightened him—or something else—or if he was actually frightened at all?”


  Alora laughed.


  “You can’t guess father, try as you may,” she said. “Usually he is cold as ice, but once in awhile he gets these wild fits, which I find rather amusing. You can’t understand that, of course, but if you were obliged to live under the same roof with Jason Jones you would welcome his outbursts as relief from the monotony of contemptuous silence.”


  CHAPTER XII SILVIO’S GOLD


  Jason Jones urged his little car to its best speed until he gained his villa. Entering the ground, he was confronted by his factotum, the Italian, Silvio.


  He sprang out and approached the man.


  “Is the prisoner safe?” he whispered.


  “Certainly, Signore.”


  “Is she still in the grape-house?”


  “With the wine presses, Signore.”


  “And she can’t get out?”


  “Unless she becomes small, like a rat, Signore.”


  Jones glanced around suspiciously, then fixed his gaze on a little outbuilding of stone, with a tiled roof, which stood quite removed from the others of the group.


  “Has she screamed, or cried out?” he asked the man.


  “Not since I put her in, las’ night, Signore.”


  “Good. You’ve fed her?”


  “The plenty. She eat very well. It’s a nice lady, Signore.”


  “She’s dangerous. Listen, Silvio: we must keep her there a week longer.”


  “If I am jailer a week, I mus’ double my price,” he asserted, shrugging his shoulders.


  “Nonsense!”


  “The lady will offer me more to let her out. She say so.”


  “What! You’d betray me?”


  “Not if I have the gold—here, in my hand—now, Signore.”


  Jones grew red and then white. He eyed the man wickedly. He scowled, and Silvio smiled pleasantly. Silvio was big for an Italian; big and brawny; as his smile faded his face assumed a look of stubborn determination.


  “So you want the gold now, Silvio?”


  “At once, if it please the Signore. The gendarmes are ugly if the law is broken. Their jails are not as pleasant as the grape-house. So the gold must be twice the amount we had spoken of, Signore.”


  “And you will promise she shall not escape; that you’ll keep her safe until—until I tell you to let her go?”


  “That is our bargain, Signore.”


  Jones sighed regretfully.


  “Very well, then, Silvio,” he said. “You’re a robber—the son of a brigand—the spawn of a bandit! But come with me to the house, and you shall have your gold.”

  


  Alora stayed all that week with Mary Louise, hearing nothing of her father and almost forgetting her unhappiness in the society of her delightful new friend. It was Sunday evening when the Colonel and Mary Louise drove their guest over to the villa and the two parties did not see one another again until they met on the deck of the steamer in Naples on the following Tuesday morning.


  The Joneses came aboard very quietly just at the last moment and at the gang-plank Alora’s father was confronted by a grimy Italian boy who handed him a letter. Without pausing to read it, Jones hurried below, and he kept his stateroom until the ship was well out in the blue Mediterranean, on its way to Gibraltar and New York. But no one missed him, for Alora and Mary Louise were happy at being reunited and Gran’pa Jim was happy in seeing them happy.


  CHAPTER XIII DORFIELD


  In one of the middle-west states there is a delightful little city called Dorfield. It hasn’t so many thousand inhabitants, but in all its aspects and its municipal equipment it is indeed a modern city. It has factories and a big farming community to support its streets of neat and progressive shops, and at the west side of the business district is a residence section where broad, wooded streets furnish the setting for many cozy homes. Some of the houses are old and picturesque, and some are new and imposing, but each has its flower-lit garden, its fruit and shade trees and its little garage or barn tucked away in the back yard.


  When you come to Oak Street there is a rambling frame house on the corner, set well back, where Peter Conant, the lawyer, lives with his good wife and his niece Irene Macfarlane, who is seventeen. This is one of the ancient dwellings of Dorfield, for the Conants are “old inhabitants.” Right next them stands a more modern and expensive, if less attractive, mansion, with grounds twice as large and a velvet lawn that puts the Conants’ carelessly-cropped grass to shame. But the two families are neighbors and friends nevertheless, for in the new house lives Colonel James Hathaway and his granddaughter Mary Louise Burrows. At least, they live there when at home and, although they seem persistent ramblers, they are glad to have this refuge to return to when wearied with traveling and sight-seeing.


  One morning in June Mr. Conant was just seating himself at the breakfast table when a messenger-boy delivered a telegram—a “night letter” from New York. The lawyer, a short, thickset man of middle age, with a stern countenance but mild blue eyes, laid aside his morning paper and read the telegram with his usual deliberation. Mrs. Conant silently poured the coffee, knowing any interference would annoy him. Irene, the niece, was a cripple and sat in her wheeled chair at the table, between her uncle and aunt. She was a pleasant-faced, happy little maid, consistently ignoring her withered limbs and thankful that from her knees up she was normal and that her wheeled chair rendered her fairly independent of assistance in all ordinary activities. Everyone loved Irene Macfarlane because of her brave and cheery acceptance of her misfortune, and her merry speech and spontaneous laughter rendered her, as “Aunt Hannah” often declared, “the light of the house.” Irene was, moreover, an intimate and highly valued friend of her next door neighbor, Mary Louise Burrows.


  Mr. Peter Conant, sipping his coffee reflectively, read the lengthy telegram a second time. Then he said, somewhat irritably and chopping his words into distinct syllables, as was his habit at all times:


  “I wonder why people imagine a lawyer’s duties cover every phase of life? My clients use me as a real-estate agent, a horse trader, a purchasing agent, a father confessor, an automobile expert, a medical adviser, and sometimes—in their simplicity—as a banker!”


  “What’s wrong now, Peter?” inquired Mrs. Conant with wifely sympathy.


  “Colonel Hathaway wants to know—”


  “Oh, is Mary Louise coming back?” cried Irene eagerly.


  He frowned at her.


  “What does the Colonel wish to know, Peter?”


  “I object to this unwarrantable cross-examination,” said he. “It is customary to first allow one to state his case.”


  “Forgive me, Uncle Peter!”


  “Take your time,” said Aunt Hannah, composedly buttering the toast. “You will, anyhow, and I’m sure Irene and I have both learned to curb our feminine curiosity.”


  He glanced at the telegram again.


  “Do you know if the Pelton place has been rented, my dear?”


  “The Pelton place? Why, it wasn’t rented yesterday, for I passed by there and saw the rent sign still in the window. Mr. Harlan is the agent.”


  “I know. And where can we find a female house-servant, Hannah?”


  “Now, see here, Peter; it’s all very well for you to keep your own counsel, when there’s a professional secret to be guarded, but if you want any help from me you’ve got to open your mouth and talk out plainly, so I can answer you in a sensible way.”


  “You’re always sensible, Hannah,” he observed, quite unruffled by her demand. And then he ate a whole slice of toast and drank his coffee and handed his cup for more before he spoke another word.


  Irene devoted herself to her breakfast. She knew Uncle Peter’s ways and that it was useless to attempt to hurry him or force him to explain, until he was quite ready to do so. Aunt Hannah bided her time. Peter was a thoughtful man, and he was doubtless thinking. His wife was not only a clever helpmate but was noted for her consideration of her erratic spouse.


  “The Colonel,” said Mr. Conant at last, “has run across a man who wants to make his home in Dorfield. A very sensible idea. The Colonel met the man in Europe. The man–-“


  “What’s the man’s name?” inquired Mrs. Conant.


  He referred to the telegram.


  “Jones. Jason Jones.”


  “I never heard of him.”


  He looked at her reproachfully.


  “Why should you, my dear? The Colonel found the man in Europe. We live in Dorfield. The man, it seems, has a daughter–-“


  “Oh, goody!” cried Irene.


  “Who has become a friend of Mary Louise, therefore the Colonel wires to ask if there is a furnished house to rent at a modest price and if a competent female servant can be secured for the man and his daughter. He requests me to wire an answer promptly. That is the gist of the telegram, although the Colonel, in his usual extravagant way, has paid for more words than were required to express his meaning.”


  “And what are you going to do about it?” demanded Mrs. Conant.


  “I am endeavoring to gain information from my wife.”


  “Very well. What does he mean by ‘a modest price’? The Pelton place is expensive. The rent is sixty dollars a month, while a comfortable house like that of the Widow Harrington rents for fifteen dollars, with good, solid furniture.”


  “Is Mrs. Harrington’s house for rent?” he asked.


  “Yes. She’ll go to live with her married daughter as soon as she can find a tenant. The poor creature needs the money, and her house is just around the corner from here and her back yard backs up to the Colonel’s back yard. Now, the Pelton place is two blocks from here, and the Peltons don’t need the money, because they’re already too rich and aristocratic to live in Dorfield any longer.”


  “H-m-m!” murmured Mr. Conant. “It occurs to me that a friend of Colonel Hathaway might desire a more luxurious home than that of the Widow Harrington.”


  “Doesn’t the telegram say ‘a modest price’?”


  “It does. I’ll quote both places and let the man Jones take his choice. And how about the female servant, Hannah?”


  “Leave that to me; I can hire plenty. But if Mr. Jason Jones takes the Pelton place he will want one kind of a servant, and if he takes Mrs. Harrington’s house he’ll want a different sort.”


  He gazed at her admiringly and passed his cup again, saying:


  “You’ve a logical mind, my dear. Had you been a man you might have become a fairly good lawyer.”


  “No, Peter; not another drop. You’ve two cups already.”


  “Are you sure, Hannah?”


  “Absolutely positive!”


  “Then,” said he, rising with a sigh, “I’ll go to the office.”


  To Mr. Conant’s disappointment, to Mrs. Conant’s delight, to Irene’s satisfaction and the astonishment of all, Mr. Jason Jones selected Mrs. Harrington’s modest house and ordered it rented and prepared for his arrival on the following Thursday. This was conveyed in a second telegram from Colonel Hathaway, who requested the lawyer to inform old Uncle Eben and Aunt Sally, the Colonel’s own faithful colored servants and caretakers, that he and Mary Louise would return home on the same day.


  “You see,” said Aunt Hannah, triumphantly, “I sized the Joneses up pretty well. It isn’t necessary for a man to be rich to be a friend of the dear Colonel, for he considers a man, rather than a man’s pocketbook.”


  “Yet a man who can afford to travel abroad, with his daughter,” began Mr. Conant, argumentatively, “should certainly be able and willing–-“


  “What do you know about him, Peter? Perhaps he has spent his ready money in Europe and is now obliged to economize. Unless that is the case, why does he come to a sleepy little town like Dorfield, which is almost forgotten by the big world, to settle down?”


  “Why, he’s the Colonel’s friend,” retorted the lawyer, stiffly.


  “And Mary Louise is his daughter’s friend,” said Irene. “That accounts for it, of course, and they couldn’t have picked a prettier place. Dorfield may be sleepy, and quiet, and half forgotten by the rest of the big world, but it’s simply delightful as a residence. Didn’t Colonel Hathaway choose it for a home? And the Colonel could afford to live at the Waldorf-Astoria, if he wanted to.”


  “I know why you are pleased, Irene,” remarked Aunt Hannah, smiling upon her niece. “You’re going to have another girl friend.”


  “She won’t be as nice as Mary Louise, though,” was the reply. “There’s no girl in the world as sweet and lovely as Mary Louise!”


  “Or one that innocently gets into more trouble,” declared Mr. Conant.


  “That,” said Aunt Hannah, “is because she can’t let other people’s troubles alone.”


  CHAPTER XIV HOME AGAIN


  Mr. Conant, who was Colonel Hathaway’s lawyer and confidential agent, was at the train to meet his important client on his return to Dorfield. The first to alight from the coach was the Colonel, who greeted his lawyer with a cordial handclasp. Mary Louise kissed Peter Conant upon his impassive cheek and presented him to a pretty young girl who clung to her arm smiling, yet half bewildered by her arrival in a strange town. There seemed no one else with the party and Mr. Conant glanced over the crowd of passengers and said:


  “Mr. Jones did not accompany you, then?”


  “Why, yes; I suppose he’s here,” answered the Colonel carelessly. “I believe he traveled another car.”


  “I don’t see him anywhere,” added Mary Louise. “I wonder if anyone reminded him that this is the place to get off?”


  “Never mind,” said Alora; “if father can’t keep track of himself, let him go on to another station. I can’t lose him for long, that’s certain.”


  “There he is, up ahead,” announced Mara Louise. “He’s quarreling with his porter about something.”


  “To save the tip,” suggested Alora, scornfully.


  Mary Louise rushed to greet an old colorful man with snow-white hair, who was picking up their hand baggage.


  “Oh, Uncle Eben, I’m so glad to see again!” she exclaimed. “And how’s Aunt Sallie? And is my pony well? And are the goldfish still alive? And–-“


  “Bress yo’ soul, Ma’y Weeze!” said the delighted old servant, “ev’body’s well an’ joyful to see you-all back ag’in.”


  The Colonel shook Uncle Eben’s hands—both of them—in a kindly but dignified manner. “I suppose the automobile is still running, Uncle?”


  “Not jes’ dis yere minnit, Kun’l,” with a glad chuckle, “but dat car’s gwine ter run jes’ as soon as we-all gits aboahd. What yo’ think I’s be’n doin’ all winter, Kun’l, in dat lonesomeness house, ‘cept keepin’ dat car greased up?”


  “Did you grease it in the house, then, Uncle?” asked Mary Louise gravely, but with twinkling eyes.


  Old Eben chuckled again, for this was a happy hour for him, but while he chuckled he led them to where the automobile stood waiting. Behind the others slowly followed Jason Jones, carrying his own luggage and eyeing every detail of his surroundings in the manner of a countryman paying his first visit to town. He was inwardly sizing up Dorfield as a place of residence. When Jones got into the car the Colonel briefly introduced him to the lawyer.


  “This is Mr. Jones, Mr. Conant.”


  He looked at the lawyer and gave a slight nod, and Mr. Conant’s bow was very stiff and formal. Already he had, with fair accuracy, grasped the relationship of the man to the others. Alora Jones seemed a fine girl— the right sort—and Mary Louise was evidently fond of her. The Colonel barely tolerated the man Jones, whom he did not like, for the daughter’s sake. The girl herself lacked in respect for her father, and this unfilial attitude seemed condoned by both Mary Louise and the Colonel, which was evidence that there was something wrong about Jason Jones. With such a cue for guidance, Mr. Conant decided he had no use for Jason Jones, either.


  Uncle Eben first drove the car to the Widow Harrington’s cottage, where Mrs. Conant awaited the new tenants to introduce them to their servant and to assure them that everything was prepared for their convenience. Then they drove to Colonel Hathaway’s home, where Irene was at the gate in her wheeled chair, a bunch of her choicest roses in her hand, ready to welcome her friend Mary Louise and to be kissed and hugged with girlish enthusiasm.


  It was a happy homecoming, indeed, for Mary Louise. And Colonel Hathaway breathed a deep sigh of relief as he entered his own portals.


  “From now on,” he said to his granddaughter that evening, “I am under no obligation to assist that impossible person, Jones, or to even associate with him. For your sake, my darling, I have suffered the infliction of his presence with fortitude, even going to the extent of locating him in our beloved town of Dorfield, that you and Alora might enjoy one another’s society. But from this time forward Jason Jones is to be a distant acquaintance rather than a companion. Congratulate me, Mary Louise!”


  “I do, Gran’pa Jim,” she replied soberly, “and I thank you, too. It has been a trial for both of us, but we’ve been really helpful to poor Alora. I want to try to bring a little happiness into her life and encourage her to become as sweet and lovable a girl as she has the nature to be, and this could never have been accomplished had we allowed her to drift in the sole companionship of her disagreeable father.”


  CHAPTER XV THE PUZZLE BECOMES INTRICATE


  Alora formed an immediate friendship for crippled Irene Macfarlane, first based on sympathy and afterward on genuine admiration. That one condemned to pass her entire life in a wicker wheel-chair should be so bright and cheerful, with no word of protest or even a reference to her own misfortune, was deemed wonderful by Alora, and she soon found that Irene had an excuse or explanation for every seeming annoyance her friends suffered and delighted to console them. At the same time she allowed no one to console her, because she declared she needed no consolation.


  Such a disposition invited confidence, and soon Irene knew more of Alora’s past history, including her trials and tribulations, than even Mary Louise had yet learned, and was shocked and grieved at the girl’s vengeful defiance of her father, due to his neglect and coldness as well as to his contemptible selfishness. But Irene had an excuse ready even for the artist.


  “Poor Mr. Jones!” she said one day, when the three girls were together and had been discussing Alora’s troubles; “think what a trial must have been to him to be saddled with the care of a child he had not seen since babyhood and had no especial interest in. As for affection between them, it could not sprout nor grow because there was no mutual understanding to germinate it. Your father’s life, my dear, had been wrecked by his separation from your mother and the money meant little to him at that period of his life when you were left to his care. But did he refuse the obligation so inconsiderately thrust upon him? No. Although a man of reserved nature—almost a recluse—self absorbed and shrinking from association others, he accepted the care of an eleven year old child and, without being able to change his disposition to suit her requirements, has guarded her health and safety ever since.”


  “So that he can use my money,” added Alora, with a shrug.


  “But you admit that he doesn’t squander money on himself.”


  “I don’t know what he does with it. If he wants books, he buys them; he bought a rickety automobile in Italy and never took me to ride in it; but his extravagance seems to end there. I’ve read some letters that he left around, showing that he is investing thousands in his own name— what for, I can’t guess, as he is too miserly ever to have a use for it.”


  “Well, he may be intending to endow some deserving charity,” suggested Irene. “And, as for his not loving you, Alora, I fancy you have never tried to win your father’s love.”


  “No one could love that man.”


  “You have never been able to get beneath his reserve. You came to him from a luxurious life, a petted and pampered child, and his simple tastes and unemotional nature repelled you from the first. Is it not so?”


  “I’m not sure, Irene. I needed sympathy and affection. Had my father been different, had he shown love for me, or even fatherly consideration, I would have responded eagerly. But he ignored me. There has never been any companionship between us. He has guarded my personal safety because I was of financial value to him. Once, when I contracted a fever, he was really worried, and hired a skillful doctor and a trained nurse; but he never entered my sickroom. When I was well, he reproached me for costing him so much money. I told him it was my money, and he was costing me more than I could ever cost him. I reminded him he would have been a beggar, but for my income, and that shut him up at once.”


  “There’s the whole trouble,” declared Irene. “Constant friction and a lack of consideration for one another. Such remarks could not have made him more gracious toward you, Alora, and you did not appreciate his care in furnishing you with the means of recovery.”


  “Had I died,” said the girl, “my fortune would have gone to a bunch of third-cousins whom I have never seen. That would have stopped father’s right to the income, you see.”


  Irene sighed and Mary Louise smiled. It was almost impossible to defend Mr. Jones consistently, with Alora present to accuse him.


  The artist at first took little interest in his new home. The cottage was small and not very cheerful, but it was cheap, and all that Jason Jones seemed to care for was a place to stay that was not expensive. He continued his reading and had a book in his hand from morning till night. He seldom left the cottage except for a trip to the public library or to a book-store, and never spoke to anyone unless it was necessary.


  Their maid was Jane Gladys O’Donnel, stout and good-natured, an indifferent cook and rather untidy. She was twenty years old and the eldest of a large and impoverished family. Her mother was a laundress— “took in washin’”—and her earnings, with the wages of Jane Gladys, must suffice to feed many hungry mouths. That was why Mrs. Conant had hired Jane Gladys. Aunt Hannah knew the girl was not very competent, but she was cheap, so Mr. Jones accepted her without protest. Alora had lived so long abroad that she did not know what a competent American housemaid is.


  One forenoon—they had now been a month at Dorfield—Mr. Jones was seated on the little front porch, reading as usual, when a queer buzzing in the air overhead aroused his attention.


  “What’s that?” he called sharply, and Jane Gladys, who was dusting in the little room behind him, replied:


  “That, sor, is only Steve Kane’s flyin’ machine.”


  “A what?”


  “A flyin’-machine, sor. Kane has a facthry fer makin’ the crazy things in the town yonder—over by the South Side.”


  “Indeed!” He got up and went into the yard to watch the faraway speck in the sky that was humming so persistently. “Why, there’s another! There are two of them,” he exclaimed, as if to himself.


  “There might be a dozen, sor, ‘cause there’s a school for airy—airy— airy-flyin’ over by Kane’s facthry, where they teaches the folks to fly that buy the machines.”


  He stood a long time, watching the sky. When the last aeroplane had disappeared he resumed his reading. But the next day he watched for the machines again, abandoning his book to follow the course of the flyers.


  “Where did you say that factory is located?” he asked Jane Gladys.


  “Over by the gas works, sor, be the South Side. Ye takes the Ellem street car, at the four corners. On a Sunday there be crowds a-watchin’ the air-divils.”


  He started to read again, but gave it up and glanced nervously up and down the little porch. Jane Gladys noted this with surprise, for he was usually quiet and unobservant, “like th’ toad in th’ garden, what squats under a bush all day an’ fergits he’s alive till a fly lights on his nose,” as she expressed it to the family at home.


  After lunch Mr. Jones went to town and after making inquiries took the car to the aviation works and field. He watched the construction of flying machines in the factory and saw one or two pupils take short flights in the air. And Jason Jones was so interested that he was late to dinner that evening.


  Next day he was at the aviation field again, and from that time he haunted the place, silent and composed but watching every detail of manufacture and listening to the experts as they instructed the pupils. These were not many—three altogether—although Stephen Kane’s aeroplane was now admitted to be one of the safest and most reliable ever invented. And one day one of the instructors, noticing the silent man who had watched so long, invited him to take a flight, thinking perhaps to frighten him; but Jason Jones promptly accepted the invitation and with perfect composure endured the strange experience and returned to ground with heightened color but no other evidence of excitement. Could Alora have seen him that day she would have acquitted him of cowardice.


  But Alora knew nothing of her father’s odd fancy for some time after he became interested in aeroplanes. She was not often at home during the day, frequently taking lunch with Mary Louise or Irene and passing much of her time in their company. She had no interest whatever in her father’s movements and Jane Gladys didn’t think to mention the matter to her, for “flyin’-machines” had ceased to be a novelty in Dorfield and the sound of their buzzing through the air was heard many times a day. But in turning over a pile of her father’s books one day in his absence, Alora found several treatises on aviation and was almost startled to find that Jason Jones cared for any reading aside from light novels.


  She had been hunting, at the time, for a novel to read herself, so turning from the aviation literature to a shelf of fiction she began searching for an interesting title. Presently, as she drew out one of her father’s books, it opened by accident at a place where a letter had been tucked in—a letter written on soiled and coarse paper of a foreign make. It was addressed: “Sig. Jaysn Jones, at the Steamer Hercules to sail for New York, U.S.A.” Opening it, she found it signed: “Silvio Alleghero.”


  That was their man-servant in Italy, so with a smile of anticipated amusement she read the letter. It was brief, indeed, but the girl’s expression soon changed to a puzzled look, for the scrawl said:


  “Honored Signore: At your command I have this morning, three hours after your departure for Naples, allowed the prisoner to escape.”


  “How funny!” she exclaimed, knitting her brows. “I can’t remember any prisoner at the villa. Perhaps it was the cat. It would be just like Silvio to consider the release of a cat a important event.”


  She replaced the letter in the book and after selecting another novel forgot Silvio’s epistle entirely.


  Another time, when Alora happened to be at home for their noon-day luncheon and her father did not appear, Jane Gladys quietly remarked in answer to her query that “th’ ol’ man was prob’ly over to the flyin’-machine works.”


  “Does he go there often?” she asked in surprise.


  “Why, he mostly lives there,” asserted the maid.


  Alora laughed, and afterward told Mary Louise, as a bit of humorous gossip, that the man who had heretofore failed to find any interest in life had at last succumbed to the fascination of the aeroplane.


  “Well, I’m glad of it,” said Mary Louise. “I’ve often wondered, Lory, how your father could be so infatuated with novel-reading, absorbing stories of human interest, if they have any interest at all, with such avidity, while the real people all around him failed to interest him at all. I have thought perhaps he read to keep his mind from—from other things that it would make him unhappy to dwell upon.”


  “I have thought so, too,” replied Alora, musingly. “And this queer fancy of his for a new and unusual invention may serve the same purpose. But I, too, am glad he has found a diversion that will keep him away from home. That barn of a cottage will become more homelike without his eternal presence.”


  Peter Conant, the lawyer, had paid little heed to Jason Jones since the latter’s arrival in Dorfield. He had heard his wife and Irene gossip about the girl and her father and state that Alora was an heiress and Mr. Jones merely the guardian of her fortune until she came of age, but his legal mind decided that the girl’s “fortune” must be a modest one, since they lived so economically and dressed so plainly. Colonel Hathaway, who might have undeceived him in this regard, seldom spoke to the lawyer of anything but his own affairs and had forborne to mention Mr. Jones and his personal affairs in any way.


  Therefore Mr. Conant was somewhat surprised when one morning Jason Jones called at his office and asked for an interview. The lawyer was busy that day, and attaching little importance to his caller he demanded brusquely:


  “Well, sir, what can I do for you?”


  The man seated himself and glanced around the room before replying. The big desk, littered with papers, the cabinet files and stiff chairs seemed to meet his approval. In the outer office a girl was busily clicking a typewriter.


  “You are Colonel Hathaway’s lawyer, I believe?” said Jones.


  “I have that honor, sir.”


  “That’s why I came to you. The Colonel is a prosperous man and has judgment. I want your advice about investing some money.”


  Peter Conant regarded him with a speculative gaze. The thought flashed through his mind that if Jones had any money to invest he might better buy himself a new necktie and have his shoes repaired, or even invest in a new dress for his daughter, who needed it. But he merely said in his peculiar way of chopping each word off short as he uttered it:


  “How much have you to invest?”


  “Not a great deal at this moment, but I am I constantly receiving dividends and interest on my daughter’s securities and so, if I am going to live in Dorfield, I shall need a lawyer to advise me how to reinvest the money, as well as how to make out the papers properly. I don’t want to make any mistakes and get robbed—even by my lawyer. But I’ll pay you a fair price. Perhaps I should explain that while the income is derived from my daughter’s property the investments are to be made in my name.”


  “Why so?”


  “The income belongs to me, by my dead wife’s will, as long as Alora is alive and in my keeping. When the girl is eighteen she will manage her own affairs, and I’ll be quit of her—and out of any further income, as well. So I’m investing now to secure my future.”


  “I see. How old is your daughter at this time?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “So you’ve three years more to grab the income.”


  “Exactly.”


  “How much money do you wish to invest to-day?”


  “Twelve thousand dollars.”


  Peter Conant sat up straight in his chair.


  “And you say this is but part of the income?”


  “The estate is valued at nearly two million dollars.”


  The lawyer gave a low whistle of amazement. Beside this enormous sum, even Colonel Hathaway’s holdings shrank into insignificance.


  “You surprise me,” he said. “I imagine, then, that you can afford to live somewhat better than you do.”


  “That is none of your business.”


  “True. Good day, Mr. Jones.”


  “Eh?”


  “I won’t accept you as a client.”


  “Why not, sir?”


  “Thank you for asking. In the first place, I don’t like you,” said Peter Conant. “Nor do I approve of your treating your daughter—a great heiress—as you do, and hoarding all her enormous income for your personal use. You’re not toting fair. It is an unjust arrangement and I’ll have nothing to do with it.”


  Jason Jones sat still and stared at him.


  “Good day, sir!” repeated the lawyer, curtly.


  The man did not move. Peter turned to his papers.


  “See here,” the artist presently remarked; “let’s come to an understanding. I don’t like you, either. You’re insulting. But you’re honest, and I think I could trust you.”


  “I’m not especially honest,” retorted the lawyer, “but I’m particular. I don’t need clients, and I don’t want a client I’m ashamed of.”


  Still the man did not offer to go. Instead, he reflected for awhile in his stolid, unemotional way, while Peter Conant frowned and examined the papers on his desk.


  “I believe you’ll see the thing in a different light if you read my wife’s will,” said Jones. “I’ve brought a copy of it with me, thinking it might help you to understand my affairs.”


  “Is it an attested copy?” asked the lawyer, turning around again.


  “Yes.”


  “Let me see it.”


  Mr. Conant decided to read the will, with the idea that he might find in it some way to assist Alora. When he had finished the document he was disappointed. Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones, a woman clever enough to make a fortune, had been foolish enough to give her former husband autocratic power over her money during her daughter’s minority. Had the man been a gentleman, the folly would have been mitigated, but Jason Jones, in Mr. Conant’s opinion, was a selfish, miserly, conscienceless rascal. Enjoying a yearly income that was a small fortune in itself, he had neglected to educate his daughter properly, to clothe her as befitted her station in life or to show her ordinary fatherly consideration. Affection and kindness seemed foreign to the man’s nature. He handed the will back and said:


  “You have taken an unfair advantage of the confidence reposed in you by your dead wife, who doubtless loved her child. Legally your actions cannot be assailed, but morally they should ostracize you from decent society. As I said before, I do not want your business. I’ll have nothing to do with you.”


  Jones remained unruffled.


  “I’m a stranger in the city,” he remarked. “Perhaps you will recommend me to some good lawyer.”


  “No. There are a score of lawyers in town. Make your own choice.”


  The man rose and put on his hat.


  “I said you were honest, and I was right,” he calmly remarked. “I’ll say now that you are a fool, and I’m right in that, also,” and with these words he walked away.


  That was his only protest to the humiliating rebuff. He showed no anger. He did not seem annoyed. He simply rode down in the elevator, examined the directory, and selected another lawyer in the same building.


  CHAPTER XVI ALORA WINS HER WAY


  Mary Louise decided that Alora Jones improved on acquaintance. There were many admirable traits in her character that had lain dormant until developed by association with two girls of her own age who were themselves gentle and considerate. It is true that Alora at times was still headstrong and willful and unable to bridle her tongue when irritated, but neither Mary Louise nor Irene ever reproved her by word or look, so that she grew ashamed of her outbursts and when at home her father aroused her to anger she fled to her girl friends and sought in their companionship the antidote to her vexation. The two friends had decided it was unwise to comment on Alora’s unhappy family relations and soon she discovered this and refrained from burdening them with her home quarrels.


  No one could witness Irene’s patient resignation to misfortune without admiring her character and being touched by her bravery and gentleness, and association with this crippled girl was softening Alora’s hard and defiant nature wonderfully. Had the association continued it might have redeemed the prospective heiress from many of the faults she had acquired through years of neglect and rebellion against fate, but the close triumvirate of girl friends was suddenly dissolved, early in July, by no less a person than Will Morrison—a wealthy and kindly natured gentleman who was a friend of both the Conants and Colonel Hathaway.


  Will Morrison had purchased a yacht; it was anchored in the breakwater near the Chicago Yacht Club, and its owner intended making a summer trip through the Great Lakes and cordially invited the Conants and Irene, and Mary Louise and Colonel Hathaway to accompany his party.


  Unfortunately, Mrs. Conant at that time was ill. She had contracted a lingering but mild form of spring fever that would keep her in bed for weeks, and Irene, who was devoted to her aunt, would not leave her to the mercies of a nurse. Mary Louise wanted to go, though, for the Morrisons were delightful people and any yacht they purchased would be sure to be safe and comfortable.


  Since the Conants could not go, Mary Louise suggested to her grandfather that they ask Will Morrison to invite Alora Jones, and the Colonel approved the idea because he thought it would do Alora much good to mingle with refined people such as were sure to form the yacht party. So, when he answered Mr. Morrison’s letter, he told him something of Alora and asked permission to fetch her along.


  “I’m not at all sure,” he said to Mary Louise, “that Mr. Jones will permit Alora to go with us.”


  “Nor am I,” the girl replied; “but perhaps Alora can coax him to consent. It might be a good idea for you to ask him, too, Gran’pa Jim.”


  “My dear!” he remonstrated, “do you think I ought to hazard that man’s sneers and insults, even to favor your friend Alora?”


  “No; I do not, Gran’pa Jim,” she laughingly rejoined. “That was a foolish suggestion, and I withdraw it. If Alora fails, I’ll speak to him myself. I’m not afraid of Jason Jones, and he doesn’t growl at me as he does at poor Lory.”


  They did not mention the proposal to Alora until the Colonel had received a telegram from Will Morrison saying: “By all means invite Miss Jones to join us. Knew her mother, once, and will be glad to have her with us.”


  Alora was delighted at the prospect of a yachting trip and decided at once that she would go, especially as Colonel Hathaway said she would be Mary Louise’s guest on the trip to Chicago and no money would be needed for expenses. So she attacked her father in a somewhat original manner.


  Mr. Jones had conceived a passion for flying and had just purchased an aeroplane. He was to begin his lessons at once and was so thoroughly immersed in his strange fancy that he paid little heed to anything else. His books were neglected. His former quiet life—amounting almost to physical inertion—had given place to a nervous and all-consuming desire to master the rather strenuous art of aviation. Alora was quite unaware of this transformation, for as usual Jason Jones kept his own counsel and followed his inclinations without conference with anyone. The girl knew that her father haunted the aviation field, but anything that kept him amused away from home was gratefully approved by her.


  Usually the two breakfasted together in silence. Lately Mr. Jones had hurried through with the meal so as to get away, and he did not return for lunch. So on this important morning Alora said casually:


  “I’m going away for three or four weeks.”


  “Where to?” he asked sharply, suddenly rousing from his abstraction.


  “I’m going on a yachting trip with Mary Louise and Colonel Hathaway. We’re to be the guests of a Mr. Morrison and his wife, who own the yacht.”


  “Morrison? Morrison?” he repeated suspiciously. Then, as if relieved: “I don’t know any Morrisons.”


  “Nor do I. They are old friends of the Hathaways and the Conants, however.”


  “Well, you can’t go. It’s nonsense.”


  “Why?”


  “Yachts are dangerous. I don’t want you drowned.”


  “I’d be as safe on a yacht as I would be in this house,” she declared. “Do you think I intend to take any chances with my life? Please remember that when I’m eighteen I shall have a fortune and be able to lead an independent life—a pleasant life—a life in sharp contrast to this one. Therefore, I’m going to live to enjoy my money.”


  He gave her a shrewd look of approval. The argument seemed to appeal to him. It quieted, to an extent, his fears for her safety.


  “Anyhow,” said Alora bluntly, “I’m going, and I dare you to stop me.”


  He was silent a while, considering the proposition. Just now he would be busy at the aviation field and in Colonel Hathaway’s charge the girl was likely to be quite safe. He was inclined to relax his vigilance over his precious daughter, on this occasion.


  “How long do the Hathaways expect to be away?” he inquired.


  “Mary Louise says we will surely be home three weeks from the day we leave.”


  “Surely?”


  “Without fail.”


  “H-m-m. It’s a risk. Something might delay you. Do you know what would happen if you left me for sixty days or more?”


  “Of course I do. That will of my mother’s states that if at any time my devoted father develops any neglect of me, or lack of interest in his darling daughter, such as allowing me to become separated from him for longer than sixty days at one time, the court has the privilege, at its option, of deposing him as administrator of my estate and appointing another guardian. The other guardian, however, is to be paid a salary and the income, in that case, is to accrue to the benefit of my estate.”


  “How did you learn all that?” he demanded.


  “You left a copy of the will lying around, and I read it and made a copy of it for myself. I now know my mother’s will by heart. She suggests that if we must live together, ‘in loving companionship,’ you will probably have me educated by tutors, at home, and her objection to girls’ schools—I wonder why?—was the principal reason she inserted the clause that we must never be separated. It would prevent you from sending me away to school. But as for the tutors, I haven’t yet made their acquaintance.”


  “Tutors cost money,” he said in a surly tone.


  “I realize that; and while there is an abundance of money, the will states that it is to be entirely in your control. But we’ve quarreled on that subject too many times already, without your loosening your grip on the dollars. To get back to our subject, I assure you I shall not be gone longer than twenty-one days, and the trip won’t cost you a single penny.”


  “When did you propose going?”


  “We take the noon train on Monday for Chicago.”


  He got his hat and left the house without another word, leaving Alora exultant. She hurried over to tell Mary Louise the good news.


  “Did he really consent?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Well, he didn’t forbid it,” said the girl, “and that’s the same thing.”


  CHAPTER XVII THE DISAPPEARANCE


  The train was late getting into Chicago that Monday night. Colonel Hathaway took Mary Louise and Alora to the Blackington, but the hotel was so crowded that the girls could not get adjoining rooms. However, they secured rooms just across the hall from one another and the Colonel’s room was but two doors removed from that of his granddaughter, so the three were not greatly separated.


  “Never mind, dear,” said Mary Louise, as she kissed her friend good night; “tomorrow we go aboard the yacht, and that will be our home for a long time.”


  “What time will you breakfast?” asked Alora.


  “Well, we’re up late, and Gran’pa Jim likes to sleep mornings. Can you fast until half-past eight, Alora?”


  “Yes, indeed,” with a laugh. “I’m used to somewhat early hours, so I shall probably be dressed by seven. But I’ll find plenty to amuse me until you are up, and I’ll knock on your door at eight-thirty.”


  But in the morning Alora failed to knock on Mary Louise’s door, as she had promised. The Colonel was ready for breakfast, having enjoyed a good night’s rest, and Mary Louise said to him:


  “Alora probably slept later than she expected to. Shall I risk wakening her, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “I think so,” he replied. “She has slept long enough, for a young girl.”


  Mary Louise ran across the hall and knocked at the door of 216. She knocked again, for there was no answer. She did not dare call out, for fear of disturbing other guests of the hotel. The Colonel now came and rapped upon the panels, but without any better result.


  “I think she must have left her room and is perhaps in the parlor, or in the hotel lobby,” he said.


  A chambermaid was passing through the hall and overheard the remark.


  “The party in 216 has been up a long time, sir,” she asserted. “I found the door ajar at six o’clock, and so I went in and made up the room.”


  “Poor Alora!” exclaimed Mary Louise laughingly; “she was too excited to sleep, and, as you say, we shall probably find her somewhere about the hotel, enjoying the sights.”


  But they could not find the girl anywhere in the hotel. After a long and careful search for her, Colonel Hathaway left word at the desk that if his room or Mary Louise’s room was called, to report that they would be found in the breakfast room.


  The old gentleman was distinctly annoyed as they sat down to breakfast.


  “The foolish girl is wandering about the streets, somewhere,” he complained, “and it was unmannerly to leave the hotel without consulting me, since she is our guest and in my care.”


  Mary Louise’s sweet face wore a troubled expression.


  “It is not like Alora, Gran’pa Jim,” she asserted in defense of her friend. “Usually I have found her quite considerate.” Then, after a pause: “I—I hope nothing has happened to her.”


  “Don’t worry,” he replied. “She’s a wide-awake girl and has a tongue in her head, so she can’t get lost. Why, Mary Louise, Alora knows the city well, for she used to live in Chicago with her mother.”


  “Until she was eleven. That was four years ago. But I did not think of her getting lost. The automobiles, you know, are so thick–-“


  “Yes, dear; and there’s the lake, and the railroad crossings, and the street cars; but the chances are against our little friend’s being drowned or run over, especially so early in the day, when there isn’t much traffic. Again I ask you not to worry.”


  But Mary Louise couldn’t help worrying. They lingered over the breakfast, but Alora did not join them. Then they waited around the hotel until nearly noon, without receiving a word from her. Finally Colonel Hathaway, too, became nervous. He telephoned the central police station to inquire if a young girl of Alora’s description had met with an accident. There was no record of such an accident, but in half an hour a detective came to the hotel and asked for the Colonel.


  “Tell me all the particulars of the young lady’s disappearance, please,” he requested.


  When he had received this information he said:


  “Let us go to her room.”


  The key to No. 216 had not been turned in at the office, but was missing. With a pass-key they unlocked the door of Alora’s room and found her suit case open, her toilet articles lying upon the dresser and her nightrobe neatly folded ready for packing. Her hat was missing, however, and the little jacket she wore with her tailored suit.


  The detective touched nothing but examined the room and its contents with professional care.


  “Let us call the chambermaid who made up the room,” he suggested.


  The woman was easily found and when she appeared the detective asked:


  “Did you fold this nightrobe, or did you find it already folded?”


  “Why, it was lyin’ careless-like over the foot of the bed,” said she, “so I folded it up.”


  “Why didn’t you hang it in the closet?”


  “The clerk had notified me the room would be vacated to-day. So I knew that when the young lady came back she’d want to pack it in her grip.”


  “And at what time did you find the door ajar?”


  “At six-ten, sir. I come on duty at six.”


  “You did not see Miss Jones?”


  “No, sir—if that were the lady’s name.”


  “You found no one prowling about the halls?”


  “Didn’t see a soul, sir.”


  “Thank you; that’s all.”


  When she had gone the detective said to the Colonel in a reassuring tone:


  “I wouldn’t worry, sir, although I’ll admit this prolonged absence of Miss Jones is puzzling. But perhaps she has gone to call on an old friend and will presently return and apologize. I remember her mother— a remarkable woman, sir—who used to live at the Voltaire. She had a lot of friends in Chicago, did Mrs. Antoinette Seaver Jones, so it’s likely her daughter is looking some of them up.”


  “I wish you would do all you can to locate her,” pleaded Colonel Hathaway. “The young girl was placed in my care by her father and I feel personally responsible for her safety.”


  “She’s safe enough, sir. No sign of a struggle in her room; no report of an accident in the city. Went out of her own volition and will probably come back the same way, when she’s ready. I’m going back to the office now, but I’ll instruct our men to keep a good lookout for Miss Jones. If we hear anything, I’ll let you know at once. In the meantime, if the girl happens to turn up, you must telephone me of the fact.”


  He handed the Colonel his card and went away.


  “This is dreadful, Gran’pa Jim!” exclaim Mary Louise. “That man can’t help us a bit. What do you think we ought to do?”


  “Why, we’ve done all in our power, already, it seems to me,” he answered. “The police will keep a good lookout for Alora.”


  “I’ve no confidence in that detective.”


  “Why not, my dear? He seemed quite courteous and gentlemanly.”


  “But he isn’t especially interested. He didn’t probe far enough into the case. He never asked why the key to Alora’s door was missing, yet the maid found the door ajar—half open,” said Mary Louise. “Would she take the key and leave the door open?”


  “Why—no; that is strange, Mary Louise.”


  “The detective didn’t inquire at the office whether the night clerk had seen Alora pass through and go out. But I inquired, Gran’pa, and the night clerk goes off duty at six o’clock, when the relief clerk comes on, but neither saw any girl at all leave the office. No one was in the hotel lobby, at that hour.”


  “That is strange, too! How could Alora get out, otherwise?”


  “I can’t guess. Gran’pa, I’m going to telegraph Josie O’Gorman, and ask her advice,” said Mary Louise.


  “Do. It’s a good idea, Josie might put us on the right track,” approved the Colonel.


  So Mary Louise went to the telegraph office in the hotel lobby and sent the following message:


  
    “Josie O’Gorman,

    1225 F Street,

    Washington, D. C.


    “A girl friend has mysteriously disappeared from the Blackington, where we are stopping. What shall I do?


    Mary Louise Burrows.”

  


  Two hours later she received this answer:


  
    “Miss Mary Louise Burrows,

    Hotel Blackington, Chicago.


    “Notify police at once. Keep cool. I’m coming.


    Josie O’Gorman.”

  


  Mary Louise felt tremendously relieved when she read this. Josie was a girl of her own age, but she was the daughter of one of the most celebrated secret service men in the employ of the United States government, and John O’Gorman had trained Josie from babyhood in all the occult details of his artful profession. It was his ambition that some day this daughter would become a famous female detective, but he refused to allow her to assume professional duties until she had become thoroughly qualified to excel. He did not wish her to be ordinary, but extraordinary, and Josie’s talents, so far, had seemed to justify his expectations. Mary Louise knew Josie very well and admired and loved her, for in her amateur way Josie had once helped to solve a stubborn mystery that threatened the happiness of both the old Colonel and his granddaughter, and through this experience the two girls had become friends. Josie O’Gorman was devoted to Mary Louise, who knew she could rely on Josie’s judgment in this emergency but had scarcely expected her to come all the way from Washington to Chicago to render her personal assistance.


  In appearance the young girl—who was destined some day to become a great detective—was not especially prepossessing. She was short of form and inclined to be stout—“chubby,” she called herself. She had red hair, a freckled face and a turned-up nose. But her eyes, round and blue and innocent in expression as those of a baby, dominated her features and to an extent redeemed their plainness.


  Mary Louise hurried to the Colonel.


  “Gran’pa Jim,” she cried excitedly, “Josie is coming!”


  “That is very good of her,” replied the Colonel, highly pleased. “Josie is very resourceful and while she may not be able to trace Alora she will at least do all in her power, and perhaps her clever little brain will be able to fathom the mystery of the girl’s disappearance.”


  “She tells us to notify the police, but we did that at once. I don’t know of anything else we can do, Gran’pa, until Josie comes.”


  Colonel Hathaway communicated with the police office several times that day and found the officials courteous but calm—prolific of assurances, but not especially concerned. This was but one of a number of peculiar cases that daily claimed their attention.


  “I should hire a private detective, were not Josie coming,” he told Mary Louise; “but of course it is possible we shall hear of Alora, directly or indirectly, before morning.”


  But they did not hear, and both passed a miserable, wakeful, anxious night.


  “There is no use in our consulting Alora’a father, for the present,” remarked the old gentleman, next morning. “The news would only worry him. You remember how very particular he was in charging me to guard his daughter’s safety.”


  “Yes, and I know why,” replied Mary Louise. “Alora has told me that if she is lost, strayed or stolen for sixty days, her father might be relieved of his guardianship and lose the income he enjoys. Now, I wonder, Gran’pa Jim, if Alora has purposely lost herself, with mischievous intent, so as to get rid of her father, whom she abhors?”


  The Colonel considered this thoughtfully.


  “I think not,” he decided. “The girl is impulsive and at times reckless, and doubtless she would like to be free from her father’s guardianship; but I am sure she is too fond of you, and has too much respect for me, to run away from us without a word. Besides, she has no money.”


  “Really,” said Mary Louise despondently, “it is the strangest thing I ever knew.”


  Josie O’Gorman arrived at the hotel at six o’clock in the afternoon, having caught the fast train from Washington the evening before. She came in as unconcernedly as if she had lived at the hotel and merely been out to attend a matinee and greeted the Colonel with a bright smile and Mary Louise with a kiss.


  “My, but I’m hungry!” were her first words. “I hope you haven’t dined yet?”


  “Oh, Josie,” began Mary Louise, on the verge of tears, “this dreadful–-“


  “I know, dear; but we must eat. And let’s not talk or think of the trouble till our stomachs are in a comfortable condition. Which way is the dining room?”


  Neither the Colonel nor Mary had eaten much since Alora’s disappearance, but they took Josie in to dinner, realizing it would be impossible to get her to talk seriously or to listen to them until she was quite ready to do so. And during the meal Josie chattered away like a magpie on all sorts of subjects except that which weighed most heavily on their minds, and the little thing was so bright and entertaining that they were encouraged to dine more heartily than they otherwise would have done.


  But afterward, when they had adjourned to a suite that had now been given them, and which included a cosy little sitting room, and after the Colonel had been ordered to light his cigar, which always composed his nerves, the O’Gorman girl suddenly turned serious and from the depths of an easy chair, with her hands clasped behind her red head, she said:


  “Now to business. Begin at the beginning and tell me all there is to tell.”


  “Haven’t I written you something about Alora, Josie?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Never mind whether you have or haven’t. Imagine I’ve forgotten it. I want every detail of the girl’s history.”


  So Mary Louise told it, with a few comments from her grandfather. She began with their first meeting with Alora and her eccentric father in Italy, and related not only all the details of their acquaintance but such facts as Alora had confided to her of her mother’s death and her subsequent unhappy relations with her father and guardian. Alora had often talked freely to Mary Louise, venting in her presence much bitterness and resentment over her cruel fate—as she deemed it. So, knowing Josie’s desire to obtain the most seemingly trifling detail of a case, Mary Louise told the story as connectedly and comprehensively as possible, avoiding all personal comment so as to leave Josie’s mind free from prejudice.


  During the recital Josie sat very still, with closed eyes, reclining lazily in her chair and refraining from any interruption.


  “Now, Colonel,” she said, “tell me all that Mary Louise has forgotten to mention.”


  “She has told you more than I knew myself,” he declared. “Of course we informed the police of our friend’s disappearance and they sent a detective here who went into the affair very carefully. Yet, so far–-“


  “I know,” said Josie, nodding. “I called at the police station before I came here, on leaving the train. The detective is Al Howard, and he’s a nice fellow but rather stupid. You mustn’t expect any results from that source. To be sure, the department might stumble on a clew, but the chances are they wouldn’t recognize it, even then.”


  “I’m certainly surprised to hear that!” said the Colonel.


  “Because you are ignorant of police methods. They mean well, but have so much to handle, in a big city like this, that they exist in a state of perpetual bewilderment.”


  “But what are we to do?” pleaded Mary Louise. “Tell us, Josie!”


  “How do I know?” asked the girl, with a smile. “I’m just Josie O’Gorman, a student detective, who makes as many blunders—alas!—as a full-fledged ‘tec.’ But I thought I’d be able to help, or I wouldn’t have come. I’ve a personal interest in this case, Mary Louise, because it’s your case and I love you. So let’s get to work. Have you a photograph of Alora Jones?”


  “No,” was the reply.


  “Then give me a word picture of her.”


  Both Mary Louise and the Colonel tried to do, this, and Josie seemed satisfied.


  “Now, then,” she said, rising, “let’s go to her room. I hope it hasn’t been disturbed since she left it.”


  “The police have taken the key and forbidden anyone to enter the room.”


  “Quite proper. But we’ll go there, just the same.”


  The room was but a few steps away, in the same corridor, and when they arrived there Josie drew a bunch of slender keys from her purse and unlocked the door with no difficulty. Having entered, she turned on the electric lights and cast a curious glance around.


  “Let’s read Alora’s room,” said she, while her companions stood listening. “To begin with, we see her night-dress nicely folded and her toilet articles arranged in neat order on the dresser. Chambermaid did that, for Alora is not neat. Proving that her stuff was just strewn around and the orderly maid put things straight. Which leads to the supposition that Alora was led away rather suddenly.”


  “Oh, do you think so?”


  “She left the door ajar, but took the key. Intended, of course, to lock her room, but was so agitated by what she saw or heard that she forgot and just walked away.”


  “But no one saw her leave the hotel,” observed Mary Louise.


  “Then she didn’t pass through the office, but through the less used Ladies’ Entrance at the side.”


  “That was not unlocked, they told me, until after seven o’clock.”


  “Then she left by the servants’ entrance.”


  “The servants’!”


  “Quite likely. You’ll say she didn’t know anything about it, or where it was; but the fact remains that Alora left the hotel. I’d like to see that chambermaid. I believe you told me she comes on duty at six o’clock in the morning. All right. I’ll catch her at six a. m. tomorrow.”


  “The detective interviewed her,” stated Colonel.


  “I know, and she answered all his questions. My questions will be different. If Alora used the servants’ entrance, she went out with a servant or with someone who knew the ways of the hotel intimately.”


  “I don’t see that,” objected Mary Louise.


  “Nor do I, but there lies our trail. Alora didn’t pass out through the office, nor did she make her exit through the less public Ladies’ Entrance. There are only two other ways to get out of here: through the baggage door and by the servants’ entrance at the rear, which lets into an alley. The head porter will know whether Alora went out the baggage door, but as it’s usually very high—on a level with the platform of a baggage-wagon—I don’t believe she jumped it. That leaves the servants’ entrance as the probable exit for our missing one, and as she was a perfect stranger to the arrangements of this hotel, she couldn’t have gone that way unless someone guided her. So our course is clear, Mary Louise. Find out who enticed Alora from the hotel and it won’t be difficult to trace her and discover what has become of her.”


  “Enticed, Josie?”


  “Had force been used, she would have screamed and attracted attention. Let us say she was decoyed.”


  “You think, then, that Alora was kidnapped?”


  “Let us reason. The girl couldn’t have had an enemy in Chicago, according to her history, for she was only eleven when she left here and no one hates an eleven year old child. Having no enemy, she has doubtless escaped personal harm. But Alora is an heiress, and a lot of people in Chicago know that. You suggest kidnapping. Well, perhaps that’s the solution: held for ransom.”


  “That would be the first idea of Jason Jones!” exclaimed Mary Louise. “He has always seemed afraid of such a thing.”


  “In that case, however, I do not believe her father would pay a ransom,” declared Colonel Hathaway.


  “Oh, indeed he would!” asserted Mary Louise, emphatically; “we mustn’t forget that if Alora isn’t found and restored to him within a given time he will lose all her income for the next three years.”


  Josie looked at her friend admiringly. Then she laughed.


  “You’re a better detective than any of us,” she remarked. “What I’ve been groping for is the object of the abduction, and you’ve hit the nail squarely on the head. Now we’re getting down to brass tacks, so to speak. The whole thing is explained by the one word—‘blackmail.’ Girl disappears; papa is threatened with the lose of thousands. Very well, Papa! pay up. Relinquish a part of the income and you may keep the rest. Refuse, and you lose it all. Ergo, papa pays.”


  “That certainly seems a logical conclusion,” admitted the Colonel.


  “Then,” said Josie, thoughtfully, “we must decide whether to put it up to Mr. Jones, and let him pay, or to go on with the search.”


  “We’ll go on!” exclaimed Mary Louise. “We may be wrong, and poor Alora may be in danger, or suffering. We must rescue her as soon as possible.”


  “The girl was in my care,” said the Colonel, “and I feel responsible for her safety. Moreover blackmail is a crime against society, and the plot should be foiled even were we not interested in the victim of it. I am anxious to find Alora before her father is approached.”


  “Then,” Josie decided, “we will leave no stone unturned in our efforts to locate and recover her. If we have diagnosed the case correctly, we have to deal with a shrewd and unprincipled, if not clever person. Cleverness, too, we may encounter, and then our task will be doubly hard.”


  “Poor, dear Alora!” sighed Mary Louise. “It’s a shame she should suffer because some cruel person wants her father’s money. The fortune her mother left her has been a misfortune to her daughter, instead of a blessing.”


  “Money,” said Josie sententiously, “is a dangerous thing. Its possession, or the lack of it, leads to four-fifths of the world’s crimes. The other one-fifth is charged to hatred and jealousy. But— dear me!—here I am philosophizing, when I ought to be thinking.”


  “Then think, Josie, and think to some purpose,” pleaded Mary Louise.


  “If our hastily constructed theory is correct,” remarked John O’Gorman’s daughter, “Papa Jones will soon hear from Alora’s abductor, with a financial proposition.”


  “I hope we shall find her before then,” returned the Colonel earnestly. “We ought not to delay an instant, with that idea in view. Indeed, our theory may be quite wrong and Alora be in desperate need of immediate assistance.”


  “Correct, sir,” agreed Josie. “But we won’t abandon our theory until we evolve a better one and in following this lead we must first discover who in Chicago is aware of the terms of the will of Antoinette Seaver Jones. Also who is familiar enough with Papa Jones’ love of money to believe he can be successfully blackmailed. What information can either of you give me along those lines?”


  “Alora has talked to Irene a good deal about that dreadful will,” replied Mary Louise, “Irene has repeated many of her statements to me. Also Alora has frankly spoken to me, at times, and her queer history has interested us all. But I cannot remember that any such person as you describe is in any way mixed up with the story. Judge Bernsted drew up the will for Alora’s mother. He was her lawyer, and she trusted him fully.”


  “She was justified,” declared Josie. “I know of Judge Bernsted, by reputation. He died a year ago.”


  “Then,” continued Mary Louise, reflectively, “there was Mrs. Jones’ doctor, who was very kind to Alora and who also enjoyed her mother’s confidence. His name was Anstruther—Dr. Anstruther.”


  “He is a prominent physician in Chicago,” declared Josie, who seemed to know every important person of every locality, for this had been part of her education. “It is impossible that Dr. Anstruther could have any knowledge of this plot. Moreover, it doesn’t seem to me like a man’s plot. I don’t believe Alora would have accompanied a strange man, under any circumstances, for she’s knocked around the world enough to have learned prudence. The crime is feminine. What woman knew of this will, and was an intimate friend of Mrs. Jones, or of Mr. Jones?”


  “Really,” said Mary Louise, “I don’t know.”


  “Nor you, Colonel?”


  “I do not recollect hearing of any woman connected with the Jones history—except Alora’s former governess, a Miss Gorham, who was discharged by Mr. Jones at the time he took his daughter from Chicago to New York.”


  “That isn’t such a bad clew!” Josie quickly returned, sitting up straight and staring reflectively at the old gentleman. “Miss Gorham, eh? Now, how long had she been Alora’s governess?”


  “For some years, I believe.” It was Mary Louise who answered this question.


  “Then she doubtless knew the family secrets. Was Alora fond of her?”


  “I think not. She has told me that at the time they separated she was glad to be rid of the woman.”


  “Then the woman may be the kind that would resort to blackmail. Discharged from a good place, where she had drawn pay for years, she would be angry. Brooded during the last four years on her imagined wrongs and figured out a neat revenge. Had sized up Papa Jones and knew he clung to money with a desperate grip and would pay some rather than lose all. Couldn’t get another job; was poor; had no money to chase up Jones, but figured he would some time return to Chicago and give her an opportunity play her game. Discovered that Alora had arrived at this hotel, and–-See here! What would prevent the former governess, now in reduced circumstances, from being employed as a servant in this very hotel? Perhaps as a night chambermaid. May have seen Alora enter her room and recognized her former pupil. During the long night she figured and planned how to take advantage of the fortunate circumstances. Early in the morning, before she left here, went to Alora and in some way induced the girl to go out with her. Alora would accompany her old governess without suspicion. So—there’s the whole story, in a nutshell, rather cleverly figured out.”


  “Oh, Josie, it must be true!” cried Mary Louise, who had eagerly followed this plausible reasoning.


  “And it may not,” laughed Josie. “It’s just a theory, and good detectives distrust theories, which often befog clever brains. Still, the deduction sounds mighty logical. I’m going to my room, now, to give the suggestion some serious thought. I’ll try to tear it to pieces, or at least to pick holes in it. When I came away Daddy said to me: ‘Josie, beware that imagination of yours. If it asserts itself, sit on it.’ Daddy was glad to have me tackle the case, and try to help you, for these little affairs give me practice; but he hates to have me make a flat failure. So, for dear old Daddy’s sake, I’m not going to let any good-looking theory lead me astray. Good night. You’d both better go to bed, for I can see you had little sleep last night. But your strain must now relax, for you’ve pushed the responsibility onto my poor little shoulders and now it’s up to me to worry.”


  CHAPTER XVIII ON THE TRAIL


  Josie O’Gorman loved mysteries for their own sake. She loved them because they required solutions, and to solve a mystery is not only interesting but requires a definite amount of talent. Since she was a wee thing perched on her father’s knee, Officer O’Gorman had flooded her ears with the problems he daily encountered, had turned the problems inside out and canvassed them from every possible viewpoint, questioning the child if this, or that, was most probable. By this odd method he not only enjoyed the society of his beloved daughter but argued himself, through shrewd reasoning, into a lucid explanation of many puzzling cases. To his pleased surprise, as little Josie grew older she began to answer his questions, taking a part in his professional arguments with himself, and from that time her training as a detective began.


  John O’Gorman had never been quite sure whether his fatherly adoration unduly influenced him or whether Josie was indeed an exceptionally talented girl; so, having firmly determined to train her to become a girl detective, he had so far held her in leash, permitting her to investigate various private cases but refusing to place her in professional work—such as the secret service—until she had gained experience and acquired confidence in herself. Confidence was the one thing Josie lacked most. She took her mistakes too much to heart.


  The girl was full of enthusiasm, however, and now meant to untangle the mystery of Alora Jones if it were possible to do so, both to please Mary Louise and to enjoy the satisfaction of success. After saying good night to her friends, and before going to her own room, the girl wandered about the big hotel making casual inquiries and obtaining more or less useful information. Afterward, she sat in her room and arranged in her mind the complete history of Alora, so far as she was informed of it, and made notes of all facts which seemed to bear on the present problem.


  Next morning she inquired for the housekeeper and found that lady seated in her little office on the third floor of the hotel.


  “I’m trying to trace one of the servants who left you Monday night, or early Tuesday morning,” she said, after informing the woman that she was engaged in tracing the missing girl, Alora Jones. “I am not sure what name you knew her by, but her real name was Gorham.”


  “No one has left us this week,” returned the housekeeper, who seemed disposed to converse freely with her visitor.


  “Are you sure of that?”


  “Why, I’m positive. We treat our help well and they seldom leave us. I’m sure no woman employed in this hotel, down to the lowest kitchen scullion, has resigned or been discharged during the last few days.”


  “And there is no one still in your service named Gorham?”


  “No one. It’s an unusual name and I should have remembered it.”


  “Do any of the guests ever use the servants’ entrance?”


  “Certainly not. It is reserved exclusively for the employees. Some of our guests have private maids, who occasionally use the rear entrances, and Mrs. Tolliver’s trained nurses are allowed to pass out that way, too; but–-“


  She stopped abruptly, as if some new thought had occurred to her.


  “What is it?” asked Josie, who was watching her face.


  “Why, I have just recollected that Mrs. Tolliver’s night nurse did not show up Tuesday evening, for some reason, and they were obliged to telephone for another.”


  “Who is Mrs. Tolliver?”


  “One of our permanent guests, who is suffering just now from a severe attack of rheumatism. She employs two trained nurses, a day nurse and a night nurse.”


  “And the night nurse left her post Tuesday morning and did not return in the evening, as she was expected to do?”


  “That’s it, miss. Mrs. Tolliver was greatly annoyed, but fortunately she was able to secure another nurse at once.”


  “What was the nurse’s name—the one who abandoned her job without notice?”


  “Let me see. It wasn’t Gorham. I’ll call Alice, my assistant; I feel quite sure that she will know.”


  Alice promptly answered the bell and on being questioned said:


  “The nurse was Mrs. Orme. She’d been with Mrs. Tolliver ever since she was took sick, and was the best nurse she’s had.”


  “Why did she leave?” asked Josie.


  “I don’t know, miss, I’m sure. She were a quiet body, never sayin’ much to no one. But quite ladylike, she were, an’ most of us liked her.”


  “Can you describe her?”


  “Well, she isn’t tall—not so very tall, you know—an’ she’s got a good form an’ good manners. I take it she’s about thirty-five, an’ handsome for her age. Good eyes, but mostly looks down an’ don’t show ‘em. Very neat an’ tidy. Brown hair. She wore gray clothes, you know—the reg’lar nurse’s uniform.”


  “Do you know where Mrs. Orme lives?”


  “No, miss; haven’t the faintest idea.”


  “Who is Mrs. Tolliver’s doctor?”


  “The house physician, Dr. Pease. His office is No. 633, in this hotel.”


  “Thank you, Alice.”


  Josie hunted up Mary Louise.


  “Have you ever heard that a trained nurse named Mrs. Orme is in any way connected with Alora’s history?” she asked.


  “No; I’m pretty sure Alora has never mentioned such a person. What about her, Josie?


  “I think Alora went away with her. Have you any description of Miss Gorham, the governess?”


  “Not especially,” said Mary Louise, trying to remember. “Alora has sometimes referred to her as ‘Old Skinny,’ but that doesn’t mean anything.”


  “It means she isn’t Mrs. Orme, anyhow,” answered Josie, in a disappointed tone.


  Mary Louise considered this in her usual careful way. She would like to help Josie, if she could.


  “Who do you suppose this Mrs. Orme could be?” she presently asked.


  “Some one whom Alora knew years ago, when her mother was alive. Of course her name may not have been Orme, then, and she may not have been a trained nurse. That’s why I was inclined to connect her with Gorham.”


  “Wait a minute, Josie! A nurse, do you say? Why, I remember something about a nurse, no—Alora’s mother’s nurse. When we were in Italy, where I first knew Alora, she told me that her father, at one time when they lived in New York, had been forced to give money to a woman, and Alora believed he had left America to escape this person’s further demands. When I asked who the woman was, she said it was her mother’s nurse; but I’m pretty sure she didn’t mention her name.”


  Josie’s freckled face now wore a broad smile.


  “How simple any enigma proves when you have the key,” she remarked, with an air of relief. “The mystery is solved, my dear! It’s all as easy as A. B. C.”


  “In that case,” said Mary Louise, more mystified than ever, “kindly oblige me with the key.”


  “With pleasure. You haven’t given me much time to forge a chain, so I’ll add each link as it occurs to me. Mrs. Jones, during her last illness, had a nurse; a good nurse, too, in whom she had confidence. When Mrs. Jones sent for her husband, from whom she had been estranged, the nurse was aware of the action. When the husband came—Alora’s father—without doubt the nurse remained in the sick room during the interview. Husband and wife quarreled, instead of making up—this guess is justified by the man’s disagreeable disposition—and Mrs. Jones hastily wrote a codicil to her will and gave it into the nurse’s keeping, with instructions to deliver it to her lawyer. Then the poor lady over-excited, lay back and died, and the man Jason Jones—realized that his lack of diplomacy had euchred him out of a big income for seven years. But he put up a job with the nurse who held his fate in her hands in the shape of scrap of paper. If she’d give him that codicil—no! that isn’t right—if she’d keep it to herself and not let anyone know of its existence, Mr. Jones proposed to give her a share of the money. She considered this easier than working and the bargain was struck. Isn’t that a logical chain of events, so far, Mary Louise?”


  “But what a terrible thing to do, Josie!”


  “Yes, human nature in its worst aspect selfishness, greed, unscrupulousness—and still human nature. Well, the woman followed him to New York and got some of the money, as Alora said; but the nurse wanted more, and was likely to bleed the man more liberally than he liked; so, being afraid of her, he ran away to Europe. Nurse spent her money, couldn’t find Jason Jones to get more, and so returned to Chicago and practiced her profession again. Any dummy could figure that out.”


  “I cannot see,” responded Mary Louise, “how that accounts for Alora’s disappearance.”


  “Why, of course the woman knew all about the terms of the will. She was nursing a Mrs. Tolliver in this hotel when she discovered Alora’s arrival. How she discovered it doesn’t matter. In the morning, when the day nurse arrived to take her place, she left Mrs. Tolliver and went directly to Alora’s room. The girl instantly recognized her and would probably have a warm place in her heart for her mother’s old nurse. Decided to walk part of the way home with her so they could talk over old times—you and the Colonel being still asleep—but was enticed to the nurse’s house and promptly locked up and held as a weapon to force old Jones to pay up. This completes the chain. A woman who would enter into such an ugly deal with Jason Jones as I have described would not hesitate to capture Alora, especially as it proved an easy thing to do.”


  Mary Louise drew a long breath. “If I could believe that theory, Josie,” she said, “it would relieve me of much worry, for I’d know Alora is safe. But—what was it your father said about your imagination?”


  Josie laughed. “This isn’t wholly imagination, you goose, for it’s based on a knowledge of human nature, as I’ve hinted. Also it’s a scientific matching of the pieces in the puzzle. Why, Mary Louise, in this deduction we have all the necessary elements of the usual crime. A woman—always look for a woman in a mystery, my dear—money, the cause of four-fifths of all crimes, and a guilty man who is afraid of being forced to disgorge his ill-gotten gains. Then we will add an innocent girl who suffers through the machinations of others. Some of my conclusions may not be exactly correct, but in the main the story is absolutely logical.”


  “That’s what you said last night, Josie, when you thought the governess, Gorham, had abducted Alora.”


  “True, but I have later information which doesn’t entirely upset the theory but changes the actors in the drama. I don’t say that further investigations may not alter this present plot in some of its details, but the main facts are too lucid and undeniable to get far away from. I’m now going to interview the house physician and get Mrs. Orme’s address.”


  When she had gone, Mary Louise went to Gran’pa Jim with the tale of Josie’s latest discoveries and Colonel Hathaway was so impressed by the theory that he decided to telegraph Peter Conant to catch the noon train and come straight to Chicago.


  “The complications suggested by Josie will require a lawyer’s advice,” he said, “and Mr. Conant knows law and can advise us how to handle the case when we have discovered where Alora is confined.”


  Meanwhile Josie went to the doctor’s office and after waiting some time, was finally admitted to his private room.


  “I came to ask for the address of a trained nurse—a Mrs. Orme—whom you recommended to Mrs. Tolliver,” she began, her innocent eyes regarding the physician gravely.


  Dr. Pease frowned.


  “I cannot recommend her again,” said he. “Although she’s a good nurse, she is unreliable, and left my patient without notice when she was badly needed.”


  “I merely want to find her,” declared Josie. “I’m a stranger in town and I’ve a letter of introduction to Mrs. Orme.”


  “I don’t know her address. I got the woman through Dr. Anstruther.”


  “Oh. May I telephone Dr. Anstruther, then?”


  “I’ve no objection. There’s a telephone in the outer office. But you’re not likely to catch him much before noon. Dr. Anstruther is a very busy man.”


  Josie went to her own room to telephone. She telephoned Dr. Anstruther’s office at intervals all the morning, but did not succeed in getting him until nearly two o’clock. Then he answered that he did not know Mrs. Orme’s address, having always secured her services through the Sisters’ Hospital.


  Josie tried the Sisters’ Hospital and learned that Mrs. Orme lived in an apartment at 524 Morgan Avenue. She took a taxicab and drove there, determining to obtain an interview with the woman by posing as a nurse who desired assistance in securing employment. But disappointment confronted her. Mrs. Orme had moved from the apartment ten days ago and her present address was unknown.


  “She has taken considerable pains to cover her traces,” said Josie to Mary Louise, when she returned from her futile trip.


  “I hope you’re not discouraged, dear,” returned Mary Louise anxiously. “The local detectives have done nothing at all, so you are our only hope, Josie.”


  The embryo detective smiled sweetly.


  “I’m not here on a pleasure trip,” she said, “although I enjoy travel and good hotel fodder as well as anyone. This is business, but so far I’m just feeling my way and getting a start. You can’t open a mystery as you do a book, Mary Louise; it has to be pried open. The very fact that this Mrs. Orme has so carefully concealed her hiding-place is assurance that she’s the guilty party who abducted Alora. Being positive of that, it only remains to find her—not an impossibility, by any means—and then we shall have no difficulty in liberating her prisoner.”


  “But to find her; can you do that, Josie?”


  “Certainly, with a little help from the police, which they will gladly furnish. They know I’m Daddy’s daughter, for I have already introduced myself to them, and while they may be slow to take the initiative they are always quite willing to aid in an affair of this sort. Now, it stands to reason, Mary Louise, that the nurse didn’t use the streets to promenade with. Alora. That would have been dangerous to her plans. There are so few people abroad in Chicago at six o’clock in the morning that those who met the two would have noted and remembered them. For the same reason Mrs. Orme did not take a street car, or the elevated. Therefore, she took a cab, and the cabman who drove them will know Mrs. Orme’s address.”


  “But who was the cabman?” asked Mary Louise.


  “That,” said Josie, “is to be my next discovery.”


  CHAPTER XIX DECOYED


  The excitement of being once more in a big city rendered Alora Jones wakeful on that eventful Tuesday morning following her arrival in Chicago. At daybreak she rose and peered trough the window into a gray and unimpressive side street; then, disinclined to return to bed, she slowly began dressing.


  Presently a sharp knock sounded upon her door. Somewhat surprised, she opened it far enough to see a middle-aged woman attired in nurse’s uniform standing in the dim hallway.


  “Miss Jones? Miss Alora Jones?” questioned the woman in a soft voice.


  “Yes; what is it?”


  “I’ve a message for you. May I come in?”


  Alora, fearful that Mary Louise or the Colonel might have been taken suddenly ill, threw wide the door and allowed the woman to enter. As the nurse closed the door behind her Alora switched on the electric light and then, facing her visitor, for the first time recognized her and gave a little cry of surprise.


  “Janet!”


  “Yes; I am Janet Orme, your mother’s nurse.”


  “But I thought you abandoned nursing after you made my father give you all that money,” an accent of scorn in her tone.


  “I did, for a time,” was the quiet answer. “‘All that money’ was not a great sum; it was not as much as your father owed me, so I soon took up my old profession again.”


  The woman’s voice and attitude were meek and deprecating, yet Alora’s face expressed distrust. She remembered Janet’s jaunty insolence at her father’s studio and how she had dressed, extravagantly and attended theatre parties and fashionable restaurants, scattering recklessly the money she had exacted from Jason Jones. Janet, with an upward sweep of her half veiled eyes, read the girl’s face clearly, but she continued in the same subdued tones:


  “However, it is not of myself I came here to speak, but on behalf of your mother’s old friend, Doctor Anstruther.”


  “Oh; did he send you here?”


  “Yes. I am his nurse, just now. He has always used me on his important cases, and now I am attending the most important case of all—his own.”


  “Is Dr. Anstruther ill, then?” asked Alora.


  “He is dying. His health broke weeks ago, as you may have heard, and gradually he has grown worse. This morning he is sinking rapidly; we have no hope that he will last through the day.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry for that!” exclaimed Alora, who remembered the kindly old doctor with real affection. He had been not only her mother’s physician but her valued friend.


  “He learned, quite by accident, of your arrival here last evening,” Janet went on, “and so he begged me to see you and implore you to come to his bedside. I advised him not to disturb you until morning, but the poor man is very restless and so I came here at this unusual hour. It seems he is anxious to tell you some secret which your dead mother confided to his keeping and, realizing his hours are numbered, he urges you to lose no time in going to him. That is the message entrusted to me.”


  There was no emotion in her utterance; the story was told calmly, as by one fulfilling a mission but indifferent as to its success. Alora did not hesitate.


  “How far is it?” she quickly asked.


  “A fifteen minute ride.”


  The girl glanced at her watch. It was not quite six o’clock. Mary Louise and the Colonel would not appear for breakfast for a good two hours yet and after breakfast they were all to go to the yacht. The hour was opportune, affording her time to visit poor Doctor Anstruther and return before her friends were up. Had Alora paused to give Janet’s story more consideration she might have seen the inconsistencies in the nurse’s statements, but her only thoughts were to learn her mother’s secret and to show her sincere consideration for her kindly old friend.


  Hastily completing her attire she added her hat and jacket and then said:


  “I am ready, Janet.”


  “I hope we shall find him still alive,” remarked the nurse, a cleverly assumed anxiety in her tone, as she took the key from inside the door and fitted it to the outer side of the lock.


  Alora passed out, scarcely aware that Janet had pretended to lock the door. Halfway down the hall the woman handed her the key.


  “Come this way, please,” she said; “it is nearer to the carriage which is waiting for us.”


  At the rear of the building they descended the stairs and passed through an anteroom fitted with lockers for the use of the employees of the hotel. No one happened to be in the anteroom at that moment and they gained the alley without encountering a single person. Janet quickly led the girl through the alley and soon they came to a closed automobile which evidently awaited them. Janet opened the door for Alora and followed the girl inside the car, which started at once and sped along the quiet streets.


  “You will find Doctor Anstruther very feeble,” said the nurse, “for he has suffered greatly. But I am sure it will give him pleasure to see you again. I hope he will recognize you. I scarcely recognized you, myself, you have changed so much since last we saw you at the Voltaire. Your resemblance to your mother is quite marked, however.”


  And so, during the ride, she kept up a flow of desultory conversation, intended to distract Alora’s attention from the section of the city through which they were passing. She spoke of Dr. Anstruther, mostly, and answered such questions as Alora put to her in a calm, unemotional manner well calculated to allay suspicion. The woman kept her eyes veiled by her lashes, as of yore, but her face seemed to have aged and grown harder in its lines. There was no hint now of her former gay life in New York; she had resumed the humble tones and manners peculiar to her profession, such as Alora remembered were characteristic of her at the time she nursed her mother.


  “This is the place,” said Janet, as the cab came to a stop. “Let us move softly, as noise disturbs my patient.”


  Alora had paid no attention to the direction they had driven but on leaving the car she found herself facing a three-storied brick flat building of not very prepossessing appearance. Then were several vacant lots on either side of this building, giving it a lonely appearance, and in the lower windows were pasted placards: “To Let.”


  “Oh; does Doctor Anstruther live here?” asked Alora, somewhat astonished.


  Without seeming to have heard the question Janet mounted the steps and opened the front door with a latch-key. Alora followed her inside and up two dingy flights to the third floor. Once she started to protest, for the deadly silence of the place impressed her with a vague foreboding that something was amiss, but Janet silenced her with a warning finger on her lips and on reaching the upper landing herself avoided making a noise as she cautiously unlocked the door. She stood listening a moment and then entered and nodded to the girl to follow.


  They were in a short, dark passage which separated the landing from the rooms of the flat. Janet closed the outer door, startling her companion with the sharp “click” it made, and quickly opened another door which led into a shabby living room at the front of the building. Standing just within this room, Alora glanced around with the first real sensation of suspicion she had yet experienced. Janet raised her lids for a sweeping view of the girl’s face and then with a light laugh began to remove her own cloak and cap, which she hung in a closet.


  “Come, child, make yourself at home,” she said in a mocking, triumphant voice, as she seated herself in a chair facing the bewildered girl. “I may as well inform you that this is to be your home for some time to come—until Jason Jones decides to rescue you. You won’t object, I hope? Don’t get nervous and you’ll find your quarters very comfortable, if retired.”


  Alora, understanding now, first shuddered, then grew tense and cast a hurried glance at the hall door behind her.


  “Have you lied to me, Janet?” she demanded.


  “Yes.”


  “And this is a trap? Doctor Anstruther is not sick? He did not send for me? He is not here?”


  “You have guessed correctly, Alora.”


  The girl wheeled and in a quick run reached the door to the landing. It was fast locked.


  “Help!” she cried, and stopped to listen; “help! help!”


  “Come in and take off your things,” called Janet, undisturbed by the outcry. “This building hasn’t a soul in it but ourselves, and you may yell for help until you are hoarse without being heard. But don’t be frightened. I’m not going to hurt you. In fact, I’d like to make your confinement as cheerful as possible. Can’t you understand the truth— that I am simply holding your person in order to force Jason Jones to pay the money he owes me?”


  CHAPTER XX JANET’S TRIUMPH


  Alora stood by the door, irresolute, wondering what to do. It occurred to her that she was not much afraid of Janet Orme. She had been trapped in order to bleed her father of money; it was all her father’s fault— his fault and Janet’s.


  “Suppose you help me get our breakfast,” suggested the nurse, coolly. “It will take your mind off your trouble and keep you from brooding. I admit I’m hungry, and I’m sure you’ll feel better for a cup of coffee.”


  She passed into another room, as she spoke, and Alora, realizing the hall door could not be forced by her puny strength, advanced into the living room. There were three other doorways opening from this apartment. She could hear Janet rattling dishes and pans, so the way she had gone led into the kitchen. The other two doors she found gave entrance to small bedrooms, neither having egress other than through the living room. The furniture in all the rooms was cheap and tawdry but fairly comfortable.


  Alora sat down and tried to collect her thoughts. Janet got the breakfast unaided and then came to summon her. Alora quietly walked into the kitchen and sat down at a little table spread for two. There was a dish of crisp bacon, some toast and coffee. Alora silently ate and drank, determined to maintain her strength. Having finished her meal she sat back and asked:


  “Do you mind explaining what all this means?”


  “No, indeed; I’m glad to explain,” replied the woman, raising her eyelids an instant to flash a glance of approval at her prisoner. “I have already said that I was obliged to annoy you in order to reach your father. The dear father is an elusive person, you know, and is determined to avoid paying the money he owes me. I haven’t been able to locate him, lately, but I have located you, and you are mighty precious to him because if he loses you he loses the income from your fortune. Therefore it is my intention to hold you here until Jason Jones either pays my demands or allows the probate court to deprive him of his guardianship. The proposition is really very simple, as you see.”


  “Still,” said Alora, “I do not quite understand. How did you know of my value to my father?”


  “I witnessed your mother’s will,” was the reply.


  Alora remembered that this was true.


  “But why does my father still owe you money? You were paid for nursing my mother. And, if your demands are merely blackmail, why does not my father defy you?”


  “I’ll tell you,” answered. Janet. “It is a bit of ancient history, but it may interest you. Your mother renounced your father when you were scarcely a year old. I met Jason Jones soon afterward, and believing,—as your own deluded mother did—that he would become a great artist, I gambled with him on his career. In other words, I supported Jason Jones with all my earnings as a nurse for a period of six years and in return he signed an agreement which states that one-half of all the money he received in the future, from whatever source, must be paid to me in return for my investment. Doubtless we both thought, at the time, that any money he got would come from the sale of his pictures; neither could have dreamed that your mother would call him to her on her death-bed and present sent him with your income until you came of age—seven years’ control of a fortune, with no other obligation than to look after a child and keep her with him. But the agreement between us covered even that astonishing event. Imagine, if you can, Jason Jones’ amazement when he entered your mother’s sick chamber to find me—his partner—acting as her nurse. He was also annoyed, for he realized I knew the terms of the will and would demand my share of his income. Can you blame me? He hadn’t made good as an artist and this was my only chance to get back some of the hard earned savings I had advanced him. But Jason Jones isn’t square, Alora; he’s mean and shifty, as perhaps you have discovered. He gave me some money at first, when I followed him to New York, as you know; but after that the coward ran away. That provoked me and made me determined to run him down. I traced him to Europe and followed him there, but he evaded me for a full year, until my money was gone and I was forced to return to America. For nearly three years longer I worked as a nurse and hoarded my earnings. Then, through your father’s banker in New York I managed to learn his address. The banker didn’t tell me, but I did a little spy work and in the bank’s mail I found a letter in Jason Jones’ handwriting postmarked ‘Positano, Italy.’ That was all the clew I needed and I went to Italy and soon located my man. I faced him in his own villa—I believe you were away at the time—and when he found he was caught he cringed and begged for mercy and promised to give me all that belonged to me. He said he had a lot of gold in his possession and he would pay me partly in gold and partly in drafts on his New York banker. Then he left the room to get the gold and returned with a husky Italian servant who seized and bound me and threw me into a stone house used to store grapes, where I was kept a prisoner for nearly ten days and treated like a dog.


  “Finally the Italian released me, asserting that Jason Jones was on his way to America. I followed as soon as I could get passage in a ship, but your clever father had left New York before I arrived there and I could not discover where he had hidden himself. Once more he had beaten me.”


  Her voice was hard and angry. Alora was tempted to believe the story, for many of its details she knew were true. She remembered, for one thing, that queer letter from Silvio which she had discovered tucked inside one of her father’s books. It stated that, according to orders, the Italian had “released the prisoner.” So the prisoner had been Janet, and Alora could well understand her determination to secure revenge.


  “It seems to me,” she said, “that you should have taken your contract with my father to a lawyer, and brought suit to recover the money due you. Surely that would have been the easiest way to collect it.”


  Janet’s face grew red; her lashes dropped still further over the eyes; but she answered after an instant’s pause:


  “I do not wish the world to know what a fool I was to support an imitation artist for six long years. A lawsuit means publicity, and I have a little pride left, I assure you. Besides,” collecting her thoughts as she spoke, “I cannot see the wisdom of dividing my share with a lawyer when I can bring your father to terms myself. I know I have executed a bold stroke in seizing you and making you my prisoner, but it’s a stroke that’s bound to win. It was conceived last night, on the spur of the moment. Lately I have been nursing in Chicago, where I am better known than in New York and can get better wages. Since my return from Italy I’ve been saving to renew the search for Jason Jones. While nursing a Mrs. Tolliver at the Hotel Blackington, fortune suddenly smiled on me. I chanced to examine the hotel register last night and found you were registered with Colonel Hathaway’s party. Your room number was marked opposite your name, so I had you properly located. During the night, while on duty in Mrs. Tolliver’s room, I had ample time to figure out a plan of action. I knew you were fond of old Doctor Anstruther and so used his name for a lure. I had already rented this flat; not with the idea of using it for a prison, but because it was cheap and so isolated that I could sleep during the daytime without being disturbed. I believe that’s all that I need explain to you. Our little adventure of this morning you will now be able to understand perfectly. Also you will understand the fact that you must remain a prisoner until my purpose is accomplished. I’m sorry for you, but it can’t be helped. Won’t you have another cup of coffee, Alora?”


  Alora had no answer ready. Janet’s story did not satisfy her; she felt that somewhere there was a flaw in it; but she decided to bide her time.


  CHAPTER XXI THE PRICE OF LIBERTY


  Alora, being in the main a sensible girl, strove to make the best of her unpleasant predicament. She longed to notify Mary Louise that she was safe and well and in answer to her pleadings Janet agreed she might write a letter to that effect, with no hint that she was imprisoned or where she could be found, and the nurse would mail it for her. So Alora wrote the letter and showed it to Janet, who could find no fault with its wording and promised to mail it when she went out to market, which she did every morning, carefully locking her prisoner in. It is perhaps needless to state that the letter never reached Mary Louise because the nurse destroyed it instead of keeping her agreement to mail it. Letters can be traced, and Janet did not wish to be traced just then.


  The days dragged by with little excitement. Alora sought many means of escape but found none practical. Once, while Janet was unlocking the hall door to go to market, the girl made a sudden dash to get by her and so secure her freedom; but the woman caught her arm and swung her back so powerfully that Alora fell against the opposite wall, bruised and half stunned. She was no match for Janet in strength.


  “I’m sorry,” said Janet complacently, “but you brought it on yourself. I’m not brutal, but I won’t be balked. Please remember, my girl, that to me this is a very important enterprise and I’ve no intention of allowing you to defeat my plans.”


  Usually the woman was not unpleasant in her treatment of Alora, but conversed with her frankly and cheerfully, as if striving to relieve her loneliness.


  “Have you written to my father about me?” the girl asked one day.


  “Not yet,” was the reply. “I don’t even know where Jason Jones may be found, for you haven’t given me his address. But there’s no hurry. You have been missing only a week, so far. Jason Jones has doubtless been notified of your disappearance and is beginning to worry. Of course he will imagine I am responsible for this misfortune and his alarm will grow with the days that pass. Finally, when his state of mind becomes desperate, you will give me his address and he will hear from me. I shall have no trouble, at that crisis, in bringing my dishonest partner to terms.”


  “I can’t see the object of waiting so long,” protested Alora. “How long do you intend to keep me here?”


  “I think you should remain missing about fifty days, during which time they will search for you in vain. Your father’s search for you will include a search for me, and I’ve figured on that and defy him to find me. The Sisters’ Hospital, the only address known to the physicians who employ me, believe I’ve gone to some small Indiana town on a case, but I neglected to give them the name of the town. So there’s a blind lead that will keep my pursuers busy without their getting anywhere. It’s easy to hide in a big city. Here you are very safe, Alora, mid discovery is impossible.”


  Janet had abandoned her nurse’s costume from the first day of the girl’s imprisonment. When she went out, which was only to a near-by market and grocery, she wore an unobtrusive dress.


  Every day seemed more dreary to Alora than the last. She soon became very restless under her enforced confinement and her nerves, as well as her general health, began to give way. She had been accustomed to out-of-door exercise, and these rooms were close and “stuffy” because Janet would not allow the windows open.


  For twelve days and nights poor Alora constantly planned an escape, only to abandon every idea she conceived as foolish and impractical. She looked forward to fifty days of this life with horror and believed she would go mad if forced to endure her confinement so long.


  CHAPTER XXII A COMPROMISE


  “If I had any money of my own,” Alora said to Janet Orme on the morning of the twelfth day of imprisonment, “I would gladly pay it to free.”


  Janet flashed a quick glance at her. “Do you mean that?” she asked with ill-suppressed eagerness.


  “I do, indeed,” declared the girl, moaning dismally; “but I never have a cent to call my own.”


  Janet sat still, for some time, thinking.


  “I, too, wish you were free,” she admitted, resuming the conversation, “for my position as jailer obliges me to share your confinement, and it’s wearing on me, as it is on you. But you have unconsciously given me a thought—an idea that seems likely to lead to a compromise between us. I’m going to consider it seriously, and if it still looks good to me I’ll make you a proposition.”


  Saying this, she retired to her bedroom and closed the door after her, leaving Alora in a fit of nervous trembling through half-formed hopes that she might gain her release.


  It was nearly an hour before Janet returned. When she came from her room she stood before the girl for a time and seemed to study her face. Alora was anxious and did not endeavor to conceal the fact. In her hand the woman held a paper, which she presently laid upon the center-table.


  “I have decided to make you a proposition,” she said, turning to seat herself near the table. “If it interests you, all right; if it doesn’t, you may of course reject it. My offer is this: If you will tell me where to find your father and will promise not to mention me to him or to warn him of my intentions, and if you will sign this paper which I have prepared, I will allow you to return to your friends to-day. You are not especially fond of Jason Jones, I believe?”


  “Not especially, although he is my father,” returned Alora, eyeing the woman expectantly.


  “Then you can have no objection to my forcing him to disgorge my share of his income, which you would not get in any event. I don’t know how much of an allowance he makes you, but–-“


  “I don’t get any allowance,” said Alora, “In fact, he gives me nothing.”


  “Then my demands on your father will not affect your interests. Are you willing to give me his address, and promise not to warn him?”


  “Under the circumstances, yes.”


  “Very well. I accept your plighted word—your word of honor. Now sign this paper and you may go.”


  She took the paper from the table and handed it to Alora, who read as follows:


  
    “For value received, in services faithfully rendered and which I hereby freely and without coercion acknowledge, I hereby promise and agree to pay to Janet Orme Jones on the day that I attain my majority the sum of Fifty Thousand Dollars, which sum is to be paid from my estate without recourse, equivocation or attempt to repudiate the said obligation, inasmuch as I willingly admit the said sum to be justly due the said Janet Orme Jones.


    “(Signed:)……………..”

  


  Alora read the paper twice, with, growing indignation. Then she glanced up at her jailer and muttered questioningly: “Jones? Janet Orme Jones?”


  “A family name, my dear. The Joneses are so thick and so unimportant that generally I do not use the name, but this is a legal document. I hope you won’t try to claim relationship,” she added with a light laugh.


  “I’m not going to promise you so enormous a sum as fifty thousand dollars, even to secure my liberty,” said Alora. “It’s out of all reason—it’s—it’s—outrageous!”


  “Very well,” returned Janet, coolly; “that’s your own affair. This is merely a compromise proposition, suggested by yourself, as I told you. Let us say no more about it.”


  Alora was greatly disheartened. After allowing her hopes to run so high the disappointment was now doubly keen. Her defiance melted away with the thought of all the weary days of imprisonment she must endure until Janet was ready to act.


  “I—I might agree to give you five thousand dollars,” she ventured.


  “Nonsense. I’m not gunning for small game, Alora. Did you but realize it, I am quite considerate in exacting only fifty thousand. Your estate is worth two millions. Your income is something like eighty thousand a year, and this payment would leave you thirty thousand to use the first year after you come into your fortune. I don’t believe you could spend thirty thousand in a year, when you are eighteen years of age.”


  Alora turned away and going to the front window, looked through its stained and unwashed panes into the gloomy street below. The sight emphasized her isolation from the world. Her imprisonment was becoming unbearable. After all, she reflected, in reckless mood, what did so small a share of her prospective fortune weigh against her present comfort—and health—and happiness?


  Janet was stealthily watching her.


  “Should you decide to sign the paper,” said the nurse, “you must make up your mind not to raise a row when pay-day comes. The money will come out of your income, and instead of investing it in more bonds, you will have invested it in your liberty. You won’t be inconvenienced in the slightest degree. On the other hand, this money will mean everything to me—a modest competence for my old age and relief from the drudgery of working. I’ve had a hard life, my girl, for nursing is mere slavery to the whims of sick people. Consider, also, that for six years Jason Jones squandered all my savings in trying to paint pictures that were not worth the canvas he ruined. If I had that money now I wouldn’t need to descend to this disgraceful mode of recouping my bank account; but, under the circumstances, don’t you think I am justly entitled to some of the Jones money?”


  “You’re going to get a lot from my father.”


  “True; but that is for his indebtedness, while this amount is for your freedom. A scrape of the pen and you secure liberty, fresh air and the privilege of rejoining your friends, who are probably getting anxious about you. If you are the sensible girl I take you to be, you won’t hesitate.”


  Alora knew the woman was pleading her own case, but the arguments appealed to her. She was weak and nervous and her longing for liberty outweighed her natural judgment.


  “I suppose I’m a fool, but–-“


  Slowly she approached the table where the written promissory note still lay. Janet had placed a pen and inkstand beside it.


  CHAPTER XXIII MARY LOUISE HAS AN INTUITION


  “I wish, Josie,” said Mary Louise dolefully, “you’d let me help in this search for Alora.”


  “I’d be glad to, dear, if I could think of a single thing you can do,” replied her friend. “Just now I’m on the most tedious task imaginable— visiting the army of cab-drivers—horse and taxi—here in Chicago and trying to find the one who carried a woman and a girl away from the Blackington at six o’clock that eventful Tuesday morning.”


  “Have you met with any success, at all?” asked Mary Louise.


  “That question proves you’re not fitted for detective work,” Josie laughingly asserted. “A moment’s reflection would assure you that when I found my man my search would be ended. Ergo, no success has yet attended my efforts. I’ve interviewed a couple of hundreds, however, and that leaves only a few hundreds left to question.”


  “But the whole thing drags terribly!” complained Mary Louise. “Days are passing, and who knows what may be happening to poor Alora while you are hanging around the cab-stands?”


  Josie’s face grew grave. In sober tones she said:


  “I’m just as anxious as you are, Mary Louise. But this case is really puzzling, because Chicago is such a big city that criminals may securely hide themselves here for months—even for years—without being discovered. Mrs. Orme was clever enough to leave few traces behind her; as far as clews are concerned she might have evaporated into thin air, taking Alora with her—except for this matter of the cabman. That’s why I am pinning my faith to this search, knowing all the time, nevertheless, that Mrs. Orme may have provided for even that contingency and rendered the discovery of the cabman impossible. To do that, however, she would have to use a private equipage, involving a confederate, and I believe she preferred to take chances with a hired cab.”


  “What are the police doing?” inquired Mary Louise nervously.


  “Nothing. They were soon discouraged and lost interest in the matter when I took hold of the case. But I don’t intend to get discouraged. I hate to be ‘stumped,’ as you know, and it seems to me, after careful consideration, that success may follow the discovery of the cab-driver. I’ve not been neglecting other trails, I assure you. I’ve obtained a pretty fair record of the history of nurse Orme. She has the habit of drudging in sick rooms until she accumulates enough capital to lead a gay life for a month or so, after which she resumes nursing in order to replenish her purse. She’s a good nurse and a wild spendthrift, but aside from the peculiarity mentioned there’s nothing in her career of especial interest. The woman is pretty well known both in New York and Chicago, for she squanders in the first city and saves in the other, but of her early history there is no information available. In her wildest moods she has never done anything to warrant her arrest, yet the police have kept a suspicious eye on her for years.”


  “Poor Alora!” wailed Mary Louise, miserably; “I wish I could do something for her.”


  “You did a lot for her when you put me on her trail,” declared Josie, with conviction. “I’ve a hunch I shall win. I’ve wired Daddy O’Gorman all about the case, but he says he can’t advise me. In other words, he’s watching to see whether I make good or cave in, and I just dare not fail. So keep your courage, Mary Louise, and muster all the confidence you are able to repose in me. I may not know all the tricks of the sleuths, but I know some of them. And now I’m off to interview more cabmen.”


  Mary Louise sighed as her friend left her. She was indeed very unhappy and restless during those days of tedious waiting. Peter Conant had come to Chicago on the Colonel’s demand, but Mary Louise couldn’t see how he was able to help them one bit.


  “Of course,” the lawyer had said in his terse, choppy manner, “whoever abducted the girl is, criminally liable. We can put the party in jail.”


  “When we get her,” suggested Mary Louise impatiently. “The party is Mrs. Orme; we have established that fact without a doubt; and, if we could get her, we’d also get Alora.”


  “Just so,” Peter replied; “and, between the O’Gorman girl and the police, we ought to capture the woman soon. I have a degree of confidence in Josie O’Gorman and somewhat more confidence in the police.”


  “Do you think we should notify Jason Jones?” inquired Colonel Hathaway.


  “I have considered that, sir, in all its phases, and knowing the man’s peculiar characteristics I believe such a course is not as yet desirable. Jones is so enthralled by his latest craze over aviation that he would be no fit adviser and could render no practical assistance in the search for his daughter. On the other hand, his association would be annoying, for he would merely accuse you of neglect in permitting Alora to be stolen while in your care. I have seen a copy of his wife’s will and know that the girl’s loss may cost him his guardianship and the perquisites that pertain to it. In that case he will probably sue you for the loss of the money, claiming Alora’s abduction was due to your carelessness.”


  “He could not win such an absurd suit, however,” declared the Colonel.


  “Still, he might be awarded damages,” asserted the lawyer. “Juries are uncertain; the law is somewhat elastic; judges are peculiar.”


  “Don’t worry, Gran’pa Jim,” said Mary Louise soothingly, as she sat on the arm of his chair and rubbed the wrinkles from his forehead; “there must be such a thing as justice, even in law.”


  “Law is justice,” stated Mr. Conant, resenting the insinuation, “but justice is sometimes recognized by humans in one form, and sometimes in another. I do not say that Jason Jones could collect damages on such complaint, but he assuredly would have a case.”


  Mr. Conant had desired to return home after the first conference with his client, but he admitted that his wife was recovering from her indisposition and a kindly neighbor was assisting Irene in the care of her, so he yielded to his client’s urgent request to remain. Colonel Hathaway was more alarmed by Alora’s disappearance than he allowed Mary Louise to guess, and he wanted Mr. Conant to spur the police to renewed effort. In addition to this the Colonel and his lawyer usually spent the best part of each day pursuing investigations on their own account, with the result that Mary Louise was left to mope alone in the hotel rooms.


  The young girl was fond of Alora and secretly terrified over her mysterious disappearance. She tried to embroider, as she sat alone and waited for something to happen, but her nerveless fingers would not hold the needle. She bought some novels but could not keep her mind on the stories. Hour by hour she gazed from the window into the crowded street below, searching each form and face for some resemblance to Alora. She had all the newspapers sent to her room, that she might scan the advertisements and “personals” for a clew, and this led her to following the news of the Great War, in which she found a partial distraction from her worries. And one morning, after her grandfather and the lawyer had left her, she was glancing over the columns of the Tribune when an item caught her eye that drew from her a cry of astonishment. The item read as follows:


  “The Grand Prize at the exhibition of American paintings being held in the Art Institute was yesterday awarded by the jury to the remarkable landscape entitled ‘Poppies and Pepper Trees’ by the California artist, Jason Jones. This picture has not only won praise from eminent critics but has delighted the thousands of visitors who have flocked to the exhibition, so the award is a popular one. The Associated Artists are tendering a banquet tonight to Jason Jones at the Congress Hotel, where he is staying. The future of this clever artist promises well and will be followed with interest by all admirers of his skillful technique and marvelous coloring.”


  Mary Louise read this twice, trying to understand what it meant. Then she read it a third time.


  “How strangely we have all been deceived in Alora’s father!” she murmured. “I remember that Gran’pa Jim once claimed that any man so eccentric might well possess talent, but even Mr. Jones’ own daughter did not believe he was a true artist. And Alora never guessed he was still continuing to paint—alone and in secret—or that he had regained his former powers and was creating a masterpiece. We have all been sadly wrong in our judgment of Jason Jones. Only his dead wife knew he was capable of great things.”


  She dropped the paper, still somewhat bewildered by the remarkable discovery.


  “And he is here in Chicago, too!” she mused, continuing her train of thought, “and we all thought he was stupidly learning to fly in Dorfield. Oh, now I understand why he allowed Alora to go with us. He wanted to exhibit his picture—the picture whose very existence he had so carefully guarded—and knew that with all of us out of the way, afloat upon the Great Lakes, he could come here without our knowledge and enter the picture in the exhibition. It may be he doubted its success—he is diffident in some ways—and thought if it failed none of us at home would be the wiser; but I’m sure that now he has won he will brag and bluster and be very conceited and disagreeable over his triumph. That is the man’s nature—to be cowed by failure and bombastic over success. It’s singular, come to think it over, how one who has the soul to create a wonderful painting can be so crude and uncultured, so morose and—and—cruel.”


  Suddenly she decided to go and look at the picture. The trip would help to relieve her loneliness and she was eager to see what Jason Jones had really accomplished. The Institute was not far from her hotel; she could walk the distance in a few minutes; so she put on her hat and set out for the exhibition.


  On her way, disbelief assailed her. “I don’t see how the man did it!” she mentally declared. “I wonder if that item is just a huge joke, because the picture was so bad that the reporter tried to be ironical.”


  But when she entered the exhibition and found a small crowd gathered around one picture—it was still early in the day—she dismissed at once that doubtful supposition.


  “That is the Jason Jones picture,” said an attendant, answering her question and nodding toward the admiring group; “that’s the prizewinner—over there.”


  Mary Louise edged her way through the crowd until the great picture was in full view; and then she drew a long breath, awestruck, delighted, filled with a sense of all-pervading wonder.


  “It’s a tremendous thing!” whispered a man beside her to his companion. “There’s nothing in the exhibit to compare with it. And how it breathes the very spirit of California!”


  “California?” thought Mary Louise. Of course; those yellow poppies and lacy pepper trees with their deep red berries were typical of no other place. And the newspaper had called Jason Jones a California artist. When had he been in California, she wondered. Alora had never mentioned visiting the Pacific Coast.


  Yet, sometime, surely, her father must have lived there. Was it while Alora was a small child, and after her mother had cast him off? He could have made sketches then, and preserved them for future use.


  As she stood there marveling at the superb genius required to produce such a masterpiece of art, a strange notion crept stealthily into her mind. Promptly she drove it out; but it presently returned; it would not be denied; finally, it mastered her.


  “Anyhow,” she reflected, setting her teeth together, “I’ll beard the wolf in his den. If my intuition has played me false, at worst the man can only sneer at me and I’ve always weathered his scornful moods. But if I am right–-“


  The suggestion was too immense to consider calmly. With quick, nervous steps she hastened to the Congress Hotel and sent up her card to Jason Jones. On it she had written in pencil: “I shall wait for you in the parlor. Please come to me.”


  CHAPTER XXIV AN INTERRUPTION


  “Before you sign this promissory note,” remarked Janet Orme, as Alora reluctantly seated herself at the table, “you must perform the other part of your agreement and give me the present address of your father, Jason Jones.”


  “He lives in Dorfield,” said Alora.


  “Write his street number—here, on this separate sheet.”


  The girl complied.


  “Is it a private house, or is it a studio?”


  “A cottage. Father doesn’t paint any more.”


  “That is very sensible of him,” declared the nurse; “yet I wonder how he can resist painting. He has always had a passion for the thing and in the old days was never happy without a brush in his hand. He had an idea he could do something worth while, but that was mere delusion, for he never turned out anything decent or that would sell in the market. Therefore the money he spent for paints, brushes and canvas—money I worked hard to earn—was absolutely wasted. Does your father keep any servants?”


  “One maid, an Irish girl born in the town.”


  “Still economical, I see. Well, that’s all the information I require. You have given your word of honor not to notify him that I have discovered his whereabouts. Is it not so?”


  “Yes,” said Alora.


  “Now sign the note.”


  Alora, pen in hand, hesitated while she slowly read the paper again. She hated to give fifty thousand dollars to this scheming woman, even though the loss of such a sum would not seriously impair her fortune. But what could she do?


  “Sign it, girl!” exclaimed Janet, impatiently.


  Alora searched the note for a loophole that would enable her afterward to repudiate it. She knew nothing of legal phrases, yet the wording seemed cleverly constructed to defeat any attempt to resist payment.


  “Sign!” cried the woman. With pen hovering over the place where she had been told to write her name, Alora still hesitated and seeing this the nurse’s face grew dark with anger. A sudden “click” sounded from the hall door, but neither heard it.


  “Sign!” she repeated, half rising with a threatening gesture.


  “No, don’t sign, please,” said a clear voice, and a short, stumpy girl with red hair and freckled face calmly entered the room and stood smilingly before them.


  Janet uttered an exclamation of surprise and annoyance and sank back in her chair, glaring at the intruder. Alora stared in speechless amazement at the smiling girl, whom she had never seen before.


  “How did you get in here?” demanded Janet angrily.


  “Why, I just unlocked the door and walked in,” was the reply, delivered in a cheery and somewhat triumphant voice.


  “This is a private apartment.”


  “Indeed! I thought it was a prison,” said the girl. “I imagined you, Mrs. Orme, to be a jailer, and this young person—who is Miss Alora Jones, I believe—I supposed to be your prisoner. Perhaps I’m wrong, but I guess I’m right.”


  The nurse paled. The look she flashed from her half-veiled eyes was a dangerous look. She knew, in the instant, that the stranger had come to liberate Alora, but the next instant she reflected that all was not lost, for she had already decided to release her prisoner without compulsion. It was important to her plans, however, that she obtain the promissory note; so, instantly controlling herself, she lightly touched Alora’s arm and said in her usual soft voice:


  “Sign your name, my dear, and then we will talk with this person.”


  Alora did not move to obey, for she had caught a signal from the redheaded girl.


  “I object to your signing that paper,” protested the stranger, seating herself in a vacant chair. “I haven’t the faintest idea what it is you’re about to sign, but if I were you I wouldn’t do it.”


  “It is the price of my liberty,” explained Alora.


  “Well, this is a free country and liberty doesn’t cost anything. I’ve a carriage waiting outside, and I will drive you back to the Colonel and Mary Louise free of charge. You won’t even have to whack up on the cab hire.”


  The nurse slowly rose and faced the girl.


  “Who are you?” she demanded.


  “No one of importance,” was the answer. “I’m just Josie O’Gorman, the daughter of John O’Gorman, of Washington, who is a lieutenant in the government’s secret service.”


  “Then you’re a detective!”


  “The aforesaid John O’Gorman declares I’m not. He says I must learn a lot before I become a real detective, so at present I’m just practicing. Mary Louise is my friend, you know,” she continued, now addressing Alora, “and you are a friend of Mary Louise; so, when you mysteriously disappeared, she telegraphed me and I came on to hunt you up. That wasn’t an easy job for an amateur detective, I assure you, and it cost me a lot of time and some worry, but glory be! I’ve now got you located and Mrs. Orme’s jig is up.”


  The nurse moved softly to the door that led into the passage and locked it, putting the key into her pocket.


  “Now,” said she, with another flash of those curious eyes, “I have two prisoners.”


  Josie laughed.


  “I could almost have sworn you’d try that trick,” she remarked. “It was on the cards and you couldn’t resist it. Permit me to say, Mrs. Orme, that you’re a rather clever woman, and I admire cleverness even when it’s misdirected. But my Daddy has taught me, in his painstaking way, not to be caught napping. A good soldier provides for a retreat as well as an advance. I’ve been on your trail for a long time and only this morning succeeded in winning the confidence of the cabman who drove you here. Wasn’t sure, of course, that you were still here, until I saw Alora’s face at the window a while ago. Then I knew I’d caught you. The cab is a closed one and holds four inside, so I invited three policeman to accompany me. One is at the back of this house, one at the front door and the third is just outside here on the landing. Probably he can hear us talking. He’s a big man, that third policeman, and if I raise my voice to cry out he could easily batter down the door you have locked and come to my rescue. Now will you be good, Mrs. Orme?”


  The nurse realized her defeat. She deliberately took the note from the table and tore it up.


  “You have really foiled me, my girl,” she said philosophically, “although if you knew all you would not blame me for what I have done.”


  “You’ve decided not to dig any money out of Alora, then?”


  “It wouldn’t matter to her, but I have abandoned the idea. However, I shall insist on making Jason Jones pay me liberally for my disappointment. Now take the girl and go. Get your things on, Alora.”


  Josie regarded her thoughtfully.


  “I had intended to arrest you, Mrs. Orme,” she remarked; “but, honestly, I can’t see what good it would do, while it would cause Mary Louise and the dear Colonel a heap of trouble in prosecuting you. So, unless Miss Jones objects–-“


  “All I want it to get away from here, to be out of her clutches,” asserted Alora.


  “Then let us go. The woman deserves punishment, but doubtless she’ll get her just deserts in other ways. Get your things on, my dear; the cab and the policemen are waiting.”


  Janet Orme unlocked the door to the passage. Then she stood motionless, with drooping eyelids, while the two girls passed out. Alora, greatly unnerved and still fearful, clung to the arm of her rescuer.


  When they had gained the street and were about to enter the closed automobile she asked: “Where are the three policemen?”


  “Invisible,” returned Josie, very cheerfully. “I had to invent that story, my dear, and the Recording Angel is said to forgive detectives for lying.”


  She followed Alora into the car and closed the door.


  “Drive to the Blackington, please,” she called to the driver.


  And, as they whirled away, she leaned from the window and waved a parting signal to Mrs. Orme, who stood in the upper window, her face contorted and scowling with chagrin at the discovery that she had been outwitted by a mere girl.


  CHAPTER XXV JASON JONES


  The Colonel and Peter Conant had just entered the drawing room of the suite at the hotel and found Mary Louise absent. This was unusual and unaccountable and they were wondering what could have become of the girl when the door suddenly burst open and Josie’s clear voice cried triumphantly:


  “I’ve got her! I’ve captured the missing heiress at last!”


  Both men, astonished, rose to their feet as Alora entered and with a burst of tears threw her arms around the old Colonel’s neck. For a few moments the tableau was dramatic, all being speechless with joy at the reunion. Colonel Hathaway patted Alora’s head and comforted the sobbing girl as tenderly as if she had been his own grandchild—or Mary Louise.


  Josie perched herself lightly on the center-table and swinging her legs complacently back and forth explained her discovery in a stream of chatter, for she was justly elated by her success.


  “And to think,” she concluded, “that I never missed a clew! That it was really the nurse, Mrs. Orme—Mrs. Jones’ old nurse—who stole Alora, according to our suspicions, and that her object was just what I thought, to get money from that miser Jason Jones! Daddy will be pleased with this triumph; I’m pleased; Mary Louise will be pleased, and—By the way, where is Mary Louise?”


  “I don’t know,” confessed the Colonel, who had just placed Alora, now more self-possessed, in a chair. “I was beginning to worry about her when you came in. She seldom leaves these rooms, except for a few moments, and even then she tells me, or leaves word, where she is going. I spoke to the clerk, when I returned, and he said she had left the hotel early this morning, and it’s now four o’clock.”


  Josie’s smile faded and her face became grave.


  “Now, who,” she said, “could have an object in stealing Mary Louise? Complications threaten us in this matter and the first thing we must do is–-“


  “Oh, Alora!” exclaimed Mary Louise, who had softly opened the door and caught sight of her friend. Next moment the two girls were locked in an embrace and Josie, a shade of disappointment struggling with her sunny smile, remarked coolly:


  “Very well; that beats the champion female detective out of another job. But I might have known Mary Louise wouldn’t get herself stolen; no such adventure ever happens to her.”


  Mary Louise turned to the speaker with an earnest look on her sweet face.


  “An adventure has happened to me, Josie, and—and—I hardly know how to break the news.”


  She held Alora at arms’ length and looked gravely into her friend’s face. Alora noted the serious expression and said quickly:


  “What is it? Bad news for me?”


  “I—I think not,” replied Mary Louise, hesitatingly; “but it’s—it’s wonderful news, and I hardly know how to break it to you.”


  “The best way,” remarked Josie, much interested, “is to let it out in a gush. ‘Wonderful’ stuff never causes anyone to faint.”


  “Alora,” said Mary Louise solemnly, “your father is here.”


  “Where?”


  “He is just outside, in the corridor.”


  “Why doesn’t he come in?” asked the Colonel.


  “He needn’t have worried about me,” said Alora, in sullen tone, “but I suppose it was the danger of losing his money that–-“


  “No,” interrupted Mary Louise; “you mistake me. Jason Jones, the great artist—a splendid, cultured man and–-“


  A sharp rap at the door made her pause. Answering the Colonel’s summons a bellboy entered.


  “For Mr. Conant, sir,” he said, offering a telegram.


  The lawyer tore open the envelope as the boy went out and after a glance at it exclaimed in shocked surprise: “Great heavens!”


  Then he passed the message to Colonel Hathaway, who in turn read it and passed it to Josie O’Gorman. Blank silence followed, while Mary Louise and Alora eyed the others expectantly.


  “Who did you say is outside in the corridor?” demanded Josie in a puzzled tone.


  “Alora’s father,” replied Mary Louise.


  “Jason Jones?”


  “Jason Jones,” repeated Mary Louise gravely.


  “Well, then, listen to this telegram. It was sent to Mr. Peter Conant from Dorfield and says: ‘Jason Jones killed by falling from an aeroplane at ten o’clock this morning. Notify his daughter.’”


  Alora drew a quick breath and clasped her hands over her heart. Uncongenial as the two had been, Jason Jones was her father—her only remaining parent—and the suddenness of his death shocked and horrified the girl. Indeed, all present were horrified, yet Mary Louise seemed to bear the news more composedly than the others—as if it were a minor incident in a great drama. She slipped an arm around her girl friend’s waist and said soothingly:


  “Never mind, dear. It is dreadful, I know. What an awful way to die! And yet—and yet, Alora—it may be all for the best.”


  Josie slid down from the table. Her active brain was the first to catch a glimmering of what Mary Louise meant.


  “Shall I call that man in?” she asked excitedly, “the man whom you say is Alora’s father?”


  “No,” answered Mary Louise. “Let me go for him, please. I—I must tell him this strange news myself. Try to quiet yourself, Alora, and—and be prepared. I’m going to introduce to you—Jason Jones.”


  She uttered the last sentence slowly and with an earnestness that bewildered all her hearers—except, perhaps, Josie O’Gorman. And then she left the room.


  The little group scarcely moved or spoke.


  It seemed an age to them, yet it was only a few moments, when Mary Louise came back, leading by the hand a tall, handsome gentleman who bore in every feature, in every movement, the mark of good birth, culture, and refinement, and in a voice that trembled with, nervous excitement the girl announced:


  “This is Jason Jones—a California artist—the man who married Antoinette Seaver. He is Alora’s father. And the other—the other–-“


  “Why, the other was a fraud, of course,” exclaimed Josie.


  CHAPTER XXVI WHAT MARY LOUISE ACCOMPLISHED


  I am quite sure it is unnecessary to relate in detail the scene that followed Mary Louise’s introduction or the excited inquiries and explanations which naturally ensued. To those present the scene was intensely dramatic and never to be forgotten, but such a meeting between father and daughter is considered too sacred to be described here.


  Mary Louise’s intuition had not played her false. She had found at the Congress Hotel another Jason Jones, far different from the one she had known, and a few questions elicited the fact that he was indeed the father of Alora. So, as briefly as she could, she told him how another man had usurped his place and seized all of Alora’s income, at the same time willfully depriving the girl of such comforts and accomplishments as one in her position should enjoy.


  “And to think,” she added indignantly, “that he is not Jason Jones at all!”


  “I believe you are mistaken there,” replied the artist thoughtfully. “Jason is a family name, derived from one of our most eminent ancestors, and in my generation it is also borne, I have learned, by one of my second cousins, a Jason Jones who is also a painter and aspires to fame as an artist. I have never met the man, but his indifferently executed canvases, offered for sale under our common name, formerly caused me considerable annoyance and perhaps interfered with my career. But of late I have not heard of this Jason Jones, for soon after my separation from my wife I went to Southern California and located in a little bungalow hidden in a wild canyon of the Santa Monica mountains. There I have secluded myself for years, determined to do some really good work before I returned East to prove my ability. Some time after Antoinette died I saw a notice to that effect in a newspaper, but there were no comments and I did not know that she had made me guardian of our child. That was like Antoinette,” he continued, in gentler tones; “she was invariably generous and considerate of my shortcomings, even after we realized we were not fitted to live together. Her renunciation of me seemed harsh, at first, for I could not understand her ambitions, but in fact she drove me to success. I have won the Grand Prize, after all these years of patient labor, and from now on my future is assured.”


  “Have you never longed for your child?” asked Mary Louise reproachfully.


  “I have, indeed. In imagination I have followed Alora’s growth and development year by year, and one of my most cherished anticipations when coming here was to seek out my daughter and make myself known to her. I knew she had been well provided for in worldly goods and I hoped to find her happy and content. If my picture received favorable comment at the exhibition I intended to seek Alora. I did not expect to win the Grand Prize.”


  It was this newly discovered Jason Jones and his daughter—who already loved him and shyly clung to this responsive and congenial parent—who went to Dorfield with the Colonel and Mary Louise and Peter Conant and Josie O’Gorman to attend the obsequies of the other less fortunate Jason Jones. Mrs. Orme was there, too; Mrs. Janet Orme Jones; for she admitted she was the dead man’s wife and told them, in a chastened but still defiant mood, how the substitution of her husband for the other artist had come about.


  “Many years ago, when I was nursing in a New York hospital,” she said, “a man was brought in with both arms broken, having been accidentally knocked down by a streetcar. I was appointed to nurse him and learned from him that he was Jason Jones, a poor artist who was, however, just about to win recognition. He showed me a newspaper clipping that highly praised a painting then being exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which was signed Jason Jones. I know now that it wasn’t his picture at all, but the work of his cousin, but at the time the clipping deceived me.


  “I was ambitious to become something more than a nurse. I thought that to be the wife of a famous artist would bring me wealth and a position in society, so I married Jason Jones—without love—and he married me— also without love—in order to get my wages. He won where I lost, for during several years I foolishly supported him with my savings, always expecting him to become famous. At first he attributed his failures to his broken arms, although they had healed perfectly, and I ignorantly accepted the excuse. It was only after years of waiting for the man to prove his ability that I finally woke to the truth—that he had no talent—and I then left him to his own devices. In Chicago I sought to forget my unfortunate past and found regular employment there in my profession.


  “It was while nursing Mrs. Jones that I overheard her give to Doctor Anstruther the supposed address of her husband, which had been furnished her by a casual acquaintance, and tell him to wire Jason Jones to come to her at once. I well knew a mistake had been made and that she had given the doctor my own husband’s address—the address of an entirely different Jason Jones. My first impulse was to undeceive her, but that would involve humiliating explanations, so I hesitated and finally decided to remain silent. When the doctor had gone to telegraph and the die was cast, I reflected that my husband, whom I knew to be sunk in poverty, would ignore the request to come to Chicago to be reconciled to his dying wife. My Jason wouldn’t care whether I lived or died and wouldn’t have spent a cent to be reconciled with me. For of course he would think it was I who asked for him, since he would know nothing of Antoinette Seaver Jones or that she was the wife of his distant relative, the other Jason Jones.


  “He did, indeed, answer Doctor Anstruther by saying he would not come unless his expenses were advanced, so the good doctor launched the future deception by sending him ample funds. I knew of this action and wondered what I ought to do. There would be a terrible mix-up when my husband appeared, and I realized how disappointed the sick woman would be. Knowing her condition to be dangerous, I feared the shock would kill her, which it really did, for still I kept silent. I told myself that I had not aided in the deception in any way, that it was a trick of fate, and I could not be blamed. I thought that when Doctor Anstruther met my husband there would be explanations and the truth would come out, but somehow that did not happen. Jason Jones walked into Antoinette Seaver Jones’ room expecting to find me dying, and saw a strange woman in the bed and his wife—in good health—standing before him. He let out an oath in his surprise and my patient, who had raised up in bed to stare at him, uttered a low moan and fell back on her pillow, dead. I saw the tragedy and involuntarily screamed, and Jason Jones saw she was dead and cried out in fear. I had just time to recover my wits and whisper to him to keep his mouth shut and I would make him rich when Doctor Anstruther hurried into the room.


  “The whole thing was unpremeditated up to that time, but now I assisted fate, for I had witnessed Mrs. Jones’ will and knew well its contents. No one seemed to know there were two artists named Jason Jones and everyone accepted my husband as Alora’s father and the one entitled to her guardianship and to profit by the terms of the will.


  “An hour after Mrs. Jones died I secured a secret interview with my husband, who until then had been thoroughly bewildered, and explained to him that the mistake in identity would, if he took prompt advantage of it, give him the control of an enormous income for seven years— until the child reached the age of eighteen. He was fearful, at first, that the other Jason Jones would appear and prosecute him for swindling, but as the husband of Antoinette Seaver had not been heard from in years, even by his own wife, I induced him to accept the risk. It was I who virtually put that income into my husband’s hands, and in return he agreed to supply me with whatever money I demanded, up to a half of his receipts. But he proved that there is not always honor among thieves, for after he had been made legal executor of the estate and his fears had somewhat subsided he endeavored to keep all the money for himself and begrudged me the one or two instalments I forced him to give me. Strangely enough, this formerly poverty-stricken artist now developed a love of accumulation—a miserly love for the money itself, and hated to spend any of it even on himself or on the girl to whom he owed his good fortune. The coward actually ran away and hid himself in Europe, and I, having spent all the money he had given me, with the idea I had an inexhaustible fund to draw upon, was forced to turn nurse again.


  “After three years I had saved enough to follow him to Europe, where I located him at a lonely villa in Italy. Its very loneliness was my undoing, for he made a husky servant lock me up in an outhouse and there I was held a prisoner until Jason had again escaped to America. He thought he could hide better in the United States and that I wouldn’t have the money to follow him there, but I had fortunately saved enough for my return passage. By the time I got home, however, he had completely disappeared and all my efforts failed to locate him. So I returned to Chicago and again resumed my profession.


  “You will say I might have denounced him as an impostor and made the police hunt him up, but that would have ruined my chances of ever getting another penny of the money and might have involved me personally. Jason knew that, and it made him bold to defy me. I silently bided my time, believing that fate would one day put the man in my power.


  “You know how I happened to find Alora in Chicago and how I lured her to my home and kept her there a prisoner.”


  It was found that the dead man had made large investments in his own name, and as he had left no will Janet declared that this property now belonged to her, as his widow. Lawyer Conant, however, assured her that as the money had never been legally her husband’s, but was secured by him under false pretenses, all the investments and securities purchased with it must be transferred to the real Jason Jones, to whom they now belonged. The court would attend to that matter.


  “And it serves you right, madam,” added Peter Conant, “for concocting the plot to swindle Alora’s father out of the money his dead wife intended him to have. You are not properly punished, for you should be sent to jail, but your disappointment will prove a slight punishment, at least.”


  “So far as I knew,” answered Janet, defending her crime, “Alora’s father was either dead or hidden in some corner of the world where he could never be found. To my knowledge there was no such person existent, so the substitution of my husband for him did him no injury and merely kept the income out of the clutches of paid executors. Had the right man appeared, at any time during these four years, to claim his child and the money, he might easily have secured them by proving his identity. So the fault was his as much as mine.”


  Jason Jones had personally listened to the woman’s confession, which filled him with wonder. While severely condemning her unscrupulous methods he refused to prosecute her, although Mr. Conant urged him to do so, and even carried his generosity to the extent of presenting her with one of her dead husband’s small investments, obtaining from her in return the promise to lead an honest and respectable life.


  It had been the artist’s intention to return to his California bungalow, but after the probate court had acknowledged him and transferred to him the guardianship of his daughter, he decided to devote the coming years to Alora and endeavor to recompense her with fatherly devotion for the privations and unhappiness she had formerly endured.


  Alora did not wish to be separated from Mary Louise, so her father purchased the handsome residence of Senator Huling, which was situated directly opposite to that of Colonel Hathaway in Dorfield, and succeeded in making it a real home for his daughter.


  Josie O’Gorman went back to Washington well pleased with her success, although she said with a little grimace of feigned regret:


  “I did pretty well, for an amateur, for I tackled a tough case and won out; but, after all, it was Mary Louise who solved the mystery and restored Alora to her honest-for-true father.”
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  JUST A WORD


  The object of this little story is not especially to encourage loyalty and devotion to one’s country, for these are sentiments firmly enshrined in the hearts of all true American girls. It is rather intended to show what important tasks girls may accomplish when spurred on by patriotism, and that none is too humble to substantially serve her country.


  Organizations of Liberty Girls are possible in every city and hamlet in America, and are effective not only in times of war but in times of peace, for always their Country needs them—always there is work for their busy hands.


  One other message the story hopes to carry—the message of charity towards all and malice towards none. When shadows are darkest, those who can lighten the gloom are indeed the blessed ones.


  Edith Van Dyne


  CHAPTER I THE MASS-MEETING


  One might reasonably think that “all Dorfield” had turned out to attend the much advertised meeting. The masses completely filled the big public square. The flaring torches, placed at set intervals, lighted fitfully the faces of the people—faces sober, earnest, thoughtful—all turned in the direction of the speakers’ platform.


  Mr. Peter Conant, the Chairman, a prominent attorney of Dorfield, was introducing the orator of the evening, Colonel James Hathaway, whose slender, erect form and handsome features crowned with snow-white hair, arrested the attention of all.


  “You have been told,” began the old colonel in a clear, ringing voice, “of our Nation’s imperative needs. Money must be provided to conduct the great war on which we have embarked—money for our new army, money for ship-building, money for our allies. And the people of America are permitted to show their loyalty and patriotism by subscribing for bonds—bonds of the rich and powerful United States—that all may participate in our noble struggle for the salvation of democracy and the peace of the world. These bonds, which you are asked to buy, bear interest; you will be investing in the Corporation of Right, Justice and Freedom, with the security of the Nation as your shield. As a stockholder in this noblest of corporations you risk nothing, but you gain the distinction of personally assisting to defeat Civilization’s defiant and ruthless enemy.”


  Loud applause interrupted the speaker. On one of the rows of seats at the back of the stand sat Mary Louise Burrows, the granddaughter of Colonel Hathaway, with several of her girl friends, and her heart leaped with pride to witness the ovation accorded her dear “Gran’pa Jim.”


  With well chosen words the old gentleman continued his discourse, stating succinctly the necessity of the Liberty Bond issue and impressing upon his hearers the righteousness of the cause for which this money was required.


  “The allotment of Dorfield,” he added, “is one million dollars, seemingly a huge sum for our little city to raise and invest, but really insignificant when apportioned among those who can afford to subscribe. There is not a man among you who cannot without hardship purchase at least one fifty-dollar bond. Many of you can invest thousands. Yet we are approaching our time limit and, so far, less than two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of these magnificent Liberty Bonds have been purchased in our community! But five days remain to us to subscribe the remaining eight hundred thousand dollars, and thereby preserve the honor of our fair city. That eight hundred thousand dollars will be subscribed! We must subscribe it; else will the finger of scorn justly be pointed at us forever after.”


  Another round of applause. Mr. Conant, and Mr. Jaswell, the banker, and other prominent members of the Liberty Loan Committee began to look encouraged and to take heart.


  “Of course they’ll subscribe it!” whispered Mary Louise to her friend Alora Jones. “The thing has looked like a failure, lately, but I knew if Gran’pa Jim talked to the slackers, they’d see their plain duty. Gran’pa Jim knows how to stir them to action.”


  Gradually the applause subsided. The faces of the multitude that thronged about the stand seemed to Mary Louise stern and resolved, determined to prove their loyalty and devotion to their country.


  And now Mr. Jaswell advanced and seated himself at a table, while Mr. Conant requested those present to come forward and enter their subscriptions for the bonds. He urged them to subscribe generously, in proportion to their means, and asked them not to crowd but to pass in line across the platform as swiftly as possible.


  “Let us raise that entire eight hundred thousand tonight!” shouted the Colonel, in clarion tones. Then the band struck up a popular war tune, and the banker dipped a pen in ink and held it ready for the onslaught of signers.


  But no one came forward. Each man looked curiously at his neighbor but stood fast in his place. The city, even to its furthermost suburbs, had already been systematically canvassed by the Committee and their efforts had resulted in a bare two hundred thousand dollars. Of this sum, Colonel Hathaway had himself subscribed twenty-five thousand. Noting the hesitation of his townsmen, the old gentleman again arose and faced them. The band had stopped playing and there was an ominous silence.


  “Let me encourage you,” said Colonel Hathaway, “by taking another twenty-five thousand dollars’ worth of these wonderful bonds. Put me down for that amount, Mr. Jaswell. Now, then, who are the patriots eager to follow my lead!”


  There was applause—somewhat more mild in character—but none came forward. Alora’s father, Jason Jones, who had already signed for fifty thousand dollars, rose and added another twenty-five thousand to that sum. This act elicited another ripple of applause; more questioning looks were exchanged between those assembled, but there were no further offers to subscribe.


  The hearts of the committeemen fell. Was this meeting, on which they had so greatly depended, destined to prove a failure, after all?


  Jake Kasker, the owner of “Kasker’s Clothing Emporium,” finally made his way to the platform and mounting the steps faced his townspeople. There was a little murmur of surprise and a sudden tension. The man had been distrusted in Dorfield, of late.


  “You all know what I think about this war,” said Kasker in a loud voice and with a slight German accent. “I don’t approve of it, whatever anyone says, and I think we were wrong to get into it, anyhow.”


  A storm of hisses and cries of “Shame!” saluted him, but he waited stolidly for the demonstration to subside. Then he continued:


  “But, whatever I think about the war, I want to tell you that this flag that now waves over my head is as much my flag as it is yours, for I’m an American citizen. Where that flag goes, Jake Kasker will follow, no matter what fools carry the standard. If they don’t think I’m too old to go to France, I’ll pack up and go tomorrow. That’s Jake Kasker—with a Dutch name but a Yankee heart. Some of you down there got Yankee names an’ hearts that make the Kaiser laugh. I wouldn’t trade with you! Now, hear this: I ain’t rich; you know that; but I’ll take two thousand dollars’ worth of Liberty Bonds.”


  Some one laughed, jeeringly. Another shouted:


  “Make it three thousand, Jake!”


  “I will,” said Kasker; “and, if there ain’t enough of you war-crazy, yellow-hearted patriots in Dorfield to take what we got to take, then I’ll make it five thousand. But if I have to do that—an’ I can’t afford it, but I’ll do it!—it’s me, Jake Kasker, that’ll cry ‘Shame!’ and hiss like a goose whenever you slackers pass my door.”


  There was more laughter, a few angry shouts, and a movement toward the platform. The German signed the paper Mr. Jaswell placed before him and withdrew. Soon there was a line extending from the banker’s table to the crowd below, and the signatures for bonds were slowly but steadily secured.


  Colonel Hathaway faced the German clothier, who stood a few paces back, a cynical grin upon his features.


  “Thank you, Kasker,” said the old gentleman, in a cold voice. “You have really helped us, although you should have omitted those traitorous words. They poisoned a deed you might have been proud of.”


  “We don’t agree, Colonel,” replied Kasker, with a shrug. “When I talk, I’m honest; I say what I think.” He turned and walked away and Colonel Hathaway looked after him with an expression of dislike.


  “I wonder why he did it?” whispered Mary Louise, who had overheard the exchange of words and marked Kasker’s dogged opposition.


  “He bought the bonds as a matter of business,” replied Laura Hilton. “It’s a safe investment, and Kasker knows it. Besides that, he may have an idea it would disarm suspicion.”


  “Also,” added Alora Jones, “he took advantage of the opportunity to slam the war. That was worth something to a man like Kasker.”


  CHAPTER II MARY LOUISE TAKES COMMAND


  When Mary Louise entered the library the next morning she found her grandfather seated at the table, his head resting on his extended arms in an attitude of great depression. The young girl was startled.


  “What is it, Gran’pa Jim?” she asked, going to his side and laying a hand lovingly on his shoulder.


  The old gentleman looked up with a face drawn and gray.


  “I’m nervous and restless, my dear,” he said; “that’s all. Go to breakfast, Mary Louise; I—I’ll join you presently.”


  She sat down on the arm of his chair.


  “Haven’t you slept well, Gran’pa?” she asked anxiously, and then her eyes wandered through the open door to the next room and rested on the undisturbed bed. “Why, you haven’t slept at all, dear!” she cried in distress. “What is wrong? Are you ill?”


  “No, no, Mary Louise; don’t worry. I—I shall be all right presently. But—I was terribly disappointed in last night’s meeting, and—”


  “I see. They didn’t subscribe what they ought to. But you can’t help that, Gran’pa Jim! You did all that was possible, and you mustn’t take it so much to heart.”


  “It is so important, child; more important, I fear, than many of them guess. This will be a desperate war, and without the money to fight—”


  “Oh, the money’ll come, Gran’pa; I’m sure of that. If Dorfield doesn’t do it’s duty, the rest of the country will, so you mustn’t feel badly about our failure. In fact, we haven’t failed, as yet. How much did they subscribe last night?”


  “In all, a hundred and thirty thousand. We have now secured barely a third of our allotment, and only five days more to get the balance!”


  Mary Louise reflected, eyeing him seriously.


  “Gran’pa,” said she, “you’ve worn yourself out with work and worry. They ought not to have put you on this Liberty Bond Committee; you’re too old, and you’re not well or strong enough to endure all the anxiety and hard work.”


  “For the honor of—”


  “Yes, I know, dear. Our country needs you, so you mustn’t break down. Now come and drink a cup of coffee and I’ll talk to you. I’ve a secret to tell you.”


  He smiled, rather wanly and hopelessly, but he permitted the girl to assist him to rise and to lead him to the breakfast room. There Mary Louise poured his coffee and attacked her own breakfast, although with indifferent appetite.


  Gran’pa Jim was the only relative she had in all the world and she loved him devotedly. Their life in the pretty little town had been peaceful and happy until recently—until the war. But the old Colonel, loyal veteran that he was, promptly made it his war and was roused as Mary Louise had never seen him roused before. In his mind was no question of the justice of our country’s participation in the world struggle; he was proud to be an American and gloried in America’s sacrifice to the cause of humanity. Too old to fight on the battlefield, he felt honored at his appointment to the membership of the Liberty Bond Committee and threw all his energies into the task assigned him. So it is easy to understand that the coldness and reluctance to subscribe for bonds on the part of his fellow townsmen had well nigh broken his heart.


  This the girl, his closest companion, fully appreciated.


  “Gran’pa,” she said, regarding him across the table after their old black mammy, Aunt Sally, had left them together, “I love my country, as you know; but I love you better.”


  “Oh, Mary Louise!”


  “It’s true; and it’s right that I should. If I had to choose between letting the Germans capture the United States, or losing you, I’d let the Germans come! That’s honest, and it’s the way I feel. Love for one’s country is a fine sentiment, but my love for you is deeper. I wouldn’t whisper this to anyone else, for no one else could understand it, but you will understand it, Gran’pa Jim, and you know my love for you doesn’t prevent my still being as good an American as the average. However,” continued the young girl, in a lighter tone, “I’ve no desire to lose you or allow the Germans to whip us, if I can help it, so I’ve got two battles to fight. The truth is, Gran’pa, that you’re used up with the hard work of the last few weeks, and another five days of begging for subscriptions would wreck you entirely. So you’re to stop short—this very minute—and rest up and take it easy and not worry.”


  “But—my dear!”


  “See here, Gran’pa Jim,” with assumed sternness, “you’ve worked hard to secure Dorfield’s quota, and you’ve failed. Why, the biggest subscribers for bonds in the whole city are you and Jason Jones! There’s plenty of wealth in Dorfield, and over at the mills and factories are thousands of workmen who can buy bonds; but you and your Committee don’t know how to interest the people in your proposition. The people are loyal enough, but they don’t understand, and you don’t understand how to make them understand.”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head dolefully, “they’re a dense lot, and we can’t make them understand.”


  “Well, I can,” said Mary Louise, cheerfully.


  “You, child?”


  “Yes. You mustn’t imagine I’ve tackled the problem this very morning; I’ve been considering it for some time, and I’ve talked and consulted with Alora and Irene and Laura and the other girls about the best way to redeem the situation. We knew the situation was desperate long before last night’s meeting. So all our plans are made, and we believe we can sell all the bonds required. It was our policy to keep silent until we knew what the big mass-meeting last night would accomplish, but we suspected it would turn out just the way it did—a fizzle. So the job’s up to us, and if you’ll sit quiet, Gran’pa Jim, and let us girls do the work, we’ll put Dorfield in the honor column by Saturday night.”


  “This is nonsense!” exclaimed the Colonel, but there was an accent of hope in his voice, nevertheless.


  “We girls are thoroughly organized,” said Mary Louise, “and we’ll sell the bonds.”


  “Girls!”


  “Why, just think of it, Gran’pa. Who would refuse a group of young girls—earnest and enthusiastic girls? The trouble with you men is that you accept all sorts of excuses. They tell you they’re hard up and can’t spare the money; there’s a mortgage to pay, or taxes or notes to meet, and they can’t afford it, anyway. But that kind of talk won’t do when we girls get after them.”


  “What arguments can you use that we have disregarded?”


  “First, we’ll coax; then we’ll appeal to their patriotism; then we’ll threaten them with scorn and opprobrium, which they’ll richly deserve if they hang on till it comes to that. If the threats don’t make ‘em buy, we’ll cry—and every tear will sell a bond!”


  The Colonel stirred his coffee thoughtfully.


  “You might try it,” he suggested. “I’ve read that in some cities the Boy Scouts have been successful in placing the bonds. It’s an honorable undertaking, in any event, but—I hope you will meet with no insults.”


  “If that rank pro-German, Jake Kasker, will buy bonds, there isn’t a man in Dorfield who can give a logical excuse for not doing likewise,” declared Mary Louise. “I’m going to use Kasker to shame the rest of them. But, before I undertake this job, I shall make a condition, Gran’pa. You must stay quietly at home while we girls do the work.”


  “Oh, I could not do that, Mary Louise.”


  “You’re not fit to leave the house. Will you try my plan for one day—just for to-day.”


  “I’ll think it over, dear,” he said, rising.


  She assisted him to the library and then ran down the street to the doctor’s office.


  “Dr. McGruer,” she said, “go over at once and see my grandfather. He’s completely exhausted with the work of selling Liberty Bonds. Be sure you order him to keep at home and remain quiet—at least for to-day.”


  CHAPTER III THE LIBERTY GIRLS


  An hour later six girls met at the home of Alora Jones, who lived with her father in a fine mansion across the street from Colonel Hathaway’s residence. These girls were prepared to work, and work diligently, under the leadership of Mary Louise, for they had been planning and discussing this event for several days, patiently awaiting the word to start their campaign.


  “Some girls,” said Mary Louise, “are knitting, and that’s a good thing to do, in a way. Others are making pajamas and pillows for the Red Cross, and that’s also an admirable thing to do. But our duty lies on a higher plane, for we’re going to get money to enable Uncle Sam to take care of our soldier boys.”


  “Do—do you think we can make people buy bonds?” asked little Laura Hilton, with a trace of doubt in her voice.


  Mary Louise gave her a severe look.


  “We not only can, but we shall make people buy,” she replied. “We shall ask them very prettily, and they cannot refuse us. We’ve all been loaded to the brim with arguments, if arguments are necessary, but we haven’t time to gossip with folks. A whole lot of money must be raised, and there’s a short time to do it in.”


  “Seems to me,” remarked Edna Barlow, earnestly, “we’re wasting time just now. Let’s get busy.”


  “Well, get on your costumes, girls,” suggested Alora Jones. “They are all here, in this big box, and the banners are standing in the hall. It’s after nine, now, and by ten o’clock we must all be at work.”


  They proceeded to dress themselves in the striking costumes they had secretly prepared; a blue silk waist with white stars scattered over it, a red-and-white striped skirt, the stripes running from waistband to hem, a “Godess of Liberty” cap and white canvas shoes. Attired in this fashion, the “Liberty Girls,” as they had dubbed themselves, presented a most attractive and patriotic appearance, and as they filed out through the hall each seized a handsome silken banner, gold fringed, which bore the words: “Buy Bonds of Dorfield’s Liberty Girls.”


  “Now, then,” said Mary Louise, “we have each been allotted a certain district in the business part of the city, for which we are individually responsible. Each one knows what she is expected to do. Let no one escape. If any man claims to have already bought bonds, make him buy more. And remember, we’re all to meet at my house at one o’clock for luncheon, and to report progress.”


  A block away they secured seats in a streetcar and a few minutes thereafter reached the “Four Corners,” the intersection of the two principal streets of Dorfield. But on the way they had sold old Jonathan Dodd, who happened to be in the car and was overawed by the display of red-white-and-blue, two hundred dollars’ worth of bonds. As for old man Dodd, he realized he was trapped and bought his limit with a sigh of resignation.


  As they separated at the Four Corners, each to follow her appointed route, many surprised, if not startled, citizens regarded the Liberty Girls with approving eyes. They were pretty girls, all of them, and their silken costumes were really becoming. The patriots gazed admiringly; the more selfish citizens gave a little shiver of dismay and scurried off to escape meeting these aggressive ones, whose gorgeous banners frankly proclaimed their errand.


  Mary Louise entered the bank on the corner and made inquiry for Mr. Jaswell, the president.


  “We’re off at last, sir,” she said, smiling at his bewildered looks, “and we girls are determined to make the Dorfield people do their full duty. May we depend upon your bank to fulfill your promises, and carry those bond buyers who wish to make time payments?”


  “To be sure, my dear,” replied the banker. “I’d no idea you young ladies were to wear uniforms. But you certainly look fascinating, if you’re a fair sample of the others, and I don’t see how anyone can refuse to back up our girls in their patriotic ‘drive.’ God bless you, Mary Louise, and help you to achieve your noble object.”


  There were many offices in the building, above the bank, and the girl visited every one of them. Her appearance, garbed in the national colors and bearing her banner, was a sign of conquest, for it seemed to these busy men as if Uncle Sam himself was backing this crusade and all their latent patriotism was stirred to the depths. So they surrendered at discretion and signed for the bonds.


  Mary Louise was modest and sweet in demeanor; her pleas were as pleasant as they were persuasive; there was nothing virulent or dominant in her attitude. But when she said: “Really, Mr. So-and-so, you ought to take more bonds than that; you can afford it and our country needs the money,” the argument was generally effective, and when she had smilingly pinned the bond button on a man’s coat and passed on to interview others, she left him wondering why he had bought more bonds than he ever had intended to, or even provoked with himself that he had subscribed at all. These were the people who had generally resisted all former pleadings of the regular committee and had resolved to ignore the bond sale altogether. But perhaps their chagrin was equalled by their satisfaction in having been won over by a pretty girl, whose manner and appearance were alike irresistible.


  The men of Dorfield are a fair sample of men everywhere. At this period the full meaning of the responsibilities we had assumed in this tremendous struggle was by no means fully realized. The war was too far away, and life at home was still running in its accustomed grooves. They could not take the European war to themselves, nor realize that it might sweep away their prosperity, their liberties—even their homes. Fear had not yet been aroused; pity for our suffering and hard-pressed allies was still lightly considered; the war had not struck home to the hearts of the people as it has since. I doubt if even Mary Louise fully realized the vital importance of the work she had undertaken.


  When the Liberty Girls met at Colonel Hathaway’s for a light luncheon, their eyes were sparkling with enthusiasm and their cheeks rosy from successful effort. Their individual sales varied, of course, for some were more tactful and winning than others, but all had substantial results to report. “We’ve taken Dorfield by storm!” was their exultant cry.


  “Altogether,” said Mary Louise, figuring up the amounts, “we’ve sold thirty-two thousand dollars’ worth of bonds this morning. That’s encouraging for three hours’ work, but it’s not enough to satisfy us. We must put in a busy afternoon and try to get a total of at least one hundred thousand by tonight. Tomorrow we must do better than that. Work as late as you can, girls, and at eight o’clock we will meet again at Alora’s house and compare results.”


  The girls needed no urging to resume their work, for already they had gained confidence in their ability and were inspired to renewed effort.


  Mary Louise had optimistic plans for that afternoon’s work. She first visited the big flour mill, where she secured an interview with Mr. Chisholme, the president and general manager.


  “We can’t buy bonds,” he said peevishly. “Our business is being ruined by the high price of wheat and the absurd activities of Hoover. We stand to operate at a loss or else shut down altogether. The government ought to pay us compensation, instead of asking us to contribute to the war.”


  “However, if we fail to win the war,” Mary Louise quietly replied, “your enormous investment here will become worthless. Isn’t it better to lose a little now, for the sake of future winnings, than to sacrifice the past and future and be reduced to poverty? We are asking you to save yourself from threatened danger—the national calamity that would follow our defeat in this war.”


  He sat back in his chair and looked at the girl in amazement. She was rather young to have conceived such ideas.


  “Well, there’s time enough to consider all that,” he said, less gruffly. “You’ll have to excuse me now, Miss Burrows. I’m busy.”


  But Mary Louise kept her seat and redoubled her arguments, which were logical and straight to the point. Mr. Chisholme’s attitude might have embarrassed her had she been pleading a personal favor, but she felt she was the mouthpiece of the President, of the Nation, of worldwide democracy, and would not allow herself to feel annoyed. She devoted three-quarters of an hour to Mr. Chisholme, who gradually thawed in her genial sunshine. She finally sold him fifty thousand dollars worth of Liberty Bonds and went on her way elated. The regular Bond Committee had labored for weeks with this stubborn man, who managed one of the largest enterprises in Dorfield, yet they had signally failed to convince him or to induce him to subscribe a dollar. The girl had succeeded in less than an hour, and sold him exactly the amount he should have bought.


  The mill subscription was a powerful leverage with which to pry money from other reluctant ones. Stacks, Sellem & Stacks, the big department store heretofore resisting all appeals, bought from Mary Louise bonds to the amount of twenty-five thousand; the Denis Hardware Company took ten thousand. Then Mary Louise met her first serious rebuff. She went into Silas Herring’s wholesale grocery establishment and told Mr. Herring she wanted to sell him bonds.


  “This is outrageous!” cried Herring indignantly. “When the men can’t rob us, or force us to back England in her selfish schemes, they set girls on us to wheedle us out of money we have honestly earned. This hold-up game won’t work, I assure you, and I advise you to get into more respectable business. My money is mine; it doesn’t belong to the Allies, and they won’t get a cent of it.” He was getting more angry as he proceeded in his harangue. “Moreover,” he continued, “our weak administration can’t use me to help it out of the hole it has foolishly stumbled into, or make America the cat’s-paw to pull British chestnuts out of the fire. You ought to be ashamed, Miss Burrows, to lend yourself to such unpatriotic methods of bulldozing honest citizens!”


  Mary Louise was distressed, but undaunted. The man was monstrously wrong, and she knew it. Sitting in Mr. Herring’s private office at the time were Professor John Dyer, the superintendent of Dorfield’s schools, and the Hon. Andrew Duncan, a leading politician, a former representative and now one of the county supervisors. The girl looked at Professor Dyer, whom she knew slightly, and said pleadingly:


  “Won’t you defend our administration and our country, Mr. Dyer?”


  He smiled deprecatingly but did not speak. He was a tall, lean man, quite round-shouldered and of studious appearance. He wore double eyeglasses, underneath which his eyes were somewhat watery. The smile upon his thin features was a stationary one, not as if assumed, but molded with the features and lacking geniality.


  It was the Hon. Andrew Duncan who answered the Liberty Girl.


  “The difference between Mr. Herring and eighty percent of the American people,” said he in stilted, pompous tones, “is that our friend Herring unwisely voices his protest, while the others merely think—and consider it the part of wisdom to say nothing.”


  “I don’t believe that!” cried Mary Louise indignantly. “The American people are loyal to their President. There may be a few traitors; we’re gradually discovering them; but—”


  “I am busy,” Herring interrupted her, scowling, and he swung his chair so that his back was toward her.


  “You won’t be busy long, if you keep talking that way,” predicted the girl.


  “Tut-tut!” said the Hon. Andrew, warningly. “Your threats, young lady, are as unwise as Mr. Herring’s speech.”


  “But they carry more weight,” she asserted stoutly. “Do you think any grocery man in Dorfield would buy goods of Mr. Herring if he knew him to be disloyal in this, our country’s greatest crisis? And they’re going to know it, if I have to visit each one and tell him myself what Mr. Herring has said.”


  A tense, if momentary silence, followed, broken by the Professor, who now said in his smooth, unctuous way:


  “Mr. Herring’s blunt expression of his sentiments was not intended for other ears than ours, I am sure. In confidence, one may say many things to friends which he would prefer to withhold from an indiscriminating public. We are well assured, indeed, that Mr. Herring is a loyal American, with America’s best interests at heart, but he does not regard our present national activities as leniently as we do. I have been endeavoring, in my humble way, to change his attitude of mind,” here Herring swung around and looked at the speaker stolidly, “and though I admit he is a bit obstinate, I venture to assure you, Miss Burrows, that Silas Herring will stand by the Stars and Stripes as long as there is a shred of our banner to wave in the breeze of freedom, justice and democracy.”


  A cynical smile gradually settled on the grocer’s stern face. The Hon. Andrew was smiling with undisguised cheerfulness.


  “We are all loyal—thoroughly loyal,” said the latter. “I’ve bought some Liberty Bonds already, my girl, but you can put me down for a hundred dollars more. We must support our country in every possible way, with effort, with money, with our flesh and blood. I have no children, but my two nephews and a second cousin are now in France!”


  “For my part,” added Professor Dyer, “I have hesitated as to how much of my meagre salary I can afford to spend. But I think I can handle five hundred dollars’ worth.”


  “Thank you,” said Mary Louise, somewhat puzzled by these offers. “It isn’t like risking the money; it’s a solid investment in the best securities in the world.”


  “I know,” returned the Professor, nodding gravely, “But I’m not thinking of that. I’m a poor man, as you probably know, but what I have is at my country’s disposal, since it is evident that my country needs it.”


  “Doesn’t that shame you, sir?” asked Mary Louise brightly, as she turned to Silas Herring. “You’re a business man, and they say—although I confess I doubt it—that you’re a loyal American. You can convince me of the fact by purchasing a liberal share of bonds. Then I can forget your dreadful words. Then I can carry to everyone the news that you’ve made a splendid investment in Liberty Bonds. Even if you honestly think the administration has been at fault, it won’t do any good to grumble. We are in this war, sir, and we’ve got to win it, that you and every other American may enjoy prosperity and freedom. How much shall I say that you have subscribed, Mr. Herring?”


  He studied her face, his expression never changing. Mary Louise wondered if he could read her suspicion and dislike of him, despite her efforts to smother those feelings in the cause of Liberty. Then Herring looked at Professor Dyer, who stood meekly, with downcast eyes. Next the grocer gazed at the supervisor, who smiled in a shrewd way and gave a brief nod.


  Mr. Herring frowned. He drummed nervously with his fingers on his mahogany desk. Then he reached for his check-book and with grim deliberation wrote a check and handed it to Mary Louise.


  “You’ve won, young lady,” he admitted. “I’m too good an American to approve what has been done down at Washington, but I’ll help keep our flag waving, as the Professor suggests. When we’ve won our war—and of course we shall win—there will be a day of reckoning for every official who is judged by our citizens to have been disloyal, however high his station. Good afternoon!”


  The first impulse of Mary Louise was to crumple up the check and throw it in the man’s face, to show her resentment of his base insinuations. But as she glanced at the check she saw it was for ten thousand dollars, and that meant sinews of war—help for our soldiers and our allies. She couldn’t thank the man, but she bowed coldly and left the private office. Professor Dyer accompanied her and at the outer door he said to the girl:


  “Silas Herring’s heart is in the right place, as you see by his generous check. Of course, he might have bought more bonds than that, as he is very wealthy, but he is an obstinate man and it is a triumph for our sacred cause that he was induced to buy at all. You are doing a noble work, my child, and I admire you for having undertaken the task. If I can be of service to you, pray command me.”


  “Urge everyone you meet to buy bonds,” suggested Mary Louise. She did not care to discuss Silas Herring.


  “I’ll do that, indeed,” promised the school superintendent. But as he watched her depart, there was a queer expression on his lean face that it was well Mary Louise did not see.


  CHAPTER IV THE TRAITOR


  When the Liberty Girls met that evening at the home of Alora Jones, it was found that Mary Louise had sold more bonds than any of the others, although Laura Hilton had secured one subscription of fifty thousand dollars from the Dorfield National Steel Works, the manager of which industry, Mr. Colton, was a relative of the girl. Altogether, the day’s work had netted them two hundred and fourteen thousand dollars, and as soon as she could escape Mary Louise rushed home to report their success to her grandfather.


  “In one day, Gran’pa Jim!” she cried exultantly, and the old colonel’s eyes sparkled as he replied:


  “That makes our great mass-meeting look pretty small; doesn’t it, my dear? I consider it wonderful! With four more such days our quota would be over-subscribed.”


  “That’s what we shall try for,” she declared, and then told him who the biggest bond buyers had been—mostly those who had refused to listen to the regular Committee or had not been influenced by their carefully prepared arguments.


  “It’s just because we are girls, and they are ashamed to refuse us,” she acknowledged. “It seems like taking an unfair advantage of them, I know, but those who need urging and shaming, to induce them to respond loyally to the nation’s needs, deserve no consideration. We’re not robbing them, either,” she added, “but just inducing them to make a safe investment. Isn’t that true, Gran’pa Jim?”


  “What surprises me most,” he responded, “is how you ever managed to load your little head with so much mature wisdom. I’d no idea, Mary Louise, you were so interested in the war and our national propaganda for waging it successfully.”


  “Why, I read the newspapers, you know, and I’ve listened to you spout patriotism, and ever since we joined the Allies against Germany, my girl chums and I have been secretly organized as a band of Liberty Girls, determined to do our bit in winning the war. This is the first chance, though, that we’ve ever had to show what we can do, and we are very proud and happy tonight to realize that we’re backing Uncle Sam to some purpose.”


  “This war,” remarked the old soldier, thoughtfully, “is bringing the women of all nations into marked prominence, for it is undeniable that their fervid patriotism outranks that of the men. But you are mere girls, and I marvel at your sagacity and devotion, heretofore unsuspected. If you can follow to-day’s success until Saturday, and secure our quota of subscriptions to the bonds, not only Dorfield but all the nation will be proud of your achievement.”


  “We shall do our best,” replied the girl, simply, although her cheeks glowed pink under such praise. “There are enough slackers still to be interviewed to bring the quota up to the required amount and with to-day’s success to hearten us, I am sure we shall end the week triumphantly.”


  Next morning the Liberty Girls sallied forth early, all six aglow with enthusiasm. Mary Louise consulted her carefully prepared list and found that her first calf was to be at McGill’s drug store. She found Mr. McGill looking over his morning’s mail, but moments were precious, so she at once stated her errand.


  The old druggist glanced up at the girl under his spectacles, noted her patriotic attire and the eager look on her pretty face, and slowly shook his head.


  “I’m sorry, Miss Burrows, but I can’t afford it,” he said evasively.


  “Oh, Mr. McGill! I’m sure you are mistaken,” she replied. “You can afford insurance, you know, to protect your stock, and this money for Uncle Sam is an insurance that your home and business will be protected from the ravages of a ruthless foe.”


  He stared at her thoughtfully a moment. Then he selected a paper from his mail and handed it to her.


  “Read that,” he said briefly.


  Mary Louise read it. It was a circular, printed in small, open-faced, capital type on plain white paper, and unsigned. It said:


  
    “The Treasury Department is asking us to invest billions in what are termed Liberty Bonds. It has the ‘liberty’ to lend these billions to irresponsible or bankrupt nations of Europe, who are fighting an unprofitable war. Some of our dollars will equip an army of American boys to fight on Europe’s battlefields. This may be good business. Our excited politicians down at Washington may think they are acting for our best good. But what becomes of the money, finally? Will our millionaire government contractors become billionaires when the money—our money—is spent? Do you think the days of graft are past and gone? Have politicians become honest now that they are handling untold sums? Let us consider these questions when we are asked to subscribe for Liberty Bonds.”

  


  “Why, this is treason!” cried Mary Louise, gasping from sheer amazement and indignation. “It’s a—a—treacherous, vile, disloyal insinuation. Some German spy wrote that, and he ought to be hanged for it!”


  The druggist nodded. He picked up the envelope that had contained the circular and scrutinized it closely.


  “Really, it looks like foreign handwriting; doesn’t it?” he agreed, handing her the envelope. “It is postmarked ‘Dorfield’ and was posted last evening. The whole town is buzzing about the wonderful work of the Liberty Girls yesterday. Perhaps your success is responsible for this— this—opposition.”


  Mary Louise’s cheeks were burning. Her eyes flashed.


  “May I keep this—thing?” she asked, with a shudder of disgust as she thrust the circular into its envelope.


  “Certainly, if you wish.”


  “And will you let an enemy attack like that influence you, Mr. McGill?”


  He smiled, rather grimly.


  “Yes. I’ll invest five hundred in the bonds. I had already decided to put in a hundred dollars, but for a moment this veiled accusation bewildered me. You’re right; it’s treasonable. It will be hard for me to raise five hundred, just now, but I’ll do it. I want that to be my answer to the German.”


  Mary Louise thanked him and hurried away. Next door was Lacey’s Shoe Store, and Mr. Lacey was reading a duplicate of that identical circular when the Liberty Girl approached him.


  The man bowed low to Mary Louise, a deference she felt rendered to her red-white-and-blue uniform.


  “Good morning!” he said pleasantly, recognizing the girl as one of his good customers. “Glad to see you, Mary Louise, for if I give you a good fat check it may take a nasty taste out of my mouth, acquired by reading a bit of German propaganda.”


  “I know, Mr. Lacey,” she replied earnestly. “I’ve seen that circular before. Do you mind my having it—and the envelope?”


  “I wouldn’t touch the filth, if I were you,” he protested.


  “I’m going to run the traitor down,” she said. “No man has the right to live in Dorfield—or in America—who could be guilty of such disloyalty.”


  He gave her the circular and his check for Liberty Bonds, and she passed on to the next store. During the morning Mary Louise discovered several more of the traitorous circulars. Some merchants would not admit having received the warning; others, through their arguments, convinced the girl they had not only read the screed but had been influenced by it. Perhaps it did not seriously affect her sales of bonds, but she felt that it did and her indignation grew steadily. By noon she was tingling with resentment and when she joined the other Liberty Girls at luncheon, she found them all excited over the circular and demanding vengeance on the offender—whoever he might happen to be.


  “Isn’t it dreadful!” exclaimed Lucile Neal, “and what could the person hope to gain by it?”


  “Why, he wanted to kill the Liberty Bond sale,” explained Alora Jones.


  “A suspicion that this money is to be misapplied, or that officials will steal part of it, is likely to prevent a lot of foolish people from investing in the bonds. All this morning I could see that men were influenced by this circular, which has been pretty generally distributed.”


  “Yes; one or two repeated the very words of the circular to me,” said Laura Hilton; “but I just asked them if they considered the United States able to pay its bonds and they were forced to admit it was a safe investment, however the money might be used.”


  “I’d like to know who sent that circular,” exclaimed Edna Barlow.


  “I’m going to find out!” asserted Mary Louise.


  “How, my dear?”


  “There must be ways of tracing such a bunch of circulars as were mailed last evening. I’m going to see the Chief of Police and put him on the trail.”


  “Do you know,” said Edna, a thoughtful and rather quiet girl, “I already have a suspicion who the traitor is.”


  “Who?” an eager chorus.


  “I’m not sure I ought to speak his name, for it’s only a suspicion and I may be wrong. It would be an awful thing to accuse one unjustly of such a dastardly act, wouldn’t it? But—think, girls!—who is known to be against the war, and pro-German? Who did we consider an enemy to the cause of liberty until—until he happened to buy some bonds the other night and indulge in some peanut patriotism to disarm a criticism he knew was becoming dangerous?”


  They looked at one another, half frightened at the suggestion, for all knew whom she meant.


  “Perhaps,” said Alora, slowly, “Jake Kasker really believes in the bonds. He certainly set the example to others and led them to buy a lot of bonds. It doesn’t seem reasonable, after that, to credit him with trying to prevent their sale.”


  “Those pro-Germans,” remarked little Jane Donovan, “are clever and sly. They work in the dark. Kasker said he hated the war but loved the flag.”


  “I’m afraid of those people who think devotion to our flag can cover disloyalty to our President,” said Mary Louise earnestly.


  “But the flag represents the President, and Kasker said he’d stand by the flag to the last.”


  “All buncombe, my dear,” said Edna decidedly. “That flag talk didn’t take the curse off the statement that the war is all wrong.”


  “He had to say something patriotic, or he’d have been mobbed,” was Lucile’s serious comment. “I hadn’t thought of Jake Kasker, before, but he may be the culprit.”


  “Isn’t he the only German in town who has denounced our going into the European war?” demanded Edna.


  “No,” said Mary Louise; “Gran’pa has told me of several others; but none has spoken so frankly as Kasker. Anyhow, there’s no harm in suspecting him, for if he is really innocent he can blame his own disloyal speeches for the suspicion. But now let us check up the morning’s work and get busy again as soon as possible. We mustn’t lose a single minute.”


  “And, as we go around,” suggested Alora, “let us keep our eyes and ears open for traces of the traitor. There may be more than one pro-German in the conspiracy, for the circular was printed by somebody, and there are several kinds of handwriting on the addressed envelopes we have gathered. We’ve no time to do detective work, just now, but we can watch out, just the same.”


  Mary Louise did not mention the circular to Colonel Hathaway that evening, for he was still ill and she did not wish to annoy him.


  The next day she found another circular had been put in the mails, printed from the same queer open-faced type as the first. Not so many had been sent out of these, but they were even more malicious in their suggestions. The girls were able to collect several of them for evidence and were ‘more angry and resentful than ever, but they did not allow such outrageous antagonism to discourage them in their work.


  Of course the Liberty Girls were not the only ones in Dorfield trying to sell bonds. Mr. Jaswell and other bankers promoted the bond sale vigorously and the regular Committee did not flag in its endeavors to secure subscriptions. On account of Colonel Hathaway’s illness, Professor Dyer was selected to fill his place on the Committee and proved himself exceedingly industrious. The only trouble with the Professor was his reluctance to argue. He seemed to work early and late, visiting the wealthier and more prosperous citizens, but he accepted too easily their refusals to buy. On several occasions the Liberty Girls succeeded in making important sales where Professor Dyer had signally failed. He seemed astonished at this and told Mary Louise, with a deprecating shrug, that he feared his talents did not lie in the direction of salesmanship.


  Despite the natural proportion of failures—for not all will buy bonds in any community—on the fourth day following the mass-meeting Dorfield’s quota of one million was fully subscribed, and on Saturday another hundred and fifty thousand was added, creating jubilation among the loyal citizens and reflecting great credit on the Liberty Girls, the Committee, and all who had labored so well for the cause.


  “Really,” said Professor Dyer, his voice sounding regretful when he congratulated the girls, “our success is due principally to your patriotic organization. The figures show that you secured subscriptions for over half a million. Dear me, what a remarkable fact!”


  “More than that,” added Jason Jones, Alora’s father, who was a wealthy artist and himself a member of the Committee, “our girls encouraged the faltering ones to do their duty. Many a man who coldly turned our Committee down smiled at the pretty faces and dainty costumes of our Liberty Girls and wrote their checks without a murmur.”


  “All the credit is due Mary Louise,” declared Alora. “It was she who proposed the idea, and who organized us and trained us and designed our Liberty costumes. Also, Mary Louise made the most sales.”


  “Nonsense!” cried Mary Louise, blushing red. “I couldn’t have done anything at all without the help of you girls. No one of us is entitled to more credit than the others, but all six of us may well feel proud of our success. We’ve done our bit to help Uncle Sam win the war.”


  CHAPTER V UNCONVINCING TESTIMONY


  On Sunday “Gran’pa Jim,” relieved of all worry, felt “quite himself again,” as he expressed it, and the old gentleman strutted somewhat proudly as he marched to church with his lovely granddaughter beside him, although her uniform was to-day discarded for a neat tailor-suit. Mary Louise had always been a favorite in Dorfield, but the past week had made her a heroine in the eyes of all patriotic citizens. Many were the looks of admiration and approval cast at the young girl this morning as she passed along the streets beside the old colonel.


  In the afternoon, as they sat in the cosy study at home, the girl for the first time showed her grandfather the disloyal circulars, relating how indignant the Liberty Girls had been at encountering such dastardly opposition.


  Colonel Hathaway studied the circulars carefully. He compared the handwritings on the different envelopes, and when Mary Louise said positively: “That man must be discovered and arrested!” her grandfather nodded his head and replied:


  “He is a dangerous man. Not especially on account of these mischievous utterances, which are too foolish to be considered seriously, but because such a person is sure to attempt other venomous deeds which might prove more important. German propaganda must be dealt with sternly and all opposition to the administration thoroughly crushed. It will never do to allow a man like this to go unrebuked and unpunished.”


  “What, then, would you suggest?” asked the girl.


  “The police should be notified. Chief Farnum is a clever officer and intensely patriotic, from all I have heard. I think he will have no difficulty in discovering who is responsible for these circulars.”


  “I shall go to him tomorrow,” decided Mary Louise. “I had the same idea, Gran’pa Jim; it’s a matter for the police to handle.”


  But when she had obtained an interview with Chief of Police Farnum the next morning and had silently laid one of the circulars on his desk before him, an announcement of her errand, Farnum merely glanced at it, smiled and then flashed a shrewd look into the girl’s face.


  “Well!” said the Chief, in an interrogative tone.


  “Those treasonable circulars have been mailed to a lot of our citizens,” said she.


  “I know.”


  “They are pro-German, of course. The traitor who is responsible for them ought to be arrested immediately.”


  “To be sure,” replied Farnum, calmly.


  “Well, then do it!” she exclaimed, annoyed by his bland smile.


  “I’d like to, Miss Burrows,” he rejoined, the smile changing to a sudden frown, “and only two things prevent my obeying your request. One is that the writer is unknown to me.”


  “I suppose you could find him, sir. That’s what the police are for. Criminals don’t usually come here and give themselves up, I imagine, or even send you their address. But the city isn’t so big that any man, however clever, could escape your dragnet.”


  “Thank you for the compliment,” said the Chief, again smiling. “I believe we could locate the fellow, were such a task not obviated by the second objection.”


  “And that?”


  “If you’ll read this circular—there are two others, by the way, mailed at different times—you will discover that our objectionable friend has skillfully evaded breaking our present laws. He doesn’t assert anything treasonable at all; he merely questions, or suggests.”


  “He is disloyal, however,” insisted Mary Louise.


  “In reality, yes; legally, no. We allow a certain amount of free speech in this country, altogether too much under present conditions. The writer of this circular makes certain statements that are true and would be harmless in themselves were they not followed by a series of questions which insinuate that our trusted officials are manipulating our funds for selfish purposes. A simple denial of these insinuations draws the fangs from every question. We know very well the intent was to rouse suspicion and resentment against the government, but if we had the author of these circulars in court we could not prove that he had infringed any of the existing statutes.”


  “And you will allow such a traitor as that to escape!” cried Mary Louise, amazed and shocked.


  For a moment he did not reply, but regarded the girl thoughtfully. Then he said:


  “The police of a city, Miss Burrows, is a local organization with limited powers. I don’t mind telling you, however, that there are now in Dorfield certain government agents who are tracing this circular and will not be so particular as we must be to abide by established law in making arrests. Their authority is more elastic, in other words. Moreover, these circulars were mailed, and the postoffice department has special detectives to attend to those who use the mails for disloyal purposes.”


  “Are any of these agents or detectives working on this case?” asked the girl, more hopefully.


  “Let us suppose so,” he answered. “They do not confide their activities to the police, although if they call upon us, we must assist them. I personally saw that copies of these circulars were placed in the hands of a government agent, but have heard nothing more of the affair.”


  “And you fear they will let the matter drop?” she questioned, trying to catch the drift of his cautiously expressed words.


  He did not answer that question at all. Instead, he quietly arranged some papers on his desk and after a pause that grew embarrassing, again turned to Mary Louise.


  “Whoever issued these circulars,” he remarked, “is doubtless clever. He is also bitterly opposed to the administration, and we may logically suppose he will not stop in his attempts to block the government’s conduct of the war. At every opportunity he will seek to poison the minds of our people and, sooner or later, he will do something that is decidedly actionable. Then we will arrest him and put an end to his career.”


  “You think that, sir?”


  “I’m pretty sure of it, from long experience with criminals.”


  “I suppose the Kaiser is paying him,” said the girl, bitterly.


  “We’ve no grounds for that belief.”


  “He is helping the Kaiser; he is pro-German!”


  “He is helping the Kaiser, but is not necessarily pro-German. We know he is against the government, but on the other hand he may detest the Germans. That his propaganda directly aids our enemies there is no doubt, yet his enmity may have been aroused by personal prejudice or intense opposition to the administration or to other similar cause. Such a person is an out-and-out traitor when his sentiments lead to actions which obstruct his country’s interests. The traitors are not all pro-German. Let us say they are anti-American.”


  Mary Louise was sorely disappointed.


  “I think I know who this traitor is, in spite of what you say,” she remarked, “and I think you ought to watch him, Mr. Farnum, and try to prevent his doing more harm.”


  The Chief studied her face. He seemed to have a theory that one may glean as much from facial expression as from words.


  “One ought to be absolutely certain,” said he, “before accusing anyone of disloyalty. A false accusation is unwarranted. It is a crime, in fact. You have no idea, Miss Burrows, how many people come to us to slyly accuse a neighbor, whom they hate, of disloyalty. In not a single instance have they furnished proof, and we do not encourage mere telltales. I don’t want you to tell me whom you suspect, but when you can lay before me a positive accusation, backed by facts that can be proven, I’ll take up the case and see that the lawbreaker is vigorously prosecuted.”


  The girl went away greatly annoyed by the Chief’s reluctance to act in the matter, but when she had related the interview to Gran’pa, the old colonel said:


  “I like Farnum’s attitude, which I believe to be as just as it is conservative. Suspicion, based on personal dislike, should not be tolerated. Why, Mary Louise, anyone might accuse you, or me, of disloyalty and cause us untold misery and humiliation in defending ourselves and proving our innocence—and even then the stigma on our good name would be difficult to remove entirely. Thousands of people have lost their lives in the countries of Europe through false accusations. But America is an enlightened nation, and let us hope no personal animosities will influence us or no passionate adherence to our country’s cause deprive us of our sense of justice.”


  “Our sense of justice,” asserted Mary Louise, “should lead us to unmask traitors, and I know very well that somewhere in Dorfield lurks an enemy to my country.”


  “We will admit that, my dear. But your country is watching out for those ‘enemies within,’ who are more to be feared than those without; and, if I were you, Mary Louise, I’d allow the proper officials to unmask the traitor, as they are sure to do in time. This war has placed other opportunities in your path to prove your usefulness to your country, as you have already demonstrated. Is it not so?”


  Mary Louise sighed.


  “You are always right, Gran’pa Jim,” she said, kissing him fondly. “Drat that traitor, though! How I hate a snake in the grass.”


  CHAPTER VI TO HELP WIN THE WAR


  The activities of the Liberty Girls of Dorfield did not cease with their successful Liberty Bond “drive.” Indeed, this success and the approbation of their fellow townspeople spurred the young girls on to further patriotic endeavor, in which they felt sure of enthusiastic encouragement.


  “As long as Uncle Sam needs his soldiers,” said Peter Conant, the lawyer, “he’ll need his Liberty Girls, for they can help win the war.”


  When Mary Louise first conceived the idea of banding her closest companions to support the government in all possible ways, she was a bit doubtful if their efforts would prove of substantial value, although she realized that all her friends were earnestly determined to “do their bit,” whatever the bit might chance to be. The local Red Cross chapter had already usurped many fields of feminine usefulness and with a thorough organization, which included many of the older women, was accomplishing a ‘vast deal of good. Of course the Liberty Girls could not hope to rival the Red Cross.


  Mary Louise was only seventeen and the ages of the other Liberty Girls ranged from fourteen to eighteen, so they had been somewhat ignored by those who were older and more competent, through experience, to undertake important measures of war relief. The sensational bond sale, however, had made the youngsters heroines—for the moment, at least— and greatly stimulated their confidence in themselves and their ambition to accomplish more.


  Mary Louise Burrows was an orphan; her only relative, indeed, was Colonel James Hathaway, her mother’s father, whose love for his granddaughter was thoroughly returned by the young girl. They were good comrades, these two, and held many interests in common despite the discrepancy in their ages. The old colonel was “well-to-do,” and although he could scarcely be called wealthy in these days of huge fortunes, his resources were ample beyond their needs. The Hathaway home was one of the most attractive in Dorfield, and Mary Louise and her grandfather were popular and highly respected. Their servants consisted of an aged pair of negroes named “Aunt Sally” and “Uncle Eben,” who considered themselves family possessions and were devoted to “de ole mar’se an’ young missy.”


  Alora Jones, who lived in the handsomest and most imposing house in the little city, was an heiress and considered the richest girl in Dorfield, having been left several millions by her mother. Her father, Jason Jones, although he handled Alora’s fortune and surrounded his motherless daughter with every luxury, was by profession an artist—a kindly man who encouraged the girl to be generous and charitable to a degree. They did not advertise their good deeds and only the poor knew how much they owed to the practical sympathy of Alora Jones and her father. Alora, however, was rather reserved and inclined to make few friends, her worst fault being a suspicion of all strangers, due to some unfortunate experiences she had formerly encountered. The little band of Liberty Girls included all of Alora’s accepted chums, for they were the chums of Mary Louise, whom Alora adored. Their companionship had done much to soften the girl’s distrustful nature.


  The other Liberty Girls were Laura Hilton, petite and pretty and bubbling with energy, whose father was a prominent real estate broker; Lucile Neal, whose father and three brothers owned and operated the Neal Automobile Factory, and whose intelligent zeal and knowledge of war conditions had been of great service to Mary Louise; Edna Barlow, a widowed dressmaker’s only child, whose sweet disposition had made her a favorite with her girl friends, and Jane Donovan, the daughter of the Mayor of Dorfield and the youngest of the group here described.


  These were the six girls who had entered the bond campaign and assisted to complete Dorfield’s quota of subscriptions, but there was one other Liberty Girl who had been unable to join them in this active work. This was Irene Macfarlane, the niece of Peter Conant. She had been a cripple since childhood and was confined to the limits of a wheeled chair. Far from being gloomy or depressed, however, Irene had the sunniest nature imaginable, and was always more bright and cheerful than the average girl of her age. “From my knees down,” she would say confidentially, “I’m no good; but from my knees up I’m as good as anybody.” She was an excellent musician and sang very sweetly; she was especially deft with her needle; she managed her chair so admirably that little assistance was ever required. Mrs. Conant called her “the light of the house,” and to hear her merry laughter and sparkling conversation, you would speedily be tempted to forget that fate had been unkind to her and decreed that for life she must be wedded to a wheeled chair.


  If Irene resented this decree, she never allowed anyone to suspect it, and her glad disposition warded off the words of sympathy that might have pained her.


  While unable to sally forth in the Liberty Bond drive, Irene was none the less an important member of the band of Liberty Girls. “She’s our inspiration,” said Mary Louise with simple conviction. Teeming with patriotism and never doubting her ability to do something helpful in defeating her country’s foes, Irene had many valuable suggestions to make to her companions and one of these she broached a few days after the bond sale ended so triumphantly. On this occasion the Liberty Girls had met with Irene at Peter Conant’s cosy home, next door to the residence of Colonel Hathaway, for consultation as to their future endeavors.


  “Everyone is knitting for the soldiers and sailors,” said Irene, “and while that is a noble work, I believe that we ought to do something different from the others. Such an important organization ought to render unusual and individual service on behalf of our beloved country. Is it not so?”


  “It’s all very well, Irene, to back our beloved country,” remarked Laura, “but the whole nation is doing that and I really hanker to help our soldier boys.”


  “So do I,” spoke up Lucile. “The government is equal to the country’s needs, I’m sure, but the government has never taken any too good care of its soldiers and they’ll lack a lot of things besides knitted goods when they get to the front.”


  “Exactly,” agreed Mary Louise. “Seems to me it’s the girls’ chief duty to look after the boys, and a lot of the drafted ones are marching away from Dorfield each day, looking pretty glum, even if loyally submitting to the inevitable. I tell you, girls, these young and green soldiers need encouraging, so they’ll become enthusiastic and make the best sort of fighters, and we ought to bend our efforts to cheering them up.”


  Irene laughed merrily.


  “Good!” she cried; “you’re like a flock of sheep: all you need is a hint to trail away in the very direction I wanted to lead you. There are a lot of things we can do to add to our soldiers’ comfort. They need chocolate—sweets are good for them—and ‘comfort-kits’ of the real sort, not those useless, dowdy ones so many well-intentioned women are wasting time and money to send them; and they’ll be grateful for lots and lots of cigarettes, and—”


  “Oh, Irene! Do you think that would be right?” from Edna Barlow.


  “Of course it would. The government approves cigarettes and the French girls are supplying our boys across the pond with them even now. Surely we can do as much for our own brave laddies who are still learning the art of war. Not all smoke, of course, and some prefer pipes and tobacco, which we can also send them. Another thing, nearly every soldier needs a good pocket knife, and a razor, and they need games of all sorts, such as dominoes and checkers and cribbage-boards; and good honest trench mirrors, and—”


  “Goodness me, Irene,” interrupted Jane Donovan, “how do you think we could supply all those things? To equip a regiment with the articles you mention would cost a mint of money, and where’s the money coming from, and how are we to get it?”


  “There you go again, helping me out!” smiled Irene. “In your question, my dear, lies the crux of my suggestion. We Liberty Girls must raise the money.”


  “How, Irene?”


  “I object to begging.”


  “The people are tired of subscribing to all sorts of schemes.”


  “We certainly are not female Croesuses!”


  “Perhaps you expect us to turn bandits and sandbag the good citizens on dark nights.”


  Irene’s smile did not fade; she simply glowed with glee at these characteristic protestations.


  “I can’t blame you, girls, for you haven’t thought the thing out, and I have,” she stated. “My scheme isn’t entirely original, for I read the other day of a similar plan being tried in another city, with good success. A plan similar, in some ways, but quite different in others. Yet it gave me the idea.”


  “Shoot us the idea, then,” said Jane, who was inclined to favor slang.


  “In order to raise money,” said Irene, slowly and more seriously than she had before spoken, “it is necessary for us to go into business. The other day, when I was riding with Alora, I noticed that the store between the postoffice and the Citizens’ Bank is vacant, and a sign in the window said ‘Apply to Peter Conant, Agent.’ Peter Conant being my uncle, I applied to him that evening after dinner, on behalf of the Liberty Girls. It’s one of the best locations in town and right in the heart of the business district. The store has commanded a big rental, but in these times it is not in demand and it has been vacant for the last six months, with no prospect of its being rented. Girls, Peter Conant will allow us to use this store room without charge until someone is willing to pay the proper rent for it, and so the first big problem is solved. Three cheers for Uncle Peter!”


  They stared at her rather suspiciously, not yet understanding her idea.


  “So far, so good, my dear,” said Mary Louise. “We can trust dear old Peter Conant to be generous and patriotic. But what good is a store without stock, and how are we going to get a stock to sell—and sell it at a profit that will allow us to do all the things we long to do for the soldiers?”


  “Explain that, and I’m with you,” announced Alora.


  “Explain that, and we’re all with you!” declared Lucile Neal.


  “All I need is the opportunity,” protested Irene. “You’re such chatterboxes that you won’t let me talk! Now—listen. I’m not much of an executioner, girls, but I can plan and you can execute, and in that way I get my finger in the pie. Now, I believe I’ve a practical idea that will work out beautifully. Dorfield is an ancient city and has been inhabited for generations. Almost every house contains a lot of articles that are not in use—are put aside and forgotten—or are not in any way necessary to the comfort and happiness of the owners, yet would be highly prized by some other family which does not possess such articles. For instance, a baby-carriage or crib, stored away in some attic, could be sold at a bargain to some young woman needing such an article; or some old brass candlesticks, considered valueless by their owner, would be eagerly bought by someone who did not possess such things and had a love for antiques.


  “My proposition is simply this: that you visit all the substantial homes in Dorfield and ask to be given whatever the folks care to dispense with, such items to be sold at ‘The Liberty Girls’ Shop’ and the money applied to our War Fund to help the soldier boys. Lucile’s brother, Joe Neal, will furnish us a truck to cart all the things from the houses to our store, and I’m sure we can get a whole lot of goods that will sell readily. The people will be glad to give all that they don’t want to so good a cause, and what one doesn’t want, another is sure to want. Whatever money we take in will be all to the good, and with it we can supply the boys with many genuine comforts. Now, then, how does my idea strike you?”


  Approval—even the dawn of enthusiasm—was written on every countenance. They canvassed all the pros and cons of the proposition at length, and the more they considered it the more practical it seemed.


  “The only doubtful thing,” said Mary Louise, finally, “is whether the people will donate the goods they don’t need or care for, but that can be easily determined by asking them. We ought to pair off, and each couple take a residence street and make a careful canvass, taking time to explain our plan. One day will show us whether we’re to be successful or not, and the whole idea hinges on the success of our appeal.”


  “Not entirely,” objected Alora. “We may secure the goods, but be unable to sell them.”


  “Nonsense,” said little Laura Hilton; “nothing in the world sells so readily as secondhand truck. Just think how the people flock to auctions and the like. And we girls should prove good ‘salesladies,’ too, for we can do a lot of coaxing and get better prices than an auctioneer. All we need do is appeal to the patriotism of the prospective buyers.”


  “Anyhow,” asserted Edna, “it seems worth a trial, and we must admit the idea is attractive and unique—at least a novelty in Dorfield.”


  So they planned their method of canvassing and agreed to put in the next day soliciting articles to sell at the Liberty Girls’ Shop.


  CHAPTER VII THE LIBERTY SHOP


  Mary Louise said to her grandfather that night, after explaining Irene’s novel scheme to raise money: “We haven’t been housekeeping many years in Dorfield and I’m not sure I can find among our household possessions anything to give the Liberty Shop. But I’ve some jewelry and knickknacks that I never wear and, if you don’t mind, Gran’pa Jim, I’ll donate that to our shop.”


  The Colonel was really enthusiastic over the plan and not only approved his granddaughter’s proposition to give her surplus jewelry but went over the house with her and selected quite an imposing lot of odds and ends which were not in use and could readily be spared. Eager to assist the girls, the old colonel next morning went to town and ordered a big sign painted, to be placed over the store entrance, and he also induced the editors of the two newspapers to give the Liberty Girls’ latest venture publicity in their columns, inviting the cooperation of the public.


  Peter Conant turned over the keys of the big store to the girls and the first load of goods to be delivered was that from the Hathaway residence.


  The Liberty Girls were astonished at the success of their solicitations. From almost every house they visited they secured donations of more or less value. It may have seemed “rubbish” to some of the donors, but the variety of goods that soon accumulated in the store room presented an interesting collection and the girls arranged their wares enticingly and polished up the brass and copper ornaments and utensils until they seemed of considerable value.


  They did not open their doors to the public for ten days, and Joe Neal began to grumble because one of his trucks was kept constantly running from house to house, gathering up the articles contributed to the Liberty Girls’ Shop. But the girls induced other trucks to help Joe and the enthusiasm kept growing. Curiosity was spurred by the big sign over the closed doors, and every woman who donated was anxious to know what others had given to the shop. It was evident there would be a crowd at the formal “opening,” for much was expected from the unique enterprise.


  Meantime, the girls were busily occupied. Each day one group solicited donations while another stayed at the store to arrange the goods. Many articles of furniture, more or less decrepit, were received, and a man was hired to varnish and patch and put the chairs, stands, tables, desks and whatnots into the best condition possible. Alora Jones thought the stock needed “brightening,” so she induced her father to make purchases of several new articles, which she presented the girls as her share of the donations. And Peter Conant, finding many small pieces of jewelry, silverware and bric-a-brac among the accumulation, rented a big showcase for the girls, in which such wares were properly displayed.


  During these ten days of unflagging zeal the Liberty Girls were annoyed to discover that another traitorous circular had been issued. A large contingent of the selective draft boys had just been ordered away to the cantonment and the day before they left all their parents received a circular saying that the draft was unconstitutional and that their sons were being sacrificed by autocratic methods to further the political schemes of the administration. “Mr. Wilson,” it ended, “is trying to make for himself a place in history, at the expense of the flesh and blood of his countrymen.”


  This vile and despicable screed was printed from the same queer type as the former circulars denouncing the Liberty Bond sale and evidently emanated from the same source. Mary Louise was the first to secure one of the papers and its envelope, mailed through the local postoffice, and her indignation was only equalled by her desire to punish the offender. She realized, however, her limitations, and that she had neither the time nor the talent to unmask the traitor. She could only hope that the proper authorities would investigate the matter.


  That afternoon, with the circular still in her handbag, she visited the clothing store of Jacob Kasker and asked the proprietor if he had any goods he would contribute to the Liberty Girls’ Shop.


  Kasker was a stolid, florid-faced man, born in America of naturalized German parents, and therefore his citizenship could not be assailed. He had been quite successful as a merchant and was reputed to be the wealthiest clothing dealer in Dorfield.


  “No,” said Kasker, shortly, in answer to the request. Mary Louise was annoyed by the tone.


  “You mean that you won’t help us, I suppose?” she said impatiently.


  He turned from his desk and regarded her with a slight frown. Usually his expression was stupidly genial.


  “Why should I give something for nothing?” he asked. “It isn’t my war; I didn’t make it, and I don’t like it. Say, I got a boy—one son. Do you know they’ve drafted him—took him from his work without his consent, or mine, and marched him off to a war that there’s no good excuse for?”


  “Well,” returned Mary Louise, “your boy is one of those we’re trying to help.”


  “You won’t help make him a free American again; you’ll just help give him knickknacks so he won’t rebel against his slavery.”


  The girl’s eyes flashed.


  “Mr. Kasker,” she said sternly, “I consider that speech disloyal and traitorous. Men are being jailed every day for less!”


  He shrugged his shoulders.


  “I believe that is true, and it proves what a free country this is—does it not? Mr. Wilson’s democracy is the kind that won’t allow people to express their opinions, unless they agree with him. If I say I will stand by the American constitution, they will put me in jail.”


  Mary Louise fairly gasped. She devoutly wished she had never approached this dreadful man. She felt ashamed to breathe the same air with him. But she hated to retreat without a definite display of her disgust at his perfidious utterances. Drawing the circular from her bag she spread it before him on his desk and said:


  “Read that!”


  He just glanced at it, proving he knew well its wording. Mary Louise was watching him closely.


  “Well, what about it?” he asked brusquely.


  “It expresses your sentiments, I believe.”


  He turned upon her suspiciously.


  “You think I wrote it?” he demanded.


  “My thoughts are my own,” retorted Mary Louise.


  Kasker’s frown deepened.


  “Your thoughts may get you into trouble, my girl,” he said slowly. “Let me tell you this: However much I hate this war, I’m not fighting it publicly. To you I have spoken in private—just a private conversation. The trouble with me is, I talk too much; I don’t know enough to keep my mouth shut. I guess I’ll never learn that. I ain’t a hypocrite, and I ain’t a pacifist. I say the United States must win this war because it has started the job, and right or wrong, must finish it. I guess we could beat the whole world, if we had to. But I ain’t fool enough to say that all they do down at Washington is right, ‘cause I know it ain’t. But I’m standing by the flag. My boy is standing by the flag, and he’ll fight as well as any in the whole army to keep the flag flying over this great republic. By and by we’ll get better congressmen; the ones we got now are accidents. But in spite of all accidents—and they’re mostly our own fault—I’m for America first, last and all the time. That’s Jake Kasker. I don’t like the Germans and I don’t like the English, for Jake Kasker is a George Washington American. What are you doing, girl?” he suddenly asked with a change of tone.


  “I’m putting down that speech in shorthand in my notebook,” said Mary Louise, “and I think I’ve got every word of it.” She slipped the book in her bag and picked up the circular. “Good afternoon, Mr. Kasker!”


  The German seemed bewildered; he ran his fingers through his bushy hair as if trying to remember what he had said.


  “Wait!” he cried, as she turned away. “I’ve changed my mind about those goods; I’ll send some over to your shop to be sold.”


  “Don’t do it,” she replied, “for we won’t accept them. Only those whose patriotism rings true are allowed to help us.”


  Then she marched out of the big store, the proprietor at the desk staring at her fixedly until she had disappeared.


  “That’s it, Jake,” he said to himself, turning to his papers; “you talk too much. If a man prints a thing, and nobody knows who printed it, he’s safe.”


  CHAPTER VIII THE DETECTIVE’S DAUGHTER


  “I’m pretty sure, Gran’pa Jim,” said Mary Louise that evening, “that I’ve trailed the traitor to his lair, and he’s none other than—Jake Kasker!”


  This was the first time she had mentioned her suspicion of Kasker to him, and her statement was received by the colonel with moderate surprise, followed by a doubtful smile.


  “I know Jake,” he remarked, “and while he is uneducated and his mind is unformed concerning most things outside the clothing business, I should hesitate to accuse him of downright disloyalty.”


  “He’s a German, and sympathizes with the Kaiser,” asserted Mary Louise.


  “Did he say that?”


  “Well, not in so many words.”


  “A German-American is not usually pro-German,” the colonel declared, “for Germans who come to America come to escape the militarism and paternalism of the Junkers, which is proof in itself that they disapprove of what we term kaiserism. I know that Kasker talks foolishly against the war and resents the drafting of his son, but I think he is a good American at heart. He has bought Liberty Bonds more liberally than some who proclaim their patriotism from the housetops. I don’t fear these outspoken objectors, my dear, as much as those who work slyly in the dark—such as the writers of those disgraceful circulars.”


  “I practically accused Kasker of sending out those circulars,” said Mary Louise, “and his defense was very lame and unconvincing. Listen, Grand’pa, to what he said. I took the speech down in shorthand, and that worried him, I’m sure.”


  The colonel listened and shook his head gravely.


  “Yes, Jake Kasker talks too much,” he confessed, “and much that he says is disloyal to our government and calculated to do much harm, especially if widely circulated. This is no time to criticise the men who are working hard to win the war; we should render them faithful support. The task before us is difficult and it will require a united country to defeat our enemies. I must talk to Jake Kasker.”


  “Won’t it be better to let the authorities deal with him?” suggested the girl. “They’re certain to get him, in time, if he goes on this way. I believe I frightened him a bit this afternoon, but he’s too dull to take warning. Anyhow, I shall relate the whole interview to Chief Farnum tomorrow morning.”


  This she did, but the Chief gave her little satisfaction.


  “No one pays any attention to Kasker,” he said.


  “He’s a German, and a traitor!” she insisted. “A woman’s intuition is seldom at fault, and I’m convinced he’s responsible for this latest and most dreadful circular,” and she laid it before him.


  “A girl’s intuition is not as mature as a woman’s intuition,” the Chief answered in an impatient tone. “You force me to say, my dear young lady, that you are dabbling in affairs that do not concern you. I’ve plenty of those circulars on file and I’m attending to my duty and keeping an eye open for the rascal who wrote them. But there is no proof that Kasker is the man. The federal officers are also investigating the case, and I imagine they will not require your assistance.”


  Mary Louise flushed but stood her ground.


  “Isn’t it the duty of every patriotic person to denounce a traitor?” she inquired.


  “Yes, if there is proof. I think you are wrong about Kasker, but if you are able to bring me proof, I’ll arrest him and turn him over to the federal agents for prosecution. But, for heaven’s sake, don’t bother me with mere suspicions.”


  Mary Louise did not accept this rebuke graciously. She went away with the feeling that Chief Farnum was, for some reason, condoning a crime, and she was firmly resolved to obtain the required proof if it could be secured without subjecting herself to the annoyance of such rebuffs as the one she had just endured.


  “We ought not to permit such a snake in the grass to exist in dear old Dorfield,” she told her girl associates. “Let us all try to discover absolute proof of Kasker’s treachery.”


  The other Liberty Girls were as indignant as Mary Louise, but were too intent on their present duties to pay much attention to Jake Kasker. For the Liberty Girls’ Shop was now open to the public, and men, women and children crowded in to see what the girls had to offer. Sales were so brisk during the first week that the stock became depleted and once more they made a house to house canvass to obtain a new supply of material.


  This kept all six of the girls busily occupied. Irene each morning rode down to the shop in the Hathaway automobile—wheel-chair and all—and acted as cashier, so as to relieve the others of this duty. She could accomplish this work very nicely and became the Liberty Girls’ treasurer and financial adviser. Each day she deposited in the bank the money received, and the amounts were so liberal that enthusiasm was easily maintained.


  “The soldier boys have reason to rejoice,” said Irene complacently, “for we shall soon be able to provide them with numerous comforts and luxuries—all of which they are surely entitled to.”


  So the new enterprise was progressing finely when, one evening, on reaching home from a busy day at the shop, Mary Louise found a letter that greatly pleased her. It was from an old and valued girl friend in Washington and after rambling along pleasantly on a variety of subjects the writer concluded as follows:


  
    “But we can talk all this over at our leisure, my dear, for I’m going to accept one of your many pressing invitations (the first one, of course) and make you another little visit. I love Dorfield, and I love you, and the dear Colonel, and Irene and Alora, and I long to see all of you again. Moreover, Daddy is being sent abroad on a secret mission, and I should be lonely without him. So expect me at any time. In my usual erratic fashion I may follow on the heels of this letter, or I may lag behind it for a few days, but whenever I turn up at the Hathaway gate, I’ll demand a kiss and a welcome for


    “JOSIE O’GORMAN.”

  


  Now, this girl was in many ways so entirely unlike Mary Louise that one might wonder what link of sympathy drew them together, unless it was “the law of opposites.” However, there was one quality in both their natures that might warrant the warm friendship existing between the two girls. Mary Louise was sweet and winning, with a charming, well-bred manner and a ready sympathy for all who were in trouble. She was attractive in person, particular as to dress, generous and considerate to a fault. The girl had been carefully reared and had well repaid the training of the gallant old colonel, her grandfather, who had surrounded her with competent instructors. Yet Mary Louise had a passion for mysteries and was never quite so happy as when engaged in studying a baffling personality or striving to explain a seeming enigma. Gran’pa Jim, who was usually her confidant when she “scented a mystery,” often accused her of allowing her imagination to influence her judgment, but on several occasions the girl had triumphantly proven her intuitions to be correct. You must not think, from this statement, that Mary Louise was prone to suspect everyone she met; it was only on rare occasions she instinctively felt there was more beneath the surface of an occurrence than appeared to the casual observer, and then, if a wrong might be righted or a misunderstanding removed—but only in such event—she eagerly essayed to discover the truth. It was in this manner that she had once been of great service to her friend Alora Jones, and to others as well. It was this natural quality, combined with sincere loyalty, which made her long to discover and bring to justice the author of the pro-German circulars.


  Josie O’Gorman was small and “pudgy”—her own expression—red-haired and freckled-faced and snub-nosed. Her eyes redeemed much of this personal handicap, for they were big and blue as turquoises and as merry and innocent in expression as the eyes of a child. Also, the good humor which usually pervaded her sunny features led people to ignore their plainness. In dress, Josie was somewhat eccentric in her selections and careless in methods of wearing her clothes, but this might be excused by her engrossing interest in people, rather than in apparel.


  The girl was the daughter—the only child, indeed—of John O’Gorman, an old and trusted lieutenant of the government’s secret-service. From Josie’s childhood, the clever detective had trained her in all the subtle art of his craft, and allowing for her youth, which meant a limited experience of human nature and the intricacies of crime, Josie O’Gorman was now considered by her father to be more expert than the average professional detective. While the astute secret-service agent was more than proud of his daughter’s talent, he would not allow her to undertake the investigation of crime as a profession until she was older and more mature. Sometimes, however, he permitted and even encouraged her to “practise” on minor or unimportant cases of a private nature, in which the United States government was not interested.


  Josie’s talent drew Mary Louise to her magnetically. The detective’s daughter was likewise a delightful companion. She was so well versed in all matters of national import, as well as in the foibles and peculiarities of the human race, that even conservative, old Colonel Hathaway admired the girl and enjoyed her society. Josie had visited Mary Louise more than once and was assured a warm welcome whenever she came to Dorfield. Most of the Liberty Girls knew Josie O’Gorman, and when they heard she was coming they straightway insisted she be made a member of their band.


  “She’ll just have to be one of us,” said Mary Louise, “for I’m so busy with our wonderful Shop that I can’t entertain Josie properly unless she takes a hand in our game, which I believe she will be glad to do.”


  And Josie was glad, and proclaimed herself a Liberty Girl the first hour of her arrival, the moment she learned what the patriotic band had already accomplished and was determined to accomplish further.


  “It’s just play, you know, and play of the right sort—loyal and helpful to those who deserve the best we can give them, our brave soldiers and sailors. Count me in, girls, and you’ll find me at the Liberty Shop early and late, where I promise to sell anything from an old hoopskirt to a decayed piano at the highest market price. We’ve had some ‘rummage sales’ in Washington, you know, but nothing to compare with this thorough and businesslike undertaking of yours. But I won’t wear your uniform; I can’t afford to allow the glorious red-white-and-blue to look dowdy, as it would on my unseemly form.”


  CHAPTER IX GATHERING UP THE THREADS


  Josie O’Gorman had been in Dorfield several days before Mary Louise showed her the traitorous circulars that had been issued by some unknown obstructionist. At first she had been a little ashamed to acknowledge to her friend that a citizen of her own town could be so disloyal, but the matter had weighed heavily on her mind and so she decided to unload it upon Josie’s shrewder intelligence.


  “I feel, dear, that the best service you can render us while here—the best you can render the nation, too—will be to try to discover this secret enemy,” she said earnestly. “I’m sure he has done a lot of harm, already, and he may do much more if he is left undisturbed. Some folks are not too patriotic, even now, when we are facing the most terrible ordeal in our history, and some are often so weak as to be influenced by what I am sure is pro-German propaganda.”


  Josie studied the various circulars. She studied the handwriting on the envelopes and the dates of the postmarks. Her attitude was tense, as that of a pointer dog who suddenly senses a trail. Finally she asked:


  “Do the police know?”


  Mary Louise related her two interviews with Chief Farnum.


  “How about the agents of the department of justice?”


  “I don’t know of any,” confessed Mary Louise.


  Josie put the circulars in her pocket.


  “Now, then, tell me whom you suspect, and why,” she said.


  Until now Mary Louise had not mentioned the clothing merchant to Josie, but she related Jake Kasker’s frank opposition to the war at the Liberty Bond mass-meeting and her interview with him in his store, in which he plainly showed his antagonism to the draft and to the administration generally. She read to Josie the shorthand notes she had taken and supplemented all by declaring that such a man could be guilty of any offense.


  “You see,” she concluded, “all evidence points to Kasker as the traitor; but Chief Farnum is stubborn and independent, and we must obtain positive proof that Kasker issued those circulars. Then we can put an end to his mischief-making. I don’t know how to undertake such a job, Josie, but you do; I’m busy at the Liberty Shop, and we can spare you from there better than any one else; so, if you want to ‘practise,’ here’s an opportunity to do some splendid work.”


  Josie was a good listener. She did not interrupt Mary Louise, but let her say all she had to say concerning this interesting matter. When her friend paused for lack of words, Josie remarked:


  “Every American’s watchword should be: ‘Swat the traitor!’ War seems to breed traitors, somehow. During the Civil War they were called ‘copperheads,’ as the most venomous term that could be applied to the breed. We haven’t yet coined an equally effective word in this war, but it will come in time. Meanwhile, every person—man or woman—who is not whole-heartedly with President Wilson and intent on helping win the war, is doing his country a vital injury. That’s the flat truth, and I’d like to shake your Jake Kasker out of his suit of hand-me-down clothing. If he isn’t a traitor, he’s a fool, and sometimes fools are more dangerous than traitors. There! All this has got me riled, and an investigator has no business to get riled. They must be calm and collected.” She slapped her forehead, settled herself in her chair and continued in a more moderate tone: “Now, tell me what other people in Dorfield have led you to suspect they are not in accord with the administration, or resent our entry into the Great War.”


  Mary Louise gave her a puzzled look.


  “Oughtn’t we to finish with Kasker, first?” she asked, hesitatingly, for she respected Josie’s judgment.


  The girl detective laughed.


  “I’ve an impression we’ve already finished with him—unless I really give him that shaking,” she replied. “I’ll admit that such a person is mischievous and ought to be shut up, either by jailing him or putting a plaster over his mouth, but I can’t believe Jake Kasker guilty of those circulars.”


  “Why not?” in an aggrieved tone.


  “Well, in spite of his disloyal mutterings, his deeds are loyal. He’s disgruntled over the loss of his son, and doesn’t care who knows it, but he’ll stand pat and spank the kid if he doesn’t fight like a tartar. He hates the war—perhaps we all hate it, in a way—but he’ll buy Liberty Bonds and help win a victory. I know that sort; they’re not dangerous; just at war with themselves, with folly and honesty struggling for the mastery. Let him alone and in a few months you’ll find Kasker making patriotic speeches.”


  “Oh, Josie!”


  “Think of someone else.”


  Mary Louise shook her head.


  “What, only one string to your bow of distrust? Fie, Mary Louise! When you were selling Liberty Bonds, did you meet with no objectors?”


  “Well—yes; there’s a wholesale grocer here, who is named Silas Herring, a very rich man, but sour and disagreeable.”


  “Did he kick on the bonds?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then tell me all about him.”


  “When I first entered his office, Mr. Herring made insulting remarks about the bonds and accused our government of being dominated by the English. He was very bitter in his remarks, but in his office were two other men who remonstrated with him and—”


  “What were the two men doing there?”


  “Why, they were talking about something, when I entered; I didn’t hear what, for when they saw me they became silent.”


  “Were they clerks, or grocers—customers?”


  “No; one was our supervisor, Andrew Duncan—”


  “And the other man?” asked Josie.


  “Our superintendent of schools, Professor Dyer.”


  “Oh; then they were talking politics.”


  “I suppose likely. I was obliged to argue with Mr. Herring and became so incensed that I threatened him with the loss of his trade. But Mr. Duncan at once subscribed for Liberty Bonds, and so did Professor Dyer, and that shamed Silas Herring into buying a big bunch of them also.”


  “H-m-m,” murmured Josie contentedly. “Then neither of the three had purchased any bonds until then?”


  “I think not. Gran’pa Jim had himself tried to sell Mr. Herring and had been refused.”


  “I see. How much did the supervisor invest in bonds?”


  “One hundred dollars.”


  “Too little. And the Professor?”


  “Five hundred.”


  “Too much. He couldn’t afford it, could he?”


  “He said it was more than his salary warranted, but he wanted to be patriotic.”


  “Oh, well; the rich grocer took them off his hands, perhaps. No disloyal words from the Professor or the supervisor?”


  “No, indeed; they rebuked Mr. Herring and made him stop talking.”


  Josie nodded, thoughtfully.


  “Well, who else did you find disloyal?”


  “No one, so far as I can recollect. Everyone I know seems genuinely patriotic—except,” as an afterthought, “little Annie Boyle, and she doesn’t count.”


  “Who is little Annie Boyle?”


  “No one much. Her father keeps the Mansion House, one of the hotels here, but not one of the best. It’s patronized by cheap traveling men and the better class of clerks, I’m told, and Mr. Boyle is said to do a good business. Annie knows some of our girls, and they say she hates the war and denounces Mr. Wilson and everybody concerned in the war. But Annie’s a silly little thing, anyhow, and of course she couldn’t get out those circulars.”


  Josie wrote Annie Boyle’s name on her tablets—little ivory affairs which she always carried and made notes on.


  “Do you know anyone else at the Mansion House?” she inquired.


  “Not a soul.”


  “How old is Annie?”


  “Fourteen or fifteen.”


  “She didn’t conceive her unpatriotic ideas; she has heard someone else talk, and like a parrot repeats what she has heard.”


  “Perhaps so; but—”


  “All right. I’m not going to the Liberty Girls’ Shop tomorrow, Mary Louise. At your invitation I’ll make myself scarce, and nose around. To be quite frank, I consider this matter serious; more serious than you perhaps suspect. And, since you’ve put this case in my hands, I’m sure you and the dear colonel won’t mind if I’m a bit eccentric in my movements while I’m doing detective work. I know the town pretty well, from my former visits, so I won’t get lost. I may not accomplish anything, but you’d like me to try, wouldn’t you?”


  “Yes, indeed. That’s why I’ve told you all this. I feel something ought to be done, and I can’t do it myself.”


  Josie slipped the tablets into her pocket.


  “Mary Louise, the United States is honeycombed with German spies,” she gravely announced. “They’re keeping Daddy and all the Department of Justice pretty busy, so I’ve an inkling as to their activities. German spies are encouraged by German propagandists, who are not always German but may be Americans, or even British by birth, but are none the less deadly on that account. The paid spy has no nationality; he is true to no one but the devil, and he and his abettors fatten on treachery. His abettors are those who repeat sneering and slurring remarks about our conduct of the war. You may set it down that whoever is not pro-American is pro-German; whoever does not favor the Allies—all of them, mind you—favors the Kaiser; whoever is not loyal in this hour of our country’s greatest need is a traitor.”


  “You’re right, Josie!”


  “Now,” continued Josie, reflectively, “you and I must both understand that we’re undertaking a case that is none of our business. It’s the business of Mr. Bielaski, of the department of justice, first of all; then it’s the business of Mr. Flynn, of the secret service; then it’s the business of the local police. Together, they have a thousand eyes, but enemy propagandists are more numerous and scattered throughout the nation. Your chief of police doesn’t want to interfere with the federal agents here, and the federal agents are instructed not to pay attention to what is called ‘spy hysteria,’ and so they’re letting things slide. But you believe, and I believe, that there’s more treachery underlying these circulars than appears on the surface, and if we can secure evidence that is important, and present it to the proper officials, we shall be doing our country a service. So I’ll start out on my own responsibility.”


  “Doesn’t your secret service badge give you authority?” asked Mary Louise.


  “No,” replied Josie; “that badge is merely honorary. Daddy got it for me so that if ever I got into trouble it would help me out, but it doesn’t make me a member of the secret service or give me a bit of authority. But that doesn’t matter; when I get evidence, I know what authority to give it to, and that’s all that is necessary.”


  “Anyhow,” said Mary Louise, with a relieved sigh, “I’m glad you are going to investigate the author of those awful circulars. It has worried me a good deal to think that Dorfield is harboring a German spy, and I have confidence that if anyone can discover the traitor, you can.”


  “That’s good of you,” returned Josie, with a grimace, “but I lack a similar confidence in myself. Don’t you remember how many times I’ve foozled?”


  “But sometimes, Josie, you’ve won, and I hope you’ll win now.”


  “Thank you,” said Josie; “I hope so, myself.”


  CHAPTER X THE EXPLOSION


  Day was just beginning to break when a terrible detonation shook all Dorfield. Houses rocked, windows rattled, a sudden wind swept over the town and then a glare that was not a presage of the coming sun lit the sky.


  A brief silence succeeded the shock, but immediately thereafter whistles shrieked, fire-bells clanged, a murmur of agitated voices crying aloud was heard on every side, and the people began pouring from the houses into the streets demanding the cause of the alarm.


  Colonel Hathaway, still weak and nervous, stood trembling in his bathrobe when Mary Louise came to him.


  “It’s the airplane factory, Gran’pa Jim,” she said. “I can see it from my windows. Something must have exploded and the buildings are on fire.”


  The airplane works of Dorfield had been one of the city’s most unique institutions, but until we entered the World War it was not deemed of prime importance. The government’s vast airplane appropriations, however, had resulted in the Dorfield works securing contracts for the manufacture of war machines that straightway raised the enterprise to an important position. The original plant had been duplicated a dozen times, until now, on the big field south of the city, the cluster of buildings required for the construction of aircraft was one of the most imposing manufacturing plants in that part of the State. Skilled government aviators had been sent to Dorfield to inspect every machine turned out. Although backed by local capital, it was, in effect, a government institution because it was now devoted exclusively to government contracts; therefore the explosion and fire filled every loyal heart with a sinister suspicion that an enemy had caused the calamity.


  Splendid work on the part of the fire department subdued the flames after but two of the huge shed-like buildings had been destroyed. By noon the fire was controlled; a cordon of special police surrounded the entire plant and in one of the yards a hundred and fifty workmen were corralled under arrest until the federal officers had made an investigation and decided where to place the blame.


  Reassuring reports had somewhat quieted Colonel Hathaway and Mary Louise, but although they returned to their rooms, they could not sleep. Aunt Sally, realizing the situation, had an early breakfast prepared, but when she called Josie O’Gorman the girl was not in her room or in the house. She appeared just as the others were finishing their meal and sat down with a sigh of content.


  “My, but the coffee smells good!” she exclaimed. “I’m worn out with the excitement.”


  “Did you go to the fire, Josie?” asked Mary Louise.


  “Yes, and got there in time to help drag some of the poor fellows out. Three men in the building where the explosion occurred were killed outright, and two others seriously injured. Fortunately the night shift had just quit work or the casualties would have been much greater.”


  “It’s dreadful, as it is,” said Mary Louise with a shudder.


  “What was the cause of the explosion!” inquired the colonel.


  “Dynamite,” replied Josie calmly.


  “Then it was not an accident?”


  “They don’t use dynamite in making airplanes. Twenty-two machines, all complete and packed ready for shipment, were blown to smithereens. A good many others, in course of construction, were ruined. It’s a pretty bad mess, I can tell you, but the machines can be replaced, and the lives can’t.”


  “I wonder who did it,” said Mary Louise, staring at her friend with frightened eyes.


  “The Kaiser,” declared Josie. “He must be in fine fettle this morning, since his propaganda of murder and arson has been so successful.”


  “I—I don’t quite understand you,” faltered Mary Louise.


  “Josie means that this is the work of a direct emissary of the Kaiser,” explained the colonel. “We know that among us are objectors and pacifists and those who from political motives are opposing the activities of our President, but these are not dynamiters, nor do they display their disloyalty except through foolish and futile protests. One who resorts to murder and arson in an attempt to block the government’s plans, and so retard our victory, is doubtless a hired assassin and in close touch with the German master-spies who are known to be lurking in this country.”


  “That’s the idea, sir,” approved Josie, nodding her tousled red head, “and better expressed than any answer of mine could have been.”


  “Well, then, can’t this demon be arrested and punished?” asked Mary Louise.


  “That remains to be seen,” said Josie. “An investigation is already under way. All the outgoing night shift and some of the incoming day shift have been held under suspicion, until they can be examined and carefully questioned. I heard your Chief of Police—whom I know and knows me—assert that without doubt the bomb had been placed by one of the workmen. I wonder what makes him think that. Also the police are hunting for everyone seen loitering about the airplane plant during the past twenty-four hours. They’ll spend days—perhaps weeks—in investigating, and then the affair will quiet down and be forgotten.”


  “You fear they will not be able to apprehend the criminal?” from the colonel.


  “Not the way the police are going at it. They’re virtually informing the criminal that they’re hunting for him but don’t know where to find him, and that if he isn’t careful they’ll get him. So he’s going to be careful. It is possible, of course, that the fellow has left traces— clues that will lead to his discovery and arrest. Still, I’m not banking much on that. Such explosions have been occurring for months, in various parts of the country, and the offenders have frequently escaped. The government suspects that German spies are responsible, but an indefinite suspicion is often as far as it gets. Evidence is lacking.”


  “How about your boasted department of justice, and the secret service?” asked Mary Louise.


  “They’re as good as the German spy system, and sometimes a bit better. Don’t think for a minute that our enemies are not clever,” said Josie earnestly. “Sometimes our agents make a grab; sometimes the German spy remains undiscovered. It’s diamond cut diamond—fifty-fifty. But when we get every alien enemy sequestered in zones removed from all factories doing government work, we’re going to have less trouble. A lot of these Germans and Austrians are liberty-loving Americans, loyal and true, but we must round up the innocent many, in order to squelch the guilty few.”


  The following week was one of tense excitement for Dorfield. Federal officers poured into the city to assist in the investigation; the victims were buried with honor and ceremony, wrapped in American flags to show that these “soldiers of industry” had been slain by their country’s foe; the courtrooms were filled with eager mobs hoping that evidence would be secured against some one of the many suspects. Gradually, however, the interest decreased, as Josie had predicted it would. A half dozen suspects were held for further examination and the others released. New buildings were being erected at the airplane plant, and although somewhat crippled, the business of manufacturing these necessary engines of war was soon going on much as usual.


  CHAPTER XI A FONT OF TYPE


  Mary Louise went into Josie O’Gorman’s room and found the young girl bent over a table on which were spread the disloyal circulars.


  “You’ve been studying those things for nearly two weeks, Josie,” she said. “Have you made any discoveries?”


  “I know a lot more about the circulars than I did,” answered Josie. “For instance, there are nineteen printing offices in Dorfield, and only two of them have this kind of type.”


  “Oh, that’s something, indeed!” cried Mary Louise. “One of the two offices must have printed the circulars.”


  “No; the curious fact is that neither printed them,” returned Josie, regarding the circulars with a frown.


  “How do you know?”


  “It’s an old style of type, not much in use at present,” explained the youthful detective. “In one printing office the case that contains this type face hasn’t been used for months and months. I found all the compartments covered with dust a quarter of an inch thick. There wasn’t a trace of the type having been disturbed. I proved this by picking out a piece of type, which scattered the dust and brought to light the shining bodies of the other type in that compartment. So the circulars could never have been printed from that case of type.”


  “But the other printing office?”


  “Well, there they had a font of the same style of type, which is occasionally used in job printing; but it’s a small font and has only twenty-four small a’s. I rummaged the whole shop, and found none of the type standing, out of the case. Another thing, they had only three capital G’s, and one of those was jammed and damaged. In the last circular issued, no less than seven capital G’s appear. In the first one sent out I find fifty-eight small a’s. All this convinces me the circulars were issued from no regular printing office.”


  “Then how did it get printed?” asked Mary Louise.


  “That’s what puzzles me,” confessed Josie. “Three of the four big manufacturing concerns here have outfits and do their own printing—or part of it, anyhow—and I don’t mind saying I expected to find my clue in one of those places, rather than in a regular printing office. But I’ve made an exhaustive search, aided by the managers, and there’s no type resembling that used in the circulars in any of the private print shops. In fact, I’m up a stump!”


  “But why do you attach so much importance to this matter?” queried Mary Louise.


  “It’s the most direct route to the traitor. Find who printed the circulars and you’ve got your hand on the man who wrote and mailed them. But the printing baffles me, and so I’ve started another line of investigation.”


  “What line is that, Josie?”


  “The circular envelopes were addressed by hand, with pen and ink. The ink is a sort in common use. The envelopes are an ordinary commercial kind. The circulars are printed on half a sheet of letter-size typewriting paper, sold in several stationery store in large quantities. No clue there. But the handwriting is interesting. It’s disguised, of course, and the addressing was done by two different people—that’s plain.”


  “You are wonderful, Josie!”


  “I’m stupid as a clam, Mary Louise. See here!” she went to a closet and brought out a large cardboard box, which she placed upon the table. It was filled to the brim with envelopes, addressed to many business firms in Dorfield, but all bearing the local postmark. “Now, I’ve been days collecting these envelopes,” continued the girl, “and I’ve studied them night after night. I’m something of a handwriting expert, you know, for that is one of the things that Daddy has carefully taught me. These envelopes came from all sorts of people—folks making inquiries, paying bills, ordering goods, and the like. I’ve had an idea from the first that some prominent person—no ordinary man—is responsible for the circulars. They’re well worded, grammatical, and the malicious insinuations are cleverly contrived to disconcert the loyal but weak brethren. However, these envelopes haven’t helped me a bit. Neither of the two persons who addressed the envelopes of the circulars addressed any of these business envelopes. Of that I’m positive.”


  “Dear me,” said Mary Louise, surprised, “I’d no idea you’d taken so much trouble, Josie.”


  “Well, I’ve undertaken a rather puzzling case, my dear, and it will mean more trouble than you can guess, before I’ve solved it. This pro-German scoundrel is clever; he suspected that he’d be investigated and has taken every precaution to prevent discovery. Nevertheless, the cleverest criminal always leaves some trace behind him, if one can manage to find it, so I’m not going to despair at this stage of the game.”


  “Do you know,” said Mary Louise thoughtfully, “I’ve had an idea that there’s some connection between the explosion at the airplane works and the sender of these circulars.”


  Josie gave her a queer look.


  “What connection do you suspect?” she asked quickly.


  “Why, the man who wrote those circulars would not stop at any crime to harass the government and interfere with the promotion of the war.”


  “Is that as far as you’ve gone?”


  “Have you gone any farther, Josie?”


  “A step, Mary Louise. It looks to me as if there is an organized band of traitors in Dorfield. No one person is responsible for it all. Didn’t I say two different people addressed the circulars in disguised handwriting? Now, a bomb has to be constructed, and placed, and timed, and I don’t credit any one person with handling such a job and at the same time being aware that the utmost damage to the War Department’s plans would be accomplished by blowing up the airplane works. That argues intelligent knowledge of national and local affairs. There may be but two conspirators, and there may be more, but the more there are, the easier it will be for me to discover them.”


  “Naturally,” agreed Mary Louise. “But, really, Josie, I don’t see how you’re going to locate a clue that will guide you. Have you attended the trial of those suspected of the bomb outrage?”


  “I’ve seen all the testimony. There isn’t a culprit in the whole bunch. The real criminal is not even suspected, as yet,” declared Josie. “The federal officers know this, and are just taking things easy and making the trials string out, to show they’re wide awake. Also I’ve met two secret service men here—Norman Addison and old Jim Crissey. I know nearly all of the boys. But they haven’t learned anything important, either.”


  “Are these men experienced detectives?”


  “They’ve done some pretty good work, but nothing remarkable. In these times the government is forced to employ every man with any experience at all, and Crissey and Addison are just ordinary boys, honest and hard-working, but not especially talented. Daddy would have discovered something in twenty-four hours; but Daddy has been sent abroad, for some reason, and there are many cases of espionage and sabotage fully as important as this, in this spy-infested land. That’s why poor Josie O’Gorman is trying to help the government, without assignment or authority. If I succeed, however, I’ll feel that I have done my bit.”


  “Don’t you get discouraged, dear, at times?”


  “Never! Why, Mary Louise, discouragement would prove me a dub. I’m puzzled, though, just now, and feeling around blindly in the dark to grab a thread that may lead me to success. If I have luck, presently I’ll find it.”


  She put away the envelopes, as she spoke, and resuming her seat drew out her tablets and examined the notes she had made thereon. Josie used strange characters in her memoranda, a sort of shorthand she had herself originated and which could be deciphered only by her father or by herself.


  “Here’s a list of suspects,” she said. “Not that they’re necessarily connected with our case, but are known to indulge in disloyal sentiments. Hal Grober, the butcher, insists on selling meat on meatless days and won’t defer to the wishes of Mr. Hoover, whom he condemns as a born American but a naturalized Englishmen. He’s another Jake Kasker, too noisy to be guilty of clever plotting.”


  “They’re both un-American!” exclaimed Mary Louise. “There ought to be a law to silence such people, Josie.”


  “Don’t worry, my dear; they’ll soon be silenced,” predicted her friend. “Either better judgment will come to their aid or the federal courts will get after them. We shouldn’t allow anyone to throw stones at the government activities, just at this crisis. They may think what they please, but must keep their mouths shut.”


  “I’m sorry they can even think disloyalty,” said Mary Louise.


  “Well, even that will be remedied in time,” was the cheerful response. “No war more just and righteous was ever waged than this upon which our country has embarked, and gradually that fact will take possession of those minds, which, through prejudice, obstinacy or ignorance, have not yet grasped it. I’m mighty proud of my country, Mary Louise, and I believe this war is going to give us Americans a distinction that will set us up in our own opinion and in the eyes of the world. But always there is a willful objection, on the part of some, toward any good and noble action, and we must deal charitably with these deluded ones and strive to win them to an appreciation of the truth.”


  “Isn’t that carrying consideration too far?” asked Mary Louise.


  “No. Our ministers are after the unregenerates, not after the godly. The noblest act of humanity is to uplift a fellow creature. Even in our prisons we try to reform criminals, to make honest men of them rather than condemn them to a future of crime. It would be dreadful to say: ‘You’re all yellow; go to thunder!’”


  “Yes; I believe you’re right,” approved the other girl. “That is, your theory is correct, but the wicked sometimes refuse to reform.”


  “Usually the fault of the reformers, my dear. But suppose we redeem a few of them, isn’t it worth while? Now, let me see. Here’s a washwoman who says the Kaiser is a gentleman, and a streetcar driver who says it’s a rich man’s war. No use bothering with such people in our present state of blind groping. And here’s the list that you, yourself, gave to me: One Silas Herring, a wholesale grocer. I’m going to see him. He’s a big, successful man, and being opposed to the administration is dangerous. Herring is worth investigating, and with him is associated Professor John Dyer, superintendent of schools.”


  “Oh, Professor Dyer is all right,” said Mary Louise hastily. “It was he who helped bring Mr. Herring to time, and afterward he took Gran’pa Jim’s place on the Bond Committee and solicited subscriptions.”


  “Did he get any?”


  “Any what?”


  “Subscriptions.”


  “—I believe so. Really, I don’t know.”


  “Well, I know,” said Josie, “for I’ve inspected the records. Your professor—who, by the way, is only a professor by courtesy and a politician by profession—worked four days on the bond sale and didn’t turn in a single subscription. He had a lot of wealthy men on his list and approached them in such a manner that they all positively declined to buy bonds. Dyer’s activities kept these men from investing in bonds when, had they been properly approached, they would doubtless have responded freely.”


  “Good gracious! Are you sure, Josie?”


  “I’m positive. I’ve got a cross opposite the name of Professor John Dyer, and I’m going to know more about him—presently. His bosom chum is the Honorable Andrew Duncan, a man with an honest Scotch name but only a thirty-second or so of Scotch blood in his veins. His mother was a German and his grandmother Irish and his greatgrandmother a Spanish gipsy.”


  “How did you learn all that, Josie?”


  “By making inquiries. Duncan was born in Dorfield and his father was born in the county. He’s a typical American—a product of the great national melting-pot—but no patriot because he has no sympathy for any of the European nations at war, or even with the war aims of his native land. He’s a selfish, scheming, unprincipled politician; an office-holder ever since he could vote; a man who would sacrifice all America to further his own personal ends.”


  “Then, you think Mr. Duncan may—might be—is—”


  “No,” said Josie, “I don’t. The man might instigate a crime and encourage it, in a subtle and elusive way, but he’s too shrewd to perpetrate a crime himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if Duncan could name the man—or the band of traitors—we’re looking for, if he chose to, but you may rest assured he has not involved his own personality in any scheme to balk the government.”


  “I can’t understand that sort of person,” said Mary. Louise, plaintively.


  “It’s because you haven’t studied the professional politician. He has been given too much leeway heretofore, but his days, I firmly believe, are now numbered,” Josie answered. “Now, here’s my excuse for investigating Silas Herring and his two cronies, Dyer and Duncan. All three of them happen to be political bosses in this section. It is pretty generally known that they are not in sympathy with President Wilson and the administration. They are shrewd enough to know that the popularity of the war and the President’s eloquent messages have carried the country by storm. So they cannot come right out into the open with their feelings. At the same time, they can feel themselves losing control of the situation. In fact, the Herring gang is fearful that at the coming elections they will be swept aside and replaced with out-and-out loyal supporters of the President. So they’re going to try to arouse sentiment against the administration and against the war, in order to head off the threatened landslide. Dyer hoped to block the sale of Liberty Bonds, blinding folks to his intent by subscribing for them himself; but you girls foiled that scheme by your enthusiastic ‘drive.’ What the other conspirators have done, I don’t know, but I imagine their energies will not be squelched by one small defeat. I don’t expect to land any of the three in jail, but I think they all ought to be behind the bars, and if I shadow them successfully, one or the other may lead me to their tools or confederates—the ones directly guilty of issuing the disloyal circulars and perhaps of placing the bomb that damaged the airplane works and murdered some of its employes.”


  Mary Louise was pale with horror when Josie finished her earnest and convincing statement. She regarded her friend’s talent with profound admiration. Nevertheless, the whole matter was becoming so deep, so involved that she could only think of it with a shudder.


  “I’m almost sorry,” said the girl, regretfully, “that I ever mixed up in this dreadful thing.”


  “I’m not sorry,” returned Josie. “Chasing traitors isn’t the pleasantest thing in the world, even for a regular detective, but it’s a duty I owe my country and I’m sufficiently interested to probe the affair to the extent of my ability. If I fail, nothing is lost, and if I win I’ll have done something worth while. Here’s another name on the list of suspects you gave me—Annie Boyle, the hotel-keeper’s daughter.”


  “Don’t bother about Annie, for goodness’ sake,” exclaimed Mary Louise. “She hasn’t the brains or an opportunity to do any harm, so you’d better class her with Kasker and the butcher.”


  But Josie shook her head.


  “There’s a cross opposite her name,” said she. “I don’t intend to shuffle Annie Boyle into the discard until I know more about her.”


  CHAPTER XII JOSIE BUYS A DESK


  The “Liberty Girls’ Shop” was proving a veritable mint. Expenses were practically nothing, so all the money received could be considered clear profit. It was amusing to observe the people who frequented the shop, critically examining the jumble of wares displayed, wondering who had donated this or that and meantime searching for something that could be secured at a “bargain.” Most of the shrewd women had an idea that these young girls would be quite ignorant of values and might mark the articles at prices far below their worth, but the “values” of such goods could only be conjectural, and therefore the judgment of the older women was no more reliable than that of the girls. They might think they were getting bargains, and perhaps were, but that was problematic.


  The one outstanding fact was that people were buying a lot of things they had no use for, merely because they felt they were getting them cheaply and that their money would be devoted to a good cause.


  Mrs. Brown, who had given the Shop a lot of discarded articles, purchased several discarded articles donated by Mrs. Smith, her neighbor, while Mrs. Smith eagerly bought the cast-off wares of Mrs. Brown. Either would have sneered at the bare idea of taking “truck” which the other had abandoned, had the medium of exchange not been the popular Liberty Girls’ Shop. For it was a popular shop; the “best families” patronized it; society women met there to chat and exchange gossip; it was considered a mark of distinction and highly patriotic to say: “Oh, yes; I’ve given the dear girls many really valuable things to sell. They’re doing such noble work, you know.”


  Even the eminent Mrs. Charleworth, premier aristocrat of Dorfield, condescended to visit the Shop, not once but many times. She would sit in one of the chairs in the rear of the long room and hold open court, while her sycophants grouped around her, hanging on her words. For Mrs. Charleworth’s status was that of social leader; she was a middle-aged widow, very handsome, wore wonderful creations in dress, was of charming personality, was exceedingly wealthy and much traveled. When she visited New York the metropolitan journals took care to relate the interesting fact. Mrs. Charleworth was quite at home in London, Paris, Berlin and Vienna; she was visiting friends in Dresden when the European war began, and by advice of Herr Zimmerman, of the German Foreign Office, who was in some way a relative, had come straight home to avoid embarrassment. This much was generally known.


  It had been a matter of public information in the little town for a generation that Dick Charleworth had met the lady in Paris, when she was at the height of her social glory, and had won the hand of the beautiful girl and brought her to Dorfield as his wife. But the wealthy young manufacturer did not long survive his marriage. On his death, his widow inherited his fortune and continued to reside in the handsome residence he had built, although, until the war disrupted European society, she passed much time abroad.


  The slight taint of German blood in Mrs. Charleworth’s veins was not regarded seriously in Dorfield. Her mother had been a Russian court beauty; she spoke several languages fluently; she was discreet in speech and negative in sympathy concerning the merits of the war. This lasted, however, only while the United States preserved neutrality. As soon as we cast our fortunes with the Allies, Mrs. Charleworth organized the “Daughters of Helpfulness,” an organization designed to aid our national aims, but a society cult as well. Under its auspices two private theatrical entertainments had been given at the Opera House and the proceeds turned over to the Red Cross. A grand charity ball had been announced for a future date.


  It may easily be understood that when Mrs. Charleworth became a patroness of the Liberty Girls’ Shop, and was known to have made sundry purchases there, the high standing of that unique enterprise was assured. Some folks perhaps frequented the place to obtain a glimpse of the great Mrs. Charleworth herself, but of course these were without the pale of her aristocratic circle.


  Their social triumph, however, was but one reason for the girls’ success; the youngsters were enticing in themselves, and they proved to be clever in making sales. The first stock soon melted away and was replaced by new contributions, which the girls took turns in soliciting. The best residences in Dorfield were first canvassed, then those of people in moderate circumstances. The merchants were not overlooked and Mary Louise took the regular stores personally in charge.


  “Anything you have that you can’t sell, we will take,” was her slogan, and most of the merchants found such articles and good-naturedly contributed them to the Shop.


  “Sooner or later we shall come to the end of our resources,” predicted Alora Jones. “We’ve ransacked about every house in town for contributions.”


  “Let’s make a second canvas then,” suggested Lucile. “And especially, let us make a second appeal to those who did not give us anything on our first round. Our scheme wasn’t thoroughly understood at first, you know, but now folks regard it an honor to contribute to our stock.”


  “Yes,” said Jane Donovan, “I had to laugh when Mrs. Charleworth asked Mrs. Dyer yesterday what she had given us, and Mrs. Dyer stammered and flushed and said that when we called on her the Dyers were only renting the house and furniture, which belonged to the Dudley-Markhams, who are in South America; but, Mrs. Dyer added, they have now bought the place—old furniture and all—and perhaps she would yet find some items she can spare.”


  “Very good,” said Edna Barlow; “the Dyers are in my district and I’ll call upon them at once.”


  “Have the Dyers really bought the Dudley-Markham place?” asked Mary Louise.


  “So it seems,” replied Jane.


  “But—‘it must have cost a lot of money.”


  “Isn’t the Professor rich?” inquired Josie O’Gorman, who was present and had listened quietly to the conversation.


  “I-don’t-know,” answered Mary Louise, and the other girls forbore to answer more definitely.


  That evening, however, Josie approached the subject when she and Mary Louise were sitting quietly at home and the conversation more confidential.


  “The Dyers,” explained her friend, “were not very prosperous until the Professor got the appointment as superintendent of schools. He was a teacher in a boys’ school for years, on a small salary, and everyone was surprised when he secured the appointment.”


  “How did it happen?” asked Josie.


  Mary Louise looked across at her grandfather.


  “How did it happen, Gran’pa Jim?” she repeated.


  The old colonel lowered his book.


  “We haven’t been residents of Dorfield many years,” said he, “so I am not well acquainted with the town’s former history. But I remember to have heard that the Herring political ring, which elected our Board of Education, proposed John Dyer for the position of school superintendent—and the Board promptly gave him the appointment.”


  “Was he properly qualified?” Josie asked.


  “I think so. A superintendent is a sort of business manager. He doesn’t teach, you know. But I understand the Professor received his education abroad—at Heidelburg—and is well versed in modern educational methods. Our schools seem to be conducted very well.”


  Josie was thoughtful for a time, and after the colonel had resumed his book, she asked Mary Louise:


  “Who was Mrs. Dyer, before her marriage?”


  “That is ancient history, as far as I am concerned, but I heard the girls talking about her, just the other day. Her family, it seems, was respectable but unimportant; yet Mrs. Dyer is very well liked. She’s not brilliant, but kindly. When we first came here, the Dyers lived in a little cottage on Juniper street, and it is only lately that they moved to the big house they’ve just bought. Mrs. Dyer is now trying hard for social recognition, but seems to meet with little encouragement. Mrs. Charleworth speaks to her, you know, but doesn’t invite Mrs. Dyer to her affairs.”


  Next day Edna Barlow, after a morning’s quest of contributions, returned to the Shop in triumph.


  “There’s almost a truck-load of stuff outside, to be unloaded,” she announced, “and a good half of it is from Mrs. Dyer—a lot of the old Dudley-Markham rubbish, you know. It has class to it, girls, and when it has been freshened up, we’re sure to get good prices for the lot.”


  “I’m surprised that Mrs. Dyer was so liberal,” said Mary Louise.


  “Well, at first she said the Professor had gone to Chicago on business, and so she couldn’t do anything for us,” replied Edna; “but I insisted that we needed goods right now, so she finally said we could go up in the attic, and rummage around, and take whatever we could find. My, what a lot of useless stuff there was! That attic has more smashed and battered and broken-legged furniture in it than would furnish six houses—provided it was in shape. The accumulation of ages. But a lot of it is antique, girls, and worth fixing up. I’ve made the best haul of our career, I verily believe.”


  Then Laura Hilton, who had accompanied Edna, added:


  “When Mrs. Dyer saw our men carrying all that stuff down, she looked as if she regretted her act and would like to stop us. But she didn’t—was ashamed to, probably—so we lugged it off. Never having been used to antique furniture, the poor woman couldn’t realize the value of it.”


  “This seems to me almost like robbery,” remarked Lucile, doubtfully. “Do you think it right for us to take advantage of the woman’s ignorance?”


  “Remember the Cause for which we fight!” admonished Irene, from her chair. “If the things people are not using, and do not want, can provide comforts for our soldier boys, we ought to secure them—if we have to take them by force.”


  The attic of the old house had really turned out a number of interesting articles. There were tables, stands, settees, chairs, and a quaint old desk, set on a square pedestal with a base of carved lions’ feet. This last interested Josie as soon as it was carried into the shop. The top part was somewhat dilapidated, the cover of the desk being broken off and some of the “pigeonhole” compartments smashed. But there was an odd lot of tiny drawers, located in every conceivable place, all pretty well preserved, and the square pedestal and the base were in excellent condition.


  Josie open drawer after drawer and looked the old cabinet-desk over thoroughly, quite unobserved because the others in the shop were admiring a Chippendale chair or waiting upon their customers. Presently Josie approached Mary Louise and asked:


  “What will you take for the pedestal-desk—just as it stands?”


  “Why, I’ll let Irene put a price on it,” was the reply. “She knows values better than the rest of us.”


  “If it’s fixed up, it will be worth twenty dollars,” said Irene, after wheeling her chair to the desk for a critical examination of it.


  “Well, what will it cost to fix it up?” demanded Josie.


  “Perhaps five dollars.”


  “Then I’ll give you fifteen for it, just as it stands,” proposed Josie.


  “You? What could you do with the clumsy thing?”


  “Ship it home to Washington,” was the prompt reply. “It would tickle Daddy immensely to own such an unusual article, so I want to make him a present of it on his birthday.”


  “Hand over the fifteen dollars, please,” decided Irene.


  Josie paid the money. She caught the drayman who had unloaded the furniture and hired him to take the desk at once to the Hathaway residence. She even rode with the man, on the truck, and saw the battered piece of furniture placed in her own room. Leaving it there, she locked her door and went back to the Shop.


  The girls were much amused when they learned they had made so important a sale to one of themselves.


  “If we had asked Mrs. Dyer to give us fifteen dollars, cold cash,” remarked Laura, “she would have snubbed us properly; but the first article from her attic which we sold has netted us that sum and I really believe we will get from fifty to seventy-five dollars more out of the rest of the stuff.”


  Mrs. Charleworth dropped in during the afternoon and immediately became interested in the Dudley-Markham furniture. The family to whom it had formerly belonged she knew had been one of the very oldest and most important in Dorfield. The Dudley-Markhams had large interests in Argentine and would make their future home there, but here were the possessions of their grandmothers and greatgrandmothers, rescued from their ancient dust, and Mrs. Charleworth was a person who loved antiques and knew their sentimental and intrinsic values.


  “The Dyers were foolish to part with these things,” she asserted. “Of course, Mary Dyer isn’t supposed to know antiques, but the professor has lived abroad and is well educated.”


  “The professor wasn’t at home,” explained Edna. “Perhaps that was lucky for us. He is in Chicago, and we pleaded so hard that Mrs. Dyer let us go into the attic and help ourselves.”


  “Well, that proves she has a generous heart,” said the grand lady, with a peculiar, sphinx-like smile. “I will buy these two chairs, at your price, when you are ready to sell them.”


  “We will hold them for you,” replied Edna. “They’re to be revarnished and properly ‘restored,’ you know, and we’ve a man in our employ who knows just how to do it.”


  When Mary Louise told Colonel Hathaway, jokingly, at dinner that evening, of Josie’s extravagant purchase, her girl friend accepted the chaffing composedly and even with a twinkle in her baby-blue eyes. She made no comment and led Mary Louise to discourse on other subjects.


  That night Josie sat up late, locked in her own room, with only the pedestal-desk for company. First she dropped to her knees, pushed up a panel in the square base, and disclosed the fact that in this inappropriate place were several cleverly constructed secret compartments, two of which were well filled with papers. The papers were not those of the Dudley-Markhams; they were not yellowed with age; they were quite fresh.


  “There!” whispered the girl, triumphantly; “the traitor is in my toils. Is it just luck, I wonder, or has fate taken a hand in the game? How the Kaiser would frown, if he knew what I am doing tonight; and how Daddy would laugh! But—let’s see!—perhaps this is just a wedge, and I’ll need a sledge-hammer to crack open the whole conspiracy.”


  The reason Josie stayed up so late was because she carefully examined every paper and copied most of those she had found. But toward morning she finished her self-imposed task, replaced the papers, slid the secret panel into place and then dragged the rather heavy piece of furniture into the far end of the deep closet that opened off her bedroom. Before the desk she hung several dresses, quite masking it from observation. Then she went to bed and was asleep in two minutes.


  CHAPTER XIII JOE LANGLEY, SOLDIER


  Strange as it may seem, Mary Louise and her Liberty Girls were regarded with envy by many of the earnest women of Dorfield, who were themselves working along different lines to promote the interests of the government in the Great War. Every good woman was anxious to do her duty in this national emergency, but every good woman loves to have her efforts appreciated, and since the advent of the bevy of pretty young girls in the ranks of female patriotism, they easily became the favorites in public comment and appreciation. Young men and old cheerfully backed the Liberty Girls in every activity they undertook. The Dorfield Red Cross was a branch of the wonderful national organization; the “Hoover Conservation Club” was also national in its scope; the “Navy League Knitting Knot” sent its work to Washington headquarters; all were respectfully admired and financially assisted on occasion. But the “Liberty Girls of Dorfield” were distinctly local and a credit to the city. Their pretty uniforms were gloriously emblematic, their fresh young faces glowed with enthusiasm, their specialty of “helping our soldier boys” appealed directly to the hearts of the people. Many a man, cold and unemotional heretofore in his attitude toward the war, was won to a recognition of its menace, its necessities, and his personal duty to his country, by the arguments and example of the Liberty Girls. If there was a spark of manhood in him, he would not allow a young girl to out-do him in patriotism.


  Mary Louise gradually added to her ranks, as girl after girl begged to be enrolled in the organization. After consulting the others, it was decided to admit all desirable girls between the ages of 14 and 18, and six companies were formed during the following weeks, each company consisting of twenty girls. The captains were the original six—Alora, Laura, Edna, Lucile, Jane and Mary Louise. Irene Macfarlane was made adjutant and quartermaster, because she was unable to participate actively in the regimental drills.


  Mary Louise wanted Josie to be their general, but Josie declined. She even resigned, temporarily, from membership, saying she had other duties to attend to that would require all her time. Then the girls wanted Mary Louise to be general of the Dorfield Liberty Girls, but she would not consent.


  “We will just have the six companies and no general at all,” she said. “Nor do we need a colonel, or any officers other than our captains. Each and every girl in our ranks is just as important and worthy of honor as every other girl, so the fewer officers the better.”


  About this time Joe Langley came back from France with one arm gone. He was Sergeant Joe Langley, now, and wore a decoration for bravery that excited boundless admiration and pride throughout all Dorfield. Joe had driven a milk wagon before he left home and went to Canada to join the first contingent sent abroad, but no one remembered his former humble occupation. A hero has no past beyond his heroism. The young man’s empty sleeve and his decoration admitted him to intercourse with the “best society” of Dorfield, which promptly placed him on a pedestal.


  “You know,” said Joe, rather shamefacedly deprecating the desire to lionize him, “there wasn’t much credit in what I did. I’m even sorry I did it, for my foolishness sent me to the hospital an’ put me out o’ the war. But there was Tom McChesney, lyin’ out there in No Man’s Land, with a bullet in his chest an’ moanin’ for water. Tom was a good chum o’ mine, an’ I was mad when I saw him fall—jest as the Boches was drivin’ us back to our trenches. I know’d the poor cuss was in misery, an’ I know’d what I’d expect a chum o’ mine to do if I was in Tom’s place. So out I goes, with my Cap’n yellin’ at me to stop, an’ I got to Tom an’ give him a good, honest swig. The bullets pinged around us, although I saw a German officer—a decent young fellow—try to keep his men from shootin’. But he couldn’t hold ‘em in, so I hoisted Tom on my back an’ started for our trenches. Got there, too, you know, jest as a machine-gun over to the right started spoutin’. It didn’t matter my droppin’ Tom in the trench an’ tumblin’ after him. The boys buried him decent while the sawbones was cuttin’ what was left of my arm away, an’ puttin’ me to sleep with dope. It was a fool trick, after all, ‘though God knows I’ll never forget the look in Tom’s eyes as he swallered that swig o’ cool water. That’s all, folks. I’m out o’ the game, an’ I s’pose the Gen’ral jus’ pinned this thing on my coat so I wouldn’t take my discharge too much to heart.”


  That was Joe Langley. Do you wonder they forgot he was once a milk-man, or that every resident of Dorfield swelled with pride at the very sight of him? Just one of “our soldier boys,” just one of the boys the Liberty Girls were trying to assist.


  “They’re all alike,” said Mary Louise. “I believe every American soldier would be a Joe Langley if he had the chance.”


  Joe took a mighty interest in the Liberty Girls. He volunteered to drill and make soldiers of them, and so well did he perform this task— perhaps because they admired him and were proud of their drill-master— that when the last big lot of selected draft men marched away, the entire six companies of Liberty Girls marched with them to the train— bands playing and banners flying—and it was conceded to be one of the greatest days Dorfield had ever known, because everyone cheered until hoarse.


  CHAPTER XIV THE PROFESSOR IS ANNOYED


  Josie O’Gorman, after resigning from the Liberty Girls, became—so she calmly stated—a “loafer.” She wandered around the streets of Dorfield in a seemingly aimless manner, shopped at the stores without buying, visited the houses of all sorts of people, on all sorts of gossipy errands, interviewed lawyers, bankers and others in an inconsequential way that amused some and annoyed others, and conducted herself so singularly that even Mary Louise was puzzled by her actions.


  But Josie said to Mary Louise: “My, what a lot I’m learning! There’s nothing more interesting—or more startling—or, sometimes, more repulsive—than human nature.”


  “Have you learned anything about the German spy plot?” questioned Mary Louise eagerly.


  “Not yet. My quest resembles a cart-wheel. I go all around the outer rim first, and mark the spokes when I come to them. Then I follow each spoke toward the center. They’ll all converge to the hub, you know, and when I’ve reached the hub, with all my spokes of knowledge radiating from it, I’m in perfect control of the whole situation.”


  “Oh. How far are you from the hub, Josie?”


  “I’m still marking the spokes, Mary Louise.”


  “Are there many of them?”


  “More than I suspected.”


  “Well, I realize, dear, that you’ll tell me nothing until you are ready to confide in me; but please remember, Josie, how impatient I am and how I long to bring the traitors to justice.”


  “I won’t forget, Mary Louise. We’re partners in this case and perhaps I shall ask your help, before long. Some of my spokes may be blinds and until I know something positive there’s no use in worrying you with confidences which are merely surmises.”


  Soon after this conversation Mary Louise found herself, as head of the Liberty Girls, in an embarrassing position. Professor Dyer returned from Chicago on an evening train and early next morning was at the Shop even before its doors were opened, impatiently awaiting the arrival of Mary Louise.


  “There has been a mistake,” he said to her, hastily, as she smilingly greeted him; “in my absence Mrs. Dyer has thoughtlessly given you some old furniture, which I value highly. It was wife’s blunder, of course, but I want back two of the articles and I’m willing to pay your Shop as much for them as you could get elsewhere.”


  “Oh, I’m awfully sorry, Professor,” said the girl, really distressed, as she unlocked the Shop door. “Come in, please. Mrs. Dyer told our girls to go into the attic and help themselves to anything they wanted. We’ve done splendidly with the old furniture, and fenders, and brassware, but I hope the two articles you prize are still unsold. If so, you shall not pay us for them, but we will deliver them to your house immediately.”


  He did not reply, for already he was searching through the accumulation of odds and ends with which the storeroom was stocked.


  “Perhaps I can help you,” suggested Mary Louise.


  He turned to her, seeming to hesitate.


  “One was a chair; a chair with spindle legs and a high back, richly carved. It is made of black oak, I believe.”


  “Oh, I remember that well,” said the girl. “Mrs. Charleworth bought it from us.”


  “Mrs. Charleworth? Well, perhaps she will return it to me. I know the lady slightly and will explain that I did not wish to part with it.” Still his eyes were roving around the room, and his interest in the chair seemed somewhat perfunctory. “The other piece of furniture was a sort of escritoire, set on a square pedestal that had a carved base of lions’ feet.” His voice had grown eager now, although he strove to render it calm, and there was a ring of anxiety in his words.


  Mary Louise felt relieved as she said assuringly:


  “That, at least, I can promise you will be returned. My friend, Josie O’Gorman, bought it and had it sent to our house, where she is visiting. As soon as some of the girls come here to relieve me, I’ll take you home with me and have Uncle Eben carry the desk to your house in our motor car. It isn’t so very big, and Uncle Eben can manage it easily.”


  The tense look on the man’s face relaxed. It evident that Professor Dyer was greatly relieved.


  “Thank you,” he said; “I’d like to get it back as soon as possible.”


  But when, half an hour later, they arrived at the Hathaway residence, and met Josie just preparing to go out, the latter said with a bewildered look in her blue eyes: “The old desk? Why, I sent that home to Washington days ago!”


  “You did?” Mary Louise was quite surprised. “Why, you said nothing to me about that, Josie.”


  “I didn’t mention it because I’d no idea you were interested. Daddy loves old things, and I sent it home so he would have it on his return. By freight. You are away at the Shop all day, you know, so I asked Uncle Eben to get me a big box, which he brought to my room. The desk fitted it nicely. I nailed on the cover myself, and Uncle Eben took it to the freight office for me. See; here’s the receipt, in my pocketbook.”


  She unfolded a paper and held it out to Professor Dyer, who read it with a queer look on his face. It was, indeed, a freight receipt for “one piece of furniture, boxed,” to be shipped to John O’Gorman, Washington, D. C, The sender was described as “Miss J. O’Gorman, Dorfield.” There was no questioning Josie’s veracity, but she called the black servant to substantiate her story.


  “Yes, Miss Josie,” said Uncle Eben, “I done took de box to de freight office an’ got de receipt, lak yo’ tol’ me. Tuesday, it were; las’ Tuesday.”


  Professor Dyer was thoughtful.


  “You say your father is away from home at present?” he asked.


  “Yes; he’s abroad.”


  “Do you suppose the freight office in Washington would deliver the box to me, on your order?”


  “I’m afraid not,” said Josie, “It’s consigned to John O’Gorman, and only John O’Gorman can sign for its receipt.”


  Again the Professor reflected. He seemed considerably disturbed.


  “What is the business of John O’Gorman, your father?” he presently inquired.


  “He’s a member of the government’s secret service,” Josie replied, watching his face.


  The professor’s eyes widened; he stood a moment as if turned to stone. Then he gave a little, forced laugh and said:


  “I’m obliged to make a trip to Washington, on business, and I thought perhaps I’d pick up the—ah—the box, there, and ship to Dorfield. The old desk isn’t valuable, except—except that it’s—ah—antique and—unusual. I’d like to get it back and I’ll return to you the money you paid for it, and the freight charges. If you’ll write a note to the railway company, saying the box was wrongly addressed and asking that it be delivered to my order, I think I can get it.”


  Josie agreed to this at once. She wrote the note and also gave Professor Dyer the freight receipt. But she refused to take his money.


  “There might be some hitch,” she explained. “If you get the box, and it reaches Dorfield safely, then I’ll accept the return of my money; but railroads are unreliable affairs and have queer rules, so let’s wait and see what happens.”


  The Professor assured her, however, that there was no doubt of his getting the box, but he Would wait to pay her, if she preferred to let the matter rest. When he had gone away—seeming far more cheerful than when he came—Mary Louise said to Josie:


  “This is a very unfortunate and embarrassing affair, all around. I’m so sorry we took that furniture from Mrs. Dyer before her husband came home and gave his consent. It is very embarrassing.”


  “I’m glad, for my part,” was the reply. Josie’s blue eyes were shining innocently and her smile was very sweet. Mary Louise regarded her suspiciously.


  “What is it, Josie!” she demanded. “What has that old desk to do with—with—”


  “The German spy plot? Just wait and see, Mary Louise.”


  “You won’t tell me?”


  “Not now, dear.”


  “But why did you ship the thing to Washington, if it is likely to prove a valuable clue?”


  “Why ask questions that I can’t answer? See here, Mary Louise: it isn’t wise, or even safe, for me to tell you anything just yet. What I know frightens me—even me! Can’t you wait and—trust me?”


  “Oh, of course,” responded Mary Louise in a disappointed voice. “But I fail to understand what Professor Dyer’s old desk can possibly have to do with our quest.”


  Josie laughed.


  “It used to belong to the Dudley-Markhams.”


  “The Dudley-Markhams! Great heavens, But—see here—they left Dorfield long before this war started, and so—”


  “I’m going out,” was Josie’s inconsequent remark. “Do you think those are rain clouds, Mary Louise? I hate to drag around an umbrella if it’s not needed.”


  CHAPTER XV SUSPENDERS FOR SALE


  The two girls parted at the Liberty Shop. Mary Louise went in “to attend to business,” while Josie O’Gorman strolled up the street and paused thoughtfully before the windows of Kasker’s Clothing Emporium. At first she didn’t notice that it was Kasker’s; she looked in the windows at the array of men’s wear just so she could think quietly, without attracting attention, for she was undecided as to her next move. But presently, realizing this was Kasker’s place, she gave a little laugh and said to herself: “This is the fellow poor little Mary Louise suspected of being the arch traitor. I wonder if he knows anything at all, or if I could pump it out of him if he does? Guess I’ll interview old Jake, if only to satisfy myself that he’s the harmless fool I take him to be.”


  With this in mind she walked into the store. A clerk met her; other clerks were attending to a few scattered customers.


  “Is Mr. Kasker in?” she asked the young man.


  “In his office, miss; to the right, half way down.”


  He left her to greet another who entered and Josie walked down the aisle, as directed. The office was raised a step above the main floor and was railed in, with a small swinging gate to allow entrance. This was not the main business office but the proprietor’s special den and his desk was placed so he could overlook the entire establishment, with one glance. Just at present Kasker was engaged in writing, or figuring, for his bushy head was bent low.


  Josie opened the gate, walked in and took a chair that stood beside the desk.


  “Good morning, Mr. Kasker,” she said sweetly.


  He looked up, swept her with a glance and replied:


  “What’s the matter? Can’t one of the clerks attend to you? I’m busy.”


  “I’ll wait,” was Josie’s quiet reply. “I’d rather deal with you than a clerk.”


  He hesitated, laid down his pen and turned his chair toward her. She knew the man, by sight, but if he had ever seen the girl he did not recall the fact. His tone was now direct and businesslike.


  “Very well, miss; tell me what I can do for you.”


  It had only taken her an instant to formulate her speech.


  “I’m interested in the poor children of Dorfield,” she began, “having been sent here as the agent of an organization devoted to clothing our needy little ones. I find, since I have been soliciting subscriptions in Dorfield and investigating the requirements of the poor, that there are a lot of boys, especially, in this city who are in rags, and I want to purchase for them as many outfits as my money will allow. But on account of the war, and its demands on people formerly charitably inclined, I realize my subscription money is altogether too little to do what I wish. That’s too bad, but it’s true. Everywhere they talk war—war–war and its hardships. The war demands money for taxes, bonds, mess funds, the Red Cross and all sorts of things, and in consequence our poor are being sadly neglected.”


  He nodded, somewhat absently, but said nothing. Josie felt her clever bait had not been taken, as she had expected, so she resolved to be more audacious in her remarks.


  “It seems a shame,” she said with assumed indignation, “that the poor of the country must starve and be in want, while the money is all devoted to raising an army for the Germans to shoot and mangle.”


  He saw the point and answered with a broad smile:


  “Is that the alternative, young lady? Must one or the other happen? Well—yes; the soldiers must be killed, God help ‘em! But himmel! We don’t let our kiddies freeze for lack of clothes, do we? See here; they’re taking everything away from us merchants—our profits, our goods, everything!—but the little we got left the kiddies can have. The war is a robber; it destroys; it puts its hand in an honest man’s pocket without asking his consent; all wars do that. The men who make wars have no souls—no mercy. But they make wars. Wars are desperate things and require desperate methods. There is always the price to pay, and the people always pay it. The autocrats of war do not say ‘Please!’ to us; they say ‘Hold up your hands!’ and so—what is there to do but hold up our hands?”


  Josie was delighted; she was exultant; Jake Kasker was falling into her trap very swiftly.


  “But the little ones,” he continued, suddenly checking himself in his tirade, “must not be made to suffer like the grown-up folks. They, at least, are innocent of it all. Young lady, I’d do more for the kids than I’d do for the war—and I’ll do it willingly, of my own accord. Tell me, then, how much money you got and I’ll give you the boys’ suits at cost price. I’ll do more; for every five suits you buy from me at cost, I’ll throw an extra one in, free—Jake Kasker’s own contribution.”


  This offer startled and somewhat dismayed Josie. She had not expected the interview to take such a turn, and Kasker’s generosity seriously involved her, while, at the same time, it proved to her without a doubt that the man was a man. He was loud mouthed and foolish; that was all.


  While she gathered her wits to escape from an unpleasant situation, a quick step sounded on the aisle and a man brusquely entered the office and exclaimed:


  “Hello, Jake; I’m here again. How’s the suspender stock?”


  Kasker gave him a surly look.


  “You come pretty often, Abe Kauffman,” he muttered. “Suspenders? Bah! I only buy ‘em once a year, and you come around ev’ry month or so. I don’t think it pays you to keep pesterin’ merchants.”


  Abe Kauffman laughed—a big laugh—and sat down in a chair.


  “One time you buy, Jake, and other times I come to Dorfield somebody else buys. How do I know you don’t get a run on suspenders some time? And if I don’t visit all my customers, whether they buy or not, they think I neglect ‘em. Who’s this, Jake? Your daughter?”


  He turned his bland smile on Josie. He was a short, thickset man with a German cast of countenance. He spoke with a stronger German accent than did Kasker. Though his face persistently smiled, his eyes were half closed and shrewd. When he looked at her, Josie gave a little shudder and slightly drew back.


  “Ah, that’s a wrong guess,” said Mr. Kauffman quickly. “I must beg your pardon, my girl. But I meant a compliment to you both. Accept my card, please,” and he drew it from his pocket and handed it to her with a bow.


  Josie glanced at it:


  
    “KAUFFMAN SUSPENDER COMPANY,

    Chicago.

    Abe Kauffman, President.”

  


  “My business does not interest ladies,” he went on in a light tone meant to be jovial. “But with the men—ah!—with the men it’s a hold-up game. Ha, ha, hee! One of our trade jokes. It’s an elastic business; Kauffman’s suspenders keep their wearers in suspense. Ha, ha; pretty good, eh?”


  “Do you ever sell any?” asked Josie curiously.


  “Do I? Do I, Jake? Ha, ha! But not so many now; the war has ruined the suspender business, like everything else. Kasker can tell you that, miss.”


  “Kasker won’t, though,” asserted Jake in a surly tone. The girl, however, was now on another scent.


  “Don’t you like the war, then?” Josie asked the salesman.


  “Like it?” the eyes half opened with a flash. “Who likes war, then? Does humanity, which bears the burden? For me—myself—I’ll say war is a good thing, but I won’t tell you why or how I profit by it; I’ll only say war is a curse to humanity and if I had the power I’d stop it tomorrow—to-day—this very hour! And, at that, I’d lose by it.”


  His voice shook with a passion almost uncontrollable. He half rose from his chair, with clinched fists. But, suddenly remembering himself, or reading the expression on the girl’s face, he sank back again, passed his hand over his face and forced another bland, unmirthful smile.


  “I’d hate to be the man who commits his country to war,” he said in mild, regretful tones.


  But here, Kasker, who had been frowning darkly on the suspender man, broke in.


  “See here, Abe; I don’t allow that kind of talk in my store,” he growled.


  “You? You’re like me; you hate the war, Jake.”


  “I did once, Abe, but I don’t now. I ain’t got time to hate it. It’s here, and I can’t help it. We’re in the war and we’re going ahead to win it, ‘cause there ain’t no hope in backing down. Stop it? Why, man, we can’t stop it. It’s like a man who is pushed off a high bank into a river; he’s got to swim to a landing on the other side, or else—sink. We Americans ain’t goin’ to sink, Abe Kauffman; we’ll swim over, and land safe. It’s got to be; so it will be.”


  “All right. I said, didn’t I, that it won’t hurt my pocket? But it hurts my heart.” (Josie was amazed that he claimed a heart.) “But it’s funny to hear you talk for the war, Jake, when you always hated it.”


  “Well, I’ve quit kickin’ till we’re out of the woods. I’m an American, Abe, and the American flag is flying in France. If our boys can’t hold it in the face of the enemy, Jake Kasker will go do it himself!”


  Kauffman stood up, casting a glance of scorn on his customer.


  “You talk like a fool, Jake; you talk like you was talking for the papers—not honest, but as if someone had scared you.”


  “Yes; it’s the fellows like you that scare me,” retorted the clothing merchant. “Ev’ry time you curse the war you’re keeping us from winning the war as quick as we ought to; you’re tripping the soldiers, the government, the President—the whole machine. I’ll admit I don’t like the war, but I’m for it, just the same. Can you figure that out, Abe Kauffman? Once I had more sense than you have, but now I got a better way of thinking. It ain’t for me to say whether the war’s right or not; my country’s honor is at stake, so I’ll back my country to the last ditch.”


  Kauffman turned away.


  “I guess you don’t need any suspenders,” he said, and walked out of the store.


  Kasker gave a sigh of relief and sat down again.


  “Now, young lady,” he began, “we’ll talk about—”


  “Excuse me,” said Josie hastily. “I’m going, now; but I’ll be back. I want to see you again, Mr. Kasker.”


  She ran down the aisle to the door, looked up and down the street and saw the thickset form of the suspender salesman just disappearing around the corner to the south. Instantly she stepped out. Josie was an expert in the art of shadowing.


  CHAPTER XVI MRS. CHARLEWORTH


  When Mary Louise reached home that evening she was surprised to find a note from Josie which said:


  “I’ve decided to change my boarding place for a week or so, although I shall miss Aunt Sally’s cooking and a lot of other comforts. But this is business. If you meet me in the street, don’t recognize me unless I’m quite alone. We’ve quarrelled, if anyone asks you. Pretty soon we’ll make up again and be friends. Of course, you’ll realize I’m working on our case, which grows interesting. So keep mum and behave.”


  “I wish I knew where she’s gone,” was Mary Louise’s anxious comment, as she showed the note to Gran’pa Jim.


  “Don’t worry, my dear,” advised the colonel. “Josie possesses the rare faculty of being able to take care of herself under all circumstances. Had she not been so peculiarly trained by her detective father I would feel it a duty to search for her, but she is not like other girls and wouldn’t thank us for interfering, I’m sure.”


  “I can’t see the necessity of her being so mysterious about it,” declared the girl. “Josie ought to know I’m worthy of her confidence. And she said, just the other day, that we’re partners.”


  “You must be the silent partner, then,” said her grandfather, smiling at her vexed expression. “Josie is also worthy of confidence. She may blunder, but if so, she’ll blunder cleverly. I advise you to be patient with her.”


  “Well, I’ll try, Gran’pa. When we see her again she will probably know something important,” said Mary Louise resignedly.


  As for little, redheaded Josie O’Gorman, she walked into the office of the Mansion House that afternoon, lugging a battered suitcase borrowed from Aunt Sally, and asked the clerk at the desk for weekly rates for room and board. The clerk spoke to Mr. Boyle, the proprietor, who examined the girl critically.


  “Where are you from?” he asked.


  “New York,” answered Josie. “I’m a newspaper woman, but the war cost me my job, because the papers are all obliged to cut down their forces. So I came here to get work.”


  “The war affects Dorfield, too, and we’ve only two papers,” said the man. “But your business isn’t my business, in any event. I suppose you can pay in advance?”


  “For a week, anyhow,” she returned; “perhaps two weeks: If the papers can’t use me, I’ll try for some other work.”


  “Know anybody here?”


  “I know Colonel Hathaway, but I’m not on good terms with his granddaughter, Mary Louise. We had a fight over the war. Give me a quiet room, not too high up. This place looks like a fire-trap.”


  As she spoke, she signed her name on the register and opened her purse.


  Boyle looked over his keyboard.


  “Give me 47, if you can,” said Josie carelessly. She had swiftly run her eye over the hotel register. “Forty-seven is always my lucky number.”


  “It’s taken,” said the clerk.


  “Well, 43 is the next best,” asserted Josie. “I made forty-three dollars the last week I was in New York. Is 43 taken, also?”


  “No,” said Boyle, “but I can do better by you. Forty-three is a small room and has only one window.”


  “Just the thing!” declared Josie. “I hate big rooms.”


  He assigned her to room 43 and after she had paid a week in advance a bellboy showed her to the tiny apartment and carried her suitcase.


  “Number 45’ll be vacant in a day or two,” remarked the boy, as he unlocked her door. “Kauffman has it now, but he won’t stay long. He’s a suspender drummer and comes about every month—sometimes oftener—and always has 45. When he goes, I’ll let you know, so you can speak for it. Forty-five is one of our best rooms.”


  “Thank you,” said Josie, and tipped him a quarter.


  As she opened her suitcase and settled herself in the room, she reflected on the meeting in Kasker’s store which had led her to make this queer move.


  “A fool for luck, they say,” she muttered. “I wonder what intuition induced me to interview Jake Kasker. The clothing merchant isn’t a bad fellow,” she continued to herself, looking over the notes she had made on her tablets. “He didn’t make a single disloyal speech. Hates the war, and I can’t blame him for that, but wants to fight it to a finish. Now, the other man—Kauffman—hates the war, too, but he did not make any remark that was especially objectionable; but that man’s face betrayed more than his words, and some of his words puzzled me. Kauffman said, at two different times, that the war would make him money. There’s only one way a man like him can make money out of the war, and that is—by serving the Kaiser. I suppose he thought we wouldn’t catch that idea, or he’d been more careful what he said. All criminals are reckless in little ways; that’s how they betray themselves and give us a chance to catch them. However, I haven’t caught this fellow yet, and he’s tricky enough to give me a long chase unless I act boldly and get my evidence before he suspects I’m on his trail. That must be my programme—to act quickly and lose no time.”


  Kauffman saw her when she entered the hotel dining room for dinner that evening, and he walked straight over to her table and sat down opposite her.


  “Met again!” he said with his broad smile. “You selling something?”


  “Brains,” returned Josie composedly.


  “Good! Did Jake Kasker buy any of you?”


  “I’ve all my stock on hand, sir. I’m a newspaper woman—special writer or advertising expert. Quit New York last week and came on here.”


  “Wasn’t New York good enough for you?” he asked, after ordering his dinner of the waitress.


  “I’m too independent to suit the metropolitan journals. I couldn’t endorse their gumshoe policies. For instance, they wanted me to eulogize President Wilson and his cabinet, rave over the beauties of the war and denounce any congressman or private individual who dares think for himself,” explained Josie, eating her soup the while. “So—I’m looking for another job.”


  Kauffman maintained silence, studying the bill-of-fare. When he was served he busied himself eating, but between the slits of his half-closed eyes he regarded the girl furtively from, time to time. His talkative mood had curiously evaporated. He was thoughtful. Only when Josie was preparing to leave the table did he resume the conversation.


  “What did you think of Jake Kasker’s kind of patriotism?” he asked.


  “Oh; the clothing man? I didn’t pay much attention. Never met Kasker before, you know. Isn’t he like most of the rabble, thinking what he’s told to think and saying what he’s told to say?”


  She waited for a reply, but none was forthcoming. Even this clever lead did not get a rise out of Abe Kauffman. Indeed, he seemed to suspect a trap, for when she rose and walked out of the dining room she noticed that his smile had grown ironical.


  On reaching her room through the dimly lighted passage, Josie refrained from turning on her own lights, but she threw open her one little window and leaned out. The window faced a narrow, unlighted alley at the rear of the hotel. One window of Room 45, next to her, opened on an iron fire-escape that reached to within a few feet of the ground. Josie smiled, withdrew her head and sat in the dark of her room for hours, with a patience possible only through long training.


  At ten o’clock Kauffman entered his room. She could distinctly hear him moving about. A little later he went away, walking boldly down the corridor to the elevator.


  Josie rose and slipped on her hat and coat.


  Leaving the hotel, Kauffman made his way down the street to Broadway, Dorfield’s main thoroughfare. He wore a soft hat and carried a cane. The few people he passed paid no attention to him. Steadily proceeding, he left the business district and after a while turned abruptly to the right.


  This was one of the principal residence sections of the city. Kauffman turned the various corners with a confidence that denoted his perfect acquaintance with the route. But presently his pace slowed and he came to a halt opposite an imposing mansion set far back in ample grounds, beautifully cared for and filled with rare shrubbery.


  Only for a moment, however, did the man hesitate—just long enough to cast a glance up and down the deserted street, which was fairly well lighted. No one being in sight, he stepped from the sidewalk to the lawn, and keeping the grass under his feet, noiselessly made his way through the shrubbery to the south side of the residence. Here a conservatory formed a wing which jutted into the grounds.


  The German softly approached, mounted the three steps leading to a glass door, and rapped upon the sash in a peculiar manner. Almost immediately the door was opened by a woman, who beckoned him in. The conservatory was unlighted save by a mellow drift that filtered through the plants from a doorway beyond, leading to the main house.


  From behind the concealment of a thick bush Josie O’Gorman had noted the woman’s form but was unable to see her face. The girl happened to know the house, however. It was the residence of Dorfield’s social leader, Mrs. Charleworth.


  Josie squatted behind that bush for nearly half an hour. Then the glass door opened and Kauffman stepped out.


  “By the way,” he said in a low voice, “it’s just as well we didn’t take Kasker in with us. He’s a loud-mouthed fool. I’ve tested him and find he blats out everything he knows.”


  “We do not need him, since I’ve decided to finance the affair,” returned the woman, and Josie recognized her voice. It was the great Mrs. Charleworth herself. Mrs. Charleworth, in secret conference with Abe Kauffman, the suspender salesman!


  Then Josie experienced another surprise. A second man stepped through the shadowy doorway, joining Kauffman on the steps.


  “It seems to me,” said this last person, “that there is danger in numbers. Of course, that’s your affair, Kauffman, and none of my business, but if I’m to help you pull it off, I’d rather there wouldn’t be too many of us. It’s a ticklish thing, at the best, and—”


  “Shut up!” growled Kauffman, suspiciously peering around him into the darkness. “The less we talk in the open, the better.”


  “That is true. Good night,” said the woman, and went in, closing the door behind her.


  “I think I will light a cigar,” said Kauffman.


  “Wait until you are in the street,” cautioned the other.


  They walked on the grass, avoiding the paths and keeping in the darkest places. Finally they emerged upon the sidewalk, and finding the coast clear, traveled on side by side.


  At times they conversed in low tones, so low that the little redheaded girl, dodging through the parkings in their wake, could not overhear the words they spoke. But as they approached the more frequented part of the town, they separated, Kauffman turning into Broadway and the other continuing along a side street.


  Josie O’Gorman followed the latter person. He was tall and thin and stooped a trifle. She had been unable, so far, to see his face. He seemed, from the turnings he made, to be skirting the business section rather than pass directly through it. So the girl took a chance, darted down one street and around the corner of another, and then slipped into a dim doorway near which hung an electric street-light.


  She listened eagerly and soon was rewarded by a sound of footsteps. The man she was shadowing leisurely approached, passed under the light and continued on his way, failing to note the motionless form of the girl in the doorway.


  Josie gave a little laugh.


  “You’re a puzzling proposition, Professor,” she whispered to herself, “and you came near fooling me very properly. For I imagined you were on your way to Washington, and here you’ve mixed up with another important job!”


  CHAPTER XVII THE BLACK SATCHEL


  When Josie reached the hotel it was nearly midnight. Half the lights in the office had been extinguished and behind the desk, reading a novel, the night clerk sprawled in an easy chair.


  She hadn’t seen the night clerk before. He was a sallow-faced boy, scarcely twenty years old, attired in a very striking suit of clothes and wearing a gorgeous jewelled scarf-pin in his cravat. As he read, he smoked a cigarette.


  “Hello,” said this brilliant individual, as Josie leaned over the counter and regarded him with a faint smile. “You’re No. 43, I guess, and it’s lucky old Boyle ain’t here to read you a lecture—or to turn you out. He won’t stand for unmarried lady guests bein’ out till this hour, an’ you may as well know it first as last.”


  “He’s quite right,” was Josie’s calm reply. “I’ll not do it again. My key, please!”


  He rose reluctantly and gave her the key.


  “Do you sit up all night?” she asked sweetly.


  “I’m s’posed to,” he answered in a tone less gruff, “but towards mornin’ I snooze a little. Only way to pass the time, with noth’n’ to do an’ nobody to talk to. It’s a beastly job, at the best, an’ I’m goin’ to quit it.”


  “Why don’t you start a hotel of your own?” she suggested.


  “You think you’re kiddin’ me, don’t you? But I might even do that, if I wanted to,” he asserted, glaring at her as if he challenged contradiction. “It ain’t money that stops me, but hotel keepin’ is a dog’s life. I’ve made a bid for a cigar-store down the street, an’ if they take me up, somebody can have this job.”


  “I see you’re ambitious,” said Josie. “Well, I hope you get the cigar-store. Good night, Mr.—”


  “My name’s Tom Linnet. I won’t tell the ol’ boy you was out so late. So long.”


  The elevator had stopped running, so Josie climbed the stairs and went thoughtfully to her room. Kauffman had preceded her. She heard him drop his shoes heavily upon the floor as he undressed.


  She turned on the light and made some notes on her tablets, using the same queer characters that she always employed. The last note read: “Tom Linnet, night clerk at the Mansion House. New clothes; new jewelry. Has money. Recently acquired, for no one with money would be a night clerk. Wants to quit his job and buy a cigar store. Query: Who staked Tom? And why?”


  As she crawled into bed Josie reflected: “Mary Louise would be astonished if she knew what I have learned tonight. But then, I’m astonished myself. I feel like the boy who went fishing for sunfish and caught a whale.”


  Next morning she was up early, alert to continue her investigations. When she heard Mr. Kauffman go down to breakfast she took a bunch of pass-keys from her bag, went boldly through the hall to the door of 45, unlocked it with ease and walked in. A hurried glance showed her a large suitcase lying open upon a table. She examined its contents. One side was filled with samples of suspenders, the other with miscellaneous articles of male apparel.


  Josie was not satisfied. She peered under the bed, softly opened all the drawers in the dresser and finally entered the closet. Here, on the rear shelf, a newspaper was placed in such manner as to hide from observation anything behind it. To an ordinary person, glancing toward it, the newspaper meant nothing; to Josie’s practised eye it was plainly a shield. Being short of stature, the girl had to drag in a chair in order to reach the high shelf. She removed the newspaper, took down a black hand-satchel—it was dreadfully heavy and she almost dropped it—and then replaced the paper as it had been before.


  Josie was jubilant. She removed the chair, again closed the closet door, and leaving the room practically as she had found it stole back to her own apartment, the heavy satchel concealed in the folds of her frock. But no one saw her, the hall being vacant, and she breathed a sigh of relief as she locked her own door against possible intruders.


  Then she placed the black satchel on a stand and bent over it. The lock was an unusual one. She tried all the slender keys upon her bunch without effect—they were either too large or did not fit the keyhole. Next she took a thin hairpin, bent and twisted it this way and that and tried to pry the lock open. Failure. However, she was beginning to understand the mechanism of the lock by this time. From that all-containing handbag which was her inseparable companion she drew out a file, and taking one of the master-keys, began to file it to fit the lock of the black satchel.


  This operation consumed more time than she was aware, so interesting was the intricate work. She was presently startled by a sound in the corridor. Mr. Kauffman was coming back to his room, whistling an aria from “Die Walkure.” Josie paused, motionless; her heart almost stopped beating.


  The man unlocked his door and entered, still whistling. Sometimes the whistle was soft and low, again it was louder and more cheerful. Josie listened in suspense. As long as the whistling continued she realized that the theft of the black satchel remained undiscovered.


  Kauffman remained in his room but a few moments. When he departed, carefully locking his door after him, he was still whistling. Josie ran to her own door and when he had passed it opened it just a crack, to enable her to gaze after him. Underneath his arm he carried a bundle of the sample suspenders.


  “Good!” she whispered softly, retreating to bend over the satchel again. “Mr. Abe Kauffman will sell suspenders this morning as a blind to his more important industries, so I needn’t hurry.”


  Sooner than she expected the lock clicked and sprang open. Her eyes at first fell upon some crumpled, soiled shirts, but these she hurriedly removed. The remainder of the satchel contained something enclosed in a green flannel bag. It was heavy, as she found when she tried to lift it out, and a sudden suspicion led her to handle the thing very gingerly. She put it on the table beside the satchel and cautiously untied the drawstring at the mouth of the bag. A moment later she had uncovered a round ball of polished blue steel, to which was attached a tube covered with woven white cotton.


  Josie fell back on a chair, fairly gasping, and stared with big eyes at the ball. In her desire to investigate the possessions of the suspender salesman she had scarcely expected to find anything like this. The most she had hoped to discover were incriminating papers.


  “It’s a bomb!” she stammered, regarding the thing fearfully; “a real, honest-for-true bomb. And it is meant to carry death and destruction to loyal supporters of our government. There’s no doubt of that. But—” The thoughts that followed so amazing an assertion were too bewildering to be readily classified. They involved a long string of conjectures, implicating in their wide ramifications several persons of important standing in the community. The mere suggestion of what she had uncovered sufficed to fill Josie’s heart and brain with terror.


  “Here! I mustn’t try to think it out just yet,” she told herself, trying with a little shiver of repulsion for the thing to collect her wits. “One idea at a time, Josie, my girl, or you’ll go nutty and spoil everything! Now, here’s a bomb—a live, death-dealing bomb—and that’s the first and only thing to be considered at present.”


  Controlling her aversion and fear, the girl turned the bomb over and over, giving it a thorough examination. She had never seen such a thing before, but they had often been explained to her and she had an inkling as to the general method of their construction. This one before her was of beautiful workmanship, its surface as carefully turned and polished as if it had been intended for public exhibition. Grooves had been cut in the outer surface and within these grooves lay the coils of the time fuse, which was marked with black ink into regular sections. The first section from the end of the fuse was marked “6;” the next section “5” and so on down to the section nearest the bomb, which was divided by the marks “1”—“1/2”—“1/4.”


  “I see,” said Josie, nodding her head with intelligent perception. “Each section, when lighted, will burn for one hour, running along its groove but harmless until the end of the fuse is reached. If the entire fuse is lighted, it will require just six hours to explode the bomb, while if it is cut off to the last mark and then lighted, the bomb will explode in fifteen minutes. The operator can set it to suit himself, as circumstances require.”


  The manner in which the fuse was attached to the bomb was simple. The hole made in the bomb was exactly the size of the fuse inserted into it. There were two little knobs, one on each side the hole. After pushing the fuse into the hole a fine wire was wound around it and attached to the tiny knobs, thus holding it firmly in place.


  Josie took a pair of small pincers, unwound the wire and cautiously withdrew the fuse from the hole. Examining the end of the fuse she saw it was filled with a powdery substance which, when ignited, would explode the bomb. She had recourse to her hairpin again and carefully picked the powder out of the fuse for the distance of the entire first section. This proved difficult and painstaking work, but when completed not a grain of the powder remained in the woven cotton casing for the distance of six inches from the end.


  Having accomplished that much, Josie sat looking at the thing in a speculative way. She could not have told you, at the moment, why her first act had been to render the bomb impotent in so queer a manner when she could have simply destroyed the entire fuse. But, of course, no one would try to use the fiendish contrivance unless it was supplied with a fuse.


  After a period of thought the girl decided what to do next. She removed the bomb, fuse, green bag—even the satchel—to the big lower drawer of her bureau, and turned the lock.


  “No one is likely to come in but the chambermaid, and she will be too busy to disturb anything,” Josie decided; and then she locked her room door and went down stairs to breakfast.


  CHAPTER XVIII A HINT FEOM ANNIE BOYLE


  Josie was late. In the breakfast room she found but one guest besides herself, an old lady with a putty face. But there was also a young girl seated at a near-by table who was grumbling and complaining to the maid who waited upon her.


  “It ain’t my fault, Miss Annie,” protested the maid. “The cook says you ordered your breakfast half an hour ago, an’ then went away. We tried to keep it hot for you, and if it’s cold it’s your own fault.”


  “I was talking with Mr. Kauffman,” pouted the girl, who seemed a mere child. “I’ve a good notion to order another breakfast.”


  “If you do, cook will tell your father.”


  This threat seemed effective. The girl, with a sour face, began eating, and the maid came over to take Josie’s order. The tables were near enough for conversation, so when the maid had gone to the kitchen Josie said sweetly:


  “That Mr. Kauffman’s a nice man, isn’t he? I don’t wonder you forgot your breakfast. Isn’t this Miss Annie Boyle?”


  “Yes,” was the answer. “Do you know Abe Kauffman?”


  “I’ve met him,” said Josie.


  “He an’ Pa used to be good friends,” said Annie Boyle, who did not seem at all shy in conversing with strangers, “but Pa’s soured on him lately. I don’t know why. P’raps because Abe is a German, an’ everybody’s tryin’ to fling mud at the Germans. But Abe says the German-Americans are the backbone of this country, and as good citizens as any.”


  “He don’t seem to like the war, though,” remarked Josie carelessly.


  “Well, do you know why? Abe’s had two brothers and five cousins in the German army, and all of ‘em’s been killed. That’s why he’s sore on the war. Says his brothers deserved what they got for not comin’ to America an’ bein’ American citizens, like Abe is. But I know he’s dreadful sorry ‘bout their bein’ killed just the same. German folks seem to think a good, deal of their families, an’ so jest to mention the war makes Abe rave an’ swear.”


  “That’s foolish,” said Josie. “He’ll get himself into trouble.”


  “Abe’s no fool; he knows how far he can go, an’ when to stop talkin’. He’ll cuss the war, but you never hear him cuss’n’ the United States. He told me, just a while ago, that the war’ll make him rich, ‘cause he’s smart enough to use it for his own good. But he said I mustn’t talk about that,” she added, with a sudden realization that Josie was regarding her curiously. “Abe an’ me’s chums, an’ what he says is between us. P’raps he was only jokin’, ‘bout gettin’ rich. Abe’s a great joker, anyhow.”


  That this was a rather lame retraction was apparent even to Annie Boyle. She gave Josie a suspicious look, but Josie’s face was absolutely expressionless. The maid was placing her order before her and she calmly began her breakfast. A moment later, the old lady rose and tottered out of the room.


  “Gee! I wish I had her money,” remarked Annie Boyle, looking after her. “She’s got a wad of stocks an’ just has to cut coupons off ‘em. Lives here easy an’ don’t worry. If I had her dough I’d—” She stopped suddenly.


  “Money’s a good thing to have,” said Josie. “There’s Tom Linnet, now; he’s going to buy a cigar store.”


  “How’d you know?” asked Annie quickly.


  “Why, he told me.”


  “Oh; are you an’ Tom friends?”


  “We’re not enemies. Tom’s in luck to have so much money.”


  “Wall,” said Annie, “he’s a fool to flash it all of a sudden. Pa took him for night clerk when he didn’t have a cent—and it wasn’t so long ago, either. He gets his board an’ five dollars a week. Folks are goin’ to wonder where he got all his fine clothes, an’ them di’monds, an’ how he can afford to buy Barker’s cigar store. I asked Abe about it an’ Abe says he guesses Tom got the money from an aunt that jus’ died.”


  “Perhaps he did.”


  “Well, where’d he get the aunt? Tom’s got two brothers that are peddlers an’ a father who’s a track-walker, an’ he’s got a mother what takes in washin’. If there’s an aunt, she’s some relation to the rest of the family, so why didn’t she leave them some money, as well as Tom?”


  “I don’t know, but I’m glad Tom is so well fixed,” answered Josie, rather absently, for her eye had fallen on the menu card beside her plate, and the menu card had somehow conveyed a new thought to her mind. She picked it up and examined it critically. Part of it was printed in a queer, open-faced type—all capitals—while the balance of the list of dishes had been written in with pen and ink. These printed bills would do for a good many breakfasts, for they mentioned only the staples, while the supplementary dishes were day by day added in writing.


  “I wonder who prints your bills-of-fare?” she said to Annie Boyle.


  “Why do you wonder that?” demanded Annie.


  “I like the type, and I want to get some cards printed from it.”


  “We print our own bills,” said the child. “There’s a press an’ type an’ the fixings in a room in the basement, an’ Tom Linnet used to print a new card every day for all the three meals. He did it at night, you know, between two an’ six o’clock, when nobody’s ever around the hotel. They was swell bills-of-fare, but Tom claimed he couldn’t do so much printin’, although that’s part o’ the night clerk’s duty, an’ Pa thought it used up too much good cardboard at war-time prices. So now we jus’ get out a new bill once a week, an’ write the extry dishes on it.”


  “That does very well,” said Josie. “Does Tom still do the printing?”


  “Yes. Pa hired him as night clerk ‘cause he’d worked in a printin’ office an’ could do printin’. But since Tom got rich he don’t like to work, an the bills ain’t printed as good as they used to be.”


  “This looks pretty good to me,” said Josie, eyeing it approvingly.


  “I guess, if Tom wasn’t goin’ to leave, Pa would fire him,” asserted Annie, rising from the table. “Good mornin’, miss; I’ll see you again, if you’re stoppin’ here.”


  After she had gone, Josie finished her breakfast thoughtfully. Three distinct facts she had gleaned from Annie Boyle’s careless remarks. First, Tom Linnet had acquired sudden riches. Second, the type used on the hotel menu cards was identically the same that the disloyal circulars had been printed from. Third, between the hours of two and five in the mornings, the night clerk’s duties permitted him to be absent from the hotel office.


  Josie decided that Annie Boyle had not been admitted to the inner confidences of the conspirators, and that Tom Linnet was their tool and had been richly paid for whatever services he had performed. She was now gathering “clues” so fast that it made her head swim. “That chance meeting with Kauffman, at Kasker’s,” she told herself, “led me directly into the nest of traitors. I’m in luck. Not that I’m especially clever, but because they’re so astonishingly reckless. That’s usually the way with criminals; they close every loophole but the easiest one to peep through—and then imagine they’re safe from discovery!”


  CHAPTER XIX THE PRINTING OFFICE


  After breakfast Josie sallied out upon the street and found a hardware store. There, after some exploration, she purchased an asbestos table-mat. With this she returned to her room and locked herself in.


  The chambermaid had “been and gone,” but Josie’s drawer was still locked and its precious contents intact. The girl scraped the surface of the table-mat with her penknife until she had secured enough loose fibre to serve her purpose and then she proceeded to restuff the fuse with the asbestos fibre the entire length of the section from which she had removed the powder. Then she pushed the end of the fuse into the hole in the bomb, wired it as before, and replaced the long fuse in its grooves.


  “Now,” said Josie, surveying her work with satisfaction, “if they light that fuse, and expect it to explode the bomb in an hour or more, they’ll be badly fooled. Also, I shall have prevented another catastrophe like the explosion at the airplane factory.”


  She replaced the bomb in its bag, placed the bag in the black satchel, tucked in the soiled shirts to cover it and with her improvised key managed to relock the satchel. Watching for a time when the corridor was vacant, she went to 45, entered the room and replaced the satchel on its shelf, taking care to arrange the newspaper before it as a mask.


  She had taken the chair from the closet and was about to leave the room when she heard footsteps coming down the hallway, accompanied by a whistle which she promptly recognized.


  “Caught!” she exclaimed, and gave a hurried glance around her. To hide within the room was impossible, but the window was open and the iron fire-escape within easy reach. In an instant she had mounted it and seizing the rounds of the iron ladder climbed upward until she had nearly reached the next window directly above, on the third floor. Then she paused, clinging, to get her breath.


  Kauffman was annoyed to find the door of his room unlocked. He paused a moment in the middle of the room and looked around him. “Confound that chambermaid!” Josie heard him mutter, and then he opened the closet door and looked in. Apparently reassured, he approached the open window, stuck out his head and looked down the fire-escape. Josie’s heart gave a bound; but Kauffman didn’t look upward. He drew in his head, resumed his whistling and busied himself repacking the sample suspenders in his suitcase.


  Josie hoped he would soon go out again, but he seemed to have no intention of doing so. So she climbed her ladder until she could look into the window above, which was also open. The old lady she had seen at breakfast was lying upon the bed, her eyes closed. Josie wondered if she was asleep. The door leading from the room to the hallway also stood open. The weather was warm, and the old lady evidently wanted plenty of air.


  While Josie hesitated what to do a boy came up the alley, noticed her on the fire-escape and paused to look at her in astonishment. The girl couldn’t blame him for being interested, for her attitude was certainly extraordinary. Others were likely to discover her, too, and might suspect her of burglary and raise a hue and cry. So she deliberately entered the room, tiptoed across to the hall and escaped without arousing the old lady. But it was a desperate chance and she breathed easier when she had found the stairs and descended to her own floor. Safe in her own room she gave a little laugh at her recent predicament and then sat down to note her latest discoveries on her tablets.


  Josie O’Gorman was very particular in this regard. Details seemingly of trifling moment but which may prove important are likely to escape one’s memory. Her habit was to note every point of progress in a case and often review every point from the beginning, fitting them into their proper places and giving each its due importance. A digest of such information enabled her to proceed to the next logical step in her investigation.


  “These items all dovetail very nicely,” she decided, with a satisfied nod at the quaint characters on the tablets—which all the world might read and be no wiser. “I must, however, satisfy myself that Tom Linnet actually printed those circulars. The evidence at hand indicates that he did, but I want positive proof. Also, I’d like to know which one of the gang employed him—and paid him so liberally. However, that suggestion opens up a new line of conjecture; I don’t believe Tom Linnet got all his wealth merely for printing a few circulars, helping to address them, and keeping his mouth shut. But—what else has he been paid for?”


  She brooded on this for a while and then determined to take one thing at a time and follow it to a conclusion. So she once more quitted her room and descended by the elevator—openly, this time—to the office. It was now noon and the hotel office was filled with guests, and the clerks and bellboys were all busily occupied. Josie wandered carelessly around until she found the stairway leading to the basement. Watching her opportunity she slipped down the stairs.


  The basement was not as barren as she expected to find it. There was an open central space, on one side of which were rooms for the barber shop, baths, and a pool room, all more or less occupied by guests and attendants. On the opposite side, at the rear, were baggage and storerooms. Just beside her she noted a boot-black’s stand, where a colored boy listlessly waited for customers.


  “Shine, miss?” he inquired.


  “No,” said Josie in a businesslike tone; “I’m looking for the printing office.”


  “Secon’ door, miss,” indicating it with a gesture; “but dey ain’t nobody dere. De room’s mos’ly kep’ locked.”


  “I know,” said Josie, and advancing to the door drew out her keys.


  Her very boldness disarmed suspicion; the boy was not sufficiently interested to watch her, for a man came out of the barber-shop and seated himself in the boot-black’s chair.


  This sort of lock didn’t phase Josie at all. At the second trial she opened the door, walked in and closed the door behind her.


  It was a small room, dimly lighted and very disorderly. Scraps of paper were strewn around the floor. Dust had settled on the ink-rollers of the foot-press. A single case of type stood on a rack and the form of a bill-of-fare—partly “pied”—was on a marble slab which formed the top of a small table. On an upturned soap-box was a pile of unprinted menu cards. Josie noted a few cans of ink, a bottle of benzine, and a few printing tools lying carelessly about, but the room contained nothing more.


  Having “sized up” Tom Linnet’s printing room with one swift glance, the girl stooped down and began searching among the scraps that littered the floor. They were mostly torn bits of cardboard or crumpled papers on which trial impressions had been made.


  Josie expected momentarily to be interrupted, so she conducted her search as rapidly as was consistent with thoroughness. She paid no attention to the card scraps but all papers she smoothed out, one by one. Finally, with a little cry of triumph, she thrust one of these into her handbag. She made this discovery just back of the press, and glancing up, she noted a hook that had formerly been hidden from her view, on which were impaled a number of papers—the chef’s “copy” from which various bills had been printed. Running through these papers she suddenly paused, pulled one away from the hook and tucked it into her bag.


  She was fairly satisfied, now, but still continued her search amongst the litter. It was not easy to decipher writing or printing in that dim light, but her eyes were good and the longer she remained in the room the more distinctly she saw. There was an electric globe suspended over the press, but she dared not turn on the light for fear of attracting attention. Several scraps on which writing appeared she secured without trying to read them, but presently she decided she had made as thorough an examination of the place as was necessary.


  She left the room, locked the door again and boldly mounted the stairs to the office, meeting and passing several men who scarcely noticed her. Then she took the elevator to her room and washed her grimy hands and prepared for luncheon.


  At the table she slipped another of the printed bills into her bag, to use for comparison, and afterward ate her lunch as calmly as if she were not inwardly elated at the success of her morning’s work. Josie felt, indeed, that she had secured the proof necessary to confound the traitors and bring them to the bar of justice. But there might be other interesting developments; her trap was still set. “There’s no hurry,” she told herself. “Let’s see this thing through—to the end.”


  Indeed, on reflection, she realized that several threads of evidence had not yet been followed to their source. Some points of mystification still remained to be cleared up. Her facts were mingled with theories, and she had been taught that theories are mighty uncertain things.


  On leaving the dining room, Josie got on her hat and jacket, went out to the street and caught an Oak Avenue car.


  “Oh, Josie!” cried a well-known voice, and there sat Mary Louise, on her way home from the Shop.


  Josie gave her a haughty look, walked straight to the far end of the car and sat down in a vacant seat. The car was half filled with passengers.


  Mary Louise pushed forward and sat beside her friend. Josie stared straight ahead, stolidly.


  “No one here knows you,” whispered Mary Louise, “won’t you speak to me, Josie?”


  No reply.


  “Where are you stopping? What are you doing? How are you getting along on the case?” pleaded Mary Louise, so softly that no one else could overhear.


  Josie maintained silence. Her features were expressionless.


  “I know you told me, in case we met, not to recognize you,” continued Mary Louise, “but I’m so anxious for news, dear! Can’t you come home, tonight, and have a good talk with me? You owe me that much consideration. Josie.”


  The car stopped at a street intersection. Josie stood up.


  “Not tonight,” she replied, and alighted from the car just as it started to move again.


  “Bother Mary Louise!” she muttered, “she has made me walk three whole blocks.”


  Mary Louise was human and she was provoked. There was really no need for Josie O’Gorman to be so absurdly mysterious. Had she not known her so well, Mary Louise would have felt that Josie had deliberately insulted her. As it was, she blamed her friend for inexcusable affectation. “I’m not sure,” she reflected, “that a girl can be a detective—a regular detective—without spoiling her disposition or losing to some an extent her maidenly modesty. Of course, Josie has been brought up in an atmosphere of mystery and can’t be blamed for her peculiarities, but–I’m glad I’m not a detective’s daughter.”


  Josie, however, wasn’t worrying over any resentment her friend might feel at the necessary snub. She was on a keen scent and already had forgotten her meeting with Mary Louise. Three blocks farther on she turned into the walk leading to an old but picturesque residence, at one time a “show place” of Dorfield and the pride of the Dudley-Markhams, but now overshadowed by modern and more imposing mansions.


  Josie rang the door-bell and presently the door was opened by a young and rather untidy maid.


  “I’d like to see Professor Dyer,” said Josie.


  “He’s gone to Washington,” was the reply.


  “Indeed! Are you quite sure?”


  “Yes,” said the maid; and then Mrs. Dyer’s head appeared in the opening and she gave Josie a curious if comprehensive examination. Then:


  “If you’re from one of the schools, I’m sorry to tell you that Professor Dyer went to Washington by the early train this morning. I don’t know how soon he will be back. Professor Harrington of the High School is in charge. But perhaps it is something I can do?”


  “No, thank you; I can wait,” said Josie, and went away.


  “So,” she said to herself, as she made her way back to town in a street car, “if Dyer has really gone to Washington, he hopes to get possession of the old desk and its hidden papers. Pretty important to him, those papers are, and I wouldn’t blame him for chasing them up. But—has he really gone? Mrs. Dyer thinks so; but all evidence points to the fact that she’s not in her husband’s confidence. Now, if Dyer is on his way to Washington, what did last night’s secret meeting mean? His absence will complicate matters, I fear. Anyhow, I must revise my conclusions a bit.”


  CHAPTER XX ONE GIRL’S WITS


  As she entered the hotel Josie encountered Joe Langley, the one-armed soldier back from the war. She had taken a great interest in this young fellow and admired his simple, manly nature, having had several interesting conversations with him at the Liberty Girls’ Shop and at the drills. Josie felt she needed an ally at this juncture, and here was one who could be trusted.


  “Joe,” she said earnestly, drawing him aside, “are you going to be busy this evening?”


  “Yes, Miss O’Gorman, I’m busy every evening now,” he replied. “I’ve taken a job, you know, and my loafing days and social stunts are over. There wasn’t any bread-an’-butter in telling the society dames about my war experiences, so I had to go to work. I’m night watchman at the steel works, and go on duty at seven o’clock.”


  Josie was disappointed. Looking at him musingly, she asked:


  “Are they making munitions now, at the steel works?”


  “Of course; it’s practically under government control, they say, but is still operated by the old company. They make shells for the big guns, you know, and they’ve ten car-loads on hand, just now, ready to be shipped tomorrow.”


  Josie drew a long breath. This was real news and her active mind jumped to a quick conclusion.


  “Are the shells loaded, Joe?” she inquired.


  “All ready for war,” replied the soldier. “You see, a night watchman in such a place has an important position. I guard those shells by night, and another man does nothing but guard them by day.”


  “Where are they stored?” was Josie’s next question.


  “In the room just back of Mr. Colton’s office—the big main building.”


  “So Mr. Colton is still the head of the company?”


  “He’s Vice-President and General Manager, and he knows the steel and ammunition business from A to Z,” asserted Joe Langley. “Mr. Colton represents the government as well as the steel works. The President is Mr. Jaswell, the banker, but he doesn’t do anything but attend the Board meetings.”


  “Joe,” said Josie impressively, “you know who I am, don’t you?”


  “Why, you’re one of the Liberty Girls, I guess.”


  “I’m from Washington,” she said. “My father, John O’Gorman, is one of the government’s secret service officers; I’m working on a case here in the interests of our government, and I may want you to help me foil a German spy plot.”


  “Count on me!” said Sergeant Joe, emphatically. And then he added: “I’d like to make sure, though, that you’re really what you claim to be.”


  Josie opened her hand bag and from a side pocket drew a silver badge engraved “U. S. Secret Service. No. L2O1.” That was her father’s number and a complimentary badge, but Joe was satisfied. He had to glance inside the handbag to see it, for the girl dared not exhibit it more openly.


  “If you want to know more about me, ask Colonel Hathaway,” continued Josie.


  “No,” said Joe; “I believe you’re on the square. But I’d never have suspected it of you. Tell me what I’m to do.”


  “Nothing, at present. But should a crisis arrive, stand by me and obey my instructions.”


  “I’ll do that,” promised the man.


  When the girl had regained her room in the hotel, she sat down with a businesslike air and wrote upon a sheet of paper, in her peculiar cypher, the story of her discoveries and the conclusions they justified up to the present hour. This was to fix all facts firmly in her mind and to enable her to judge their merits. The story was concise enough, and perhaps Josie was quite unaware how much she had drawn upon her imagination. It read this way:


  “Disloyal circulars have been issued from time to time in Dorfield, designed to interfere with sales’ of Liberty Bonds, to cause resentment at conscription and to arouse antipathy for our stalwart allies, the English. These circulars were written by John Dyer, superintendent of schools, who poses as a patriot. The circulars were printed in the basement of the Mansion House by Tom Linnet, a night clerk, who was well paid for his work. Papers found secreted in an old desk from the attic of Dyer’s house prove that Dyer is in the pay of German agents in this country and has received fabulous sums for his ‘services,’ said services not being specified in the documents. In addition to these payments, there were found in the desk notes of the Imperial German Government, for large amounts, such notes to be paid ‘after the war.’


  “Dyer is clearly the head of the German spy plot in Dorfield, but the person who acts as medium between Dyer and the Master Spy is an alleged suspender salesman calling himself Abe Kauffman. This Kauffman makes frequent trips to Dorfield, giving orders to Dyer, and on one occasion Kauffman, who stops at the Mansion House while in town, hired Tom Linnet to place a bomb in the Airplane Factory, causing an explosion which destroyed many government airplanes and killed several employees. The sum paid Linnet for this dastardly act has made him rich and he has bought or is about to buy a cigar store. Kauffman now has another bomb in his possession, doubtless brought here to be placed, when opportunity arrives, to do the most possible damage. Indications are that he may attempt to blow up the steel works, where a large amount of shells are now completed and ready for shipment tomorrow—meaning that the job must be done tonight, if at all. Perhaps Linnet will place the bomb; perhaps Kauffman will do it himself. Dyer has lost his incriminating papers and notes and is on his way to Washington in an endeavor to recover them.


  “Associated with Dyer in his horrible activities is Mrs. Augusta Charleworth, occupying a high social position, but of German birth and therefore a German sympathizer. She is clever, and her brains supplement those of Dyer, who seems more shrewd than initiative, being content to execute the orders of others. Dyer was educated at Heidelburg, in Germany, which accounts, perhaps, for his being pro-German, although I suspect he is pro-anything that will pay him money. Dyer and the Hon. Andrew Duncan, while political pals, are not connected in this spy plot, but I suspect that Peter Boyle, the proprietor of the Mansion House may be one of the gang. I’ve no evidence yet that implicates Boyle, but he harbors Kauffman as a guest and ought to know that his night clerk is printing traitorous propaganda. So far, the evidence incriminates Kauffman, Mrs. Charleworth, Dyer and Tom Linnet. I believe Mrs. Dyer to be innocent of any knowledge of her husband’s crimes; otherwise, she would never have parted with that important desk—the desk that will prove his ruin and ought to cost him his life.


  “My plan is this,” concluded the notation, “to catch Kauffman or Linnet in the act of placing the bomb tonight, make the arrest, round up the other guilty ones and jail them, and then turn the case over to the federal officers for prosecution. A telegram to Washington will secure Professor Dyer’s arrest on his arrival there.”


  Josie read this through twice and nodded her red head with intense satisfaction.


  “All clear as crystal,” she asserted gleefully. “I have proof of every statement, and the finale can’t go very wrong with such knowledge in my possession. Tonight, unless all signs fail, will prove a warm night— warm enough to scorch these dreadful, murderous tools of the Kaiser!”


  And now Josie skipped over to the police station and had a somewhat lengthy conference with Chief Farnum, who knew her father and treated the girl detective with professional consideration. After this she hunted up the two government agents—old Jim Crissey and young Norman Addison—who knew her well as “John O’Gorman’s clever kid, the pride of her doting Daddy.” They listened to her with interest and genuine respect for her talent and not only promised their assistance whenever it might be needed but congratulated her warmly on her good work.


  This concluded Josie’s afternoon labors, and it was with a sense of triumphant elation that she returned to her hotel to rest and prepare for the expected crisis.


  CHAPTER XXI SURPRISES


  Josie went to dinner as soon as the dining room opened. When she came out she met Abe Kauffman going in. He stopped and spoke to her.


  “Sell any brains yet?” in a jocular way.


  “Not to-day,” she replied, with her innocent, baby-like stare.


  “Well, I didn’t sell any suspenders, either. There are no spenders for suspenders. Ha, ha, ha!”


  “That doesn’t seem to worry you much,” asserted Josie, pointedly.


  He gave a shrug.


  “Well, tomorrow morning I leave by the 5:30 train east, so if I don’t see you any more, I hope the brains will find a market.”


  “Thank you.”


  She went on, glad to escape the man. “He told me about leaving on the 5:30, and is probably giving everyone else the same information, so he can’t be connected with the explosion,” she reflected. “Clever Mr. Kauffman! But not clever enough to realize he is near the end of his infamous career.”


  Josie’s plans, perfected during that afternoon, primarily involved the shadowing of Abe Kauffman every moment, from now on. Abe Kauffman and his black satchel. For it grew dark early at this time of year, and already the brief twilight was fading. So the girl hastened to her room and exchanged her gray walking suit for a darker one that was inconspicuous and allowed free movement. Then she slipped her little pearl-mounted revolver—her father’s gift—into her handbag and decided she was ready for any emergency.


  Having extinguished the light in her room, she glanced from the window into the alley below, where the shadows were now gathering deeply.


  “I think Kauffman will go down the fire-escape and drop into the alley,” she mused; “but he must first come to his room for the black satchel, in any event, and from that instant I must never lose sight of him.”


  Suddenly she discovered a form pacing slowly up and down the otherwise deserted alley. Fearful that other detectives were on the watch, and might disrupt her plans, she strained her eyes to discover this person’s identity. There was but one light to relieve the gloom, and that was far down the alley, a spot the prowler for some time avoided. Finally, however, he came to a point where the light touched his face and Josie instantly recognized Tom Linnet.


  “He is waiting for someone,” she decided, “and Kauffman is still at dinner—killing time because it’s yet too early to undertake his nefarious task. Tom Linnet may be the tool he has selected, and I ought to get in touch with the boy, somehow, before he meets the arch conspirator. Kauffman is the one I prefer to land.”


  With this in mind, she hurried down, passed out at the front office doorway and turned into a narrow drive at the south of the hotel, which led to the rear alley. A great business block, now dark and deserted, loomed on the other side of the driveway, which was used by the baggage and supply wagons in the daytime.


  When the girl reached the corner of the alley she found herself in very deep shadow; so she ventured to protrude her head far enough to look after Tom Linnet. To her surprise the party he had been waiting for had already joined him, for she discovered two dusky forms pacing the alley.


  It could not be Kauffman. While she hesitated whether to steal closer or maintain her position, the two advanced almost to her corner and paused there—in the blackest spot they could find.


  “I tell you I won’t do it!” said Tom, in a hard, dogged tone that was tense with excitement. “I’m through, and that’s all there is to it.”


  “That’s a mistaken notion,” was the quiet reply. “You’re too deep in the plot to draw back, and the pay is well worth while.”


  “I don’t want any more money,” growled Tom.


  “You’ll get two thousand for this night’s work. Cash. And there is no risk; you know that.”


  “Risk? God, man! Can’t you guess how I dream of those poor devils I sent to their death in the airplane job? I hate the money I got! I—I—”


  “See here,” said the other voice impatiently, “that was a mistake, and you know it. We didn’t intend murder, but the explosion was delayed. No one will get hurt tonight.”


  “Not through me,” declared Tom.


  “If you fail us, you’ll come to grief.”


  “If I come to grief, so will you. Peach on me, and I’ll blow the whole deal.” There was a moment’s silence.


  “Would three thousand satisfy you?” demanded the tempter.


  “No,” asserted Tom stoutly; “I’m goin’ to quit. What’s done can’t be undone, but I’m through with you. It—it’s too blamed terrible, that’s what it is! Leave me alone an’ let me turn honest. Why don’t you do the job yourself?”


  “I think I will,” said the other calmly. “If you intend to turn down a good thing, I’ll do my own work and save the money. But remember, Linnet, silence is your only salvation. Don’t talk at all; if you do, you’re liable to say the wrong thing—and you can’t afford to do that.”


  “I’m no fool,” responded the night clerk, a shade of relief in his tone. “But don’t come to me again, Professor. I’m done with you.”


  Professor! Josie felt a distinct shock. She had to flatten herself against the wall, too, and remain rigid, for the man abruptly turned the corner and marched down the driveway. Half way to the brilliantly lighted street he dodged behind the building opposite the hotel, threading his way through narrow back yards. Josie followed, swift and silent. Finally they reached a place where the man was forced to pass beneath the rays of a lamp and Josie was near enough to see his face. It was, in reality, Professor John Dyer.


  That assurance was all the girl wanted, just now. She let him go his way and turned to regain the hotel. It was not quite eight o’clock, yet she felt it important to keep an eye on Kauffman and the bomb. The bomb, especially, for until Dyer took possession of the infernal contrivance he could do no mischief.


  In the hotel lobby she entered a public telephone booth and called up Jim Crissey; then she went straight to her room. She could hear a low whistling in 45, which informed her that Kauffman had not yet gone out and that he was in a cheerful mood.


  “I’m beginning to understand their method of work,” Josie reflected. “Kauffman prepares the bombs, or brings them here under the guise of a suspender salesman; Dyer arranges for their being placed, having secured information as to where an explosion will do the most damage to the government, and Tom Linnet is used as the tool to do the actual work. Mrs. Charleworth probably assists Dyer in getting special information, and advises the gang, but doesn’t take an active part in the perpetration of the crimes. Her brains and position would naturally place her at the head of the conspirators in Dorfield, although I’m pretty sure Kauffman, as the agent of the Master Spy, can dictate what they must do.”


  Kauffman slammed his door and locked it. He was going out. Josie opened her own door a crack to look after him. He was walking deliberately down the corridor, openly carrying in his left hand the black satchel.


  To Josie this seemed the essence of effrontery. He had no intention of using the fire-escape, after all. He trusted in bravado, as so many careless criminals do. As she stealthily followed him, she observed the man stop in the office and exchange commonplaces with one or two guests whom he knew.


  In reality, this was his safest plan. The black bag did not look suspicious. Presently the bomb would be turned over to Dyer and Kauffman’s responsibility would then end. His very boldness was calculated to prevent suspicion.


  Leaving the hotel, Kauffman walked leisurely up the lighted street. Only when he turned a corner did Josie momentarily lose sight of him. There were many pedestrians at this hour and they masked the girl’s form and for a while enabled her to keep near to the man she was shadowing. The only thing that puzzled Josie was the fact that Kauffman was proceeding in a direction exactly opposite that taken by Dyer a short time before. Dyer went south and Kauffman was going north.


  When the business section of Dorfield was passed, the streets became more deserted. They were not well lighted either, which favored Josie the more.


  Kauffman kept steadily on, and as the houses along the way thinned, Josie decided he was headed directly for the steel works. That upset her calculations a bit, for she knew he had not seen Dyer since the latter’s interview with Tom Linnet, nor had he seen Linnet; therefore he could not know that any arrangements he had previously made with them had fallen through. The German’s present actions, however, indicated that he had decided to place the bomb himself, without the assistance of his fellow conspirators. Had he been warned of Linnet’s defection? Had he means of communicating with Dyer unknown to Josie? Dyer was a mystery; even his wife believed he was now on his way to Washington.


  Surprises, in Josie’s line of work were not uncommon, and this was no time to consider whys and wherefores. The one thing she was sure of was that the bomb was in the black satchel and the black satchel in Kauffman’s hand. No matter where the other conspirators might be or how they were implicated in tonight’s plot, as long as she kept her eye on the bomb, she would be able to control the situation.


  CHAPTER XXII A SLIGHT MISTAKE


  From the edge of the town to the steel works the road led through a common, overgrown with brush and weeds. There was no moon and although the distance was not great it was a lonely, dark and “creepy” place. As soon as the girl saw Kauffman take the road to the works she decided to get there before he could do so. Knowing well she could not be seen, she branched off through the brush, and finding her way by instinct rather than sight, ran swiftly in a half circle over the fields and struck the road again considerably in advance of the more deliberate Kauffman.


  She now set off at her swiftest run and on reaching the manager’s office, in the front of the main building, perceived that it was lighted.


  Josie rapped upon the door and it was opened by one-armed Joe Langley, the night watchman.


  “Quick!” she said, “let me in and hide me somewhere, where I can’t be seen.”


  Joe pulled her in, closed the outer door and locked it, and then faced her.


  “What’s up?” he demanded.


  “There’s a man coming here with a bomb in a black satchel,” she panted. “He intends to blow up this building, in which all the shells axe stored. I want to catch him in the act, Joe, and you must hide me somewhere.”


  Joe glanced around with a puzzled look.


  “Where?” he asked helplessly.


  So Josie looked around her, too. This end of the long building was partitioned off for offices, as it fronted the town. The central section was a big space containing a table, benches, etc., while on either side were little glass rooms with partitions between them reaching about seven feet in height, the ceiling being some twelve feet from the floor. The first room to the left of the entrance was marked “Manager” on its glass door; the next office “Purchasing Agent,” and the third “Chief Engineer.” On the right hand side, the corresponding offices were marked “Secretary,” “Examiner,” and “Superintendent.” All the office doors were locked except that of the Purchasing Agent, which stood ajar. Josie sprang into that office and cast a hurried glance around. The glass division between that and the manager’s office was “frosted” with white paint, but so carelessly done that she found places where she could see through into the office of the manager. Also she could see into the main, or reception room, even with her door closed.


  While she examined this place a knock came on the outer door—a loud, imperative knock.


  “This will do,” whispered Josie to Joe. “Go an let him in, but don’t let him suspect I’m here.”


  Joe was not quick-witted, but on the battlefields of France he had learned prompt obedience to orders. Josie, as a government agent, was now his commander, so he merely nodded to her as he walked over to unlock the outer door.


  Kauffman stepped in, satchel in hand.


  “You’re the watchman, I suppose,” he said cheerfully. “Is Mr. Colton here?”


  “No,” answered Joe.


  “I was to meet him here at this time,” said Kauffman.


  “He said he’d be back this evening,” returned Joe, just recalling that fact, “but he isn’t here yet.”


  “All right,” said the man, “I’ll wait.”


  He carefully placed the satchel on the table and sat down on a bench. Joe regarded him suspiciously, remembering the girl’s warning, but said nothing more. Josie was watching Kauffman from her retreat, but as her little office was dark and the German sat under a bright light it was impossible for him to know that his every movement was under observation.


  The minutes dragged. A big clock on the wall ticked with an ominous sound. Kauffman drew out his watch and compared it with the clock. He appeared to grow restless.


  Josie’s quick ears caught the distant sound of a motor car coming down the road. Perhaps Kauffman heard it also. He rose from his seat and going to the table unlocked the black satchel, pressed the top open and looked inside it. Still bending over the satchel he placed a cigarette in his mouth, lighted a match and applied the flame to his cigarette. His back was toward Josie but she comprehended instantly the action.


  “He has lighted the fuse!” she murmured, triumphantly.


  The motor car came to a sudden halt outside the door, which Joe had left unlocked; but while the German turned expectantly toward the door the maimed soldier, hearing Josie’s whisper, approached her little room and slightly opened her door.


  “He has lighted the fuse of the bomb,” she said to him excitedly. “The bomb is in the satchel!”


  Joe turned quickly to the table. He dived into the bag with his one good hand, drew out the heavy ball of steel and rushed with it to the door just as the manager, Mr. Colton, opened it and stepped in.


  So swift were Joe’s actions that Kauffman had no time to interfere. Both he and the manager stared in amazement as Joe Langley rushed outside and with all his might hurled the bomb far out upon the common.


  “Confound you!” cried Kauffman. “What did you do that for?”


  “What is it?” inquired the astonished manager.


  “A bomb!” cried Josie, stepping from her retreat and confronting them. “A bomb with the fuse lighted, and timed to blow up this building after you had gone away, Mr. Colton. That man before you is a German spy, and I arrest him in the name of the law. Put up your hands, Abe Kauffman!”


  The little revolver was in her hand, steadily covering him. Kauffman gave an amused laugh, but he slowly raised his arms, as commanded.


  “I don’t quite understand,” said the puzzled manager, looking from one to the other.


  “Well, I brought the new projectile, Colton, as I had agreed,” answered the German, coolly, “but your quaint watchman has thrown it away. As for the girl,” he added, with a broad grin, “she has fooled me. She said she had brains, and I find she was mistaken.”


  The manager turned to Josie.


  “May I ask who you are, Miss, and how you came to be in my office?”


  “I am Josie O’Gorman, an agent of the government secret service,” she replied, not quite truthfully. “I’ve been shadowing this man for some time. I tell you, sir, he brought a bomb here, to destroy this building, and under pretense of lighting, a cigarette he has just lighted the time fuse. The bomb was in that satchel, but—” she added impressively, “as a matter of fact the thing was harmless, as I had already removed the powder from the fuse.”


  Kauffman gave a low whistle.


  “How did you manage that?” he asked curiously.


  “Never mind how,” she retorted; “I did it.”


  Kauffman turned to the manager.


  “Will you please order your man to get the projectile?” he asked. “It is lucky for us all that the thing isn’t loaded, or there really would have been an explosion.” He now turned to Josie, with his hands still in the air, and explained: “It is meant to explode through impact, and ordering it tossed out there was the most dangerous thing you could have done.”


  At the manager’s command Joe took an electric searchlight and went out to find the steel ball.


  “If you please, miss,” said Kauffman, “may I put down my arms? They are tired, and I assure you I will not try to escape.”


  Josie lowered the revolver. Her face was red. She was beginning to wonder if she had bungled the case. A second thought, however—a thought of the papers she had found in the old desk—reassured her. She might have been wrong in some respects, but surely she was right in the main.


  “This man,” said Mr. Colton, pointing to Kauffman, “is known to me as a munition expert. He bears the endorsement of the Secretary of War and is the inventor of the most effective shells we now manufacture. What you have mistaken for a bomb is his latest design of projectile for an eight-inch gun. He had arranged to bring it here and explain to me its mechanism tonight, and also to submit a proposition giving our company the control of its manufacture. If you are a government agent, you surely understand that these arrangements must be conducted with great secrecy. If we purchase the right to make this projectile, we must first induce the government to use it, by demonstrating its effectiveness, and then secure our contracts. So your interference, at this time, is–ahem!—annoying.”


  Josie’s face was a little more red than before. A second motor car drew up at the door and to her astonishment Mrs. Charleworth entered and greeted both the manager and Kauffman in her usual charming manner. Then she looked inquiringly at the girl.


  “Pardon me, madam,” said Mr. Colton. “There has been a singular misunderstanding, it seems, and our friend here has been accused of being a German spy by this young lady, who is a government detective— or—or claims to be such. The precious projectile, in which you are so deeply interested, has just been tossed out upon the common, but Joe Langley is searching for it.”


  Mrs. Charleworth’s face wore an amused smile.


  “We are so beset with spies, on every hand, that such an error is quite likely to occur,” said she. “I recognize this young lady as a friend of the Hathaway family, and I have met her at the Liberty Girls’ Shop, so she is doubtless sincere—if misled. Let us hope we can convince her— Miss O’Gorman, isn’t it?—that we are wholly innocent of attempting to promote the Kaiser’s interests.”


  Joe came in with the steel ball, which he deposited upon the table. Then, at a nod from the manager, the soldier took his searchlight and departed through the door leading to the big room in the rear. It was time to make his regular rounds of the works, and perhaps Mr. Colton preferred no listeners to the conversation that might follow.


  CHAPTER XXIII THE FLASHLIGHT


  “Perhaps,” said Josie, her voice trembling a little, “I have assumed too much, and accused this man,” pointing to Kauffman, “unjustly. I was trying to serve my country. But I am somewhat confused, even yet, in regard to this affair. Will you please tell me, Mrs. Charleworth, what connection you have with Mr. Kauffman, or with his—projectile?”


  “Very gladly,” said the lady, graciously. “I am a stockholder in this steel company—a rather important stockholder, I believe—and while I am not a member of the board of directors, Mr. Colton represents my interests. Two years ago we bought the Kauffman shell, and paid liberally for it, but Mr. Kauffman unfortunately invested his money in a transatlantic merchant ship which was sunk, with its entire cargo, by a German submarine. Again penniless, he began the manufacture of suspenders, in a small way, with money I loaned him, but was not very successful. Then he conceived the idea of a new projectile, very effective and quite different from others. He asked our company to finance him while he was experimenting and perfecting the new projectile. The company couldn’t undertake to do that, but I personally financed Mr. Kauffman, having confidence in his ability. He has been six months getting the invention made, tested and ready to submit to government experts, and up to the present it has cost a lot of money. However, it is now considered perfect and Mr. Kauffman has brought it here tonight to exhibit and explain it to Mr. Colton. If Mr. Colton approves it from a manufacturing standpoint, our company will secure an option for the sole right to manufacture it.”


  “Mr. Kauffman has been in Dorfield several days,” said Josie. “Why did he not show you the projectile before?”


  “I have been out of town,” explained the manager. “I returned this afternoon, especially for this interview, and made the appointment for this evening. I am a busy man—these are war times, you know—and I must make my evenings count as well as my days.”


  Josie scented ignominous defeat, but she had one more shot to fire.


  “Mrs. Charleworth,” she stated, with a severe look, “John Dyer, the school superintendent, was at your house last night, in secret conference with Mr. Kauffman and yourself.”


  “Oh, so you are aware of that interview?”


  “Clever!” said Kauffman, “I’d no idea I was being shadowed.” Then the two exchanged glances and smiled. “It seems impossible,” continued the man, “to keep any little matter of business dark, these days, although the war office insists on secrecy in regard to all munitions affairs and publicity would surely ruin our chances of getting the new projectile accepted for government use.”


  “I am awaiting an explanation of that meeting,” declared Josie sternly. “Perhaps you do not realize how important it may be.”


  “Well,” answered Mrs. Charleworth, a thoughtful expression crossing her pleasant face, “I see no objection to acquainting you with the object of that mysterious meeting, although it involves confiding to you a bit of necessary diplomacy. Mr. Colton will tell you that the Dorfield Steel Works will under no circumstances purchase the right to manufacture the Kauffman projectile—or any other article of munition— until it is approved and adopted by the War Department. That approval is not easily obtained, because the officials are crowded with business and a certain amount of red tape must be encountered. Experience has proved that the inventor is not the proper person to secure government endorsement; he labors under a natural disadvantage. Neither is Mr. Colton, as the prospective manufacturer, free from suspicion of selfish interest. Therefore it seemed best to have the matter taken up with the proper authorities and experts by someone not financially interested in the projectile.


  “Now, Professor Dyer has a brother-in-law who is an important member of the munitions board, under General Crozier, and we have induced the professor, after much urging, to take our projectile to Washington, have it tested, and secure contracts for its manufacture. If he succeeds, we are to pay liberally for his services. That was how he came to be at our house last evening, when arrangements were finally made.”


  “Was such secrecy necessary?” asked Josie suspiciously.


  It was Kauffman who answered this question, speaking with apparent good humor but with a tinge of sarcasm in his voice: “My dear young lady, your own disposition to secrecy—a quality quite necessary in a detective—should show you the absurdity of your question. Can we be too careful in these days of espionage? No emissary of the Kaiser must know the construction of this wonderful projectile; none should even know that it exists. Even should our government refuse to adopt it; we must not let the Central Powers know of it. My own negotiations with Mr. Colton and Mrs. Charleworth have been camouflaged by my disguise as a suspender merchant. It was equally important that Mr. Dyer’s connection with us be wholly unsuspected. When the projectile is adopted, and these works are manufacturing it in quantities to help win the war, still no information concerning it must be made public. You must realize that.”


  “That is all true,” agreed Mr. Colton. “These frank statements, miss, have only been made to you because of your claim to being a government agent. If you fail to substantiate that claim, we shall place you under arrest and turn you over to the authorities, for our own protection.”


  “To be sure,” said Josie; “that will be your duty. I am the daughter of John O’Gorman, one of the high officers of the United States Secret Service, who is now in Europe in the interests of the government. I came to Dorfield to visit my friend, Mary Louise Burrows, as Mrs. Charleworth is aware, and while here my suspicions were aroused of the existence of a German spy plot. Therefore I set to work to bring the criminals to justice.”


  “And, like the regulation detective, you have followed a false trail,” commented Kauffman, with his provoking smile.


  “Not altogether,” retorted Josie. “I have already secured proof that will convict two persons, at least. And I am amazed that you have intrusted your secrets to that arch-traitor, Professor Dyer. Will you tell me, Mrs. Charleworth, what you know about that man?”


  Mrs. Charleworth seemed astounded.


  “Professor John Dyer is one of Dorfield’s old residents, I believe,” she answered slowly, as if carefully considering her words. “He is also the superintendent of schools, and in that capacity seems highly respected. I have never heard anything against the man, until now. His important public position should vouch for his integrity.”


  “Isn’t his position a political appointment?” inquired Josie.


  The lady looked at Mr. Colton. “Yes,” said the manager. “It is true that John Dyer was active in politics long before he was made superintendent of schools. However, he was an educator, as well as a politician, so it seems his appointment was merited.”


  “How well do you know him personally, madam?” asked the girl.


  “Not very well,” she admitted. “We do not meet socially, so our acquaintance until very recently was casual. But I have looked upon him as a man of importance in the community. On learning that he had a relative on the munitions board, I asked him to come, to my house, where I made him the proposition to take our projectile to Washington and secure its adoption. I offered liberal terms for such service, but at first the professor seemed not interested. I arranged a second meeting, last evening, at which Mr. Kauffman was present to explain technical details, and we soon persuaded Mr. Dyer to undertake the commission. We felt that we could trust him implicity.”


  “When did he intend to go to Washington?” was Josie’s next question.


  “On the 5:30, tomorrow morning. After exhibiting the projectile to Mr. Colton and securing the firm’s option to manufacture it on a royalty basis, we are to take it to my house, where Mr. Dyer will receive it and obtain our final instructions.”


  “One question more, if you please,” said Josie. “What connection with your enterprise has Tom Linnet?”


  “Linnet? I do not know such a person,” declared Mrs. Charleworth.


  “Who is he?” asked the manager.


  “I know him,” said Kauffman. “He’s the night clerk at the Mansion House where I stop. Sometimes I see him when I come in late. He’s not of special account; he’s weak, ignorant, and—”


  A sharp report interrupted him and alarmed them all.


  Josie swung around quickly, for the sound—she knew it was a revolver shot—came from the rear. As Colton and Kauffman sprang to their feet and Mrs. Charleworth shrank back in a fright, the girl ran to the back door, opened it and started to make her way through the huge, dark building beyond the partition. The manager followed in her wake and as he passed through the door he turned a switch which flooded the big storeroom with light.


  In the center of the building were long, broad tables, used for packing. A few shells still remained grouped here and there upon the boards. On either side the walls were lined with tiers of boxes bound with steel bands and ready for shipment. No person was visible in this room, but at the farther end an outer door stood ajar and just outside it a motionless form was outlined.


  Josie and Mr. Colton, approaching this outer door nearly at the same time, controlled their haste and came to an abrupt halt. The upright figure was that of Sergeant Joe Langley and the light from the room just reached a human form huddled upon the ground a few feet distant. Joe had dropped his flashlight and in his one hand held a revolver. Josie drew a long, shuddering breath. The manager took a step forward, hesitated, and returned to his former position, his face deathly white.


  “What is it? What’s the matter?” called Kauffman, coming upon the scene panting for he was too short and fat to run easily.


  Joe turned and looked at them as if waking from a trance. His stolid face took on a shamed expression.


  “Couldn’t help it, sir,” he said to the manager. “I caught him in the act. It was the flashlight that saved us. When it struck him he looked up and the bullet hit him fair.”


  “Who is it, and what was he doing?” asked Mr. Colton hoarsely.


  “It’s under him, sir, and he was alighting of it.”


  As he spoke, Sergeant Joe approached the form and with a shove of his foot pushed it over. It rolled slightly, unbent, and now lay at full length, facing them. Josie picked up the flashlight and turned it upon the face.


  “Oh!” she cried aloud, and shivered anew, but was not surprised.


  “I guess,” said Joe slowly, “they’ll have to get another school superintendent.”


  “But what’s it all about? What did he do?” demanded Kauffman excitedly.


  Joe took the light from Josie’s hand and turned it upon a curious object that until now had been hidden by the dead man’s body.


  “It’s a infernal machine, sir, an’ I ain’t sure, even yet, that it won’t go off an’ blow us all up. He was leanin’ down an’ bendin’ over it, twisting that dial you see, when on a sudden I spotted him. I didn’t stop to think. My Cap’n used to say ‘Act first an’ think afterwards,’ an’ that’s what I did. I didn’t know till now it was the school boss, but it wouldn’t have made any difference. I done my duty as I saw it, an’ I hope I did it right, Mr. Colton.”


  Kauffman was already stooping over the machine, examining it with a skilled mechanical eye.


  “It’s ticking!” he said, and began turning the dial backward to zero. The ticking stopped. Then the inventor stood, up and with his handkerchief wiped the perspiration from his face.


  “Gott!” he exclaimed, “this is no joke. We’ve all been too near death to feel comfortable.”


  “This is horrible!” said Mr. Colton, “I can’t yet believe that Dyer could be guilty of so fiendish an act.”


  “I can,” asserted Josie grimly, “and it isn’t the first time he has planned murder, either. Dyer was responsible for the explosion at the airplane factory.”


  Footsteps were heard. Out of the darkness between the group of buildings appeared two men, Crissey and Addison.


  “Are we too late, Miss O’Gorman?” asked Crissey.


  “Yes,” she replied. “How did you lose track of Dyer?”


  “He’s a slippery fellow,” said Addison, “and threw us off the scent. But finally we traced him here and—”


  “And there he is,” concluded Josie in a reproachful tone.


  Crissey caught sight of the machine.


  “Great Caesar!” he exclaimed, “who saved you?”


  “I did,” answered Joe, putting the revolver in his hip pocket, “but I wish you’d had the job, stranger.”


  CHAPTER XXIV AFTER THE CRISIS


  Mrs. Charleworth drove Josie, who was sobbing nervously and quite bereft of her usual self-command, to Colonel Hathaway’s residence. The woman was unnerved, too, and had little to say on the journey.


  The old colonel had retired, but Mary Louise was still up, reading a book, and she was shocked when Josie came running in and threw herself into her friend’s arms, crying and laughing by turns, hysterically.


  “What’s the matter, dear?” asked Mary Louise in an anxious voice.


  “I’ve b-b-bungled that whole miserable G-Ger-man spy plot!” wailed Josie.


  “Wasn’t there any plot, then?”


  “Of course; but I g-grabbed the wrong end of it. Oh, I’m so glad Daddy wasn’t here to see my humiliation! I’m a dub, Mary Louise—a miserable, ignorant, foozle-brained dub!”


  “Never mind, dear,” said Mary Louise consolingly. “No one can know everything, Josie, even at our age. Now sit down and wipe that wet off your face and tell me all about it.”


  Josie complied. She snivelled a little as she began her story, but soon became more calm. Indeed, in her relation she tried to place the facts in such order that she might herself find excuse for her erroneous theories, as well as prove to Mary Louise that her suspicions of Abe Kauffman and Mrs. Charleworth were well founded.


  “No girl is supposed to know the difference between a bomb and a cannon-ball—or projectile—or whatever it is,” was her friend’s comment, when Josie had reached the scene in the manager’s office, “and any man who is a German and acts queerly is surely open to suspicion. Go on, Josie; what happened next?”


  Even Mary Louise was startled and horrified at the terrible retribution that had overtaken Professor Dyer, although Josie’s story had aroused her indignation toward him and prepared her for the man’s final infamous attempt to wreck the steel plant.


  “And what about Tom Linnet?” she asked.


  “Chief Farnum is to arrest him tonight,” said Josie. “He will confess everything, of course, and then the whole plot will be made public.”


  “Poor Mrs. Dyer!” sighed Mary Louise.


  But fate decreed a different ending to the night’s tragedy. When the police tried to arrest Tom Linnet the young man was not to be found. He had not bought the cigar store, but with what funds remained to him, he had absconded to parts unknown.


  Chief Farnum wired his description to all parts of the country. Meantime, on the morning after the affair at the steel works, an earnest conference was held between Mr. Colton, Colonel Hathaway, Josie O’Gorman, Mrs. Charleworth, the Chief of Police and the two secret service agents. At this conference it was deemed inadvisable to acquaint the public with the truth about John Dyer’s villainy. The government would be fully informed, of course, but it seemed best not to tell the people of Dorfield that a supposedly respectable citizen had been in the pay of the Kaiser’s agents. It would be likely to make them suspicious of one another and have a bad influence generally. The criminal had paid the penalty of his crimes. The murders he had committed and attempted to commit were avenged.


  So it was announced that the school superintendent had been killed by an accidental explosion at the munition works, and the newspapers stated that Mrs. Dyer did not desire a public funeral. Indeed, she was too overwhelmed by the tragedy to express any desire regarding the funeral but left it all to Colonel Hathaway and Mr. Colton, who volunteered to attend to the arrangements. The burial was very unostentatious and the widow received much sympathy and did not suffer in the esteem of the community. Mrs. Dyer, in fact, was never told of her husband’s dishonor and so mourned him sincerely.


  Immediately following the conference referred to, Josie brought the Chief of Police and the secret service men to her room and in their presence dragged the old pedestal-desk from her closet. Mary Louise, who had been admitted, exclaimed in surprise:


  “Why, Josie! I thought you sent the desk to Washington.”


  “No,” answered Josie, “I merely shipped an empty box. I knew very well that Dyer would try to get back the desk, hoping I had not discovered its secret, so I deceived him and gained time by proving that I had sent a box home by freight.”


  “That explains his decision to take the projectile to Washington,” commented Detective Crissey, “he believed he could kill two birds with one stone—get back his papers and earn a big fee from Mrs. Charleworth.”


  “Also,” added Josie, “he would be able to give the German Master Spy full information concerning the projectile, and so reap another reward. But all his diabolical schemes were frustrated by Joe Langley’s bullet.”


  “Well, here’s the desk,” said Chief Farnum, “but where are those important papers, Miss O’Gorman?”


  “And what do they prove?” added Crissey.


  Josie slid back the panel in the square pedestal, disclosing the two compartments filled with papers. These she allowed the police and the detectives to read, arid they not only proved that John Dyer was in the pay of an organized band of German spies having agents in Washington, New York and Chicago, but Crissey was confident the notes, contracts and agreements would furnish clues leading to the discovery and apprehension of the entire band. So the papers were placed in his charge to take to Washington, and their importance was a further argument for secrecy concerning John Dyer’s death.


  “So far as I am concerned,” Josie said afterward to Colonel Hathaway and Mary Louise, “the spy case is ended. When they arrest Tom Linnet they will be able to prove, from the scraps of paper I found in the printing room of the hotel, that Linnet printed the circulars from copy furnished by Dyer, and that Dyer and Linnet together directed the envelopes, probably in the still hours of the morning at the hotel desk, where they were not likely to be disturbed. The circulars may not be considered legally treasonable, but the fact that Linnet personally placed the bomb that destroyed the airplane works will surely send him to the scaffold.”


  “I suppose you will be called as a witness,” suggested Mary Louise, “because you are the only one who overheard his verbal confession of the crime.”


  “It wont take much to make Linnet confess,” predicted Josie. “He is yellow all through, or he wouldn’t have undertaken such dastardly work for the sake of money. His refusal to undertake the second job was mere cowardice, not repentance. I understand that sort of criminal pretty well, and I assure you he will confess as soon as he is captured.”


  But, somewhat to the astonishment of the officers, Tom Linnet managed to evade capture. They found his trail once or twice, and lost it again. After a time they discovered he had escaped into Mexico; afterward they heard of a young man of his description in Argentine; finally he disappeared altogether.


  The arms of the law are long and strong, far-reaching and mercilessly persistent. They may embrace Tom Linnet yet, but until now he has miraculously avoided them.


  CHAPTER XXV DECORATING


  Colonel Hathaway and Mary Louise were walking down the street one day when they noticed that the front of Jake Kasker’s Clothing Emporium was fairly covered with American flags. Even the signs were hidden by a fluttering display of the Stars and Stripes.


  “I wonder what this means?” said the colonel.


  “Let’s go in and inquire,” proposed Mary Louise. “I don’t suppose the man has forgiven me yet for suspecting his loyalty, but you’ve always defended him, Gran’pa Jim, so he will probably tell you why he is celebrating.”


  They entered the store and Kasker came forward to meet them.


  “What’s the meaning of all the flags, Jake?” asked the colonel.


  “Didn’t you hear?” said Kasker. “My boy’s been shot—my little Jakie!” Tears came to his eyes.


  “Dear me!” exclaimed Mary Louise, with ready sympathy; “I hope he—he isn’t dead?”


  “No,” said Kasker, wiping his eyes, “not that, thank God. A shell splinter took out a piece of his leg—my little Jakie’s leg!—and he’s in a hospital at Soissons. His letter says in a few weeks he can go back to his company. I got a letter from his captain, too. The captain says Jakie is a good soldier and fights like wild-cats. That’s what he says of Jakie!”


  “Still,” said Colonel Hathaway, with a puzzled look, “I do not quite understand why you should decorate so profusely on account of so sad an event.”


  “Sad!” exclaimed the clothing man, “not a bit. That’s glory, the way I look at it, Colonel. If my Jakie’s blood is spilled for his country, and he can go back and spill it again, it makes great honor for the name of Kasker. Say, once they called me pro-German, ‘cause I said I hated the war. Don’t my Jakie’s blood put my name on America’s honor roll? I’m pretty proud of Jakie,” he wiped his eyes again; “I’ll give him an interest in the business, if he comes back. And if he don’t—if those cursed Germans put an end to him—then folks will say, ‘See Jake Kasker over there? Well, he gave his son for his country—his only son.’ Seems to me, Colonel, that evens the score. America gives us Germans protection and prosperity, and we give our blood to defend America’s honor. I’m sorry I couldn’t find a place for any more flags.”


  The colonel and Mary Louise were both a little awed, but as Kasker accompanied them to the door, they strove to express their sympathy and approval. As they parted, however, the man leaned over and whispered: “Just the same, I hate the war. But, if it has to be, let’s stand together to fight and win it!”

  


  “Gran’pa Jim,” said Mary Louise, when they were on the street again, “I’m ashamed. I once told you I loved you better than my country, but Jake Kasker loves his country better than his son.”


  CHAPTER XXVI KEEPING BUSY


  The Liberty Girls were forced to abandon their Shop when a substantial offer was made by a business firm to rent the store they had occupied. However, they were then, near the end of their resources, with depleted stock, for they had begged about all the odds and ends people would consent to part with. What goods remained to them were of inferior worth and slow to dispose of, so they concluded their enterprise with a “grand auction,” Peter Conant acting as auctioneer, and cleaned up the entire stock “in a blaze of glory,” as Mary Louise enthusiastically described the event.


  The venture had been remarkably successful and many a soldier had cause to bless the Liberty Girls’ Shop for substantial comforts provided from its funds.


  “But what can we do now,” inquired Mary Louise anxiously as the six captains met with Irene one afternoon following the closing of the shop. “We must keep busy, of course. Can’t someone think of something?”


  One and all had been thinking on that subject, it seemed. Various proposals were advanced, none of which, however, seemed entirely practical until Irene said:


  “We mustn’t lose our reputation for originality, you know, nor must we interfere with those who are doing war relief work as well, if not much better, than we could. I’ve pondered the case some, during the past few days, and in reading of the progress of events I find that quite the most important thing on the government programme, at present, is the conservation of foods. ‘Food will win the war’ is the latest slogan, and anyone who can help Mr. Hoover will be doing the utmost for our final victory.”


  “That’s all very well, Irene,” said Alora, “but I’m sure we are all as careful as possible to conserve food.”


  “Don’t ask us to eat any less,” pleaded Edna, “for my appetite rebels as it is.”


  “I don’t see how we Liberty Girls can possibly help Mr. Hoover more than everyone else is doing,” remarked Laura.


  “Well, I’ve an idea we can,” replied Irene. “But this is just another case where I can only plan, and you girls must execute. Now, listen to my proposition. The most necessary thing to conserve, it seems, is wheat.”


  “So it seems, dear.”


  “People are eating large quantities of wheat flour simply because they don’t know what else to eat,” Irene continued. “Now, corn, properly prepared, is far more delicious and equally as nourishing as wheat. The trouble is that people don’t know how to use corn-meal and corn-flour to the best advantage.”


  “That is true; and they’re not likely to learn in time to apply the knowledge usefully,” commented Mary Louise.


  “Not unless you girls get busy and teach them,” admitted Irene, while a smile went round the circle. “Don’t laugh, girls. You are all very fair cooks, and if properly trained in the methods of preparing corn for food, you could easily teach others, and soon all Dorfield would be eating corn and conserving wheat. That would be worth while, wouldn’t it?”


  “But who’s to train us, and how could we manage to train others?” asked Mary Louise.


  “The proposition sounds interesting, Irene, and if carried through would doubtless be valuable, but is it practical?”


  “Let us see,” was the reply. “Some time ago I read of the wonderful success of Mrs. Manton in preparing corn for food. She’s one of the most famous professional cooks in America and her name is already a household word. We use her cook-book every day. Now, Mrs. Manton has been teaching classes in Cleveland, and I wrote her and asked what she would charge to come here and teach the Liberty Girls the practical methods of preparing her numerous corn recipes. Here’s her answer, girls. She wants her expenses and one hundred dollars for two weeks’ work, and she will come next week if we telegraph her at once.”


  They considered and discussed this proposition very seriously.


  “At the Masonic Temple,” said Mary Louise, “there is a large and fully equipped kitchen, adjoining the lodge room, and it is not in use except on special occasions. Gran’pa Jim is a high Mason, and so is Alora’s father. Perhaps they could secure permission for us to use the lodge kitchen for our class in cookery.”


  The colonel and Jason Jones, being consulted, promised the use of the kitchen and highly approved the plan of the Liberty Girls. Mrs. Manton was telegraphed to come to Dorfield and the cookery class was soon formed. Alora confessed she had no talent whatever for cooking, but all the other five were ready to undertake the work and a selection was made from among the other Liberty Girls—of the rank and file—which brought the total number of culinary endeavorers up to fifteen—as large a class as Mrs. Manton was able to handle efficiently.


  While these fifteen were being trained, by means of practical daily demonstration, in the many appetizing preparations for the table from corn-meal and corn-flour, Alora and one or two others daily visited the homes of Dorfield and left samples of bread, buns, cookies, cakes, desserts and other things that had come fresh from the ovens and range of the cooking-school. At the same time an offer was made to teach the family cook—whether mistress or servant—in this patriotic branch of culinary art, and such offers were usually accepted with eagerness, especially after tasting the delicious corn dainties.


  When Mrs. Manton left Dorfield, after two weeks of successful work, she left fifteen Liberty Girls fully competent to teach others how to prepare every one of her famous corn recipes. And these fifteen, divided into “shifts” and with several large kitchens at their disposal, immediately found themselves besieged by applicants for instruction. Before winter set in, all Dorfield, as predicted by Irene, was eating corn, and liking it better than wheat, and in proof of their success, the Liberty Girls received a highly complimentary letter from Mr. Hoover, thanking them for their help in the time of the nation’s greatest need. A fee, sufficient to cover the cost of the material used, had been exacted from all those willing and able to pay for instruction, so no expense was involved in this work aside from the charges of Mrs. Manton, which were cared for by voluntary subscription on the part of a few who were interested in the girls’ patriotic project.


  Another thing the Liberty Girls did was to start “Community Concerts” one evening each week, which were held in various churches and attended by throngs of men, women and children who joined lustily in the singing of patriotic and popular songs. This community singing became immensely popular and did much to promote patriotic fervor as well as to entertain those in attendance.


  And so Mary Louise’s Liberty Girls, at the time this story ends, are still active workers in the cause of liberty, justice and democracy, and will continue to support their country’s welfare as long as they can be of use.


  “We’re a real part of the war,” Mary Louise has often told her co-workers, “and I’m sure that in the final day of glorious victory our girls will be found to have played no unimportant part.”
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