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      ALARGE schooner, coming from the Seychelles, was drawing in upon the northeast tip of Madagascar. May was well advanced, and she leaned over with a bone in her teeth to the steady thrust of the southeast monsoon.

      
      Two men stood at her starboard rail, carefully examining through their prismatics the patches of whitish cliff that marked Cap du Diable. Both were white men. A dozen laughing, care-free Malagasys were idling along the deck, thoroughly enjoying the rushing sweep of the schooner with all the seaman's delight inherited from far Polynesian ancestors. A Chinaman paused at the lee rail, grinning at the brown men as he heaved some slops over board; he was Ah Sin, the cook, a sleek and rotund Cantonese, always grinning and yet possessed of incredible guile and malign cruelty. Beside the helmsman stood the mate Yusuf, a coast Arab. He was tall, half-naked, pockmarked, scarred, absolutely fearless. A magnificent seaman, he knew every inch of these northern Madagascar coasts, which are among the trickiest, least-known and most, dangerous coasts in the world. Yusuf had been with Trenchard these three, years, and would be with him for life. The two men were as one, and in their hands the schooner was no mechanical object working in the wind, but a live and sentient creature.

      
      Trenchard, who owned this schooner, was a slim, quiet, rather small man. His features were neatly carven, very brown, always calmly poised; at times a slight and inscrutable smile glimmered in his level gray eyes. He lowered his glasses and turned to his companion, a large and al most bulky man whose face expressed heavy determination. The latter grunted.

      
      “Sure you can find it, Trenchard?”

      
      “No,” said Trenchard quietly. “I've never been there. According to the charts, no such place exists. But Yusuf says that it does exist—that's all.”

      
      “You and your Yusuf!” Svenstrom laughed half-angrily, and turned to glance at the mate. “Trusting my life to him, eh?”

      
      “No—my own.” Trenchard made a gesture as though this ended the matter. So it did.

      
      “Can't see any sign of shelter down there,” grunted Svenstrom, eyes to his glasses.

      
      “If you could, others would,” retorted Trenchard. “We'll catch a signal from Grenille before long, provided he's there. Watch for it. I'd better go aloft to keep out an eye for coral patches.”

      
      HE turned to Yusuf. A few words in Swahili passed between them; then Trenchard swung into the rigging. He was a remarkable hand at sighting patches; and now with the morning sun behind them, Yusuf on deck and Trenchard aloft, the schooner was as safe in these uncharted waters as though in Tamatave harbor—though few others would have believed it.

      
      All this section of the coast was uninhabited, bare, desolate. The schooner was bearing down past Andrava Bay, with Cap du Diable and its chain of round hum mocks off to the north, and Berry Head opposite, its bleak, reddish ground running back into the bush. On ahead, the coast alternated in long stretches of glistening white sand beach and whitish cliff, and appeared to go straight to the southward without a break or a shelter, the shores cloaked in scanty brush and running back in bare red uplands to the astonishing land mark of all this coast—Thumb Mountain, rising in the shape of an eagle's beak, with a deep cut on the right side, and from this approach extremely conspicuous.

      
      Trenchard, up aloft, watched the water with extraordinary care. True, they were inside the usual lane of coast steamers, but any accident here would mean certain death—not from the sea, but from men. Once caught here, once recognized, the schooner could expect no mercy. Trenchard was glad that the sun was high and behind him, and that the sea was not calm, for thus every condition was at its best for his task.

      
      Yusuf knew the waters, true; but he was not sure of the coral. Now the schooner began to zigzag slightly, the brown men standing at the lines, Yusuf watching the shore and the slim figure aloft. From time to time Trenchard pointed, then moved his left hand or his right. The left signified a light brownish patch, which be tokened a scant three-foot depth; the right indicated greenish depths of a fathom or more. Svenstrom, watching it all, marveled and frowned at this conduct, for he had expected shoutings and quick warnings. These two men who worked together scarcely uttered a word, and comprehended each other perfectly. Svenstrom was no fool, was in fact extraordinarily alert; yet he was as far from understanding Trenchard, whom he regarded rather as a high-class outlaw and reckless scoundrel, as he was from understanding Yusuf, whom he regarded as an Arab ruffian. The fact that he regarded himself as a bold and dashing rascal, a gay dog who laughed at laws, did not aid his comprehension. However, in the usual course of events he would work in very well with the others. He knew Grenille quite well, and the fact that Grenille accepted Trenchard as a full equal was a high recommendation, for as a rule Grenille would have nothing to do with Anglo-Saxons.

      
      Just what lay behind Trenchard, no one was quite sure, and the skipper himself was not the man to blow about it. Trenchard had a most astonishing reputation among the men who did things, who all swore by him; he had another sort of reputation among the men who ordered other men to do things, for these swore at him and offered rewards for him. Among the French colonial officials, in particular, Trenchard was held in abomination. It was not so much the fact that he broke laws, as it was his manner in breaking them. Blustering, hard-fisted roisterers, who acted by the code of desire, they could handle; yet they were helpless to cope with this quiet man who treated their laws with contemptuous disdain, whose idea of abstract justice they could not comprehend, and who seemed to regard a brown-skinned man as the equal of a white.

      
      SVENSTROM had heard much of Trenchard, off and on, but had not seen the man until that morning the skipper came to the hotel in Port Victoria, capital of the Seychelles, and handed Svenstrom a letter from Grenille. The latter and Svenstrom had worked together previously, and Svenstrom had been expecting just such a letter; but his disappointment at sight of Trenchard was acute. This quiet little man, Trenchard the pirate, Trenchard the smuggler, Trenchard the knight errant of the Indian Ocean! Incredible! Trenchard had read his thoughts, and smiled a trifle.

      
      “Better come into it,” he had said, indicating the letter which Svenstrom held. “I met Grenille in Mauritius, and he caught a cattle-boat over to Madagascar, while I came up here to fetch you. Grenille arranges things there; I attend to the transport; then we cut across the Mozambique Channel and you arrange the disposal of the stuff in Portuguese East. They don't like me there, but that's the only place we can get rid of loose gold.”

      
      Svenstrom had had to laugh, at that, for he spent much of his time in the Portuguese colony and knew all about it. True, they did not like Trenchard there—to the extent of a large reward, dead or alive. Trenchard had helped some Arab skipper get his dhow out of the greedy clutches, of a grafting official, and one thing led to another; men were killed; a Portuguese coaster was blown ashore with cut cables; shifted buoys put a gunboat on a coral bank; and at a rather high price the Arab got his dhow back and fled to Zanzibar.

      
      “Grenille doesn't go into details,” Svenstrom had said, glancing at the letter.

      
      “His word's good with me,” Trenchard had replied. “Fifty thousand pounds in free gold. How about you? We split three ways if you come in.”

      
      “Oh, I know Grenille; sure.”

      
      “Then get aboard in an hour. I have to get out before they discover who I am.”

      
      That had been all. Svenstrom had watched the trim, slender figure stride away, remembered the keen intelligence of the flashing gray eyes, and had made his decision instantly. Queer that he had, too, for he was a plodding and suspicious sort, slow to trust, apt at sounding out his man with sly words and furtive jinglings of coin. Now, as he stood under the whistling cordage, heard the pull and creak of the schooner, watched the slender figure of Trenchard waving first left hand and then right, he glanced ahead at the barren coast with narrowed and uneasy eyes. He could not understand why he was on this absurd errand, why such a man as Trenchard was fool enough to stick to a sailing schooner in these days of power, why the scent of raw gold and the word of Grenille had tempted him. Sometimes fear and hesitation struck into his spirit, and this was one of the times, as the loom of the red hills drew nearer, and the schooner rushed here and there among the coral patches with never a reef in her booming mainsail.

      
      AS for Trenchard, poised aloft and staking against death his swift judgment of green and brown and clear turquoise water, his thoughts touched only fleetingly on the white man below. He had no particular fondness for Svenstrom, had plumbed the man's depths on the way south, and held aloof. Still, Svenstrom was badly needed in the enterprise, was no coward, and was instinct with a bulldog reliability in times of actual stress; oddly enough, it was at other times that the man might go weak. This was of little moment, however, or so it appeared. The agreement was that Grenille was to be in absolute command ashore here, Trenchard while afloat, and Svenstrom when they reached Portuguese East.

      
      Now the rocky, hilly coast began to open out ahead, inside Pointe aux lies, where the little Ifontsi River trickled into the sea; a few scattered islets appeared, although at a little distance or from sea ward they were totally invisible against the hills. The schooner rushed on, now to right, now to left, as though death did not lie just under her forefoot; Yusuf stood braced to the rise and fall, swinging easily from knees and hips, his gaze flitting be tween the shore marks and the figure up aloft conning the way. Presently he opened his thin lips, and a few words floated upward; Trenchard inspected the waters ahead, found them a dear deep green, nodded confirmation and came down to the deck.

      
      “Two points off the port bow as she lies now,” he said to Svenstrom. “That's the signal from Grenille. All clear.”

      
      SVENSTROM peered through his glasses. From one of the jutting masses of rock at the shore was winding up a thin trail of gray smoke, swiftly dissipated on the wind. A few moments afterward it had died out, vanished. The schooner was running in close along the shore.

      
      “Inside the coral,” observed Trenchard. “Good depth here, too—twelve fathom at least. Yusuf must be going inside those islands⁠—”

      
      Suddenly the voice of Yusuf drove at the two men.

      
      “By Allah and the Excellent Names of Allah!” he cried, and changed to French. “Look there, above the headland!”

      
      Svenstrom looked, not understanding. Trenchard looked, and his lips tightened. Against the reddish hills, inland above the jutting promontory of the point, lifted on the wind a second finger of smoke; not thin and gray and cautious, like the signal from Grenille, but a dark and massive column that wavered upward and then scattered. It rose, while they stared; then gradually it thinned and died away into a trickle, and this trickle was lost to sight behind an intervening hill.

      
      “What's it mean?” asked Svenstrom.

      
      Trenchard looked at the Arab, who threw up his head in negation.

      
      “Hard to say. Not Grenille.”

      
      “No?” Svenstrom glanced swiftly at
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