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REFUGEE ROCK

I

COMRADES THREE

T was mid-July, and the three mates were aboard

a little knockabout, with motor attachment in case
they ran into calms or storms and had to do without
canvas, and the open ocean was blue and shining
to the east and south of them, and the rugged coast
of Maine lay to the north and west.

The Penguwin was not a new boat; for three years
Tom Hardy had sailed her from his father’s float
at Kittery under the eye of an old skipper. Tom
knew every twist and turn of the little craft as a
cowboy knows his bronco. And the old skipper had
said as .’ e saw the mates start on their cruise, ‘‘There’s
many a time I’d have given my eye-teeth to have a lad
along with me as knows as much about a boat as
Thomas!”’

The afternoon wind was fresh and the sun was
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warm. To the west gulls were soaring between the
Penguin and the shore. Stephen Colt, a Canadian,
and friend of Tom for many summers, was splicing
two ends of rope, and Rodney McIntyre was drawing
pictures in a note-book. The knockabout’s master,
keeping the Penguin’s nose up to the wind, was try-
ing to whistle a certain tune, though no one could
possibly tell what tune it was.

Three mates on a dancing boat, sailing over a sum-
mer sea, and ready for any adventure!

““Golly!”’ said the lad from Montreal. ‘“Cut out
the music, Tom! You don’t have to make such a
screeching, do you?”’

For answer the skipper gave a final defiant trill.
““My voice is very much admired by those who know
good musie,’’ said he.

“Your voice? Maybe it is; it’s loud enough any-
way. I was talking about your whistling. It makes
me think of gulls screaming for more fish.”’

‘““Want me to sing you something? Name your
tune, Steve.”’ |

For answer the black-haired fellow made a face.
‘““Where do we go from here?’’ he said. “‘Is it to be
a downy couch in another hotel to-night?”’

‘“We’ve got plenty of food on board for supper and
16




COMRADES THREE

breakfast. I vote for an out-doors bunk.’”’ Rodney
looked at his arms and shoulders, which were blistered
and beginning to peel. ‘‘I don’t want to dress up
again if I can help it.”’

“‘Right you are,’’ said the skipper. ‘“We’ll pick out
a little harbor of our own, make a fire, and do some
fancy cooking. Remember my pancakes?’’

“ And my scrambled eggs?’’ suggested Stephen.

““T tucked away a couple of jars of jam,’’ put in Rod-
ney.

““You’re the lad with the sweet tooth all right,’’ said
Stephen. ‘‘That’s why you’re so fat.”’ |

Rodney stood up, easing his blistered shoulders by
straightening his back. ‘“You don’t know fat from
musele, you skinny mahogany man. Ouch! Well, L
do wish I had a leather skin like yours, Steve. And
the worst of it is I never get a real decent tan. I’'m
always red as a lobster.”’

““Some people like red better than black,”’ said the
skipper. ‘‘You’ve got nice blue eyes anyhow, Roddy.
I heard a girl say so.”’

“Oh, shut up!”’ growled the sunburned ome. ‘A
fellow can’t help his good looks, can he?’’

“If you’d try a little cold cream—’’ began Stephen.

Straight at the head of the other flew Rodney’s
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et
-

note-book. Stephen dodged and the book went over-
board.

‘“‘Hard-a-lee!’”’ sang out Rodney. “‘I’'m going to
save my sketches!”’

Clad as he was in shirt and old duck trousers, it was
the work of a second to dive overboard and get his
fingers on the book. He came up alongside the Pen-
guwm as Tom brought her about. Up on the deck he
flopped.

“‘Nice work!”’ said Stephen. ‘“You do get around
pretty spry for a fellow your size.”’

With dignity the stout boy vanished into the eabin
to put on dry clothes. And finding the bunks looking
very inviting he lay down for forty winks or so.

Meantime the knockabout, finding the wind exaectly to
her liking, was tearing over the water like a runaway.
“‘If this wind only holds—”’ said Tom, squinting an
eye like a professional mariner at some light clouds
in the east. What would happen if it did hold he
didn’t deign to say, and Stephen, who wasn’t listening
to him, didn’t ask him to explain.

““I wish,’’” said the dark fellow, looking over toward
the coast, ‘“we could put up something on Roddy.
He’s always wanting something exciting to happen.
It would tickle him to death to discover a sea-serpent

18
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or a pirate. KEven an old ship stuck in the sand sets
him to talking about treasure sunk on boats in the days
of Columbus. Nobody likes something strange as
much as Roddy, and I wish we could cook up something
of the sort for him.’’

““You’re mighty thoughtful for Roddy!’”’ grunted
the skipper. ‘“When we land to-night you might pre-
tend you’re a native American Indian and try to keep
him from going ashore on your coast. Only I’ll bet
Roddy would get ashore all right.”’

“‘Nothing like that,’”’ said Stephen. ‘‘But I am go-
ing to keep my eyes wide open, and if you see me tip-
ping you the wink just follow my lead.”

Lightly the Penguin sped along, and as the sun began
to drop in the western sky the skipper altered his
course so as to draw near the land.

The sunburned boy woke and came out on deck.
¢““Where are we?’’ he asked. ‘‘Must be nearing the
North Pole by this time.”’

¢‘Somewhere off of Boothbay, I reckon,”” answered
the skipper. ‘‘There’s about a million little islands
along here. Suppose you take the tiller, Roddy, and
pick out a port for yourself.”’

In spite of his blisters Rodney accepted the position
of honor. Soon the Penguin was following a more

19
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zig-zag course, tacking in and out, the three mates
studying the shoreline for an attractive harbor.

As Tom had said, the outer edge of that particular
stretch of Maine appeared to be islands, more islands,
and still more islands. Not a house was to be seen,
nor a wharf nor pier. Pine woods ran down to the
beaches and to the rocky ecliffs. Yet in the summer
sunshine the dark forests, the jutting ledges, the little
reefs where the waves lapped busily, were filled with
exquisite color.

“‘Looks to me as if we’d struck unexplored country,’’
observed Stephen solemnly. ¢‘This’ll give you an idea,
Roddy, of how your friend Christopher Columbus felt
when he came knocking along here looking for a short
cut to India.”’

‘““Huh!”’ said the steersman. ‘‘It was the West
Indies he struck. Don’t you remember how he smelled
spices a couple of days before he sighted land? I
guess you’re thinking of Leif the Lucky or some of
those Viking lads from Iceland. They’re the ones who
landed along this rock-bound ecoast. There! That
looks like a right snug little harbor dead ahead. Let’s
take a look at it.”’

The Penguin pushed her nose toward the shore. ““It
looks like the Rock of Gibraltar to me,’”’ said Tom.

20



COMRADES THREE

e ST T T e T —
““The harbor’s all right provided the wind doesn’t
come up from the southeast.”’

The island ahead of them did look like a vast rock, as
indeed it was, though it was heavily wooded on top.
Ledges of stone stuck out everywhere, only partly
hidden by juniper and bay vines and low, scrubby
bushes. At the base was a beach, several beaches in
fact, sltaped like scallops between pointing headlands.
And one of these headlands had smooth, straight sides
that made an excellent breakwater for a harbor.

The Penguin dropped her sail and cast anchor.
Like a careful skipper Tom made sure of his moorings
before he did anything else. Then he helped the others
store provisions in the dinghey and allowed the crew
to row him to the beach.

‘“Pretty snug little diggings,”’ observed Stephen,
casting an appraising eye at the base of the cliff.
“‘Plenty of firewood to be had for the picking, plenty of
nice dry sand, and plenty of boulders at hand to shy at
Indians or bears or skunks, if they come nosing around
looking for little Roddy.”’

Rodney, however, having been born with an explor-
ing turn of mind, was already examining the country
north of the headland. Now the other two heard him
whistle and saw him beckon to them. Quickly they
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Joined him, and looked beyond a screen of bushes that
fell down from the cliff. A hundred yards or so away,
in the next scallop of beach, lay a dory, and two men
were heading toward her from a cleft in the rocks.

‘“So it’s not a deserted island after all,”’ said Ste-
phen. ‘I wonder if those two fellows could tell us if
there’s a spring anywhere about?’’

The three mates crossed the headland and walked
toward the dory. As they approached the two men
stopped. They looked like a couple of fishermen, their
skins tanned by sun and wind, their clothes faded to a
coppery green,

‘“Hello,’” called Rodney. ¢‘Is there a spring on the
island ?”’

““Dunno,’’ answered one of the men, a fellow with a
bushy yellow mustache. ‘‘Never heard that there
was.”’ ,

““Good fishing off shore?’’ inquired Stephen.

‘““Yep, the fishin’s all right. What are you after?
Fish?”’

““Oh, no,”” said Stephen. ‘“We’re just cruising
along.”’

‘“Going to spend the night here?’’

““We’d thought of it,”’ Stephen admitted.

“‘There’s a town inland. Nobody round here.?’

22
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““Oh, we don’t mind that.”’

““Well, good luck, boys. We’ve got to be getting
along.”’

The two went on to the dory. The three mates
watched the men launch her and pull away at the oars.
‘‘Hello,”’ said Tom, ‘‘there’s a small-sized smack lying
out there! That’s what they’re pulling for.”’

““What were they doing here?’’ asked Rodney.

Neither of the other two could think of an answer.
But as Rodney often asked questions that seemed to
have no answers they paid no attention to this one,
but turned about and walked back to their own stretch
of beach.

‘Tt is a deserted island then,’’ said Stephen, as they
began to collect driftwood for their fire. ‘‘No-
body here but the three of us and about a million
gulls.”’ .

A few minutes later, however, they heard a short,
sharp bark come out of the bushes. The bark was fol-
lowed by a dog, that appeared part collie, but not
wholly so. The dog looked the three mates over and
then came up to Rodney, wagging his tail.

““Hm,’’ said Rodney, putting out his hand, ‘‘what is
a nice little dog like you doing on a rock in the ocean

where there aren’t any people?”’
23
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‘A nice plump little dog too,’’ said Stephen, ‘‘that
looks as if he had fed on plenty of bones.”’

““He’s perfectly dry,”” Rodney continued. ‘‘He
hasn’t swum out here from anywhere.’’

The three regarded the dog thoughtfully, and the
near-collie returned their glances with his big brown
eyes for a moment, then began to caper about and
show unmistakable signs of a desire to have someone
pick up a stick and throw it out for his dogship to re-
trieve.

““Well,”” said Rodney judicially, ‘“I’ll bet he doesn’t
belong to those two men in the dory. He’s not their
kind of a dog, he’s too well-behaved. And I’ll bet his
master didn’t leave him on this island intentionally.
No one would go away and leave a poor doggie like
that. I’ll tell you what let’s do, fellows. Let’s
see where he’ll take us if we follow him. It’s early
vet. We can build our fire and get supper after-
wards.’’

““I knew Roddy’d think of something mysterious,’’
said Stephen. ¢‘The adventure of the little puppy dog
and the island rock. T’m on, lads. Lead the way,
Rover.”’

The dog looked up, as if he knew the dark boy was
speaking to him, and then, with a delighted wagging
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e

of his tail, turned about and scampered up over the
shingle.

After him went the three, each of them curious to see
what their new acquaintance was going to show them.
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WHERE THE DOG LED

T the top of the shingle was a pebbly path, bor-
A dered with beach-peas and bay. The dog trotted
along this, as indeed he had to do, unless he wanted to
scale a sheer and slippery rock. Presently, however,
he came to a little gully, leading inland. Turning into
this he brought his three followers to a stretch of
marshy ground, brilliant with purple iris. Beyond, a
fairly smooth slope led upward. Here the dog raced
ahead, turning midway to look back and make sure of
his friends. Then on again he went until he reached
the top, where he stopped and wagged his tail more
excitedly than ever. |

“‘There’s something doing, I’ll bet,”” said Tom.
“‘This place is a lot bigger than it looks from the
water.’’

The three rejoined their delighted friend, and found
themselves on a small plateau, with a view of the sea
to the south. Ahead were thick woods, mostly spruce
and balsam. The dog frisked along, was lost in the
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woods, reappeared again, and presently brought them
out on the other side.

The three explorers stopped. In front of them was
a good-sized summer cottage, built of gray shingles.
And on a stretch of springy turf before the house stood
a young man. The man had a long, shining rapier in
his hand and was making lunges at the air.

The dog also had stopped and was rubbing his
shaggy coat against Rodney’s leg. The only sound on
the hill-top was an occasional muttered exclamation
from the young man as he danced back and forth.

The man was a striking-looking fellow. He wore
riding-breeches and puttees and gleaming russet boots.
His white silk shirt was open at the throat and the
rolled-up sleeves showed slim, muscular arms. His
hair was black and rather long. He seemed as supple
‘as whalebone; tall, slender, wiry; the rapier itself
seemed no more graceful than he as he bent forward,
drew back, parried an imaginary thrust, drove again at
his opponent.

His back was turned to his audience, and the duel
went on for fully five minutes before the dog let out a
loud, peremptory bark. The fencer whirled round.
For an instant he appeared startled, then he grinned
and lowered his blade. ‘“Ah, gentlemen, you take me
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-
unawares. The good Caesar has brought you here no
doubt.”’

““If Caesar’s the dog, you’re right,’”’ said Rodney.
““We didn’t know that anyone lived along here.’’

The man lowered his rapier, and drawing a silk
handkerchief from his pocket wiped his face. ¢‘Caesar
is the dog,’’ he said, smiling. ‘‘As for anyone living
along here, I can assure you that except for my little
household the place is quite solitary.”’

A gentleman, a foreigner to judge from something in
his appearance and an accent in his speech, a good fel-
low—so the three mates sized him up.

‘““We’re off on a cruise, the three of us,’’ explained
Tom. *‘Our boat’s moored off shore and we thought
we’d camp out on your beach.”’

The man was now twisting the ends of his small black
mustache. ‘‘A delightful thing to do,”’ he said. “‘I
know of no pleasanter occupation than sailing a small
boat. But since the good Caesar has been so thought-
ful as to bring you here, may I not have the pleasure
of offering you tea or lemonade on my porch?’’

No one could decline such a polite invitation. The
three mates went forward and as each shook hands
with his host each told the man his name. “Thank
you, thank you,’’ said the fencer. ‘“As for myself, I

28
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am called Pierre Romaine. I was taking my daily ex-
ercise, you know. How quickly the arm grows stiff,
and the wrist—ah, my friends, the wrist is more than
nine-tenths of the battle.”’

With his rapier tucked under his arm, Romaine led
his guests up to his porch. A number of comfortable
wicker chairs were standing about and he waved
toward them. ¢‘‘Make yourselves at home, I beg of you.
I will rejoin you in a few minutes.’’

The three did as they were bid. Caesar stretched
himself across Rodney’s feet. Stephen winked at
Tom. ‘‘Roddy was wise all right, wasn’t he? Pretty
nice—running into refreshments like this. What do
you make of him?’’ He jerked his head in the
direction of the door through which Romaine had
vanished.

‘T like him,’’ said Tom. ‘‘Of course, he’s a little
queer.’’ |

““Wish I knew something about fencing,’”’ put in
Rodney. ‘‘It looked awfully exciting, dancing back
and forth the way he did.”’

There appeared on the porch a servant, a tall and
solemn-looking man, bearing a tray with tea-things
and a pitcher of lemonade. These he set on a table.
In silence the three watched him and waited until he
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had withdrawn again. ‘‘Pretty smooth,’”” observed
Tom. ‘‘I’ll bet Mr. Romaine has a mighty good time
out here.”’ |

Then the host returned. He had put on a purple tie
and a Norfolk jacket made of many colors, which gave
him a decidedly gay appearance. ‘‘Ah,”’ he said de-
lightedly, rubbing his hands together, ‘“Simmons has
been quick with the things. Simmons is a jewel. On
my word, I don’t know how I’d ever manage to get
along without Simmons.”’

There was a frank enthusiasm about this Pierre Ro-
maine that was most engaging. The three mates felt
no longer like strangers, but like old friends.

““Tea?’’ inquired the host. ‘‘It’s rather nice tea;
not the kind you get at the grocers’ nowadays.”’

FEach of the three boys, however, voted for lemonade.

‘“Ah, well,”’ said Romaine, filling their glasses from
the pitcher, ‘‘I fancy you know you own tastes best.
Where I come from; however, we think there’s nothing
like tea, nothing so refreshing, so cooling, so deli-
cious.”’

““Where do you come from?’’ asked Rodney in his
direct way.

The young man took a sip from his cup and a bite
from a toasted cracker before he answered. “‘Per-
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—

haps it was indiscreet of me to say that much. My
tongue is apt to be careless.”’

““I knew you weren’t an American,’’ said Stephen.
‘“ Anyone could tell that.’”’

“So0?’? said Romaine ; and for the first time a musing.
look came into his dark eyes. ‘‘Can I ask you three to
keep a secret?’’

The three heads instantly nodded

“I’m not supposed to be living here at all. I don’t
own this cottage. Simmons procured it through an
agent. Simmons does the marketing at the village on
the mainland. The only other person here is the col-
ored boy Dan. And you three are the first visitors I’ve
had this month.”’

«“We saw two fishermen down on the beach,’’ said
Tom. ‘‘And they told us there was nobody on the
island.”’

¢Fighermen!’’ echoed Romaine. ‘‘What were they
doing here?’’

“‘They were just rowing out to their smack.”” Tom
looked around. ‘‘You can’t see the boat. It’s hidden
by those pines.’’

“«“Hm. Now I wonder—’’ began the young man.
¢«“Simmons,”’ he called. ‘‘Simmons, come out here.”’

The solemn servant appeared.

31
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¢‘Simmons, my friends here tell me they saw two men
down on the beach this afternoon. What do you know
about it?”’

“I’'m sorry, Mr. Pierre, but I know nothing about
Ay

¢ Ah, ah, Simmons.’”” Romaine shook his forefinger
warningly. ‘‘Remember that eternal vigilance is the
price of liberty. I don’t remember who said that, but
it fits our situation very aptly. These two are re-
ported to be fishermen; but you know, Simmons—you
know—"’

‘“Yes, Mr. Pierre, I know. I’ll inquire of Daniel.’’

‘‘Send him out here,’’ ordered the young man.

A couple of minutes later the colored boy arrived.
Romaine put the same question to him that he had
already put to Simmons.

“I dunno nothin’ ’bout ’em, Mistah Pierre,”’ said
Daniel.- “‘I was over to the town this afternoon. I’se
mighty sorry, sah.’’

‘It appears that I must depend on Caesar then. It
was Caesar who discovered my three friends here.”’

‘“Yas, sah. Caesar am a mighty clevar dog. An’
did he invite the three young gen’lemen up here??’

‘“You mean he’s not very wise to be so hospitable?
I quite agree with you, Dan. But we’ll forgive him
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this time. These young men are all right. They’re to

be treated as guests as long as they care to stay.’’

““Yas, Mistah Pierre.”” At a wave from his master
the colored boy withdrew.

Romaine surveyed the three boys, a quizzical smile
curling his lips as he noted how absorbed and intent
each of them was over what was happening. “‘Well,”’
he said, ‘‘you’re wondering why I’m so mysterious
about all this, aren’t you? I haven’t the least objec-
tion to telling you. It’s because I trust each one of you
as I do Simmons and Dan. I think I’'m a pretty good
judge of character. You’ve given me your word that
you’ll keep my secret, and I’'m entirely satisfied to rely
on that.”’

““You needn’t be at all afraid that we’ll tell what we
know about your being here,”’ Tom spoke up promptly.

““ And we don’t really know anything—except that
you are here,”’ said Rodney.

Romaine took a good look at the sandy-haired boy
whose face and arms were covered with sun-blisters.
Rodney appeared to amuse him; and back of his amuse-
ment was a genuine liking. ‘‘Ah, yes,”” he said.
““That is so, isn’t it? To tell the truth I am a bit
lonely. Simmons and Dan are very good fellows, but
they’re not exactly companions, as I might say. I
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haven’t seen anyone of my own sort for a month, and
I'm naturally a very sociable person.’”” Here he
cocked one of his long legs over the arm of his chair
and clasped his hands behind his head. ‘“What would
you think if I should tell you that I’'m a refugee? In
the strictest confidence, of course.”

“Of course,’”’ echoed Rodney. ‘“We’d never tell a
soul.”’ |

‘“A refugee from what?’’ demanded Stephen. The
word had a delightful sound to him, but he was natu-
rally suspicious of anything that savored of mystery.

““Ah, I don’t know that I could go so far as to tell
you that. But it’s a fact that this island is my refuge,
and that I don’t want certain people to know I’m here.
That’s the long and the short of it, my friends. So
when you sail away from here I'll ask you to forget
that you ever encountered such a man as Pierre Ro-
maine.’’

““I say,” put in Rodney, ‘‘if you’re in some sort of
trouble why couldn’t we help you out?”’

‘““Spoken like an American gentleman,’”’ answered
Romaine. ‘‘I’'m sure I’d ask no better helpers than
you three. But, you see—’’ Here he shrugged his
shoulders. ¢‘The truth is that I’m almost as much in
the dark as you are as to when or how I might need
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- i e e——
assistance. I have simply to wait here and see what

happens. And waiting is very slow business. Mean-
time I amuse myself fencing, in case any of my enemies
should presently appear.”’

Tom, feeling that this surprising man had said all
that he meant to say, now stood up. ‘It was mighty
good of you to let us in on your secret, and to give us
lemonade. No one shall know vou’re here through

any of us.”’

‘“‘Not a peep will we peep,’’ said Stephen.

Rodney disengaged his feet from Caesar, who ap-
peared to have fallen asleep. ‘‘If you’re really a refu-
gee, Mr. Romaine, I'd like nothing better than to see.
you come out safe.’’

““Thanks, thanks.”” The man with the purple tie
beamed delightedly. ‘‘And I’d almost be inclined to
urge you to make me a visit here if you weren’t off on
a cruise. And a cruise does need the water, doesn’t
it? Not a steady old rock sticking out in the
ocean.’’

The three shook hands with their host and departed.
Romaine waved them a farewell and Caesar wagged his
tail from the top step of the porch. Into the woods
they went and soon were on the slope that led down to
their beach.
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““Well,”” said Stephen, ‘‘I thought we’d run into
some kind of adventure if we had old Roddy along.”’

“A refugee—’’ mused Rodney. ‘‘A refugee from
what? You don’t suppose he’s gotten in wrong with
the law?’’

““He doesn’t look like that sort,”” said Tom. ‘‘I’'m
sure he’s a foreigner, for all he speaks such good
English. And foreigners are always getting mixed up
in queer things, you know.”’

““I wish I knew what it was.’”’ Rodney’s brow was
furrowed with thought. ‘“You don’t suppose it has
anything to do with those two fishermen, do you?”’

““I don’t suppose anything about it, you old sleuth,”’
said Stephen. ‘‘Pierre Romaine doesn’t mean to tell
you any more than he has; and how are you going to
find out what’s the truth?”’

That seemed a conclusive answer. And as they had
now reached the place where they had left their provi-
sions and their appetites were demanding supper the
three set to work building their fire, fixing their oven,
and getting out the food. Further discussion of the
rock’s mystery must wait till they had fed. But each
of the three was secretly wondering what it could be
that had brought the man of the rapier to that particu-
lar spot.
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THE LONE FISHERMAN

UPPER of fried bacon and scrambled eggs,
S baked sweet potatoes, toast, coffee and apricot
preserves produced in the erew of the Penguin the feel-
ing that everything was going very well. The sun had
set to the west of the rock, but the little bay was bright
with the wonderful tints of the summer afterglow. A
bonfire was ready for lighting whenever they should
need it. And having decided to sleep on shore instead
of on the boat the three had cut a supply of hemlock
boughs and pared off the tips and feathery branches.
These, with blankets over them, would make as soft
beds as any campers could wish.

Stephen, sitting cross-legged in the dry, warm sand,
finished scraping the bottom of the jar that had held
the apricots and wiped his knife on a bunch of beach-
grass. ‘‘If you were to ask me,’” he said, ‘‘I’d say that
our friend on the hill-top was a Frenchman. They’re
great hands at fencing, you know.”’

““His name sounds like it,”’ agreed Tom. ‘‘But
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what would a Frenchman be doing way over here?’’

““ Ah, there you’ve got me. Perhaps Roddy’s been
thinking up an answer while he’s been eafing. He
hasn’t talked much.”’

They both looked at Rodney, who, with a sweater
doubled under his head, was lying on his back, looking
up at the sky.

“How about it, old scout?’’ said Tom. ‘‘You’re the
deep thinker of the party.’’

‘““Well,”’ said Rodney slowly, ‘‘I’'m of the opinion that
he made some enemies over in KEurope and that he’s
afraid they’re coming over here to take him back. As
to his being a Frenchman, I wouldn’t like to say. And
of course we don’t know whether Romaine’s his real
name.”’

‘‘Cautious as ever,’’ chuckled Stephen. ‘‘You ought
to be alawyer. They’re always saying ‘I wouldn’t like
to say this’ and ‘I’m not so sure about that.” >

““Well,”” retorted Rodney, ‘‘you asked me a question.
If you know any better answer why don’t you let us
have 17"’ .

Over the quiet water came the chug-chug-chug of
a motor. The sound was to the south of them; the
boat, if it came from a boat, was hidden by the next
point of land.
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All three looked in the direction of the chug-chug,
but after a few minutes the noise ceased.

‘“‘Seems to me this neighborhood isn’t as much de-
serted as our friend on top of the rock thinks,’’ said
Tom.

They were all still looking to the south when a step
on the shingle back of them made each one start and
glance hastily round. The solemn-faced Simmons
stood there, wearing a fuzzy red and green striped cap
that made an odd contrast to his sober black coat and

trousers. ‘

“‘Hello!’’ said Stephen. ‘‘Are you out for an eve-
ning stroll?”’

Simmons bobbed his -head and came up to the camp-
ers. ‘“I trust you young gentlemen will pardon me,’’
he said. ““To tell you the truth, I was a bit uneasy.’’

¢ About Mr. Romaine?’’ questioned Rodney. ‘‘And
our coming here?’”’

¢“Not so much about your coming here,’’ was the
answer, ‘‘as about what you said in regard to the two
men you saw on the beach and the smack you men-
tioned seeing off shore.”’

“‘The smack was gone when we came back,”’ said
Tom.

“T'm glad to hear that.”” Simmons seated himself
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on a log partly covered by sand. ‘‘Mr. Romaine is not
always as cautious as he should be.”’

““Well, I'm sure he didn’t tell us very much,’’ put in
Stephen. ‘“All we know is that he’s some sort of a
refugee.”’

““I don’t make the least criticism of his confiding in
you young gentlemen,’’ said Simmons in his.suave
manner. ‘‘I believe that the more friends he has the
better. But I don’t think he keeps sufficiently on the
lookout for enemies.’’

““You mean the two fishermen?’’ suggested Rodney.

The man in black shrugged his shoulders and made
an expressive gesture with his upturned hands.

““You know, Mr. Simmons,’’ said Stephen, ‘‘our
friend Roddy here is remarkably canny. He’s the
greatest little detective along the coast of Maine.”’

‘‘Indeed?’’” Simmons looked admiringly at Rodney,
who flushed even under his lobster-like sunburn, but
paid no other attention to Stephen’s joke. “If it
were possible then to secure your friend’s interest in
Mr. Romaine’s situation—?’

‘O, it’s quite possible,’’ said Stephen. ‘‘Provided
you let him know the facts in the case.”’

‘“Ah, that’s the difficulty.”’ The servant took off his
gaudy cap and thoughtfully scratched his head. ¢‘I
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know that Mr. Romaine regards you all as friends—
and yet it might be unwise to let you know precisely
how matters stand.”’

““Is Mr. Romaine a Frenchman?’’ Tom asked
bluntly.

““Not precisely,’” answered Simmons. ‘‘His mother
was French, and he has lived considerably in Paris.
It was there that he first took me into his service, eight
years ago. Previous to that I had been valet to Lord
Hartlepool. I come from Yorkshire myself.’’

Simmons replaced his cap carefully on his head while
the three waited for more information.

““His father was Russian, and had great estates in
the south of that country, along the Black Sea. They
call the place the Crimea. I was there with them for
a while. And then came the Revolution, and every-
body who could got out. Mr. Romaine chose America;
he has a taste for strange places. He is a man of re-
markable spirit. I think he would like nothing better
than to go hunting with some of your native Indian
tribes.”’

Stephen chuckled. ‘“‘I'm afraid he won’t get the
chance, Mr. Simmons. Most of our Indian tribes are
weaving baskets out on reservations in the west.”’

“‘Indeed? Is that so? Really I know very little
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about your great country. I suggested England as a
place of refuge to my master, but he would have
America. He said he had spent a number of seasons in
London, and found the climate too damp.’’

Rodney bent forward. ‘‘But if he got safely out
of Russia, why should he need to keep in hiding
here?’’ |

‘““Ah, he has enemies. You see, he knows certain
things his enemies would like very much to know. And
there again he did not think wise to follow my sugges-
tion. I was of the opinion that a large city was the
best place to hide; but he said he preferred a place in
the open, where he could keep track of everything that
went on around him.”’ ._

‘I think he was right,”’ stated Tom. ‘‘I don’t see
how he could have a better place than this rocky island,
with open water on every side.”’

‘ But look here,’”’ said Rodney, ‘‘why should YOu get
stirred up because we saw those two men on the beach?
They weren’t Russians.’’

Simmons shook his head. ‘‘His enemies have
agents. They belong to a band that has confederates
everywhere. Any man may be on his track.”” He
smiled slightly. ‘‘I make an exception for you three
young gentlemen. It’s not to be supposed that you
are in the league against him. You are exactly what
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you seem. That, and the fact that you have promised
to keep this matter a complete secret, is what lead
me to speak so openly. I feel the need of making
friends for my master. He may need them so much
at any time.”’

““It’s very good of you to speak that way about us,’’
sald Stephen, nodding. IHe shot a glance at Rodney.
““But it’s a little rough on you, old scout, to know that
you’re exactly what you seem. Nothing mysterious
about you, in spite of that pink disguise you’ve been
putting on.’’

‘““Well, Mr. Simmons—’’ began Rodney, completely
ignoring Stephen’s flippancy, as was his custom.

But at this point something happened. Simmons
suddenly looked round to the south, and then, without
a word, quickly rose and hurried across the shingle to
a near-by clump of pines.

¢‘Hello!’”’ muttered Tom. ‘‘What in thunder—?’

The English servant had vanished. He seemed in
fact to have glided across the beach and disappeared
in the woods before any one of the three knew what had
happened.

““The original gumshoe man!’’ Stephen whispered.
‘“(tee, but his nibs certainly can make tracks!”’
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‘‘Perhaps there’s a reason,’’ said Rodney. ‘‘Some-
body’s coming.”’

The other two followed Rodney’s glance and saw that
a man was climbing over the rocks at the southern end
of their little beach. He was a tall and awkward-
looking person. As he came nearer they discovered
that he wore a scraggly reddish beard and that his
clothes were almost ready to be handed over to a scare-
Crow.

‘“‘Howdy,’’ said the stranger. ‘‘It’s a nice night for

a picnic.”’

““It’s a real large night,”’ assented Stephen agree-
ably.

““That your boat out there?’’

““Yes, that’s our boat.”” And in return for the
stranger’s question Stephen asked another. ‘‘Was it
your motor we heard out on the water a little while
ago?”’ '

The man twisted his beard and eyed the three as if
he were trying to make up his mind about them. He
~ looked as if he had always lived on the water, almost
as if he had lived in it, for his coat and trousers were
discolored with brine. Before replying to Stephen’s
question he took a short, stumpy black pipe from his
pocket, filled it with tobacco and lighted it. ‘‘Yes, that
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war my motor,”” he said. ‘‘I left her in the cove
t’other side o’ the pint.”’

““Making your rounds of the lobster pots and fish-
nets, I suppose?’’ said Rodney.

““Not exactly, young feller. I do that 'round sun-
up, before you’re out o’ bed.’’

As he vouchsafed nothing more about his present
business the campers kept silent, wondering what he
would do.

“‘Seen any folks about here?’’ The stranger looked
out over the water, as if he asked the question more for
the sake of friendly conversation than because he was
in need of information.

None of the three answered.

““Well, it ain’t likely you would have. There don’t
many people come to this here place. I heard tell in
the village there was a smack seen off the island to-
day.”’

Still the campers kept their disereet silence.

““What time did you fellers land?”’

“ About five this afternoon, or a little later,”” said
Tom.

The stranger grunted. ‘¢ ’Tain’t likely you would
have seen the smack then,’’ said he. ‘‘I guess she got
away some time before sundown.’”” He smiled, in an
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evident attempt to be friendly. ‘‘You’ll be sailing
away yourselves to-morrow morning most likely.
Having a good time?’’

‘““We can’t complain,’’ said Stephen. ¢‘A life on the
rolling wave’s the life for me.”’

The stranger grinned. ‘‘I’ve been on the water for
forty odd year myself. Fishin’s my business. Kishin’
an’ lobsterin’. ’Most everyone in these here parts
knows Ben Craddock. That’s my name. I live
around to the village, Swannock’s Neck. Time was
when there was quite some money in my business. I
sold to the city markets. But lobsters ain’t what they
used to be.”” Sadly he shook his head. ‘‘No, siree,
lobsters ain’t at all what they used to be.””

His remarks seemed to call for no answer. The
three mates looked at the elderly fisherman, and Ben
Craddock regarded them with melancholy eyes.

‘““Well, I guess I'd better be getting on. I thought
mebbe you’d seen some o’ the men from that smack.
I’'m a right curious feller. I always like to know
what’s goin’ on. I was wonderin’ what the boat was
doin’ here.”” He looked along the shore to the north
speculatively. ‘‘Seein’ I’'m here, I guess I might as
well take a stroll. So long, friends. Hope you enjoy
yourselves.”’
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With that the fisherman stuck his pipe in his mouth
and resumed his walk, soon hidden from view by the
headland just beyond.

Nothing was said until he had disappeared. Then
Stephen, hugging his knees in his hands, rocked back
and forth. ‘“Well, lads,’”” he said, ‘“‘for a deserted
island this place has got more people coming and go-

=_'—

ing than any spot I ever saw. First those two fellows
with the dory, then dog Caesar and Mr. Romaine and
Simmons and Daniel, and now this queer old lobster-
man Ben Craddock. It may be deserted all right,
but it’s certainly not the sort of place you’d ecall
lonely.”’

“‘Craddock’s looking for something,’’ observed Tom,
his eyes still on the point of rocks to the north.

““Now I wonder—’’ said Rodney, in a brown study,
staring at the particles of sand he was filtering through
his fingers.

There was the soft thud of footsteps directly behind
them. ‘“Ah, young gentlemen, here I am again.
You’ll pardon my taking French leave the way 1 did,
but I was anxious not to be seen by a stranger. May
T ask what you learned from him?”’

It was Simmons again, Simmons come back from his

hiding-place in the woods.
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“It’s all right this time,’’ said Stephen. ‘‘But it’s
getting dark, and if you keep up this habit of creeping
along the beach without making a sound you’ll throw
somebody into fits.”’

““I beg your pardon,’’ the servant answered respect-
fully. ““I’ll give a little cough next time to warn you
of my coming.’”’ He looked at Rodney. ‘‘May I re-
peat my inquiry as to what you learned from the red-
bearded stranger?’’

““He’s a lobsterman by the name of Craddock, and
lives at the village. He came out here in his motor-
boat to see what he could learn about the doings of that
smack we saw off the island this afternoon. At least,
that’s what he said,’’ concluded Rodney.

‘¢ Ah, that’s what he said!’’ echoed Simmons, his tone
indicating his doubt of the truth of the lobsterman’s
words. ‘‘But if I may put the question, what affair
is it of his what the ship was doing around here?’’

‘‘He said he was a curious chap, who always wanted
to know what was going on,’’ added Rodney.

¢ Aye, he’s curious; 1’1l not deny that. But what do
you think of him yourself, young man?’’

Rodney shook his head. ‘I don’t know. It doesn’t
look to me as if he was on the track of Mr. Romaine.’’

““ Anybody may be on his track, sir. That’s what
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makes it so difficult to guard him. T suspect everyone.
That is, everyone except you three young men.”’

““Well,’”” said Tom, ‘‘Craddock did look to me like a
pretty nosey old party. What’s to hinder our seeing
what he’s up to, if he is up to something? It’s pretty
dark now. We can do a little spying as well as any-
one else.”’

““That suits me,”” said Stephen, springing up.
“Will you come along, Mr. Simmons?”’

The Englishman nodded. ‘‘I like the idea. But I
may as well tell you in advance that if we come upon
anyone I shall take to hiding. This Craddock person
knows you three are here, but he doesn’t know about
me.’’

“‘Sure. You can turn ghost any time you’ve a mind
to,”” Stephen assured him. ‘‘Fade away like the Che-
shire Cat or turn into a tree. If we find Craddock
doing anything he oughtn’t to we three can handle him.
Come along, lads.”’

The three made for the ledge of rocks to the north,
Simmons following at a discreet distance.
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A SHOT IN THE NIGHT

HE island was wrapped in darkness; there was
T no moon, only the light of the stars. To the
right the waves lapped along the beach and gurgled
over the pebbles in the shelter of the rocks. To the
left were the depths of the pines and beyond the high
black cliffs. Craddock had disappeared; there was no
sign or sound of him as the explorers surmounted the
ridge and came down to the next stretch of sand.

Tom, who was in the lead, remembered that they had
seen the two men that afternoon apparently coming
from a gully that ran nearly at right angles into the
cliffs. When he arrived at this point he whispered to
Rodney, and then turned in the direetion of the open-
ing. Soon he was pushing through bushes and then
through the branches of pines. There was a rough
sort of path, but it was largely overgrown with bram-
bles. Progress was slow, for it was very dark here,
and the fingers of briars and trees caught at clothes
and had to be torn away. °
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Several times they stopped, and once Stephen whis-
pered over his shoulder, ‘“ Are you there, Simmons??”’

““Yes, sir, I'm still here,”” came the answer.
““Though if you’ll pardon my saying so I don’t know
what we’re doing up here in the brush. I don’t believe
this is where Craddock went?”’

““Tom’s got some idea,’’ Stephen muttered. ‘‘When
he has an idea I’ll take a gamble on seeing the thing
through.”’

For a hundred yards or so they went along the gully
in the darkness. Then Tom halted. ¢‘This is as far
as we can go,’” said he. ‘‘I’ve come to the face of the
rock. There seems to be a sort of an opening in it,
but it isn’t wide enough for anybody to squeeze
| through. Besides that, I’'m sure I wouldn’t want to
squeeze in except by daylight.”’

“I’ve got some matches,’’ said Rodney. ‘‘I’'m sorry
we left the flashlight out on the boat.”’

“Strike a light, and let’s see where we are,’’ sug-
gested Stephen, who, with Simmons, now stood close
behind the other two.

Rodney struck a match, and shielding it with his
hand, thrust it forward. It revealed what Tom had
announced, two bare rocky walls of the cliff, separated
by an opening a couple of feet wide. But one of the
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walls jutted out in the shape of a small shelf and
on this stood a board. Across the board in staring
blue paint were printed the words: ‘‘Beware Dyna-
mite!’’

The four gazed at the sign an instant before the
match went out. ‘‘Dynamite!’’” whistled Tom. *‘‘Be
careful how you handle those matches, Roddy!”’

““T suppose it’s hid away there in the cliff,’’ said
Rodney. ‘‘But what in thunder would anyone mean
by putting dynamite in a place like this?’’

‘““What do you know about that, Simmons?’’ Ste-
phen demanded of the man close beside him.

‘‘Nothing at all, sir. It’s the first I ever heard of
it. Dynamite! You don’t suppose they were meaning
to blow up the whole island, do you?”’

‘““Who do you mean by ‘they’?’’ Stephen asked.

‘““Mr. Romaine’s enemies. But no, sir, I’'m certain
they wouldn’t be intending anything like that. It
wouldn’t suit their plans.’’

““Well, we’ve certainly stumbled on something
queer,’’ said Stephen. ‘“Why in the world did you
ever think of coming way up here, Tom?”’

‘I thought those two men we saw this afternoon
were heading out of this gully,”’ was the answer.
“‘Now I’m sure this was where they came from.?”’
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“‘There’s something doing all right,’’ stated Stephen
positively. ‘¢ ‘Beware Dynamite!” I’ll beware it.
How about hitting the back trail?’’

‘T don’t see that we can learn anything more here,’’
said Rodney.

““Very good, Simmons.’”’ Stephen put his hand
on the Englishman’s arm and pushed him round. ‘I
guess you can feel your way out through the bushes.
Don’t be in a hurry.”’

Single file, they rewound through the pines and
‘underbrush. Simmons moved carefully, vines were
constantly catching at his trousers. But presently
they caught the sound of the surf again, and then ahead
through the branches saw the stars shining over the
sea.

Simmons stopped just as they reached the beach.
“‘In my opinion, young gentlemen,’’ said he, ‘‘that sign
we’ve seen and that ship offshore to-day and that chap
named Craddock are all concerned in some way with
my master. Perhaps you understand now how ticklish
this business is. And I beg of you to try to impress
that view of it on Mr. Romaine, if you have the chance.
He is so reckless sometimes. It would be just like him
to come down here and bandy words with strangers,
when he ought to be lying hidden in his house.”’
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“Or to invite them to a fencing match?’’ suggested
Stephen lightly.

Simmons turned. ¢‘Ah, if it came to that—man to
man with the foils—I shouldn’t have much doubt as to
the outcome. He’s a rare hand with the rapier, is Mr.
Pierre! They tell me he was a master at fence before
he’d turned eighteen.’’

““Why doesn’t he stay on his porch and defy anyone
to come and get him?’’ asked Tom.

““Wait till you know him as well as I do,”’” was the
servant’s reply. And with that he led the way on to
the sand at the edge of the pines.

The four turned toward camp, stepping more freely
now they were clear of the brush. But before they had
gone ten yards there was the crack of a firearm from
the darkness behind them. A bullet went sereaming
by. Instinctively they jumped. Simmons lurched for-
ward in the soft sand and came down on his knees.

‘““What’s that? Someone shooting?’’ he whispered.

““Yes!”” cried Tom. ‘“‘Get down in the bushes
quick!”’

~All four crouched by a dune, shielded by beach-
grasses. There they lay, waiting, listening.

““You see,”” said Simmons after several minutes,
‘‘there is someone meaning to do us harm. If he
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didn’t mean to hit us he meant to scare us out of our
skins.”’

More minutes they waited. Then Tom cautiously
turned and looked over the rim of the dune. ‘‘I don’t
see anybody. I guess it was a warning not to monkey
with the dynamite gully. I’ll steal along through the
pines till T reach the rocks. You fellows come after
me, one at a time.’’

With plenty of space between them the four slipped
through the woods and came without further adventure
to the headland. In the light of the stars it looked as
if they had their own beach to themselves, but there
“was no telling what might lurk in the forest at its back.

“Tt’s time I was getting up to Mr. Romaine,’’ said
Simmons. ‘“I’ll have something to tell him of this
night’s work. Good-evening, sirs. I don’t know but
what if T was in your place 1’d favor sleeping out on
your boat instead of on the shore.”’

““Oh, we’re all right,’” answered Tom. ‘‘These peo-
ple may be after Mr. Romaine, but they certainly won’t
bother about us.’’

¢“There’s no telling, sir.”’” Simmons shook his head
dubiously. ¢‘That’s the only way to put it. There’s
absolutely no telling. But pleasant dreams to you all,

wherever you be.”’

e
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The man disappeared by the path that led up the
hill. The three mates walked to their piled-up bonfire
and their three hemlock beds. The summer night was
warm, the waves were crooning a gentle lullaby under
the bright stars.

““Well, it is a pretty pickle!’’ said Stephen. ‘‘Who
would ever have thought we’d run into anything like
this on the coast of Maine? Talk about your adven-
tures!”’

‘““We don’t have to make ’em up for Roddy, do we?”’
said Tom. *‘‘Got our hands full without half trying.’’

Rodney grunted. ¢‘Dynamite and shooting! I won-
der if it was Ben Craddock who took that shot at us?”’

““The old scamp!’’ exclaimed Stephen.

““And yet— I don’t see how it could have been,’’
Rodney continued. “‘It didn’t look to me as if he had
a pistol with him when he was talking to us here.”’

‘‘Pistols don’t take up much room,”” said Tom.
“‘They make them very small nowadays.’’

“‘But why would he shoot at us?’’ Rodney objected.
‘““He knows what we’re doing here—that we’re only
spending the night.”’

‘““Maybe it wasn’t us he meant to frighten,”’ sug-
gested Stephen. ‘‘Maybe it was his nibs, old Sim-
mons.’’
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““Do you believe all that yarn Simmons told us about
Mr. Romaine?’’ asked Tom.

“Of course I do,”” said Rodney. ‘‘He isn’t clever
enough to make up such a story, and besides, it fits in
with everything Mr. Romaine told us himself.”’

““Yes,”” Tom admitted. ¢‘Well, if it’s true, then all
I can say is that it’s the queerest mess I ever heard of.
And Simmons is scared of what these people may do
to his master.”’

“‘Oh, he’s scared all right,’’ agreed Stephen.

““And I think he’s got every right to be,”’ Rod-
ney declared positively. ‘I like old Simmons and
I like Mr. Romaine, and I wish we could help them
out.”’

“‘That’s how I feel,”” said Tom. ‘‘But I'm hanged
if I can see how we’re going to do it.”’

They were standing about the pile of firewood while
they talked. Now Rodney drew his box of matches
from his poocket and struck a light. He stooped and
carefully held the match to some dry grass and shav-
ings that were tucked under the wood.

As the little flames began to shoot up he nursed them
with his ecap. Soon the driftwood had caught and the
fire sent a circle of light over the sand. Rodney
walked around the pile, pushing the logs and
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branches into place. Suddenly he gave an exclama-

tion. ‘‘Hello! What’s this? What the dickens is
this? Somebody’s been here!’’

““Where?’’ cried Stephen.

Rodney was pointing to a stick stuck into the sand
several feet from the bonfire on the ocean side. The
top of the stick was split and held a piece of paper.
Rodney pulled out the paper and unfolded it. ‘¢ ‘You
fellers had better be on your way in the morning,’ ’’ he
read aloud. ‘‘ ‘It won’t do you any good to stay
round this island.”’ > To make sure of the message
he read it over again.

“Well!”” exclaimed Stephen. ‘“What do you say to
that! Of all the nervy notes!’’ :

““Somebody doesn’t want us around here,”” Tom
stated judicially. ¢‘It certainly isn’t Mr. Romaine or
Simmons. Do you suppose it’s Ben Craddock?”’

¢‘I think it’s the same one who fired that shot,’’ said
Rodney. ““But I’'m not certain it was Craddock.
There are some other people mixed up in this.’’

“If you ask me, I’'d say it was Mr. Romaine’s
enemies,’”’ volunteered Stephen. ¢‘They don’t want
us around here when they try to pull off their attack
on him.”’ -

Rodney crumpled up the paper and threw it into
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the fire. ‘“Well, how about it, fellows? What are
we going to do?”’

“I vote to stick it out,”’ declared Stephen. ¢Of
course we’re off on a cruise; but I don’t like to be
scared away by anybody.’’

Tom nodded vigorously. ‘‘Same way I feel. Let
’em come and drive us off if they can!’’

“Fine!”’ chuckled Rodney. ‘‘I vote for that too.
They won’t do anything to-night, and in the morn-
ing we can see what’s doing.”’

““Want to bunk on the Penguin or ashore?’’ asked
Tom.

““We’ll bunk right here,”’ declared Stephen. He
looked around at the ledge of rock, at the bushes
and pines, at all the island that was beyond the light
of the fire. ““We’ll stay right here!’’ he announced,
as if he was giving warning to anyone who might be
hiding there.

They fixed the fire for the night, they lay down on
their beds of boughs. Warm and comfortable, they
looked up at the great expanse of sky, pricked out
with stars innumerable. Far away over the water
was a revolving light, one long gleam, then a space,
then three short flashes. KExcept for the murmur of
water the night was very still.
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Yet none of the three fell asleep at once. So many

things had happened since they had landed on the
island that afternoon! So many more things might
happen before they left it! Yet in time the waves
lulled them into drowsiness, and before the late moon
rose the crew of the Penguin were in the land of Nod.
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THE MEN ON THE DOCK

HE three mates slept till the sun was well up in
T the sky, then took a morning swim in the cold
water, and breakfasted on the beach. Some of the
sense of mystery of the night before had worn off
in the sunlight; the island, in spite of its secrets, ap-
peared as quiet and safe as any other part of the
coast they had cruised along. They joked about Sim-
mons and Craddock, the dynamite sign and even the
pistol shot, as they ate their bacon and drank their
coffee in comfort on the sand. ‘‘I’d have half a mind
to sail away in the good old Penguin,”” said Tom, ‘‘if it
wasn’t for that blooming note warning us to leave.’’

““We can’t take a dare like that,’’ Stephen declared.
““We might go out in the boat for the day, but we
ought to stick around here for a couple of nights at
least.”’

Rodney nodded. ‘I don’t want to go till I know
more about this business. You don’t run into such an

adventure every day.”’
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‘“‘Spoken like a true scout!’’ said Stephen. ‘‘Rod-
dy’s right. What do you suggest we do now?”’

‘““Well,”” began the sunburned lad, and cast a
thoughtful glance at the woods behind them.
““Well—’’ he started again. ‘‘Hello, here comes Mr.
Romaine.”’

Romaine appeared in the path that led up to his
cottage. He was dressed in white flannels, with white
shoes and a Panama hat. He waved his hand to the
campers and came hastening up. ‘‘Good morning,
friends. I hope you slept well. No ghosts or hob-
goblins disturbed you in the night?”’

““Did Simmons tell you what happened?’’ asked
Stephen.

‘““Yes, the good Simmons reported everything. A
wonderful man, Simmons; though possibly a trifle
slow-witted at times. Very English, Simmons; thor-
ough-going and all that. But when it comes to using
a delicate hand, well, I fancy that Simmons has more
thumbs than fingers. Very reliable, however, and de-
voted to his master. And what can a master ask
more?’’ |

‘“He thinks you take too many risks,”’ said Rod-
ney.

The man in white flannels smiled gaily. ¢ Ah, but
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what is life worth without its risks? Now I fancy
that it’s a love of adventure that has kept you three
here.”’

““I guess it is,”” Tom conceded. *‘‘After Simmons
left us last night we found a note stuck on a stick near
our pile of firewood. The note warned us not to stay
around here.”’

““‘There, you see!’’ cried Romaine. ‘‘And in spite
of the note you are staying around here this morning.
I think we are birds of a feather, my friends.”” He
sat down on a log, and taking off his hat fanned him-
self with it. ¢‘If there’s danger about, I want to know
where it comes from. 1 don’t want to be caught like a
rat in a trap.”’

““You could easily leave the island,’’ Rodney pointed
out.

¢ And run hither and thither like a frightened rab-
bit?’’ Romaine shook his head. ‘‘No. The wise gen-
eral picks out with care the place where he’ll make his
stand, and then sticks to it. I’ve picked out this
island. It may be a foolish fancy of mine, but I've
determined on it. Refugee Rock, that’s what I call
it. And if anyone wants to get me, let him come and
try to take me here.’’

The three boys nodded their approval. They liked
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this remarkable man better and better the more they
saw of him.

““Well, I must say,’’ Stephen remarked reflectively,
looking out at the Penguin, which was rocking lazily
on the shining water, ‘‘the whole thing’s about as clear
as mud to me. W.e saw that smack yesterday and the
two men on the beach and good old Ben Craddock and
the dynamite sign, and we heard the bullet and found
that message; but how it all goes together I don’t
see. If your ememies are about here, what do you
think they’re up to?’’

Romaine shrugged his shoulders. ‘‘It may seem
ridiculous, but I know nothing more about that than
you do. It’s a pleasant situation, isn’t it?’’ Almost
immediately, however, a serious look chased away the
smile that usually hovered in his eyes. ““I do know
enough about it, though, not to want to be caught
napping. I’d like to have a look at the waterfront
of the old Yankee port of Swannock’s Neck.’’

“We’d be glad to sail you over there,”” Tom sug-
gested.

““That would suit me better than rowing ashore in
my own boat. It’s not so conspicuous.’’

A quarter hour later the Penguin had left the cove
and was rounding the steep wooded heights of the
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island. A dozen other islands, all apparently smaller
than Refugee Rock, dotted the water between that
place and the mainland; and through these Romaine
directed Tom the best course to take.

The fringe of islands protected the little harbor of
Swannock’s Neck. As they approached this village it
appeared to be mainly a long, straggling waterfront,
with three or four lanes of weather-beaten frame
houses rambling inward, topped by a hill on which sat
a white church with a high steeple, and a couple of
other buildings, which might have been school-houses
or other meeting places.

As for the waterfront itself, there was a row of
old, more or less dilapidated wharves and piers, a col-
lection of fishing-boats of assorted sizes and patterns,
and several huddles of old boathouses, warehouses
and chandlers’ shops. There were few people about,
those to be seen were chiefly men working over nets
or dories on the floats or on the shingles between the

wharves.

“They tell me this used to be quite a place in the
old ship-building days,’’ said Romaine, ‘‘but it’s pretty
much gone to seed now. Fair sized vessels put in
occasionally for cargoes of lumber. There’s one of
them, that schooner low in the water. There’s a float
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I use just in front of the barn with the rooster wind-
vane.’’

Tom made for the float, and brought the Penguin
neatly up to the dock. The four climbed ashore and
made their craft safe. ‘“Now we’re here,’’ said Tom,
“I'd like to lay in a few provisions. Where can I
find a store?”’

‘“That funny old pitched-roof place with the gilt
gign.”” Romaine pointed it out. ‘It looks about
ready to fall to pieces, but they sell good stuff. Sup-
pose we divide forces.”” He looked at Rodney.
‘““How’d you like to come with me? I thought we might
happen to meet Craddock, and you eould introduce
me.’”’

““Sure thing,”” said Rodney. ‘‘I’d like another
chance to talk to that fellow.”’

Stephen and Tom went up the street in the direc-
tion of the store, and Romaine and Rodney sauntered
along the wharves. There was no one to stare at
them, the occasional man they passed, busy with boat
or net, simply cast them a glance and went on with
his work. ‘‘A delightful place,”” said Romaine, ¢‘so
quiet, so contented. But you’ll notice we don’t see
many young men about here; they all go to the cities.’’

Swannock’s Neck was so very quiet that Rodney
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didn’t see how Romaine could possibly expect to pick
up any information. The boats were interesting, how-
ever, and so were the old storehouses, most of them
with battered signs and odd-looking junk visible at
the doors and windows.

Romaine was inquisitive. He wanted to poke his
nose into the chandlers’ shops, to stop and look at the
collections of things that had to do with ships; sev-
eral times he snooped through the little alleys that
ran back from the shore. ‘I love the smell of tur-
pentine and tar,’’ he explained, ‘‘and I’'m always look-
ing for the old figureheads of ships that sail the seas
no more, beautiful mermaids and such amphibious
creatures that have lost their paint and grown a
golden-green from salt. Ah, now here’s such an old
lumber loft. Let’s see if we can’t discover some treas-
ure.’’

They had come to this particular place by an alley.
A rusted anchor stood outside the door, leaning against
the post, as if the ramshackle old shed needed such as-
sistance to keep it from being blown away in the win-
ter northeasters. Inside was the pungent odor of
oakum. The two went in, and found themselves
surrounded by a collection of sea-junk. Romaine gave
murmurs of delight as he prowled about. Rodney, less
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interested in such things, went over to the cobwebbed
window, which had two panes missing.

The window gave on to the water and Rodney could
see the low sides of the schooner that Romaine had
pointed out as they neared the town. The wash of the
crew was flapping in the wind; a young fellow, in
dirty white duck trousers and a blue shirt, was empty-
ing a pail over the rail. As Rodney watched he saw
a couple of men come down from the bow and step
ashore. They strolled along, and then stopped to look
back. A third man, on board the schooner, had hailed
them, and they were waiting for him.

Rodney caught a sharp exclamation at his shoulder.
¢“Ah,’’ whistled Romaine, ‘‘I was right, I was right!’’

““What’s the matter?’’ asked Rodney.

For answer his companion nodded toward the
schooner. ‘‘The gentlemen outside there. They are
the matter; and matter enough, if anyone should ask
you.”’ :

Rodney had already been interested in the two men

who had come ashore from the schooner; now he re-

garded them more closely. The nearer one was tall,

with a black beard and big bushy black eyebrows that

stood out in striking contrast to his rather pale, olive-

hued face. Clearly he was not from New England ; his
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curious slanting eyes, the constant gestures he made

with his hands, his shoulders, and even his head, and
his costume all spoke of the foreigner. His cap was
of dark cloth and very baggy and loose; his long coat,
the same bottle-green as his trousers, was open, and
revealed a red waistcoat; his boots were of russet
leather and had checked cloth tops. There was noth-
ing about him that looked like the sailor, though he
might perhaps have been the captain, dressed in his
shore clothes.

His companion was fat and ruddy, a strutting little
fellow in a blue flannel suit and a white canvas cap.
" He was smoking a short black pipe, which he kept
tucked in a corner of his mouth, and he talked with-
out taking it from between his teeth.

““That fellow,”” muttered Romaine, pointing at the
smoker, ‘‘is Nicholas Veedol, once public-house keeper,
and now goodness knows what.”’

The third man had by this time joined the other
two. He wore sailor’s clothes, was dark and cat-like
in motion, and his face expressed more intelligence
than either that of Veedol or the bearded man. Im-
mediately he began to talk, and Rodney caught the
thick, guttural phrases.

¢Three of a kind!’’ whispered Romaine. ‘‘The last
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fellow is Paul Disdoff. I don’t know the name of the
tall one. Three fine rascals, friend Rodney. And
what do you suppose they are doing here?’”’ Romaine
gave a chuckle. ‘‘Looking for me! They’ve come a
long way to find me. How I would like to introduce
my bonny Lady Isabelle to them!’’

‘““Who’s she?’’ asked Rodney.

“‘Lady Isabelle? Why, she’s my bright and shin-
ing rapier. I should take Disdoff first, and pink him
on the cheek by way of salutation. Then I would
press each button on his jacket,—delicately, of course,
“but so he would feel the pressure. And then I would
give him his choice of jumping into the sea or being
carved like a fowl. As to fat Nicholas Veedol, he
would be simply a pin-cushion for my lady. The third?
Well, he has a long arm; with a sword in his hand he
might prove interesting. Ah, what are they saying?’’
Romaine pressed close to the window. ¢‘I think I
caught my name.”’ |

The big man was gesticulating. Veedol shook his
head and glanced about. Romaine pulled Rodney
down to the floor. ‘‘They might see us,’’ he whispered.

The two in the shed crouched, while Romaine cau-
tiously peeped at the men outside. Presently he stood
up. ‘‘They’re moving on,”’ he announced. ‘I won-
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dered about that schooner as soon as I laid eyes on
her, and I marked this house as just about opposite.
Well, at least I know more than I did before. And
now tell me, were any of those three the fishermen
you saw on the island yesterday?”’

‘“No. I’m sure of that.”’

““Ah, that’s interesting. Then perhaps the fisher-
men were innocent visitors after all.’’

‘“It looks very much as if they knew of that place
with the dynamite sign,’’ said Rodney.

Romaine sat down on a barrel, and for several min-
utes regarded the tips of his white shoes in thought-
ful silence. ‘‘If only I could contrive to get these
three to visit me at my cottage when I’'m ready for
them. The difficulty is that they have brains; at least
one of them may have. Always remember in an af-
fair like this, friend Rodney, that our opponents may
have just as good brains as we have ourselves. It’s
difficult to think that, but it pays in the long run.”’

““It seems to me,’’ said Rodney, ‘“‘that if you really
believe that those men are plotting to do you some
harm, the right thing to do is to go to some officer
of the law and tell him your suspicions. He might
have them arrested, or warned away, or something.’’

“Tut, tut! my dear fellow!”” Romaine shook his
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ﬁnger playfully at his ecompanion. ‘‘I’'m afraid you
take the same matter-of-fact view of things that the
good Simmons does. I shouldn’t have expected that
of one of your age and adventurous disposition. Sup-
pose I went to an officer of the law and did as you
suggest; I wouldn’t have a single bit of proof that
these three fellows meant to do any harm to any-
body. I know why they’re here; but I couldn’t possi-
bly convince him that my opinion was right. They’re
not exactly what you’d call well-dressed gentlemen;
but then that’s true of a great many other people. In
his eyes they would probably be merely three foreign-
ers, who happened to have come to Swannock’s Neck
on board a sailing-vessel. Put yourself in his place,
Rodney. Isn’t that so?”’

“Yes, 1 suppose 80,”” Rodney admitted doubtfully.
“But still—

‘““But still you believe in my story.”” Romaine
Jumped up and clapped his friend on the shoulder.
““That’s right! Iknowyoudo! Well, now I think we
might leave this musty museum and take a breath
of fresh air.”’

They went out the back way, up the little alley,
and soon Romaine turned between two sheds on to
the waterfront. From here they had a good view of
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the fore part of the schooner; but beyond noticing
that her paint was greatly in need of serubbing they
could draw little information from her looks. “‘It’s
no use to go on board,”” said Romaine. ‘‘In fact
that’s the last thing I should think of doing. Sup-
pose we go back up through the village. That’ll give
us a chance to dodge if we see those three rascals.’’

““They don’t know me,’”” said Rodney. ‘‘I’ll go
along by the water and meet you where we left the
Penguin.”’

‘““As you say. Keep your eyes open. But I fancy
that’s unnecessary advice to an American.’’

Romaine turned away, and Rodney went on by him-
self. He eyed the man with the pail on the schooner’s
deck, and saw that the latter had now stopped his
work and was leaning, half-asleep, against the taffrail.
‘When he reached the stern he casually observed the
vessel’s name. She was the William Howitt of New
York. There was nothing odd about that; in fact
there was nothing unusual about the schooner at all,
barring the three men who had come ashore from
her. Then, as he turned again he suddenly found
himself confronted by the big man in the bottle green
clothes. The man had just stepped out from a shop
and was holding an open map in his hands.
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Rodney regarded the big man curiously. His in-
terest was so apparent that the other stopped and
made a snarling noise that sounded like ‘‘Hein?”’

For a second Rodney stared; then said, ‘“Oh! Is
that your ship out there?’’

The big man glowered, stared at Rodney, in his turn,
and then, with a marked foreign accent, answered,
““Yes, she’s my ship. Bound to Halifax with hides.
‘Why do you want to know?’’

““Oh, nothing. She seemed such a big ship to put
into such a small place as this.”’

‘““Hein?’’ snarled the man again. ‘‘That’s our busi-
ness.’’

““Of course it is,”” smiled Rodney. ‘I hope you
didn’t mind my asking the question.”’

The other relented; his black eyes, under their big,
bushy brows, softened; and he nodded. ‘‘You live
here? Nice place. First class harbor.”’

““No, I don’t live here. I’'m just a visitor, like your-
self.”’

‘‘Ha, a visitor. You have friends? On the shore?
Or the islands perhaps?’’ The big man’s eyes looked
out at the fringe of islands, in the direction of Refugee
Rock, the top of which could just be seen from where
they were standing.
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Rodney thought he had talked enough. He shook
his head and smiled. ‘“Good day,” he said, and
strolled on. Not until he was a hundred yards away
did he stop and look back. The man in bottle green
was still standing in front of the shop, studying his
map.

‘“‘Hello!’’ sang out a voice from the beach. ‘‘What
do you make of that feller?’’

Rodney glanced round. On an overturned dory be-
fore him sat Benjamin Craddock, and he was point-
ing at the big, bearded man. |

““What do you make of him yourself?”’ Rodney
retorted.

‘“‘Come down here while I teli you,’’ was Craddock’s
answer. ‘‘There’s no good shouting when you talk
of other folks. I’ve got something might interest you
to know.”’
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RADDOCK had his little black pipe in his mouth
C and continued to puff away at it while Rodney
jumped down from the embankment and joined him
at the overturned dory. The fisherman looked
extraordinarily wise. He was gazing, through puck-
ered eyelids, at, the schooner William How:itt, and
seratching his bearded cheek with the nail of his fore-
finger. For several minutes after Rodney came up
to him Craddock sat silent; then he took the pipe from
his mouth and rubbed the shiny bowl against his faded
coat-sleeve. ‘‘By golly!’’ he said. ‘‘It beats all what
men’ll do for a little silver!”’

““Do yeu mean that big man with the beard?’’ Rod-
ney asked.

Instead of answering that question Craddock asked
another. ‘“What did he say to you? I saw you two
talking.’’

““You couldn’t get very much from what he said.
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He belongs to that ship, and she’s bound for Halifax
with hides. I think he’s a Russian.”’

Craddock nodded slowly. ‘“Well, I was up in the
store there—Bill Jenkins’ store—the one he just came
out of ; and that fellow came in with two mates. They
asked a powerful lot of questions; all about the islands
round here, and who lived on them. Bill’s a pretty
good talker himself, he told them a heap more than
I’d have told them. And as near as I could make out
they’re mightily interested in the man who’s living
in the cottage over on the island where you’re camp-
ing. Know that man, do you?”’

Craddock glanced quickly at Rodney, so quickly in
fact that the latter had no chance to evade the ques-
tion. ‘“Why yes, I know him.”” .

“Seems like a right nice fellow, quiet and minds
his own business.’’

Rodney nodded.

““Now what is it those three men from that schooner
want over on your island?’’

Rodney laughed; the question was fired at him with
point-blank directness. ‘‘I thought you had some-
thing to tell me,’’ he said, ‘‘but you’re only asking
questions.”’

Craddock’s peering eyes grew less intense. He put

77




REFUGEE ROCK

his hand on Rodney’s knee in a conciliatory fashion.
“It’s no good they’re up to. I’'m moral sure of that.
I’ve known sailormen for a heap o’ years, and those
three aren’t the proper kind, my boy. They’re land
sharks, they are. It might be well to let your friend
know they’re after him.’’

““I shouldn’t wonder if he did know. He’s over
here somewhere. He came over in our boat.”’

““Hm,”” said Craddock, and again he gazed along
the waterfront at the William Howitt. ‘I wonder if
it’s a matter of holding him for a ransom.’’

““I don’t know any more about that than you,’”’ an-
swered Rodney.

Craddock pondered for several minutes more, then
stuck his pipe in his pocket and stood up. ‘‘I want
to have a look at that place of his. T haven’t been up
to that cottage for a long time.”’

““You’d better tell him then. He doesn’t like to
have strangers come prowling about.”’

““I’'m no stranger. Everybody in this here village
knows me.”’

““Oh, I’'m sure it would be all right if he knew why
you were going out there,”” Rodney hastened to add.
“If you’ll come along with me we’ll find him. He’s
probably waiting down at the Penguin now.’’
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But neither Pierre Romaine nor Tom nor Stephen
nor even the Penguin herself, were waiting at the
float. There was no sign anywhere of the smart look-
ing knockabout; only the native, Swannock’s Neck
variety of boat, craft in need of fresh paint, and new
sails, and general overhauling, were visible in the
neighborhood.

‘“‘Hello,”’ said Rodney, ‘‘that’s funny! I’'m sure
this is where we left her.”’

A very ragged small boy was lying flat on the
float, dangling a fish-line over the edge, his face so
close to the water that he seemed to be watching
the fish swimming around his bait. At the sound of
Rodney’s voice he screwed his head around. ‘‘Them
friends o’ yours give me a nickel to tell you they
couldn’t wait no longer. They said they’d be sendin’
over for you bimeby.”” The urchin looked down into

the water again.

¢““What was their hurry?’’ said Rodney. ¢‘I haven’t
been so slow.”’

“Dunno,’’ answered the urchin without moving.

¢‘Something must have happened. I don’t under-
stand it.”” Rodney glanced at Craddock. ‘‘It wasn’t
that bearded fellow that frightened them off. Do
you suppose it was his two pals?’’
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““My boat’s here,”’ answered the fisherman. ‘1’1l
take you over to the island, and we’ll find out quick
enough.”’

Craddock’s dory, smelling strongly of fish, wheezing
loudly as to its engine, was soon chug-chugging out
from the harbor, and poking its cocky bow through the
channel between islands and rocks. Rodney, sitting
beside the owner in the stern, wondered that the loud
vibrations of the motor hadn’t driven every fish and
lobster away from that part of the coast.

The fisherman knew the little port on the west side
of Refugee Rock where Romaine kept his own boat.
He ran his craft in there and tied her up to the single
plank pier that jutted out into the water. ¢‘There’s
the path up to the house,’’ he said, pointing to a trail
between juniper bushes. ‘‘I used to come over
here with fish pretty nigh every week some years
ago.”’

They followed the trail in its winding ascent up to
the plateau and the cottage. Dan, the colored boy,
was peeling potatoes at the back door and throwing
the skins to Caesar, who pounced on each one as if
it had been a mouse. ‘What you want ’round here?’’
demanded Dan; and then, recognizing Rodney, he
showed all his teeth in a wide grin. ¢‘Mistah Pierre he
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done go ’way this mornin’., I dunno when he’ll be

back.”’

““We’ll wait,”” said Rodney. ¢‘Is Simmons in the
house ?”’

“I reckon he is, sah. Jest step in at the door an’
you’ll find him.”’

Rodney and Craddock went in at the back door,
traversed a passage, and came into a good-sized liv-
ing room that ran the width of the cottage. In one
corner of this room stood a dinner table, set for the
next meal. Simmons was sitting at the table, reading
a big book spread open before him.

““Good morning,’”’ said Rodney. ‘‘We wanted to
see Mr. Romaine, but Dan says he hasn’t got back
yet.”’

Simmons regarded Craddock with evident suspi-
cion, and Rodney hastened to explain who his com-
panion was. Then he told what he knew of Romaine’s
doings that morning.

Simmons kept shaking his head. ‘I don’t like it, sir.
No, I don’t fancy it at all. Mr. Romaine jumping
about this way, and me not knowing what to expect
next. I’ve been reading history, and though I dare
say it’s all very well in its way, I must say that
the more I learn of strange places and strange people
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the less I fancy them. I do wish we were safe back in
- England, where nothing oncommon happens.’’

““Oh, come now,’’ said Rodney, with a laugh. ‘‘Mr.
Pierre has a lot of good friends here. Mr. Craddock
wants to help him, and there isn’t much that goes on
around here that he doesn’t know about. He’s told
me 8o himself.”’

““Well,”” Craddock spoke up cautiously, ‘“I know
what goes on most of the time, but I've got to admit
that I’'m a bit baffled right now. Them men in the
schooner and a couple of other things—’’ He shook
his head, and, as if magnetized by the action, Simmons
also started again to shake his head very doubtfully.

‘‘Come, come,’’ said Rodney, ‘I won’t be scared by
you two. Let those fellows come. We can take care
of them.’’

““Man to man we could,”” Simmons agreed.
‘‘There’s no man living could stand up to Mr. Ro-
maine with a sword in his hand, and I’m not so slow
at using my fists myself. But who’s to tell what these
people have got in their minds.’’

“Well, maybe we’ll find out soon.”” Rodney turned
to the front door. ‘““You go on with your reading.
Mr. Craddock and I will sit out on the porch till Mr.
Romaine gets back.’’
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The two ensconced themselves in the big wicker
porch chairs and looked out at the ocean, where dis- -
tant white sails shone like points of silver in the
sun. (Craddock began to spin yarns, and Rodney lis-
tened, at first alert, then more drowsily, as the fisher-
man’s deep voice rumbled on.

For an hour or more they waited, then Simmons
appeared. ‘‘It’s past luncheon time,’”’ he said. ‘I
thought perhaps you would care for a bite to eat.”’

““That’s a bully thought, Simmons.’”” Rodney
sprang up. ‘It seems ages since breakfast. Lead
us to the feast.”’

They sat down at the table and Simmons provided
them with a cold lunch.

Afterwards they returned to the porch again. ‘‘I’m
going to have a look round,’’ said Craddock. ‘‘You
stay up here. I’ll be back pretty soon.’””

““All right.”” Rodney threw himself down on a
swinging seat, curled up his legs, and was sound
asleep before the tall figure of the fisherman had dis-
appeared behind the grove of pines.

Presently he became dimly aware that something
soft and warm was moving slowly back and forth
across one of his legs. He opened his eyes and found
Caesar rubbing against him. Now the dog thrust his
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nose into Rodney’s palm and began licking his fin-
gers.

Rodney lay there, wondering how long he had been
asleep and what had become of Stephen, Tom, and Mr.
Romaine. The cottage and the hill top were per-
fectly quiet. Twisting his head, he could see nothing
moving nearer than a couple of white-winged ships
far out on the ocean.

Could it be that his two mates and his new friend
had got into some sort of trouble? He sat up, and
gently pushed Caesar off the seat. Immediately the
dog looked up at him and then pointed his nose in the
opposite direction. ‘‘So you’ve got something to show
me, have you, old sport?’’ said Rodney. ‘‘Well, go
to it. I’ll come along.”’

Caesar led the way down the steps and round the
cottage. Some fifty yards behind the house was a
level stretch that had once been used as a tennis
court. Here Simmons and Dan were hopping about
like a pair of jumping-jacks. Rodney stopped, stared,
then began to laugh. The colored boy and the solemn
English servant were apparently fighting a duel 1n
deadly earnest with swords made of wood.

The fighters were very intense and perfectly silent.
Simmons had his left arm raised in the manner most
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approved for fencers and was slowly pivoting round,
while Dan, circling about him, was trying to hit the
Englishman’s shins with his blunt-ended sword. Sim-
mons guarded his legs, and now and then lunged for-
ward at Dan, but always so slowly that the latter had
plenty of time to jump away, which he did in a crouch-
ing fashion that resembled a cat with an arched
back.

“Fine! Fine!”’ cried Rodney, shaking with laugh-
ter.

Instantly Caesar darted forward, leaped on the duel-
ling-field, and butted his head at Simmons’ legs from
the rear. The Englishman came down on his knees
in a most undignified posture.

““Hold on, Dan!”’ cried Rodney. ‘“Caesar didn’t
play fair.”’

The colored boy turned about, his face shiny with
his exertions. “‘I wasn’t goin’ to hurt him. We-all
was jest pretendin’. Mistah Simmons was learnin’ me
to fight like Mistah Pierre.’’

Simmons rose from his knees, his expression some-
what abashed. “I am trying to train Daniel in the
art of self-defense, as it is practised by gentlemen in
Europe. Incidentally it is a splendid way to keep
oneself fit.”’
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““Why, I thought you two were trying to hack each
other to pieces,’”” chuckled Rodney. ¢‘‘Those swords
look pretty dangerous.”’

“Oh, no, sir,”’ said Simmons, as solemn as ever.
““You will observe they have no sharp points, and we
make it a rule never to strike at each other above the
waist. The worst that could happen would be a few
bruises about the legs.”’

““Well, I’ll take your word for it,”’ said Rodney.
‘‘I’ve been snoozing out there on the porch. What
time is it?”’

“It must be about four,’”” answered Simmons.
““And no sign yet of Mr. Pierre. I’m beginning to
get uneasy.’’

“And Craddock has disappeared too. I think I’ll
take a look round the island.”’

Rodney set off for the shore, but instead of going
by the path to the south, as he and his friends had
gone the day before, he kept off to the north. There
was no path here, the ground was covered with juniper
and bay, growing close to the rock-ledges and easy to
make one’s way through. He soon found that the
island fell away to the sea in gullies, and that each gully
made a fairly good hiding-place. The only alterna-
tive to following a gully was to climb down over the
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cliffs, and these were so steep as to be most unin-
viting.

Making his way through one of these little gorges
he presently came to the water at a point some dis-
tance to the north of where they had camped the night
before. He went south on the beach, and as he rounded
the next headland saw to his surprise that an empty
dory was pulled up on the sand. The boat looked ex-
actly like the one they had seen the previous after-
noon. Rodney stopped to take his bearings. Yes,
there .to the right was the place where he and Tom,
Stephen and Simmons, had pushed through the bushes
and found the dynamite sign.

The men must have come again. Perhaps they were
even now somewhere in the ravine that led to the
rock with the opening. Noiselessly he stole to the
edge of the bushes.

There was nothing to be seen or heard. Presently
he wedged his way in a little further.

Patiently he waited. Then again he pushed on.

Parting the bushes he looked up the gulley. He
caught sight of something moving; it was a man’s
coat. Now he saw that the man was Craddock, and
that he also was apparently working his way quietly
inland.
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Rodney whistled. He saw Craddock stop quickly
and' glance back. Rodney waved his hand. \

Craddock was going on again. Rodney hurried to
catch up with him, but a bush tangled about his feet
tripped him. He fell forward and his knee struck a
sharp rock. The pain made him catch his breath; he
sat on the ground, rubbing his wounded knee and
muttering.

Then, to his great surprise, a hand seized him by the
shoulder and pulled him over sprawling on his back.
He started to yell, but another hand, big and smelling
of tar, was clapped down on his mouth. ‘‘Shut up,
you young rascal! Shut up!’”’ muttered a voice.
““ Another squeal from you, an’ I’ll teach you better
manners!’’

Rodney perforce kept quiet. He realized that a
man had come up back of him along the gulley and
that this man had him at a disadvantage. He made
no effort to struggle, and his captor, after scowling
down into his face, removed his hand from his prison-
er’s mouth. ' '

““Now you get on your hind feet an’ come along
with me,”’ ordered the man. ‘“But I give you fair
warning, gnother squeal from you or any monkey
business an’ I’ll sit on you like a ton o’ bricks.’’
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Rodney forgot the cut on his knee. He stood up,
helped by the man, who still kept a tight grip on
his arm.

The man pushed Rodney in front of him back along
the ravine. The footing was none of the best, and the
hand on his sunburned arm made Rodney squirm; but
he kept his mouth shut. He had no chance to won-
der about the man or plan what he should do; progress
through the bushes and over the rocks claimed all his
attention. '

““There,’’ said the man, and shoved his prisoner out
on the beach. ‘‘Now you stand right still, an’ don’t
make a hullaballoo. 1’1l tend to all the noises.”’

The man put two fingers in his mouth and gave a
whistle. Within a minute a couple of other men
emerged from the trees and joined them. In a
few words Rodney’s captor explained what had hap-
pened.

““An’ we told them to keep away from here!’’ the
captor concluded. ‘‘Looks to me like we ought to teach
’em a lesson.’”’

““Just as you say, Jim,”” said one of the others.
““We cert’nly don’t want ’em around here for a day
or two.”’

““There’s room for him in the smack,’’ Jim con-
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tinued. ‘‘An’ that’ll show the rest of ’em we don’t -
mean to be spied on.’’

“‘Suits me,’’ said the third man.

““Good enough.’’ . Jim eyed Rodney with a menacing
look. ‘“We told you fellows we didn’t want you
around here. Now if you go along quiet with us
there’ll be no harm coming to you. But if you
don’t—’’ His expression made his meaning per-
fectly clear.

““All right,”’ said Rodney. ¢‘I’ll do what you say.
Only please don’t grip my arm again. It’s sore as
blazes.”’

Jim grinned. ‘‘You’re a young sailor. Sunburn
don’t mean nothing to me. But I won’t touch you
if you act like a gentleman.”’

And, acting like a gentleman and a good sport, Rod-
ney went with the men down to the dory. When it was
pushed out into the water he climbed aboard. With
two men at the oars the boat was soon pulling away
from the island.
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VII
ABOARD THE SMACK

ODNEY was leaning on the rail of a small-sized
R fishing smack, the kind that is built to withstand
the gales of the North Atlantic Ocean. Not very far
away was the shore of an island, rocky and studded
with pines, very much like Refugee Rock, only smaller,
and having no sign of any habitation. The dory had
brought him out to the smack after half an hour’s
rowing, and he realized that the vessel on which he
stood must be completely hidden from Pierre Ro-
maine’s cottage. A quieter, more secluded place could
hardly have been found anywhere; the only sound was
the sereaming of gulls as they flew about fishing over
the shallow waters.

It was the long summer twilight, the sea a glitter
of colors, the western sky a constantly shifting and
dissolving kaleidoscope of brilliant hues. The air was
a trifle chill; he was glad he had worn his coat when
he left the Penguin at Swannock’s Neck. His knee
was a bit stiff and his arms and shoulders ached when
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he moved them quickly. But he had nothing to com-
plain of in his treatment by the men who had taken
him prisoner; they had given him a good supper at
the same table with themselves, and had joked with
him pleasantly enough about his knowledge of sailing.

But what were these men up to? There were seven
of them, the three who had come out in the dory and
four who had been on the smack. Two he was sure
were the same men Tom and Stephen and he had seen
the afternoon they landed on the Rock, the fishermen
with whom they had exchanged a few words. They
still appeared to him to be fishermen, all those aboard
the smack, the usual sort of such men with whom he
was quite familiar all along the New England coast.
If they were fishermen, what was it they were doing
that was so mysterious and secret they wanted no one
to watch them? That it had to do with the ravine
that led to the dynamite sign he was certain; he was
also sure that it was one of them who had fired the
shot in the dark.

They were doing something on Refugee Rock that
they wanted no one to know of. Could it be some-
thing connected with Pierre Romaine? If it was it
seemed very odd that as yet they had apparently paid
no attention to him. Did Craddock know something
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about them? Rodney recalled the mystery that Crad-
dock had hinted at when he met the three boys on the
beach the night before; he also remembered that Crad-
dock had left him up at the cottage in order to take a
look around the island and that he had caught sight
of Craddock in the ravine. Craddock had not told
him all he knew, Rodney felt certain of that.

Someone came up to Rodney. ‘‘Howdy, mate,’’ said
a voice. ‘‘What you stewin’ over? You’ve got a
frown on your face big as a hawser.”’

Rodney turned to find a young fellow, one of the
smack’s crew, standing at his elbow. ‘‘Oh, I was just
thinking.’’

““Not lonesome, are you? It’s a swell night.”’

The young fellow was friendly. He had joked with
Rodney at supper and had told him about a little village
in Nova Scotia where he came from. Now he went
on, looking over the water at the shore: ‘‘They don’t
mean no harm to you, matey. They’re not such a bad
lot. You see, we just have to be a mite careful. You
keep your mouth shut and we do the same.”’

Was the sailor going to tell him something?
““Sure,”” said Rodney pleasantly. ‘‘They’ve treated
me all right.”’

“‘There’s a man lives on that island where Jim
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found you, one of these summer visitors—isn’t that
so?”’

Then the sailor was not going to tell him something;
but instead was going to try to pump Rodney for in-
formation. Well, two could play at this business of
being clams. Rodney nodded. “‘Seems to me I did
hear there was some man spending the summer there.”’

The sailor turned, eyed his neighbor for a minute,
and then burst into a laugh that could have been
heard on shore. ‘‘Ohmy! Ohmy! You’re all right,
matey! You don’t mean to loosen up any more than
we do, eh? Well, that’s perfectly square. But you
did look solemni as an owl as you got off that little
speech.”’

Rodney grinned good-naturedly. He and this young
fellow understood each other pretty well.

““My name’s Chris Wilkins,”” said the sailor. ‘I
don’t suppose you mind my knowing yours?’’

Rodney told his name. ‘‘And I was off on a eruise
with a couple of friends when we camped out yester-
day on that island. Funny, isn’t it, that I’'m here on
board your boat to-night and haven’t any idea what’s
become of the others?”’

““You’re like the boy who ran into the wasps’ nest;
he didn’t know what had happened till he got stung.”’
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““It does seem like a wasps’ nest round here,”’ Rod-
ney agreed. ‘‘But there’s an old saying that he laughs
best who laughs last.”’

““That’s so.”” Wilkins’ face suddenly grew sober,
and as he looked away across the water he shook his
head as if dissatisfied at something. Rodney, watch-
ing him, thought that, no matter what mischief the
crew of the smack might be up to, this fellow at least
was not naturally bad.

Night had now come, the gulls had ceased their fish-
ing, the boat was riding quietly on a smooth sea. For
a time Wilkins and Rodney chatted; then the sailor
took his companion down to the forecastle and showed
him his bunk for the night.

Rodney was not sleepy. He had had a good nap that
afternoon on Romaine’s porch, the forecastle was
warm and stuffy, the snoring of the sailors in their
bunks was by no means a lullaby. Moreover he kept
going over and over in his mind possible reasons for
the crew’s presence in these waters and their evident
desire that no one should know what they were doing
there. After a time he slipped out of his bunk, noise-
lessly pulled on his trousers and sneakers, got into his
coat, and climbed the ladder to the deck. KEverything
was still. Standing in the shelter of the deckhouse he
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cautiously looked about; surely there must be a look-
out somewhere. Yes, now he made out the figure of
a man, lounging on the rail to one side of the bow.
The man looked like Jim, and was smoking a pipe.

The only chances of escape were by stealing the
dory or swimming to the little island that lay off the
port bow. The first was out of the question. Possi-
bly foreseeing that their prisoner might try to make
off in the small boat the crew had removed the oars
in Rodney’s presence when they came on board with
him. He had no idea where the oars were now, and
without oars the dory was useless to him. As to swim-
ming—if he tried that it was more than likely that
Jim would see him and threaten him with a pistol
unless he turned back.

Even if he reached the island, what eould he do
then? Most of these places were uninhabited, and it
might be days before he could get anyone to take
him off.

There was no use in trying to escape at present any-
how. But it was far pleasanter on deck than in his
bunk, and so Rodney perched on a pile of rope' and
studied the vast map of the stars.

Low down was a planet, very big and bright. Rod-
ney watched that, and presently from behind a head-

96



ABOARD THE SMACK

land he saw the black outline of a boat. The boat had
a sail; she was skimming lightly along. She seemed
to be about the size and shape of the Penguin.

The boat was heading toward the smack. If she
kept her present course she would come between the
smack and the island. Very much interested, Rodney
stood up and leaned on the rail. He was on the op-
posite side from Jim, and the mast was between them.

Nearer and nearer came the dancing boat. She
was almost off the smack’s bow now. And then the
conviction flashed on Rodney that the sailboat was the
Pengwin, and that Tom and Stephen were out hunting
for him. |

Peering around the mast he saw that Jim also had
observed the other boat.” The man was standing up
straight. He would certainly not give the strangers
a welcome reception. For a couple of minutes Rodney
considered what-he could do; then he picked up the
end of a rope that was lying coiled at his feet, tied
one end tightly to a stanchion and let the rope drop
quietly over the smack’s side.

The sailboat was off the starboard bow now. The
stillness was broken by Jim’s voice. ‘‘Ship ahoy!”’
came the guttural call. He was warning the strangers
that the crew of the smack had seen them. ‘‘Ship
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ahoy!’’ came the answering cry. The voice was un-
doubtedly Tom'’s.

Rodney slid over the rail as lightly as a cat climbs
over a fence. He let himself down the rope hand
over hand until his feet touched the water. From
there he could see that the sailboat had come about,
that she was going to tack in his direction.

““What do you want? Keep off of here!’’ cried
Jim’s voice.

““All right! All right!”’ answered Tom.

Rodney loosened his hold on the rope and slipped
into the water without a splash. He had never swum
in sneakers and clothes before, but the distance was
not great. Noiselessly he struck out for the line the
Penguin must take on this tack.

Jim still stood in the bow of the smack, apparently
satisfied that the knockabout was going to sail away
without further parley. Even had Rodney been swim-
ming directly out from the bow the lookout might not
have seen him, and as it was the man was watching
the sail and not the water off the smack’s stern. The
Penguin held her course, passing the larger boat at a
distance of some thirty yards. And then a voice sang
out from the water, ‘“Hello, Tom! Let me come
aboard!”’
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““Great Scott, it’s Roddy!”’ Round swung the boat
and bobbed up and down on the water.

On the starboard side was a head, only a few yards
away. ‘‘Want any help?’”’ muttered Stephen, leaning
out of the cockpit.

The only answer was a splash. Then a wet hand
caught at the side of the knockabout, and a minute
later Rodney was squirming on board. A couple of
hands helped him up and pulled him over the rail.

There were noises on the smack, a jumble of angry
words and shouts from Jim. The knockabout’s skip-
per paid no attention to them. He brought his craft
instantly into the wind and caught up his former
course. On the Penguin skimmed, leaving the smack
and the yelling lookout farther and farther astern.

““Good old Roddy!” said Tom. ‘‘Who’d have
thought we’d find you swimming round in the water
like a duck?”’

Rodney shook himself, patting his wet clothes with
his hands. ‘‘Why, hello, Mr. Romaine! I didn’t know
you were aboard. Well, well, it’s a real party, isn’t
it?’”’

““You’re right, old fellow, it is!’”’ Romaine gave a
little laugh. ‘“What is it the people around here say?
Oh yes, I remember now. You did that trick as slick
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as a pin. I didn’t hear or see you dive off that
boat.”’ |

“‘Naturally you didn’t,”’ Rodney chuckled. “‘I slid
down a rope and beat it out where I knew the Penguin
would come. I happened to be on deck and heard
Tom’s voice hailing the smack. I’ll bet that fellow
Jim is good and mad now.”’

“You’re a pretty cute kid,”’ said Stephen. ‘‘But
if you’ll take my advice you’ll cut down into the cabin
and get on some dry things. That water isn’t any
warm bath to-night.’’

Rodney went below, stripped, rubbed himself dry and
got into fresh clothes. Meantime the Penguin sailed
along until the smack was only a dot in the distance.

When he came up on deck again the returned ad-
venturer said, ‘‘I know you people are crazy to hear
what I’ve been doing, but I’'m not going to tell you
till I find out what mischief you’ve been up to your-
selves. That was a nice way to treat a fellow—give
him the slip at the village and let him get taken by
pirates!’’

““So it was,’” said Romaine. ‘I owe you a good turn
for that shabby treatment. After I left you this morn-
ing I scouted around through the town, meaning to
keep a safe distance from that chap Nicholas Veedol
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and his friends. I got down to the wharf and found
Tom and Stephen waiting for me. But I’d no more
than boarded the Penguin when Veedol and Disdoff
appeared in the offing. I think they recognized me,
and I didn’t want to have any talk with them there.
So I suggested to Tom that we leave word for you
with a small boy who was fishing on the wharf, and
clear out till those ugly ones went away. Did the
boy tell you?”’

Rodney nodded. ‘‘Yes. I ran into that big bearded
fellow and then I found Craddock on the beach. He
wanted to come out to your island, and when I found
you’d left he brought me out in his boat. We had
lunch at your cottage, and then Craddock started out
for a little exploring.”’

““Well,”” Romaine continued, ‘“when we got back
to Swannock’s Neck the boy said you’d left. So we
went for a eruise round the islands. We had lunch on
board, and must have reached the Rock a little after
you set out from my house. We were on the porch
when Craddock came dashing up, very much excited.
He said he’d seen you kidnapped and carried away
in a dory. So, after it got dark, we decided to try
and locate your whereabouts. We sailed in and out
and roundabout until by good luck we sighted that
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smack. We were going to cruise around near her
and see if we could pick up any information about
you, when lo and behold, we picked you up from the
sea. That’s all my yarn.”’

Rodney told his adventures. ‘‘It sounds pretty
stupid, I must admit,”” he concluded, ‘“but I didn’t
learn anything at all about what those men are do-
ing. I'm sure it’s something crooked, but I haven’t
the least idea what it is.”’

‘““And you a detective!’’ said Stephen.

““Well, the plot thickens,”’” said Romaine. ‘It ap-
pears we have two sets of unwelcome visitors hanging
around my quiet island home.’’

Soon they sighted the Rock and headed for Ro-
maine’s landing-place on the western side. “‘You
three are to come up and sleep in my house,’’ said the
young man, ‘‘We've got a good deal to talk over.”’
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VIII
A NIGHT’S ADVENTURE

T was just about midnight when the Penguin
I docked, and a short time afterwards that the four
started up the path toward the cottage. Romaine took
the lead, for the trail was not very well marked. Soon
the lapping water was below them, and they had come
to the edge of the platean. |

The path brought up at the rear of the house, at one
end of the level stretch that had once been a tennis-
court, and where Rodney had come upon Simmons and
Dan fencing that afternoon. Pines made a wind shield
here, growing in a semi-circle that prevented one see-
ing the house until one was almost on it. But as the
four came up through the woods they heard a dog
barking, and when they reached the edge of the clear-
ing they saw Caesar running back and forth and send-
ing out loud challenging howls into the night.

Pierre Romaine stopped, and gave a low, caution-
ing murmur.

Caesar stood still, his tail wagging violently. Then
again he dashed forth, barking furiously. Soon he
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stopped at the foot of the back steps, and the watchers
could see that he was fairly bristling with indigna-
tion.

In the starlight a stick flew through the air, aimed
at the dog by someone in the woods to the south of
the steps. Caesar’s answer was a yelp that made his
other howls sound like whispers.

‘““Hello!”’ muttered Romaine. ‘‘What does that
mean?’’

‘““Where’s Simmons?’’ whispered Tom. ¢‘‘He and
Dan must have heard the racket.”’

“‘Dan can sleep through ’most anything,’’ Romaine
murmured. ‘‘Look at that blessed dog now! He’s
running straight at the place where the stick came
from!”’

Caesar was charging his hidden enemy, but just be-
fore he reached the pines three shapes emerged, each
armed with a stick, and it looked as if the poor dog
was in for a sound beating. Before the three could
get around him, however, the back door of the house
opened and Simmons appeared on the step. ‘‘Here,
Caesar, here!’’ he called out.

The answer was a loud yelp as the dog dodged a
blow from a club.

““I say, hold on there!’’ Simmons cried, as he saw
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what was going on. ‘“Don’t you touch that dog!
What are you doing here?’’

One of the shapes, a big, bearded fellow, stepped for-
ward. ‘‘Call off your dog, man,’”” he said. ‘We’ve
come on a matter of business.’’

‘‘Aha, that’s our friend of the schooner,”” Romaine
whispered. ‘“‘Don’t I wish I had my good Isabelle in
my hand!”’ '

““A matter of business at midnight?’’ Simmons
snorted. ‘‘What do you mean by waking honest peo-
ple out of their sleep this way?”’

““Yes, a matter of business with the man who lives
in this house,’’ came the stubborn response. ‘‘You
go tell him there are three friends to see him.”’

By now the speaker and his two companions had
walked forward. Caesar, making a circle, had joined
Simmons at the steps and stood there, alert from
nose to tail, growling like distant, intermittent thun-
der.

¢“T shall do nothing of the kind,’’ the English servant
said positively. ‘‘Friends indeed! Friends don’t call
in this way.”’

A shrill voice piped up. It came from the man
named Paul Disdoff. ¢‘Tell him whatever you like, but
get him out here. We have business with him.”’
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““Yes, and he’ll have business with you, you scrawny
rat, one of these fine days!’’ muttered Romaine in the
trees.

Simmons appeared to consider the situation. When
next he spoke his tone was less angry. ‘‘As a mat-
ter of fact the master is not here to-night. The
house is in charge of the servants.”’

A guttural growl from the big man. ‘‘Huh! How
do we know that? We’ll come in and see.”’

¢“Ah, you will, will you? 1I’d have you know that
an KEnglishman’s home is his castle.”’

“Bully for Simmons!’’ whispered Stephen. ‘‘He’s
made of the right stuff!’’

““We don’t want words with you,”’ announced the
big man. The three walked nearer the steps, each
swinging the stick in his hand.

Around from the front of the cottage came some-
one, Dan with his wooden sword. ¢ Hi there, Caesar,
what’s a goin’ on?’’ the colored boy asked in his gentle
drawl.

The men stopped. ‘“Where’s this man called Ro-
maine?’’ the big fellow demanded of Dan.

““This man called Romaine?’’ Dan mimicked.
‘“How should I know where he’s a-gone to?”’

““Br-r-r,”” stormed the questioner, shaking his head
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like an angry bull. ““You two fools mind your own
business. We’ll have a look at the house.’’

In the trees Tom whispered to Romaine. ‘‘You stay
here. I’ve got a plan. Steve and Roddy, come with
me.’’

Tom led his two mates along the cover of pines, past
the tenmis-court, to the next entrance out from the
woods. Then he walked into the open, his friends
following. _

Meantime Dan had stepped beside Caesar, and with
Simmons was confronting the angry trio, who ap-
peared about to rush the steps.

““Well, here we are, Mr. Simmons,’’ Tom announced.
‘T hope you haven’t been sitting up on our account.
We were out for an evening sail.”’

The big, bearded man and Disdoff and Veedol
wheeled about and stared at the three young fellows.

Caesar, giving a howl of welecome, bounded over to
Rodney and rubbed himself strenuously against his
friend’s legs.

“No, sir, I wasn’t sitting up for you,’’ said Sim-
mons. ‘‘I never retire early. I had just ecome out
to enjoy a bit of evening air.”’

““ And entertain some friends, I see,”” said Tom,
indicating the three men with a wave of his hand.
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‘‘ Perhaps it would be more correct to say that they
were entertaining me,’”’ Simmons responded in his pre-
cise voice.

““Don’t let us disturb you,’”’ said Tom. ‘‘I guess
we’ll be going to bed.”” With Rodney and Stephen he
approached the back door. ‘I say, who are your
friends? Somehow they don’t look as if they belonged
round here.”’

““Well,”” said Simmons, ‘I call them by nicknames.
They’re the three bears. The one with the beard is
the big bear; he growls and shows his teeth and
makes considerable noise when he talks. Then there’s
the middle-sized bear, the one with the fuzzy cap who
sounds like a tin fife when he pipes up. And the
little bear’s the fat one; he’s as full of sweetness as
a plum pudding; you should hear him laugh when I
tell him a joke.”’

The three men, still staring, began to mutter among
themselves.

“‘The bears are beginning to growl now,’’ cautioned
Simmons.

““Oh, we don’t mind their growling,’”” said Tom.
““We can keep them in order.”” He looked at the big
fellow. ‘‘Stay as long as you like; only don’t make
too much noise out here; we’re gbing to bed.”’

108



A NIGHT'S ADVENTURE

““We want to see the man called Romaine,”” de-
clared Disdoff stubbornly.

‘“‘Romaine?’”” Tom glanced at Simmons. ‘‘What’s
he talking about?’’

“I'm sure I don’t know, sir,”’ said Simmons.
““That’s the way they’ve been going on for quite some
time.”’

““Yas, sah,”” put in Dan, ‘‘they’ve been a-goin’ on
that-a-way for ’most an hour.”

““Seems to me it’s time they were going on about
their own business,’’ stated Tom. ‘‘Look here.”” He
turned to the men. “‘If you can’t tell us what you
want I think it’s time you were leaving.’’

““Right you are, Tom,”’ Stephen chimed in. ‘“We
don’t want to be bothered with them.any longer.”” He
nodded at Disdoff. ‘‘Run away now, like good fel-
lows. It won’t hurt any of you to get some beauty
sleep.”’

The men looked at the shipmates. To break into
a house defended by three such young and athletic
fellows, to say nothing of Simmons and Dan, would
be no easy matter. Tom’s words and manner indi-
cated that the three lived there, and there was no
visible evidence that Pierre Romaine did. Veedol
plucked the bearded man by the elbow and murmured
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something to him in a foreign tongue. Then the
three wheeled about and beat a retreat to the woods.

““(Good night, bears,’’ chuckled Stephen, waving his
hand after the three.

““Now Caesar, you keep your ears open,’’ said Rod-
ney, patting the dog’s head. ‘‘If you hear them com-
ing up here again you let us know about it.”’

They all went into the cottage. Simmons bolted the
door. ‘“Where’s Mr. Romaine?’’ he asked anxiously.
‘“He hasn’t come back yet.”’

““Here I am,” said a voice from the living room.
““I came in the front way. Wait till I light a candle.”’

In the big room the light of the candle showed them
the master of the house with his rapier in his hand.
The scabbard lay on the table where he had thrown
it. “‘You pretty thing!’”’ he murmured to the shin-
ing steel. ‘“You pretty, merry darling! I don’t need
you to-night, but I may very soon, my dear.’’"

““You saw those men, Mr. Pierre?’’ Simmons asked.

““Indeed I did, Simmons. And you answered them
to the queen’s taste. I was almost hoping they would
decide to try to come in and have a look for me. I
think perhaps we might have taught them the lesson
‘they’re spoiling for. But they’ll try again, never
fear.”’
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“I’'m sure I hope they won’t, sir,’”” Simmons pro-
tested.

““Ah, but you don’t know them, Simmons. They’re
obstinate, they have some of the admirable character-
istics of your own English race; together with others
not so admirable. They want some things of me, and
they’ve come a long way to get them. But they won’t
get them; no, they won’t. Not as long as I have such
friends as you and my three young sailors and Dan
and Caesar.”” He smiled and looked down at the shin-
ing blade in his hand. ‘‘And my Isabelle, my lady
fair. It’s odd, but whenever I feel myself in a tight
hole my fingers itch for her. And with her in my
hand I verily believe I would fight the legions of
Satan.’’

Carefully, lovingly, he wound his long fingers about
the hilt of the sword. Then, with a light spring, he
stood with his back to the door. He raised the rapier,
held it at salute for an instant, and straightway was
fencing with his imaginary foe.

So quick was his wrist in its turns, so lightning-like
the suppleness of his movements that it seemed to his
audience as if he were really fighting an opponent.
His shadow leapt about the floor and up the walls, gi-
gantic, looming. His eyes were points of light, keen,
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quick, decisive as his blade. The three mates watched
him, hypnotized. Never had any of them seen such
an exhibition of agility.

Suddenly Romaine darted his hand forward, gave a
twist, and described a great arc in the air with the
point of his sword. ‘‘There goes the other blade!”’
he cried. “‘See! Icaught it fair, and sent it whirling!
Hear it clash on the floor! The gentleman is at my
merey !’

So vivid were the actions and the words that the
watchers could almost catch the ring of the imaginary
rapier as it fell on the boards.

Romaine dropped the point of his sword and leaned
back against the door, laughing. ‘‘He put up a gal-
lant fight, my friends, but it takes more skill than that
to equal my dancing lady. Ah, what a jewel she is!’’
He drew a silk handkerchief from his pocket and
carefully wiped the rapier from hilt to point.

““I wish I could do that!’’ said Stephen, his eyes
wide with admiration of this wonderful man.

‘“Ah, but it took Mr. Pierre years and years to be-
come a master of fence,”” observed Simmons. ‘I
fancy he took his first lesson about the time he learned
his arithmetie.’’

““You are right, Simmons; I did. Well I remem-
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ber the day when I had my first lesson in the garden
at home. My sword was about one half the length of
this and made of wood. And ever since I have had
a blade in my hand.”” Slowly he drew the scabbard
over the rapier. ‘‘This one was given to me by my
godfather when I was eighteen. I think I would
rather lose my right arm than have any harm come
Tovhil?

He placed the precious weapon on the mantel over
the hearth. ‘‘And now,’”’ he said, turning about, ‘‘I
want you, Dan, to take Caesar and make a tour of the
grounds to learn whether those three men are still in
the neighborhood. I have an idea they have aban-
doned their enterprise for the night, but if not, you
might assure them that the fort is fully manned for
their reception and the garrison more than ready to
discuss their business.”’

Dan’s big eyes beamed. His master was a perpet-
ual delight to him. ‘Yas, Mistah Pierre,”’ he an-
swered. ‘“‘Caesar an’ I will tell ’em we’re ready to
give ’em a thrashin’.”’

““Well,”’ said Romaine, ‘‘it’s late, but not too late
for a little food, Simmons. Sailing makes me hungry
and we’ve done considerable sailing this evening. I
don’t know what sort of supper they served my friend

113



REFUGEE ROCK

Redney on the smack, but I suspect he can eat a little
something.’’

The four sat down at the table and Simmons brought
them cold ham and bread and butter and cheese and
opened some bottles of ginger ale. Meantime they
discussed the situation. ‘‘I guess Veedol and his
friends know where you are now,”’ said Rodney.

‘“Yes,”” agreed Romaine, ‘‘but they also know that
I’'m on guard against them. It isn’t a case of snoop-
ing down and taking me unawares. Now I was won-
dering—"’

He sat silent some time, turning his glass round and
round on the table, while the boys waited for him to
20 on.

‘I was wondering if we could use the crew of the
fishing-smack to help us out of this little difficulty.
You see, that erew is up to something around here.
Now if we could only manage to have them and Veedol
and his friends fall foul of each other— Get our en-
emies fighting among each other— Simmons, you’re
a man of considerable judgment, what’s your opinion
of that?”’ 5

““If you ask me, sir,”’ said the Englishman, I ad-
vise against having anything to do with any of them.
They’re all bad eggs, in my opinion.’’
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“‘Quite so, Simmons. I agree with you. They are
all bad eggs in my opinion too. But I ’m afraid we’ve
got to have something to do with them nevertheless.
Now if we could get the bad eggs hitting each other.”’
Romaine paused, stared at his glass, shook his head,
and finally observed, ‘“No, I must sleep on that. I
think perhaps there may be something in it, but I can’t
say now.’”’ He looked up at his guests. ‘I know you
won’t mind my keeping some things secret. Perhaps
some day I will tell you what lies between me and these
rascals from over the ocean. Only I beg you not to be
surprised at anything I may do. Ah, here comes Dan.
Is the coast clear?’’

The colored boy nodded. ‘‘Caesar couldn’t smell
‘em out anywheres, Mistah Pierre; no, that he couldn’t.
I think they must a-sailed away.”’

“¢Good enough, Dan. Then let’s be off to bed. Sim-
mons, will you kindly see that all the doors and win-
dows are properly barricaded.’’

There were two guest rooms with three beds, and
into these the shipmates rolled as quickly as they
could. The cottage on the top of the Rock was quiet

all that night.
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_ HE shipmates were lounging on top of the cliff
T the next afternoon. Far below the waves were
rolling in, and striking a long reef were dashing up in
fountains of spray, shot through by the sunlight. The
gulls were at their usual business of floating through
the air, flapping their great wings as they went sky-
ward, and then spreading them out like stretches of
canvas and soaring on and on, without a seeming
quiver from beak to tail. The young ones were pure
white, soft and plump of body, with sharp red beaks
that gave them a wicked look as they hovered over the
water, ready to drop on a fish. The older ones were
much bigger and darker, beaten by many winds and
rains, flying more leisurely and making less noise.
The shipmates, lying outstretched on the warm, short
grass, watched the gulls and the leaping surf and kept
watch on the chain of northern islands for the glint
of a sail.

“Seals!’’ said Stephen, and pointed to a low rock
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some distance from the shore. ‘‘This is the time they
begin to come down from the Canadian waters.
There’ll be more and more of them now until Octo-
ber.’’

All three watched the round, shiny bodies of a couple
of brownish harbor seals emerge from the waves and
roll and push and nose their way on to a flat ledge.
Queer looking creatures they were, as much like tightly-
filled bags of meal as anything else. When they came
out of the water they were drab-brown, but the longer
they lay in the sun, slowly flapping their wide tails like
rudders, the lighter in color they grew, until they were
almost white. Then some noise frightened the basking
pair, and with extraordinary quickness for such un-
wieldy creatures they had slipped from their perch
and were back in the sea again, only showing their
snouts from time to time as they swam about the rock.

The shipmates had all seen such seals before in the
northern waters of Maine. ‘I don’t suppose you ever
saw the real fur-bearing seals up in Canada, did you,
Steve?’’ asked Tom.

The boy from Montreal laughed. ‘‘Never except in
the Zoo, or stuffed in fur-shop windows. Next thing
you’ll be asking me if I ever played tag with polar
bears on the ice. Canada’s a big country. I’ve been
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up to Lake St. John with my father, fishing for land-
locked salmon, but I’ve never been to Labrador or any
of the real cold places.’’ |

¢Men like Craddock don’t care much for those fel-
lows out there,’”’ put in Rodney, nodding toward the
ledge of rock where the brown seals had recently
perched. ‘‘They eat the fish and the lobsters. I don’t
know that I blame the seals much for that. I like
lobsters myself.’’

‘‘There’s nothing better,’”’ said Tom.  ‘‘Broiled live
lobster—oh, yum—yum !”’

‘““Speaking of Craddock,’”’ said Stephen, ‘‘what is
that fellow’s game? He’s nosing around for some-
thing. He was hunting all over the Rock yesterday
afternoon when those men caught Roddy.”’

“Dynamite,”’ answered Tom. ¢‘He wants to get his
hands on some of that dynamite.”’

‘“Rats!’’ exclaimed Stephen. ‘‘You know as well as
I do that that sign’s a fake.”’

Tom was silent, and the black-haired fellow turned
to look at Rodney. ‘‘What’s your guess, Mr. Sherlock
Holmes? You haven’t been giving us any of your de-
ductions lately.”’ _

Rodney lay back on the grass, his hands clasped
under his head. ¢‘I think that Craddock scents some
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money somewhere, more money than he can make out
of fish and lobsters.”’

““Money? You don’t suppose those men from the
smack are hiding gold pieces in that cave in the rock?’’
Stephen sat up, very much interested.

““Not money exactly; but something that’s worth
money.’’

“Oh, come, you old sleuth. This isn’t the day of
Captain Kidd.”’ |

““I think Roddy’s right,’” declared Tom. ¢‘‘All signs
point to their hiding something valuable, something
they don’t want anyone else to find.”’

‘““Well, they’re not pirates,’’ said Stephen.

Rodney sat up, clasped his hands about his knees
and rocked back and forth in his favorite fashion.
““No, they’re not pirates exactly. They’re smug-
glers.”’

“‘Smugglers!’”’ exclaimed Stephen.

Rodney nodded wisely. ‘‘They’ve come down from _
your part of the world, Steve, and they’re waiting
their chance to get something across here without
Uncle Sam knowing anything about it.”’

““Well, for goodness’ sake, Roddy! Why don’t they
doit? What’s to hinder their dumping their stuff any-
where along shore?”’ ‘
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Rodney looked at his excited friend and slowly shook
his head. ‘‘It isn’t as simple as that, dear boy. You
have to have assistance from the other end. What
good would their stuff do set down on the rocks or in
the woods somewhere?”’

‘“ And where is their assistance coming from, O wise
one?’’

‘I have an idea the other end of the business is to
be found in the town of Swannock’s Neck. But the
game isn’t quite ripe yet.”’

Stephen stared at Rodney. ‘‘Well, that certainly
does beat all!’”’ he said. ‘*So we’ve run into a bunch
of smugglers as well as into Romaine’s pretty Russian
bears!’’

““What did Mr. Romaine mean when he spoke last
night of setting one band of men against the other?’’
inquired Tom.

“‘Set a thief to catch a thief,”” Rodney answered.
“‘That would be fine if we only knew how to work it.”’

Stephen was looking down over the cliff, and sud-
denly he bent forward. ‘“Who’s that?’’ he exclaimed,
‘“‘and what is he carrying?’’

Instantly the other two were craning their necks over
the edge.

Far below, along a path that led to the base of the
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cliff, a man was moving. In each arm he held a pack-
age, and each was of considerable weight to judge from
the way in which the bearer stooped.

““Why,’’ muttered Tom, ‘‘it’s Simmons!”’

“Surely is,”” agreed Stephen. ‘‘I’d know the way

he plants his feet anywhere. He walks as carefully as ™ pr

if he were carrying a tray full of tea things.”’

“‘Do you suppose he’s going out in the rowboat?’’
Tom asked.

In a moment or two it was clear that Simmons was
not going out in the rowboat. Instead he went along
the base of the cliff to a place where a gnarled pine
jutted out from the bank. Here he set down his two
packages carefully. Then he drew a handkerchief
from his pocket and wiped his face. Afterwards he
fanned himself with his straw hat while he looked
across the water.

“Those things are boxes,’’ said Rodney, ‘‘and fairly
heavy too.”’

“Now don’t you go telling me that Simmons is a
smuggler,’’ retorted Stephen. ¢‘If you do, I won’t be-
lieve you anyhow.’’

““Well, what in thunder is he doing?’’ demanded
Tom, leaning as far forward as he dared.

Simmons was bending over now, apparently taking
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something from the side of the cliff at the roots of the
gnarled tree. Then he lifted one box. It disappeared.
He lifted the second. That also vanished. He stood
up, looking carefully all around him. Then he took a
pipe from his pocket, filled it, lit it, and strolled along
the beach.

Tom sat back on his haunches, whistling softly.
““T'reasure chests!’”’” he murmured. ‘‘Tucking them
away where nobody’ll be the wiser.”’

“‘Say,’’ said Stephen, ‘‘if this goes on I’ll think that
everybody’s got a secret except myself. Look here;
you two fellows aren’t hiding anything on this island,
are you?”’

“I didn’t suspeet Simmons,’’ said Rodney, pulling a
blade of grass and chewing it meditatively. ¢‘I’m sure
he’s perfectly loyal to Mr. Romaine.’’

‘““Well, you’d better start right now suspecting
everybody,’’ said Stephen. ¢‘It’s the only safe plan.
How do we know that Pierre Romaine himself isn’t
some sort of villain?”’

““If he is,”’ answered Rodney, ‘‘I’'m going to stick by
him anyway. He’s a whole lot more to my taste than
those three men who came in the schooner.”’

‘‘Steve’s only joking,’”’ said Tom. ‘‘He likes Ro-
maine as much as you and I do. What do you say to
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going down and having a little chat with Simmons??’’

The three went down the path and came out on the
shore opposite the place where Romaine’s rowboat was
fastened to its plank pier. Simmons was still strolling
on the beach. Seeing them, he drew near. ‘A peace-
ful scene,’’ he observed. ‘It puts me in mind of some
of the better class of our English watering-places.”’

““Does it indeed ?’’ said Stephen, who couldn’t resist
a little mimicking of the man’s formal tones. ‘‘But
you haven’t forgotten that all sorts of wild things
happen in America, especially on the sea-coast, that
couldn’t possibly happen in well-behaved England.”’

“‘Indeed I haven’t, Mr. Stephen. I wish I could.”

Stephen glanced around him with an air of mystery.
Then, lowering his voice, he said, ‘‘Simmons, have you
ever heard of Captain Kidd?”’

The man wrinkled his brow. ‘‘Captain Kidd?’’ he
repeated thoughtfully. ‘“Was he an officer in the
American army?’’

““Not exactly. Think again. He was a sea captain.
As a matter of fact, I believe he was an Englishman.’’

‘Ha,’’ said Simmons. ‘‘I’m afraid I’'m not as well
up in the history of the navy as I should be.”’

«“Well,”’ said Stephen, ‘‘I’ll tell you. Captain Kidd
was a very famous pirate.”’ -
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“¢Ah,”’” Simmons exclaimed, ‘““now I do remember.
Yes, Mr. Stephen, I believe he was a well-known pi-
rate.”’

“‘Sure he was! And he grew rich at the business.
He used to take pieces of gold and silver from the
ships he captured, and hide them in chests on the
islands along the Atlantic coast. People still hunt for
his treasure. We were wondering if those men from
the fishing smack were looking for something like that
around here.”’

““Dear me, dear me!”’ ejaculated Simmons. ‘Do
you really fancy they might be?’’

““You haven’t seen any signs of boxes hidden in the
rocks or cliffs, have you?”’

Simmons’ face reddened, he appeared somewhat con-
fused. ‘‘The idea is entirely new to me,’’ he said hesi-
tatingly. ‘‘You gentlemen know of the little ravine
with the dynamite sign. Beyond that—’’ He
shrugged his shoulders, then glanced at the ocean.
“‘So that’s what those men are after, in your opinion?
It’s a relief to my mind. I had some fear they were
here on account of my master.’’

Stephen shook his head at Tom and Rodney; in his
~opinion Simmons had no intention of confessing what
he had done with the two boxes they had seen him bring
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down the path. Then, as the serving-man turned to-
ward the three again, Stephen abruptly changed
the subject. ‘“Time to be going up to the house,
isn’t it? It won’t do to leave Mr. Romaine alone too
long.”’

““That’s right, Mr. Stephen; it won’t.”” Simmons,
who had been sauntering on the beach as if he had
nothing to do but enjoy the late afternoon, now showed
signs of hurry. ‘“If you don’t mind, I’ll go back at
once. He’s been busy with his papers most of the day,
but I don’t like to leave him alone; not after what
happened last night.”’

Simmons made a hasty departure, followed more
slowly by the others. As they went up to the path
each of the three glanced at the bank where the roots
of the twisted pine protruded. Nothing unusual was
to be seen there, only what looked like the smooth sur-
face of gray-green moss.

Romaine was sgitting on his porch, smoking a cala-
bash pipe, and his three guests chatted with him until
it was time for dinner.

The dinner was excellent, and the feeling of adven-
ture that had taken possession of all of them made for
lively talk. Romaine had a great deal to say about
Europe, and answered all questions with so much hu-
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mor that his listeners were kept in constant laughter.
When they had finished they sat outdoors again, but
presently Romaine rose, saying, ‘‘I still have a little
more writing to do. If anything should happen to
me—’’ he smiled and shrugged his shoulders—‘‘I
want to make some things clear about my adventures.
I’'m making a personal record. Not that I think any-
thing will go wrong, you understand. But a good
sailor keeps a log of his voyages.’’

““Of course,”’ agreed Tom. ‘“Don’t you bother
about us.’’

The summer night was soft and still. For a time the
shipmates lounged at ease on the porch. But after a
while each of the three grew restless. What were the
men of the fishing-smack doing? What were the Rus-
sians doing? What were Craddock and Simmons do-
ing? It was not in human nature to sit still when many
mysteries might be unfolding near at hand. With one
accord the shipmates got up and wandered away from
the cottage.

Without any definite plan in mind they took their
way down to the beach. It was dark now, and as they
perched on the rocks near their first camping-ground
they seemed to have the shore and the sea to them-

selves. A half-hour passed in chat. Then, on a head-
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land to the north of them a torch shone forth, a flam-
ing light waved in the air in great circles.

The mates watched the beacon. After several min-
utes it went out, as though someone had thrown the
torch into the water.

““There’s something doing, lads!’”’ muttered Tom.
““That can’t be very far from the smugglers’ cave.”’

Over the rocks and the sand they hurried. They saw
a boat put out from the beach ahead of them, not a
dory this time, but a motor boat. They could catch
the beating put-put of the engine.

There was no one left on the shore, so far as they
could see. “‘Come; let’s beat it!’’ whispered Stephen.

They ran after the boat, gaining on it, got almost
opposite it as they reached the northern point of the

island.

““Tt’s not going out to the smack,’”’ panted Rodney.
“Tt’s going to the mainland.’’

““What do you say to following it?’’ asked Tom.

¢ All right. We’re on,”’ urged Stephen.

The Penguin lay at Romaine’s dock only a short
distance away. In five minutes her crew had tumbled
aboard her. Tom started the engine, while Stephen
crouched in the bow, keeping his eyes on the course of
the other boat.
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The Penguin was fast enough to stay in sight of her
quarry. Through the lanes between the islands she
made her pursuit. Soon the scattering lights of the
village shone above the edge of the Water. “‘It’s
Swannock’s Neck she’s bound for,”’ said Rodney.
““Not too fast, Tom. We don’t want to overhaul
her.?’ iy

Tom slowed his engine. The other boat was going
more slowly now. She was nearing the shore, and
apparently heading for a wharf at the upper end of
the town.

The put-put in front of them stopped, the other boat
was rounding in on her own headway. The Penguin
stopped too. Silently, a hundred yards from shore,
the crew of three watched what was happening before
them.

A man on the wharf caught the bow of the other
boat, and then took the end of some big object that was
pushed up toward him. A man got out of the boat, and
made his craft fast to the wharf. Then the two picked
up the object, and carrying it between them hurried
up on the waterfront in the direction of the village.

The Penguin gently and smoothly slid up to the dock,
was fastened, and discharged her eager crew. The
three climbed to the road. A light, shining from a cot-
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tage window, showed them the figures they sought dis-
appearing around a picket fence.

‘‘Lightfoot work, this,’”” said Stephen. ‘‘Three’s a
crowd in this sleepy village. 1’ll go to the left of that
house, and you two take to the right. We mustn’t let
those fellows get away till we know what they’re
up to.”’ |

“‘Three whistles—two short and one long,”’ said
Tom. ‘‘That’s our signal. Cut along there, Steve.”’

Stephen darted one way, and Tom and Rodney the
other. The two men had disappeared now, but the
pursuers knew the direction they had taken.
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ILAS WIDDICOME, General Store—that was the
S sign over the door of the two-story frame build-
ing in front of which Tom and Rodney presently drew
up. It was not nearly so pretentious as the store that
the postmaster, Elijah Bascom, managed fifty yards
or so away on the same street. It had a porch in front
and its weather-stained clapboards were liberally be-
sprinkled with a variety of advertisements that looked
almost as ancient as the wood itself. In the two lower
windows was a collection of merchandise only dimly
visible in the light of the stars.

““I’m certain they went in here,’’ Rodney whispered.

Tom nodded. There was no other building close at
hand ; the nearest was a tiny cottage on the other side
of a potato patch.

““I wonder what’s become of Steve?’’ Tom whis-
pered. ‘‘Do you suppose he went down that other
street?’’

The two stood still and listened. There was not a
sound to be heard. Swannock’s Neck went to bed
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early; only a light here and there behind some cur-
tained window spoke of people still moving about.

And the store of Silas Widdicome was absolutely
dark, and equally absolutely silent. Yet Tom was as
certain as Rodney that he had seen the figures of two
men carrying something up those front steps only a
few minutes before.

Tom nudged his companion and beckoned with his
head. They jumped the fence into the potato patch
and made their way around the side of the store. All
the windows were dark; if Mr. Widdicome lived in the
house he must be now in bed or else hadn’t yet come
home.

The two sat on the tongue of a cart in the backyard
and considered the situation. In the midst of their
whisperings Rodney glanced up at the building again.
To his surprise a light now showed at one of the
second story windows.

A small shed projected at the rear of the store. The
lighted window was not above this, but around the
corner. There was, however, no perch that would give
a view into this window, and curtains were drawn
across it so that nothing could be seen from the out-
side. Above the roof of the shed there was a window,
dark to be sure, but partly open, and this must belong
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to a small apartment close to the lighted room. ‘‘Shall
we try it?’’ muttered Tom, pointing to the shed.

Rodney agreed with a nod. ‘‘I'm game,’’ he mur-
mured.

It was easy to reach the roof by means of an ice chest
that stood just beneath it. The two climbed up, care-
ful not to fall through the old and rotten boarding.
But when they got to the window they seemed as far
from learning anything as they had been before.
There was no light inside and they heard no voices.

For some minutes they hesitated. It seemed peril-
ously like burglary to make their way into a strange
house by a second story window. Tom put his head
in at the opening, and then drew Rodney to his side.
They were looking into a tiny storeroom, with a eurtain
at the other end. Where the curtain hung loosely
against the framework they could see light, evidently
the same illumination they had caught in the yard.

Adventure had gripped them both too strongly now
for ordinary caution. Tom slipped through the win-
dow, closely followed by Rodney. On the wooden floor
their sneakers made no sound.

Stealthily they reached the curtain, Tom to one side
and Rodney to the other. Beyond them was a bed-
room, sparsely furnished. On a table an oil lamp was
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burning. Two men were at work, prying up the lid of
a large box.

One of the men was elderly, tall and gaunt, with a
long gray beard. The other was much younger, stout-
ish and red-faced. Rodney had never seen either of
them; they did not belong to the crew of the fishing-
smack.

The younger man hit his thumb with a hammer and
uttered an exclamation.

““Not so loud, Abe!’’ said the other. ‘‘You’re the
clumsiest critter I ever did see. Don’t you know better
than to go squawking away like that?”’

Abe sat down on the floor. ‘“Who’s going to hear
us up here, Silas? Nobody comes to your store this
time o’ night. And you said your old lady was sound
asleep in the front room.’’

““That’s all right,”’ answered the storekeeper, rest-
ing from his labors for a moment and standing with
hands on his hips. ‘“When you go into business like
this you’ve got to be keerful of everything. Didn’t
you tell me you thought you heard a motor boat some-
wheres back of you out in the bay?”’

““Well, what if I did? Most likely it was only those
young fellers who’re camping out on the island. You
aren’t afraid o’ them, are you?”’
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¢“I tell you I don’t trust nobody, Abe.”’

““That’s because you’re a storekeeper, Silas. You
just naturally think everybody’s tryin’ to steal from
you.”’

Apparently Silas Widdicome did not like to be
talked to in this fashion. He opened and shut his
mouth several times, producing no sound, but making
his long gray beard flap up and down on his breast.
The man on the floor looked up at him mockingly.
“Well, well, spit it out, Silas. Why don’t you tell me
that I’m no better than I ought to be either? I’'m
tryin’ to sell goods the same as you are. The only
difference is that I’'m a greenhorn at it, and it’s your
reg’lar business.’’

““This ain’t my regular business, Abe. You know
that as well as I do. It’s only what you might call a
kind of a flyer.”’

“Oh, is that so? And what would the neighbors
think if they found out that Silas Widdicome was play-
ing this sort o’ game? Would you be telling them it
was only a flyer?’’

¢¢Shi-gh, you limb of Satan! Can’t you understand
that there’s nothing really wrong about this? We’re
only trying to sell goods that we came by fair enough.”’

‘‘That what you going to tell the officers if they come
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butting in?’’> The man on the floor chuckled noisily.
““They’ll tell you not to pull off any fairy tales like
that en them. Believe me, Silas, you may be able to
fool the folks of Swannock’s Neck, but you can’t get
away with that line of talk to Uncle Sam’s men.’’

Widdicome was pulling his beard nervously.
““Those men from over the border sold this stuff to
us. I’ve got their bills to show it. I’d like to know
whose business it is how much I paid for it, or how I
happened to get it.”’

““Well, if you’d like to know, I'’ll tell you, Silas. It’s
Unecle Sam’s business. He’s got customs officers and
he pays ’em just to keep track of little affairs like
this.’’

The storekeeper exploded. ‘‘Customs officers!’’ he
exclaimed, entirely forgetful of his earlier warning to
his companion not to speak so loud. ‘‘Don’t you talk
about them to me, Abe Pringle! I won’t have you;
no, that I won’t! Lands sakes! I don’t know why I
ever put you in the way of making a little easy
money !”’

Abe grinned. ‘‘You were pretty kind to me, weren’t
you? Sometimes I almost wish you hadn’t been so
thoughtful. Suppose—’’ _ |

““Now you hold on. I won’t have you supposing.
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If you’re scared, say so and get out. I ain’t afraid of
your talking.’’

The other sobered down. ‘‘Oh, I’'m not scared.
I’ve got as much nerve as you have. Only you make
me kinder cross sometimes.’”” He got up from the
floor.

‘“Very well, very well,”’ said Widdicome soothingly.
‘‘Now suppose you and I get that box open without any
more talk.”’

With cold chisels and hammers the two proceeded to
pry the boards loose. They had almost finished the
job when Widdicome stood up abruptly. ‘“What’s
t