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  Chapter I




  THE RED FLAME IN THE NIGHT




  The sound of the drumming wheels! It had roared in the ears of Ruth Fielding for hours as she sat on the comfortably upholstered seat in the last car of the afternoon Limited, the train whirling her from the West to the East, through the fertile valleys of Upper New York State.




  This had been a very long journey for the girl, but Ruth knew that it would soon come to an end. Cheslow was not many miles ahead now; she had searched it out upon the railroad timetable, and upon the map printed on the back of the sheet; and as the stations flew by, she had spelled their names out with her quick eyes, until dusk had fallen and she could no longer see more than the signal lamps and switch targets as the train whirled her on.




  But she still stared through the window. This last car of the train was fairly well filled, but she had been fortunate in having a seat all to herself; she was glad this was so, for a person in the seat with her might have discovered how hard it was for her to keep back the tears.




  For Ruth Fielding was by no means one of the "crying kind," and she had forbidden herself the luxury of tears on this occasion.




  "We had all that out weeks ago, you know we did!" she whispered, apostrophizing that inner self that really wanted to break the brave compact. "When we knew we had to leave dear old Darrowtown, and Miss True Pettis, and Patsy Hope, and-- and 'all other perspiring friends,' to quote Amoskeag Lanfell's letter that she wrote home from Conference.




  "No, Ruth Fielding! Uncle Jabez Potter may be the very nicest kind of an old dear. And to live in a mill-- and one painted red, too! That ought to make up for a good many disappointments-- "




  Her soliloquy was interrupted by a light tap upon her shoulder. Ruth glanced around and up quickly. She saw standing beside her the tall old gentleman who had been sitting two seats behind on the other side of the aisle ever since the train left Buffalo.




  He was a spare old gentleman, with a gaunt, eagle-beaked face, cleanly shaven but for a sweeping iron-gray mustache, his iron-gray hair waved over the collar of his black coat-- a regular mane of hair which flowed out from under the brim of his well-brushed, soft-crowned hat. His face would have been very stern in its expression had it not been for the little twinkle in his bright, dark eyes.




  "Why don't you do it?" he asked Ruth, softly.




  "Why don't I do what, sir?" she responded, not without a little gulp, for that lump would rise in her throat.




  "Why don't you cry?" questioned the strange old gentleman, still speaking softly and with that little twinkle in his eye.




  "Because I am determined not to cry, sir," and now Ruth could call up a little smile, though perhaps the corners of her mouth trembled a bit.




  The gentleman sat down beside her, although she had not invited him to do so. She was not at all afraid of him and, after all, perhaps she was glad to have him do it.




  "Tell me all about it," he suggested, with such an air of confidence and interest that Ruth warmed more and more toward him.




  But it was a little hard to begin. When he told her, however, that he was going to Cheslow, too-- indeed, that that was his home-- it was easier by far.




  "I am Doctor Davison, my dear," he said. "If you are going to live in Cheslow you will hear all about Doctor Davison, and you would better know him at first-hand, to avoid mistakes," and his eyes twinkled more than ever, though his stern mouth never relaxed.




  "I expect that my new home is some little way outside of Cheslow," Ruth said, timidly. "They call it the Red Mill."




  The humorous light faded out of the dark, bright eyes of the gentleman. Yet even then his countenance did not impress her as being unkindly.




  "Jabez Potter's mill," he said, thoughtfully.




  "Yes, sir. That is my uncle's name."




  "Your uncle?"




  "My great uncle, to be exact," said Ruth. "He was mother's uncle."




  "Then you," he said, speaking even more gently than before, "are little Mary Potter's daughter?"




  "Mother was Mary Potter before she married papa," said Ruth, more easily now. "She died four years ago."




  He nodded, looking away from her out of the window at the fast-darkening landscape which hurried by them.




  "And poor papa died last winter. I had no claim upon the kind friends who helped me when he died," pursued Ruth, bravely. "They wrote to Uncle Jabez and he-- he said I could come and live with him and Aunt Alvirah Boggs."




  In a flash the twinkle came back into his eyes, and he nodded again.




  "Ah, yes! Aunt Alviry," he said, giving the name its old-fashioned, homely pronunciation. "I had forgotten Aunt Alviry," and he seemed quite pleased to remember her.




  "She keeps house for Uncle Jabez, I understand," Ruth continued. "But she isn't my aunt."




  "She is everybody's Aunt Alviry, I think," said Doctor Davison, encouragingly.




  For some reason this made Ruth feel better. He spoke as though she would love Aunt Alviry, and Ruth had left so many kind friends behind her in Darrowtown that she was glad to be assured that somebody in the new home where she was going would be kind, too.




  Miss True Pettis had not shown her Uncle Jabez's letter and she had feared that perhaps her mother's uncle {whom she had never seen nor known much about) might not have written as kindly for his niece to come to the Red Mill as Miss True could have wished. But Miss True was poor; most of the Darrowtown friends had been poor people. Ruth had felt that she could not remain a burden on them.




  Somehow she did not have to explain all this to Doctor Davison. He seemed to understand it when he nodded and his eyes twinkled so glowingly.




  "Cheslow is a pleasant town. You will like it," he said, cheerfully. "The Red Mill is five miles out on the Lake Osago Road. It is a pretty country. It will be dark when you ride over it to-night; but you will like it when you see it by daylight."




  He took it for granted that Uncle Jabez would come to the station to meet her with a carriage, and that comforted Ruth not a little.




  "You will pass my house on that road," continued Doctor Davison. "But when you come to town you must not pass it."




  "Sir?" she asked him, surprised.




  "Not without stopping to see me," he explained, his eyes twinkling more than ever. And then he left her and went back to his seat.




  But Ruth found, when he had gone, that the choke came back into her throat again and the sting of unshed tears to her eyes. But she would not let those same tears fall!




  She stared out of the plate-glass window and saw that it was now quite dark. The whistle of the fast-flying locomotive shrieked its long-drawn warning, and a group of signal lights flashed past. Then she heard the loud ringing of a gong at a grade crossing. They must be nearing Cheslow now.




  And then she saw that they were on a curve quite a sharp curve, for she saw the lights of the locomotive and the mail car far ahead upon the gleaming rails. They began to slow down, too, and the wheels wailed under the pressure of the brakes.




  She could see the signal lights along the tracks ahead and then-- with a start, for she knew what it meant-- a sharp red flame appeared out of the darkness beyond the rushing engine pilot.




  Danger! That is what that red light meant. The brakes clamped down upon the wheels again so suddenly that the easily-riding coach jarred through all its parts. The red eye was winked out instantly; but the long and heavy train came to an abrupt stop.




  Chapter II




  RENO




  But the Limited had stopped so that Ruth could see along the length of the train. Lanterns winked and blinked in the dark as the trainmen carried them forward. Something had happened up front of more importance than an ordinary halt for permission to run in on the next block. Besides, the afternoon Limited was a train of the first-class and was supposed to have the right of way over all other trains. No signal should have stopped it here.




  "How far are we from Cheslow, please?" she asked of the rear brakeman (whom she knew was called the flagman) as he came down the car with his lantern.




  "Not above a mile, Miss," he replied.




  His smile, and his way of speaking, encouraged her to ask:




  "Can you tell me why we have stopped?"




  "Something on the track, Miss. I have set out my signal lamp and am going forward to inquire."




  Three or four of the male passengers followed him out of the car. Ruth saw that quite a number had disembarked from the cars ahead, that a goodly company was moving forward, and that there were ladies among the curious crowd. If it was perfectly safe for them to satisfy their curiosity, why not she? She arose and hurried out of the car, following the swinging lamp of the brakeman as he strode on.




  Ruth ran a little, seeing well enough to pick her way over the ends of the ties, and arrived to find at least half a hundred people grouped on the track ahead of the locomotive pilot. The great, unblinking, white eye of the huge machine revealed the group clearly-- and the object around which the curious passengers, as well as the train crew, had gathered.




  It was a dog-- a great, handsome, fawn-colored mastiff, sleek of coat and well fed, but muddied now along his flanks, evidently having waded through the mire of the wet meadow beside the tracks. He had come under, or through, a barbed wire fence, too, for there was a long scratch upon his shoulder and another raw cut upon his muzzle.




  To his broad collar was fastened a red lamp. Nobody had taken it off, for both the train men and the passengers were excitedly discussing what his presence here might mean; and some of them seemed afraid of the great fellow.




  But Ruth had been used to dogs, and this noble looking fellow had no terrors for her. He seemed so woebegone, his great brown eyes pleaded so earnestly, that she could only pity and fondle him.




  "Look out, Miss; maybe he bites," warned the anxious conductor. "I wager this is some boy's trick to stop the train. And yet--"




  Ruth bent down, still patting the dog's head, and turned the great silver plate on his collar so that she could read, in the light of the lanterns, that which was engraved upon it. She read the words aloud:




  "'This is Reno, Tom Cameron's Dog.'"




  "Cameron?" repeated some man behind her. "That Tom Cameron lives just outside of Cheslow. His father is the rich dry-goods merchant, Macy Cameron. What's his dog doing here?"




  "And with a red light tied to his collar?" propounded somebody else.




  "It's some boy's trick, I tell you," stormed the conductor. "I'll have to report this at headquarters."




  Just then Ruth made a discovery. Wound about the collar was a bit of twisted cloth-- a strip of linen-- part of a white handkerchief. Her nimble fingers unwound it quickly and she spread out the soiled rag.




  "Oh, see here!" she cried, in amazement as well as fear. "See! What can it mean? See what's drawn on this cloth--"




  It was a single word-- a word smeared across the rag in shaking, uneven letters:




  "HELP!"




  "By George!" exclaimed one of the brakemen. "The little girl's right. That spells 'Help!' plain enough."




  "It-- it is written in something red, sir," cried Ruth, her voice trembling. "See! It is blood!"




  "I tell you we've wasted a lot of time here," declared the conductor. "I am sorry if anybody is hurt, but we cannot stop for him. Get back to the cars, please, gentlemen. Do you belong aboard?" he added, to Ruth. "Get aboard, if you do."




  "Oh, sir! You will not leave the poor dog here?" Ruth asked.




  "Not with that red lamp on his collar-- no!" exclaimed the conductor. "He will be fooling some other engineer--"




  He reached to disentangle the wire from the dog's collar; but Reno uttered a low growl.




  "Plague take the dog!" ejaculated the conductor, stepping back hastily. "Whoever it is that's hurt, or wherever he is, we cannot send him help from here. We'll report the circumstance at the Cheslow Station. Put the dog in the baggage car. He can find the place where his master is hurt, from Cheslow as well as from here, it's likely."




  "You try to make him follow you, Miss," added the conductor to Ruth. "He doesn't like me, it's plain."




  "Come here, Reno!" Ruth commanded. "Come here, old fellow."




  The big dog hesitated, stepped a yard or two after her, stopped, looked around and across the track toward the swamp meadow, and whined.




  Ruth went back to him and put both arms about the noble fellow's neck. "Come, Reno," she said "Come with me. We will go to find your master by and by."




  She started for the cars again, with one hand on the dog's neck. He trotted meekly beside her with head hanging. At the open baggage-car door one of the brakemen lifted her in.




  "Come, Reno! Come up, sir!" she said, and the great mastiff, crouching for an instant, sprang into the car.




  Even before they were fairly aboard, the train started. They were late enough, indeed! But the engineer dared not speed up much for that last mile of the lap to Cheslow. There might be something ahead on the track."




  "You get out at Cheslow; don't you Miss?" asked the conductor.




  "Yes, sir," returned Ruth, sitting down with an air of possession upon her old-fashioned cowhide trunk that had already been put out by the door ready for discharging at the next station.




  "And you were sitting in the last car. Have you a bag there?"




  "Yes, sir, a small bag. That is all."




  "I'll send it forward to you," he said, not unkindly, and bustled away.




  And so Ruth Fielding was sitting on her own trunk, with her bag in her lap, and the great mastiff lying on the floor of the baggage car beside her, when the train slowed down and stopped beside the Cheslow platform. She had not expected to arrive just in this way at her journey's end.




  Chapter III




  WHAT HAS HAPPENED?




  The baggage-car door was wheeled wide open again and the lamps on the platform shone in. There was the forward brakeman to "jump" her down from the high doorway, and Reno, with the little red light still hung to his collar, bounded after her.




  The conductor bustled away to tell the station master about the dog with the red light, and of the word scrawled on the cloth which Ruth had found wound around his collar. Indeed, Ruth herself was very anxious and very much excited regarding this mystery; but she was anxious, too, about herself. Was Uncle Jabez here to meet her? Or had he sent somebody to take her to the Red Mill? He had been informed by Miss True Pettis the week before on which train to expect his niece.




  Carrying her bag and followed dejectedly by the huge mastiff, Ruth started down the long platform. The conductor ran out of the station, signalled the train crew with his hand, and lanterns waved the length of the train. Panting, with its huge springs squeaking, the locomotive started the string of cars. Faster and faster the train moved, and before Ruth reached the pent-house roof of the little brick station, the tail-lights of the last car had passed her.




  A short, bullet-headed old man, with close-cropped, whitish-yellow hair, atop of which was a boy's baseball cap, his face smoothly shaven and deeply lined, and the stain of tobacco at either corner of his mouth, was standing on the platform. He was not a nice looking old man at all, he was dressed in shabby and patched garments, and his little eyes seemed so sly that they were even trying to hide from each other on either side of a hawksbill nose.




  He began to eye Ruth curiously as the girl approached, and she, seeing that he was the only person who gave her any attention, jumped to the conclusion that this was Uncle Jabez. The thought shocked her. She instinctively feared and disliked this queer looking old man. The lump in her throat that would not be swallowed almost choked her again, and she winked her eyes fast to keep from crying.




  She would, in her fear and disappointment, have passed the old man by without speaking had he not stepped in front of her.




  "Where d'ye wanter go, Miss?" he whined, looking at her still more sharply out of his narrow eyes. "Yeou be a stranger here, eh?"




  "Yes, sir," admitted Ruth.




  "Where are you goin'?" asked the man again, and Ruth had enough Yankee blood in her to answer the query by asking:




  "Are you Mr. Jabez Potter?"




  "Me Jabez Potter? Why, ef I was Jabe Potter I'd be owing myself money, that's what I'd be doin'. You warn't never lookin' for Jabe Potter?"




  Much relieved, Ruth admitted the fact frankly. "He is my uncle, sir," she said. "I am going to live at the Red Mill."




  The strange old man puckered up his lips into a whistle, and shook his head, eyeing her all the time so slily that Ruth was more and more thankful that he had not proven to be Uncle Jabez.




  "Do you know Mr. Potter?" she asked, undecided what to do.




  "Do I know Jabe Potter?" repeated the man. "Well, I don't know much good of him, I assure ye! I worked for him onct, I did. And I tell ye he owes me money yet. You ax him if he don't owe Jasper Parloe money-- you jest ax him!"




  He began to get excited and did not seem at all inclined to step out of Ruth's path. But just then somebody spoke to her and she turned to see the station master and two or three other men with him.




  "This is the girl Mr. Mason spoke to me about, isn't it?" the railroad man asked. "The conductor of the express, I mean. He said the dog would mind you."




  "He seems to like me," she replied, turning to the mastiff that had stood all this time close to her.




  "That is Tom Cameron's dog all right," said one of the other men. "And that lantern is off his motorcycle, I bet anything! He went through town about dark on that contraption, and I shouldn't wonder if he's got a tumble."




  Ruth showed the station master, whose name was Curtis, the bit of handkerchief with the appeal for help traced upon it.




  "That is blood," she said. "You see it's blood, don't you? Can't somebody take Reno and hunt for him? He must be very badly hurt."




  "Mason said he expected it was nothing but some fool joke of the boys. But it doesn't look like a joke to me," Mr. Curtis said, gravely. "Come, Parloe, you know that patch of woods well enough, over beyond the swamp and Hiram Jennings' big field. Isn't there a steep and rocky road down there, that shoots off the Osago Lake pike?"




  "The Wilkins Corners road-- yep," said the old man, snappishly.




  "Then, can't you take the dog and see if you can find young Tom?"




  "Who's going to pay me for it?" snarled Jasper Parloe. "I ain't got no love for them Camerons. This here Tom is as sassy a boy as there is in this county."




  "But he may be seriously hurt," said Ruth, looking angrily at Jasper Parloe.




  "'Tain't nothin' to me-- no more than your goin' out ter live with Jabe Potter ain't nothin' to me," responded the old man, with an ugly grin.




  "You're a pretty fellow, you are, Jasper!" exclaimed Mr. Curtis, and turned his back upon the fellow. "I can't leave the station now-- Ah! here's Doctor Davison. He'll know what to do."




  Doctor Davison came forward and put his hand upon Ruth's shoulder most kindly. "What is all this?" he asked. "And there is the mastiff. They tell me you are a dog tamer, Miss Fielding."




  He listened very closely to what Mr. Curtis had to say, and looked, too, at the smeared handkerchief.




  "The dog can find him-- no doubt of that. Come, boys, get some lanterns and we'll go right along to the Wilkins Corners road and search it." Then to Ruth he said: "You are a brave girl, sure enough."




  But when the party was ready to start, half a dozen strong, with Parloe trailing on behind, and with lanterns and a stretcher, Reno would not budge. The man called him, but he looked up at Ruth and did not move from her side.




  "I declare for't," exclaimed one man. "That girl will have to go with us, Doctor Davison. You see what the dog means to do."




  Ruth spoke to the mastiff, commanded him to leave her and find "Tom." But although the dog looked at her intelligently enough, and barked his response-- a deep, sudden, explosive bark-- he refused to start without her.




  "It's a long way for the girl," objected Doctor Davison. "Besides, she is waiting to meet her uncle."




  "I am not tired," she told him, quickly. "Remember I've been sitting all the afternoon. And perhaps every minute is precious. We don't know how badly the dog's master may be hurt. I'll go. I'm sure I can keep up with you."




  Reno seemed to understand her words perfectly, and uttered another short, sharp bark.




  "Let us go, then," said Doctor Davison, hurriedly.




  So the men picked up their lanterns and the stretcher again. They crossed the tracks and came to a street that soon became a country road. Cheslow did not spread itself very far in this direction. Doctor Davison explained to Ruth that the settlement had begun to grow in the parts beyond the railroad and that all this side of the tracks was considered the old part of the town.




  The street lights were soon behind them and they depended entirely upon the lanterns the men carried. Ruth could see very little of the houses they passed; but at one spot-- although it was on the other side of the road-- there were two green lanterns, one on either side of an arched gate, and there seemed to be a rather large, but gloomy, house behind the hedge before which these lanterns burned.




  "You will always know my house," Doctor Davison said, softly, and still retaining her hand, "by its green eyes."




  So Ruth knew she had passed his home, to which he had so kindly invited her. And that made her think for a moment about Uncle Jabez and Aunt Alvirah. Would she find somebody waiting to take her to the Red Mill when she got back to the station?




  Chapter IV




  THE GATE OF THE GREEN EYES




  It was a dark lane, beneath overhanging oaks, that met and intertwined their branches from either side-- this was the Wilkins Corners road. And it was very steep and stony-- up hill and down dale-- with deep ruts in places and other spots where the Spring rains had washed out the gravel and sand and left exposed the very foundations of the world.




  It seemed as though no bicyclist, or motor-cyclist would have chosen this road to travel after dark. Yet there was a narrow path at the side-- just wide enough for Ruth and Doctor Davison to walk abreast, and Reno to trot by the girl's side which seemed pretty smooth.




  "We don't want to go by the spot, Doctor," said one of the men walking ahead with the lights. "Don't the dog show no signs of looking for Tom?"




  "Where's Tom, Reno? Where's Tom?" asked Ruth, earnestly, believing that the dog would recognize his master's name.




  The mastiff raised his muzzle and barked sharply again, but trotted onward.




  "He might have fallen down any of these gullies, and we'd miss him, it's so dark," observed the previous speaker.
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