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Lookine up, he saw Mr. Evans standiong
before him,

**'Ah, Grainger,”" gaid the wmaster, ' 1'm
vlad T mcet you. Did you'see Myers pase just
How?y'' )

" Vg, sir."

“ Wav¢ he alone?”

*Ne. He had a fellow with him.”

“Ah?! That's just it. I saw them 20 into
u cottage along there. The lout seemed to be
byllying Myers. The boy looked posilively ili.
What does it all mean? ('an yon throw any
light on their a¢quaintanceship?”

Grainger hesitated, then answered with a
frankness that did something towards caxinyg
1he {nast.or's troubled mind.

“ Yes.
fishing rod from the fellow.” he satd, " It's n
pity he didiu’t co to Birch's; but 1 don’t see
that we can interfere, sir.”’

Mr. Lvang, frowning, walked atong, the cap-
Ltain Keeping pace by his zide,

“No, 1 sappose not,”” he eaid; ' hat,
frankly, 1 don’t like it. No caod ¢an cownc
of it. I'm almest inchined to declare Marsh
Lane out of bounds.™

crainger looked sharply at the master.

1 wouldn't do that, Mr. Evans, he cried,
“Myers will soon get tired of the tellow,
especially if the rod’s a swindle, as I've no
doiby at 1. Better leave tRings as  thiey
are”’

" H'm ! muttered the mas<ter, and the two
t:amped etardily along the road that jed to
Lt lcminster School.

R —

THE DAY OF THE QGQREAT MATCH.

T was the day of the Inz mateh, a seareh-
g hot sumimer’s day. with just a sheht
brecze to temper the lierey rays ol the

) sull, that beat down from an uncionded
eky. '

The groundamen had cnt and rolled the

cricket piteh and marked out the batting
creases of the new wicket,  The schon] flag
fluttered lazily from the tall mast beside the
crivket pavilion, and all around the ground
were suspended emaller flags and  pennons,
that gave to the scene a giala appearance
fitting to the great occasion.

J am afraid that there was a good deal ol

slackness in tlle clase-rooms that morning
during school hours, particularly among the

I behieve Myers is going to h@y a

THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

|

|

{

No. 186

juniurs, and the suppressed vxcitement during.
dinner afterwards made itself distinctly felt.
Then the moment the boys were free pande-
monium broke loose, and the arguments that
arose as to the merits of the different mem-
bers of the chosen eleven almost 1od 40 blows.
In the lane leading to the school seeuts
were stationed to watch for the brake that
was to hring the Ragley mcn jto Little-
mif:ater.
At last it came, and, a panting scout having
stormed up with the news, the boys rushed
out to sce the rival team arrive.

Through the gfa_tes the brake swung, amid -
a cloud of dust., and up to the scheol housé
it drove. There the masters, Dr. Mason. and
Grainger, the school  captain, waited to
rcceive them. ” )

lHearty good naturcd grectipgs were ex-
changed. after which the cricketers, bags in-
band. made a move for the cricket ground,
where the boys were rapidly taking therr
pluces, in cager anticipation of the coming
inatch. ‘ .

* Good—old - -Ragley!” they roared, in a
rhorus of ¢reeting, the e¢n-my receiving the

Jovation with grim smiles as they clambered

into the pavilion. |

The cxcitement grew. To the waiting hoys
cvery moment that passed seemed an age.
What was the matter with the beggars?
Would thev never he ready? What a long
time they were getting into their flannels!
Wasz it Incause th‘fy were Junking it?

“*Uh, theyre au set of funks all right
cnough,”’ piped young Fawcett., *° They know
jony well they don't stand a chance against
old Littlemineter. QGrainger's boys ‘will lick

em into & cocked hat.”

Myers, passing hy, hearnd.

“1 wouldn't make too zure of that?™" he
sreered. Ragley's got last year's- cleven,
and they'te won the hist three matches. Pon-
soLby’s out of our team, which doesn’t im-
prove our chance.’’ ..

“ No: but Challis is in it =aid Basil, the
champiou, **and that does! We're goning to
win!”’

Mryers laughed sarcasticilly.

‘* Wait till the match is over belore you
crow,” he crind. ¢ \We shall see.”

(To be continued.)

(Owing "to the length of the Complete Story
we can only publish a short imstalment o! our
popular Serial. Extra long instalment next week.)
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THE EDITOR. (
NS IS ST 2S5

A Yuletide Story of S:hoolboy and Detective
Adventure, introducing NELSON LEE and
NIPPER, SIR CRAWFORD GREY and the

Boys of St. Frank’s.

By the Author of “The Ancient House Buwglary,” ¢ Jack Mason’s Luck,”
and other Stories.

(THE NARRATIVE RELATED THROUGHOUT BY NIPPER.)

CHAPTER L.
THE FESTIVE SEASON !

| IR CRAWFORD GREY rubbed his hands
together genially.
‘* We couldn't have a better morning
for it, boys,”” he declared, gazing out
of thz window upon Gray's Inn Road. -* It
is snowing—and enowing “hard, too. The
London streets arc not improved by the down-
fall, but the country will look very season-
able in its white mantle.”

« Rather, dad!” said Norman Grey, of the
St. Frank’'s Remove. ‘1 was hoping it
would snow, but I didn’t think you'd like it.”

‘““ Well, my boy, from my personal point ci
view I might not care a great deal for
snow,’’ admitted Sir Crawford, with twink-
ling eyes. ‘“ But I was thinking of you
youngsters. 1 want you to enjoy yourself,
Jack—just as I want your friends to enjoy
themselves, too.”

Norman Grey looked at his father with an
expression of wonderful affection in his cyesa.
He had not been christened ‘‘ Jack,” but the
name would probably stick to him—during
his schooldays, at least. -'

There was quite a little gathering of us,
and we occupied Nelson Lee's consulting-room
in Gray’s Inn Road. In addition 1o the
guv'nor and mysclf, there wag Sir Crawlord

and Jack Grey., Reginald Pitt, Tommy Wat-
son, and Sir Lancelot Montgomery Tregellis-
West.

It was getting near Christmas, ard St.
Frank’s had broken up for the Yuletide vaca-
tion. Sir Crawford and his son were just
about to start for Grey Towers, in Berkshire,
taking Reginald Pitt with them.

We had all been invited; but Nelson Lee,
myself, and my own two particular chums
Montie and Tommy—wouldn’t go down just
yet. We intended remaining a day or two i
London, and then joining the others at ti:e
baronet's country seat. The programme w.:x
quite an excellent one, for we knew that SNir
Crawford would prefer to be at Grey Towera
comparatively alone to begin with, without «
noisy party round him.

There was a very good reason for this, be-
cause only the night before Sir Crawfor
had definitely established that the junior we
had known at St. Frank's as Jack Mason waz
none other than his own son. Norman Grey.

Jack was one of the best fellows breathing,
and nothing pleased us bhetter than to find
that he was the son of this splendid, uprisii
old gentleman. But that’s a libel, perha:.i
Sir Crawford was by no means old, and i
had looked years younger gince. the gluii us
truth had been made known to him.

Pitt, too--he was a guoud cuap. 1t sceared
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only a rshort while ago that he had been one
of thce most despised fcllows in the Ancient
House Remove. But that was all over now.
Jack Grey's influence had wrought wonders
in Pitt, and had turned bim into one of the
best fellows jn the school,

He and Jaeck were great chums, and they
openly revelled in the thought of going down
to Grey Towers together, and the further
thonght that they would find the country
snow-bound and wearing a real Christmassy
aspect.

* Well, bhoys, we must he getting off if
we are to catch our train,” said Sir Craw-
ford, glancing at his watch. ‘' You won’t fail
me, Mr. Lee, will you? Bring thesc dear hoys
down not later than Thursday.”

Nelaon Lee smiled,

“\We are only too anxious to come, S8ir
Crav. (ard,”" he replied. 1t 13 most good of
you to invite—"

‘* Nonscnse, sir —nonsense !’ Interrupted the
horonet graflly.  QGood gracious me! 1f you
talk of goodness, what must I say? It is
soldly owing to your efforts that Jack was
1estored to me, and iy feehle attempts to
txpress my gratitude have been all inade-
quate. 1 can only hope that 1 shall he able
to perform some service for you in future
days which will partially redcem my debt.”

The ruv'nor only amiled, and protested that
Lis achicvement had been quite ordinary, and
Ly no means noteworthy.,  All the rest of ns
erinpned clicerfully at Ins worde. We knew all
about it, =0 we could accept his disclaimer
for what it was worth.

Our guests took their departure alimost at
once.  Very shortly we should become their
pucsts, and the parting was only a temporary
obe.  Less than an hour later Sir Crawlord
and hia two young companions were comfort-
ably sgcated In a warm, fliret-class compart-
nent, specding towards Gadsbury, the nearest
station to Grey Towers,

The snow was still coming down gently and
gteadily, and there was every prospect of a
hig downfall. The country througi which the
train was speeding was clothed in its Christ.-
mas cloak, and looked cold and cheerless, but
seasonable, )

‘* We shall give Rance a surprise, my boys,”’
chuckled Sir Crawford, ** Rance is my butler,
and he was given to understand that 1
shiouldn't be in the country for Christmas.
1've told bim notbing of my f{resh plans,
cither. Egad! What time have 1 had to do
eo? 1t has been a rush since yesterday, Jack
—ch?"

“ Ratuer, dad; but you've managed to do
a lot,” said Jack. .

“* A fair amount, lad--a fair amount,”
replicd 8ir Crawford genially, ** Let me see,
three extensive orders to threc different great
atores. 1 hope the things will get down to
Grey Towers in time for Christmas—other-
wise we shall have a poor festive board, 1'm
afraid. - You see, Jack, I was not preparcd
for such R joyful event, and it has been neces-
eary to do things in a hucry." -

1t doesn't matter much, anyhow, father,
sald Jack, bolding on to one of Bir Craw-

ford's arms affectionately. 1 can’t rcally
think it’s all true, even now. It—it sceins
tco good.”

‘*Ah, my dear boy, it is one of those
dreams which have come true,”” caid his
father szent.lL.1 ‘“¥ hoped and hoped—and yet
dared not take anything for granted. But
last nignt the glorious truth became known,
and herc we are. It’'s strange, isn’t it? There
are “;vondcrful things happening in this cld
world."”’

| ““It's about the Lest thing I've cver heard

of, sir,”” remarked Pitt, smiling. It will
mean a great ditference for Jack when he gocs
hack to St. Frank’s. All the fellows will be
knccked over with surprise—especially I'ull-
wood and those other cads.”

Norman Grey smiled.

“It deoesn’'t matter much what Fullwood
thinks, anyhow,”’ he caid lightly. *‘ 1 belleve
Nipper wrote to one or two chaps this morn-
jng—or he’s going to write to-day—telling
them about it.”

“1 don't wonder,”” said S8ir Crawford.
‘* Good news I3 not to be kept secret, is it?
And this is about the finest news in the
whole wide world. I want you to enjoy your-
selves this Christmas, my boys, and 1 can
certainly promise you a good time. It is
sptendid that Mr. Lee and those other young-
sters will join us in a day or two. We shall
bec a happy party—all friends together.”

‘““ Will there be anybody else, dad?’’ asked
Jack intcrestedly.

‘* Not at first, my boy,” replied his father.
‘* Later on, at the end of the weck, quite a
number of people will come if I can persuade
them to accept my hospitality. It's going to
be a big party in honour of you, Jack. But
at first we shall be quiet—I want you all
1o myself to-day and to-morrow.”

Jack was silent, for he really didn't know
what to say.

** Perhaps I ought to have stayed behind,
sir——'"' began Pitt. .

‘““ Good gracious me!’’ exclaimed Sir Craw-
ford. ** What a blundering tongue I pos:ess,
to be sure! I didn't mean in that way, Regi-
nald, my boy. I want Jack to mysclf, but I
want you, tgg. Forgive me for such a slip.”
**It's all right, sir,” said Pitt, smiling.
'* But, you see, I know how much you love
Jack, and I shouldn’'t like to be in the way.
1f every father had a son as good as he
is, they’'d be a happy crowd——"’

“0Oh, I say, don't talk rot!” exclaimed
Jack, flushing. °*‘If anybody's a goec< chap,
Pitt, it's you. But don’t let’s talk about it.
The past is over, and there’s only the future
to think about—a glorious fature, too.”

** And the present, lad—don't forget the
present,’’ said his father, with twinkling eves.
‘* Dear me! lIsn't it snowing?’

It was, and the journey continued to tae
accompaniment of further flurries of white
flakes. When the trio finally descendcd upon
the platform at QGadsbury, their feet sank
into a deep carpet of anaw,

The station was a comparatively small one,
but there was an unusual bustle about it.
The platform was piled with boxes, bampers,
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snd packages of all kinds—an indication ol
the nearness of Christmas.

The old stationmaster was blue-nosed owing
to the cold, but cheerful and hearty. He
wag even more cheerful and even more heardy
when he received- from Sir Crawford an ad-
vance Christmas-box!

A pair-horse carriage was awaiting outside
—a closed brougham. The three travellers
took their seats, and their luggage was placed
in front by the coachman. And then the
drive to Grey Towers commenced. .

They reckoned to be home in time for
luncheon. but would probably have to wait
some little time while it was prepared. This
brouzcham was not Sir Crawford's property;
he had wired to a Gadsbury livery stable at
the last moment—having completely forgotten
the question of transit from the station to
the Towers in the rush of other events.

And a carriage was quite necessary, for the
distance was five miles, and led through the
villace of Pellton, which practically belonged
to Sir Crawford, every stick and stone.

During the ride the snowfall ceased and
the sky cleared somewhat, allowing the
wintry sunshine to break out upoin the undu-
lating landscape. The sunshine sparkled
aloriously upon the freshly fallen snow. It
was a picture which filled the boys' hearts
with delight.

The snow crunched crisply under the hoofs
of the trotting horses; the breath came from
their nostrils in clouds, and they warmed to
their work cagerly and with a will.  The
hedges were all covered with masses of snow,
concealing the nakedness of winter. And the
flakes sparkled like diamonds on the hedge-
banks.

“It's real Christmas, sir!"’ exclaimed Pitt
enthusiastically.

‘“Yes, we don't often geot such weather
nowadays at Yulctide,”” said Sir Crawford.
‘“ Let's hope a sharp, keen frost sets in. It
is freezing now, of coursc, but it is not nearly
severe enough.’
~*“ Why not, dad?”’

" “ Your eyes will glisten when you see the
great lake in the Towers grounds,”’ . replied
Jack's father. *‘It's a wonderful place for
skating; and I've never yet met the young-
sters who don't like disporting themselves on
the ice, eh?”

“It’ll be
je.yfully. )

The prospect was indeed alluring. Jack
remembered that I should arrive with the
other fellows and Nelson Lece in a day or
two, and he could.foresee many happy days
ahead. It was all new to him—all undreamt.
of. It seemed like something out of one of
the wonder-tales he had read as a child.

And Grey Towers wus the castle to which
he was being-led. It would all be wondrously
fascinating. Jack bhad known nothing but
poverty and squalor until he had met Sir
Crawford. St. Frank’'s had been his first real
taste of happiness in life—and cven there
his path had not been exactly a smooth one.

But all the troubles were over now, and he
was going—home! He was going to a home
he had never scen, but which he had been

ripping, dad!” exclaimed Jack

picturing to himself through half the night,
instead of sleeping.

‘And Grey Towers did not afford him any
disappointment

After passing through Pellton the journcy
lay through a heavily wooded country lune—
through, indeed, the Grey Towers Park. But
presently the carriage turned in between some
massive gate-posts, and the travellers were
row within the private section of the park
itsclf, negotiating the long gravel drive.

At first the trees concealed the view ahead,
but a turn brought Grey Towers into view. It
was a mnoble-looking pile, although not of
any grea. vastnese. Built of grey stone,
solid and suustantial, it had stood the blasts
of winter for hundreds of years. It was old--
very, very old. Towers jutted out at dif-
ferent points, and gables aboundced.

On a dull, drab day the old building would
look aimost sinister, perhaps—gloomy and for.
bidding. But now, snow-covered and bathed
in sunshine, the picture was one of delicht.
This was a castle indeed comparable with the
one which Jack had pictured itn his mind,
never dreaming that the vision would become

a reality.
“Oh, dad!” he exclaimed, clutching his
father's arm. “ Isn’t it wonderful!”

“I am extremely glad that you like the
look of my—our home,” said Sir Crawford,
gently correcting himself. *‘ The snow came
at the right time, and Oid Sol has been con-
siderate; his smile is lighting up the old
place in a manner which I have rarely seen
before.™

There was a wide spac: before the noble
fiicht of stonc steps which led up to the great

cdoor. The snow upon them was untouched
and undisturbed. proving that life at the

Towers was very quiet. The servants had
the place to themselves, and, of course, did
not use those great steps.

'"* Here we are at last!"”’ exclaimed Sir Craw-
ford, atighting from the carriage and beat-
ing his hands on his sides. ‘‘ Egad! That
frost is coming, I beliecve. And now for
Rance. If he has not witnessed our approach,
he—— Ah! Somebody is awake, after ail'"

The great double door at the top of the
steps had opened, and they revealed the
neatly attired figure of a man of about middie .
acge ;. and his clothing pronounced him at once
to be a butler. He was clean-shaven, iron-
arey at the temples, and serious-faced—a
butler, every inch of him, althou«h not one
of the * old retainer’’ type so dear to the
heart of a novelist.

‘““ Ho, Rance!’”’ cried Sir Crawford.
prised to see me, ch?"’

Jack, looking on, almost expected to see his
futher attired in the clothing of past ages.
It scemed to him that this old place
couldn’t be modern; that he had been traums-
ported into the pages of one of the rousing
historical stories he delichted in. But Rance
was n very modern type.

“ Yes, sir, I am surprised,”” he exclaimed,
running down the steps towards the little
group. 1 understood that you weren’t
coming for Christmas, sir.””

[ X1 Sur.
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“Ves, T arranged to stay at my London
house for the holidays,”” said the owner of
tircy Cowers. *‘ Well, Rance, I'm here—with
my son.”

The butler’s eyes opened wider.

‘“T don’t think I understand, sir,”’ he said.
“And P’m afraid everything is unprepared.
1t wonld have been better if you had warned
me, sir.”’

** Undouhtedly. Rance—undoubtedly,”’ re-
plied Sir Crawford. *‘ But, being in a most
excited condition, I quite overlooked the fact.
Howcver, I. am the master of my own house,
and I think I am permitted fo change my
plans if I so desire. 1 want you to attend in
my library very shortly, as thcre are quite a
host of orders I wish to give. We must all
lcok lively, Rance.”

‘““Yes, sir,” sald the butler winemotionally.
‘“ But therc's no fire in the library, sir, and
Mrs. Baldwin isn't here——" '

** Dear, dear!” said the baronet.
rather unfortunate. Here i3 a house without
a housekeeper. However, I have no doubt
that we shall surmount the ditliculty. But
we will get indoors, boys.”

Jack could think of nothing bLut the almost
awesome nobility of this wonderful place.
The great hall, warm and cbeerful, and sub.
duved in the light which came through the
beautifully coloured windows, filled him with
a silent ecstasy. The magnificent staircase,
so wide and so richly carpeted. It was all
splendid. ' :

“ 1 am afraid there’s no room you can enter
yet, sir,” said Rance apologetically. ' We've
had no fires to-day, not knowing that you
werce coming.’’

‘* But fires can be lit, Rance, and fires must
he lit,”’ exclaimed his master. ‘It was un-
fortunate that I could give you no hint of my
coming, but euch is the case, and we must
make the best of it. Get four or five of
the kitchenmaids to work at once——"

“ That's impossible, sir,” interrupted the
butler respectfully. ‘1 fear that I must
crave your pardon, sir, for taking a liberty
which was outside my province. But I was
only thinking of the servants in a generous
spirit. 1 have given them-all a holiday for
Christmas, with the exception of three or
four, and they are the footmen and the coach-

“* Thig is

men. 1 am very sorry, sir!”’
“ Oh, my hat!” murmured Pitt blankly,
But Sir Crawford laughed with great
heariiness.

I can’t hlame you, Rance,”
he exclaimed. ** We must rough it, I sup-
pose, for a few hours. You arec the butler,
and {he servants are.in your charge; I cannot
blame you for being considerate. However,
you’ll have to send word to the village at
once and get what temporary help you can—
pending the arrival of the ordinary staff.
They, I'm afraid, must be recalled; but 1
will compensate them.” -

** Very good, sir,” said Rance,

And in this way Norman @(rqy -.arrived
home. At present he had no thought of any
dramatic adventure—neither had his father.
But one was coming, and swiftly, too! Events

“ Well, wll!

r
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were destined to occcur at Grey Towerg
which would be both startling and extra-
ordinary.

et pem—

CHAPTER I1.
STRANDED IN THE STORM |

DWARD C5SWALD HANDFORTH
sniffed.
There was a world of contempt
in that sniff, and his chums, Church
and McClure, regarded him in surprise. The
trio were seated in the rear of a powerful
tcuring car, which was ploughing through the
deep snow steadily and relentlessly.

In the front seat of the car were Sir
Edward Handforth and tlhie chauffeur. The
boys were by themselves, and had been dis-
cussing the recent honour which had been
bestowed unon I{andforth’s neble pater.

The car helonged to Kir Edward, and had
been to fetch Church and Mc¢Clure—the whole
trip being Handforth’s idea, an idea which
his father had good-naturedly indulged. Per-
haps he wouldn’t have heen so ready had he
known that the weather would change so
much for the worse. This was the day fol-
lowing the arrival of Sir Crawford Grey at
Grey Towers, and it looked very mwuch as
though an ugly snowstorm was hrewing. The
wind wa3 already howling bhitingly and

\viciously. Evening was drawing near, and the

dusk was deepening.

Hzndforth and Co., well wrapped up, wera
quitec comfortable in the rear of the big car.
The three St. Frank’s juniors were in the
best of spirits, and, as before mentioned,
werce talking about Sir Edward.

‘“What the dickens are you sniffing about ?*)
asked McClure. ‘' Got a cold?”

‘“No. you ass, I haven't!”

‘““ Well, what’s the matter, then?’’ went on
McClure. “1 only mentioned that your
poter wasn't a 'sir’ the last time I saw him,
He was just a plain ‘Mr.,,” like my dad,
You seem to be offended.’”

““ Rats!”’ said Handferth. ‘*Nothing to be
offended about, is there?”

‘““ When was the honour given ¢tn him?”
asked Church.

‘“A month or two ago. It was in the
papers, if you had any eyes,” replied Hand-
forth, ‘' It’s a queer thing some of the chaps
at St. Frank’s didn't spot it. Perhaps they
did, and didn’t connect him with my pater.
Anyhow, I wasn’t going ‘'to make a song
about the—the disgrace!’” ]

“The what?’ gasped McClure. ‘“ A -dis-
grace to be made a baronet?”

Handforth snorted. . .

“Je ain’t a baronet—it’s only a kright-
hood.” he said contemptuousiy.

‘“« Well, blow it all, it’'s nothing to sne¢er
at,” sai@d Church. **I know if my father was
made a knight I'd let the other chaps know
snon enough, It’s an bonour, Handy, and
I'm blessed if I can understand you.”

“ Qh, don't he potty!"” snapped Hand-
forth. ‘* Where does the honour come in?
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I felt like navine a bLust-up with my pater
for accepting it.”

“You—you fathead!"
staring.

““ There’s no honour in beicg .made a
knight nowadays,” said H-ndforth. ‘It re-
minds me of that giddy comic opera—*The
Gondoliers,” ain't it?—where some chap saya
that dukes are three a penny. It's not so
bad as that, but pretty near. Knizhts are
as cheap as bloaters, anyhow!"

Handforth spoke with feeling. - Naturally,
his statements were greatly exaggerated—-
they always were. But it amazed his chums
to find that he took this view. But, thom,
you never could know how the dickens Hand-
forth would take anything. His father had
hcen knighted months ago, and he hadn't
breathed a word about it!

““Of courze, if you like to ecall your pater
a bloater, that's your look-out,”’ said Mec-
Clure. *“‘I don’t mind a bit."

Handforth glared.

“I didn’t call him a bloater!" he roared
‘ndignantly.

Sir Edward turned round in his scat.

‘“ (zetting hungry, boys?"’ he asked genialiy.

I heard something about bloaters, didn't
I? You'll have something better than that
before long!”
-*“ Yes, pater, rather!” gasped ‘Handforth.
He certainly had no wish to explain to his
father how that word had cropped up.
Handforth senior was something like Hand-
forth junior -when ‘it came to impulsiveness.
He was quite capable of cufling Edward
Oswald right and left if the occasion dqe-
manded, although, like his son, he would be
sorry for it immediately afterwards. But,
as Handfoerth had complained, that didn’t
relieve the pain. It would be far better to
be sorry before he started.

The crisis was passed succes:fully, for Sir
IEdward did not press.his son for details re-
earding the subject of bloaters. And the
conversation in the tonmeau took a turn,
not unnaturally, upon grub. Handforth and
Co. indulged themselves in specutating what
food they would partake of upon arrival
home.

This interesting subject, Lowever, was soon
disposed of, for an interruption occurred
in the shape of dense masses of snow, which
sewept abruptly out of the heavens. A halt
was called while the big hood was drawn
over the car as a means of protection from
the elements. Handferth complained bitterly
about his father's crass stupidity—but out
of Sir Edward's hearing—in purchasing a
motor-car other than a landaulette or a
limouaine. This car was draughty and cold
now that the snowstorm had swept down.
In the warm weather Handforth would b«
the first to comment upon his father’'s wis-
dom in buying an opeu car! y

The journey continued in pitchy darkncss,
for the black clouds which had rolled up had
brought night ‘on very suddenly. The journey
had been unduly prolonged owing to the
state of the roada.

The clouds were

gasped  Church,

releasing their burden

never

’
-

with svoch vigour that it waz almost im-
Irossible to see a couple of yards ahead.
The- snowflakes were small. but in myriads.
«nid they were covering the ground rapidly
and banking up into drifts everywhere. The
fine afternoon had changed to a dull even
ing. and a dull evening had developed into
a nicht of wild hurricane.

“Aly o hat!”  muttered McClure.  ** We
shan't get home, shall we?”

“ You silly fathead!" sported Handfortk.
“ Do you think this car is a rotien dud,
or what? The snow may delay us, buf-—"

Hardforth. remark was cut short in a
rathe dramatic manmer, for he suddenly
Pitched out of his seat and fell sprawling
with his chums. They were in a wild heap,
but unhurt, and the c¢ar was still. IL'urther-
more it appeared to be standing at a very
acute angie.

* Great pip!" gasped Handforth. * What's
happened? Take your beastly foot out of
my ear, you ass!'"” '

Handforth and Co. succceded in getting to
their fect, and they found their way out of
the car somehow or other. Sir Edward and
the chauffeur were floundering in the snow
close by, regarding the car in a concerned
manner, standing in the full licht of the
headlamps.

“What's the matter, pater?”’ asked Hand-
forth.

“ Don’t ask such silly questions, Edward!*
snapped Handforth senior, no longer genial.
“Can’t you sre what the matter is? You
use your cyes: that's what's wrong
with vou, my boy. We have blundered into
a snowdrift.”

““Tt wasn't my fault, sir,” said the chauf-
feur. “I couldn't see which was the road
and which wasn't. 1 suppose we're half in
a ditch, or something. I'm very sorry, sir

“ Nonsense, Tisher.” interrupted Sir Ed-
ward. ‘It wasn't your fault in the least.
This infernal snow is ahsolutely bewildering.
Where are we, for gonodness' sake? Can't
we vet the ear out of this confounded fix?™

Iisher cocked his head doubtfully.

“I'm afraid not, sir,”” he replied. *‘* She’'s
decp in, and wo should need a dozen men
to haul her out. No good reversing her
engine; .can’'t get any grip on this surface.

Besides, she’s half capsized, and—-"

The chauffeur bent down and pulled the
snow away from the front wheel nearest
him. When he looked up there was a wry
expression on his face.

‘“ Wheel’'s broke, sir,”” he announced, * an’
we're not carryin’ a spare one, either. She's
properly crocked, sir. I don’'t see how we're
zoin’ to get her home for days. Must have
another wheel, anyhow.’

Sir Edward snonted—just like his son.

‘““What a bothering nuisance!” he ex-
claimed discustedly. ** This meuns that we've
got to trudge through this infemal esow
until we get to a station, which might be six
or seven miles off. This is what comes of
indulging you, Edward.”

““Here, I say, it ain't my fault!" pro-
tested Handforth indignantly, ** A walk won't
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do vs much harm, pater. It'II be rather jolly:,
ig fact. Real Christmas, with a vengeance!”

8ir Rdward made no comment, but his ex-
preasion plainly told how * jolly " he judged
{hc sitanation would he. There was nothing
for it but to walk along the road until they
camo to a town or a village. Tho unfor-
tun.te Kiaher was lefh with the car until
relief could Lo scnt out to him.

Sir Edward said very little as he walked
on wibh the bnys e waa, in fact, in a
ehocking temper.  Handforth  senior  was
very much like his son In the fact that he
wns hopelessly unreasonable. As a rule he
was gomial and geod-hearted, but the pros-
pect of trudging milea through the snow
upget him,

Residea, threre was a distinet probability
that thero would be no train, even if they
did get to the station. They would be
forced to put up at rome little village inn.
Sir Bdward Jdetested ol country inna, large
or amall -particularly small. ¢ had not
alept in an inn for twenty yecars, and the
thought of doing so now was appalling.
Handforth'a tather was a man of even,
regular habits, and saything which drove him
out of his ordinary rut worried him intengely.
He would not mind so much if there was a
hig modern hotel neay by, like the KRavoy. Sir
RBdward always staved at the Savay when in
Londan; he had his own suito there. But
there was not much prospect of finding a
second Ravoy in this locality.

The trudgo through the otorin wasn't far,
for within ten minutes the quartette came
within right of several twinking lights in
the distunce between the flurrics of snow,
t:m wind, fortunately, driviny from behind

1Icm.

The {winkling lights rreolved themselves
into those hehind tho windows of several
small ehops in o village street. A country
pelice contable,  whito with snow, loomed
up out of the Jnrknem. and peercvd curiously
at the wayfarers.

“*Ah, my man, T should like & word with
yon,” said Sir Edward. ** We have been un-
fertunnte enough to strand our car in a drift
up the road. Can you tell me the pame of
thiv place?”

“ Pdlton, =ir,” zaid the constable.

“Js there a rallway-station lhere?”

©* No, sir: the nearu:t iz Gadshury, fower
mile away,” repljed the policeman. ** But |1
don’t recken it ‘ud be much goad gom‘ goin’
there. They say the trains ain't runnin’,
owin' to a fail of snow in the cuttin’. And
it's n rare wild night.”

“*You needn’t tell me that,” snapped Sir
Bdward firritably. *“This is abominable!
'The ncarest stution four miles away, and no
trulus runnipg! We're stranded, hoys, abso-
lutely stramiled. We must, at least, send a
telegram—--'"

“1 don't reckon you can, air,”” put in the
constuble, * 1 just heerd from old Alfred,
the postman, that the wires are down on the
other side of Lambert's Pond. This 'efe B g
reg’lar flerce night, an’ no mistake." |

Sir Edward uttered an impatient cjacula-
tion.  The position seemed to be gettirg

|

|
|
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worse and worse. No station, no traines,
and now no telegraphic communication! He
wouldn’t be surprised to hear that thero
wasn't an inn In the wretched place.

The gale whistled shrilly past the little
group, making 1t almost impossible for them
to stand steadily. The rnowflakes_  wers
whirling madly, and the four unforfinate
travellers were smotherced in whiteness from
head to foat. :

'* Oh, corks!'’ muttered Church, shivering.
“Thig is Hyely, ain’t it? How are we going
to get home to your place, Handy?”

“ Don’t ask me!’ growled Handforth.

‘“Js there a decent hotel here, my man?™
asked Sir Edward gruftly.

**1 dunno about a hotel, sir,” replied the
policeman. ‘' There’s the Blue Lion, up the
street. I reckon you'd best go to the Lion.
The Broken Pitcher ain’t much of a place
for accommodation. Mr. Marray, the land-
lord of the Blue Lion, will take you in—
Thankee, sir! Thankee kindly!”

The constable took the half-crown which
was generously handed to him by Sir Edward.

“* Just up the etreet, sir, aginst that there
reddish light comin’ from the post-ofilice,” he
went on respectiully. * You can’'t mistake it.
Merry Christmas to ye, sir! Merry Christmas
to all of ye.”

‘*The came to you, and many of ’em!”
grunted Handforth. °‘1If this is your idea of
merriment, it ain’t mine. My hat! Ain’t my
fcet cold?” e

They stamped up the street through the

‘thick snow, and at length arrived at the Blue

Lion. Sir Edward, already irritated beyond
measure, glared at the old building almost
balefully.

‘* Wretched havel!”’ he exclaimed bitterly.

It certainly waen't much of a place, and
investigation didn't improve matters. The
parlour into which thcy werc shown was cold
and cheerless. The only warm, comfortable
place in the building was the tap-room—and
Sir Edward positively refused to submit to
that indignity.

The sleeping accommadation of the inn
wag limited, but Mr. Murray, the landlord,
olffered his best. Handforth would have to
slcep with his father, and Church and
McClure would occupy a room to themselves.
Orders were given to send out assistance to
Fisher, who was guarding the dereljct motor-
car. The car was to be surrotinded with
lanterns and left there until#the morning.

The knowledge that the beds weren't airew, .
and that this necessary operation would now
be performed, caused Sir Edward to explode.
afresh,

** Qur deaths of cold—that will be the
result!” he spapped. 1 know it! Theseo
iuns are all the same. We shall be the
victims of influenza—— What on earth is
the matter with you, Edward?”’ "

Handfarth looked at his father queerly.

‘** Nothing, pater,” he replied. ** At least,
I was thinking.”

*I thonght something was wrong,” said
Sir Edward irritably.

* But look here, -dxd.” went on Handforth,
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with a sudden show of eageriess.  “ You
remember that letter 1 showed you this morn-
ing, from a chap named Nipper—Mr. Nelson
Lee's assistant? He's a member of the Re-
move at St. Frank's—"'

‘“Don’'t bother me with——""

:“ But I've just remembered, pater,” pro-
tested Handforth. * Nipper gave us the news
that Jack Maszon ain't Jack Mason at all.
but the son of Sir Crawford Grey. And
Grey Towers is within a mile of Pelllon—
this village. Nipper mentioned the address in
his letter. It only just struck me—"

‘“*My dear boy, it doesn’t matter a fig,”
interrupted Sir Edward testily. ** We don't
know Sir Crawford Grey, and we¢ couldn’t
impose——"" Hec paused, thinking. ‘I don't
know, though.”” he went on. ** Under these
exceptional circumstances "

** But Mr. Lec and Nipper and Pitt and two
or three other chaps are staying with Sir
Crawford now—this minute!” eaid Handiorth
eagerly. *“ Don’t you see, pater? You know
Mr. Lec—you've met him. And we know
Tregellis-West and Nipper—and we know Sir
Crawford's son, too. He's almost a pal of
ours. If we go to Grey Towers we shall bz
welcomed with open arme.”

Sir Edward’s eyes gleamed.

‘“By George!”’ he exclaimed. **You're
right, son. Anything to escape from this
place! Grey Towers, I should imagine, is a
big mansion. We shall find comfort there—
comfort and cheer and good companionship.
In ordinary circumstances I would not dream
of thrusting myself upon a stramger because
I happen to be acquainted with one of his
guests. But our breakdown, and the wild-
ness of the night, is ample cxcuse. Sir Craw-
ford will certainly make us welcome—unless
he has a heart of stone.” |

‘“ He's a splendid old chap, sir,” put in
McClure. * He’s been to St. Frank’'s more
than once. You'll like him immensely. I say,
Handy, this is a ripping wheeze of yours.
We cshall see Nipper and Mr. Lece and all
the rest of them!”™ .

Handforth was irclined to pat himself upon
the back. It was astonishingly fortunate
that thc car had broken down just near this
place. The coincidence was rather remark-
able, but Handforth and Co. didn’t seem to
notice it. They were ouly concerned with the
immediate prospect. _

Their gloomy looks vanished, and Sir
Edward smiled quite genially. He questioned
the landlord, and learned that Grey Towers,
sure enotugh, was only a mile distant. Yes,
Sir Crawford was there; he had passed
through the previous day, and some boys
were with him. Sir Crawford evidently in-
tended spending Christmas at the Towers.

Everything was turning out splendidly, and
Handforth senior donned his heavy fur coat
and gloves and hat. His good humour had
been restored, and the prospect of trudging
through the snowstorm for a mile was almost
a pleasant one—with the further prospect of
cheer and comfort at the end of it.

The juniors were quite excited, for they
had not expected anything so good as this.

They were almost glad (hat the ¢ar had got

stranded.  Sir Edward ribbed his hands to
gether with great eatisfaction.

Perhaps he was thinking of the dinner
wliich woild be served at the Towers, for the
evening wes yet young, and they would arrive
well in time for dinner. The meal which
woitld have been served at the inn had filled
Sir Bdward with foreboding, and he had been
troubled with gloomy anticipations.

The quartette passed out into the wildness
of the night cheerfully and gladly. The
chauffeur would be all right, for he could find

food and lodging at the Blue Licy. Sir
Edward left full instructions.
The spowstorm was, indeed, scvere. The

wind howled and moaned through the trees,
and round the outlyizg cottages of the vil-
lage. It shrieked down the country road,
carrying with it masses of fine, stinging snow.
Sir IKdward and his three young companions
struggled on with grim determination.

They hal received full instructions from the
somewhat mortified Mr. Murray. He didn't
like losing his distinguished guests so sud-
denly, and he felt rather slighted. However,
Sir Edward had no great consideration for
the worthy man's feelings.

The great gateway of the Towers drive was
reached at last, and within ten minutes the
snow-covered travellers were mounting the
wide ster of the mansion itself. The big
hcuse looked strangely dark in front, but this
v.as nothing to worry over. In the darkness
Sir Edwarl groped for a bell or a knocker,
and finally discovered a huge, old-fashioned
bell-knob. He pulled it vigerously, and the
resulting peal was heard within the mansion,
far distant, but clear in a momentary lull in
the storm.

** Now we sha'n’t be long!”’ said Handforth
ch=erfully.

He was right, for the wait was but slight.
Then heavy bolts were drawn back and one
of the great doors opened, admitting #.n icy
rush of wind and a thousand fine snowflakes.
A man in butler’s attire pecred out into the
gloom. A soft glow of light and warmth was
revealed bchind him.

““Oh!’ he exclaimed, after a moment,
** Come in, sir. Come in, young gentlemen. I
didn't expect youn until to-morrow.”’

He stood aside, and Sir Edward and bis
companions followed. They didn't exactly
understand the man's words, but that mat-
tered little. The main thing was to get into
the warm hall, out of the cold and snow.

‘“ Ah, that’s better!” exclaimed Sir Edward,
shaking the snow off his shoulders on to the
great mat. ‘' 1 presume you are Sir Craw-
ford's butler "

‘“Yes, sir,” said the man.
sir.”’

** Very well, Rance. Will you tell your
master that four weary wayrarers crave his
hospitality,” said Handior{h senior. *‘‘We
have met with a mishap—— What on earth
are yvyou shaking your head about, man?"

“I'm sorry, Mr. Lee-———'"" began Rance,

“ Eh?' Interrupted Sir Edward. “ I'm no§
Mr. Lee.” _

Rance's face ynderwent a quick change,

“I'm Rance,
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“"Not Mr. lec?' De
“ Whn are you, thent"
“ There in no necezsity for you to nae that

repeated sharply.

time, my man,” sald *ir Edward curtly. 1
am Sir Edward Handiorth, and thcse
hoys - -7

“1 thought yon vwere Mr. Nelson Lee)”

interrupted Rance. * Sir Crawlord told me
that Mr. Lee would he eoming with three
hoys, but he aaid that they would come to-
norrow. 1 paturally mietook you——"

“ 01 course -of course,”” said Sir Edward,
interruplirg in turn. " A most natural mis-
take, Hance. Well, no matter. Tecll your
miaslrr that we are here. | am tired of stand.
ing on thisn mat at your pleasure.”

“I'm sorry, sir,” «ald Rauce, ‘' but 8ir
Crawford i3 pot at home.”’

dir Fdward and the boys looked startled.

"*Not at home!’’ repeated the lJormer
sharply. * But I anderstood—-""

" Rir Crawlord s not at home, rir,'’ per-
riated Rance, his voice culd, hat respectful.
" There to nobody at home. All Lthe servants
s;n away loe the Christinus holidays, except
nug ---"' '

“They told ua in the village that Sir
Crawford arrived yesterniay,”” put In Hand-
Jorth bluntly.

*That s quite correct, my young friend.”
sald Kance. * But the master went away
again almost lmmcdhmlr. with the beoys.
He Jeft no ordern, and only told me to make
nrokmcs to Mr. leo when he arrived. No,
alr, 1 shouldn't take your coat off,” he went
on tn:lcily.

** Inded. and why not?'’ demanded Rir
Bdward ﬁrlml . removing his fur coat with
great deliberation. 1 don't like your tone,
vy wman. And refrain from addressing my
o3 as your ‘young friend.” 1 wn't have it!?
It strikes me, Rance, that you are inelined
to be lnpertinent.”’

The butler's cyes fAashed aungrily.

‘*1 hope not, sir,” he sald, keeping hlmnselt
in cheek with an effort. ** But you do nod
sccm to underatand the positton, sir. Sir
Crawford is not at hume, and 1 do not know
where he is staying. ‘T'his house (s cmply
cxvept for myselt and four scrvants. It |Is
yujte tmpoasibic for any gucsts to remain,
and 1 must ask you to leave at once, sir.
Mr Crawford wmade no mentioa of youor
name-- -

* Probably not, for 1 have nover met your
waster,”’ Iuter}ht’!rd Sir Edward. 1 came
here because ! thougbt that 1 ahould fiad a
welcome for theeo ys ond wysell. No
daubt the correet thing would be for us to
depart, but | have no intention of dolng so.
‘he nlght is ‘wilder than ever, and we shall
slay. Bir Crawford, 1 bave no doubt, wil)
fully understand the position when 1 make
my apologies to him later on.*

ce laughed unplcasantly.

** 3 don't wish to be rude, air, but y‘n re
an i{ptruder,” he sald. * You will lnity
l.la this house ad once, and take thopgQoys
with you—'

* Confound r impudance!’ anapped 8ir
Edward angrily, * How dare yJou order meo

out In that fashinn? We intend to etay,
Rance, and you may he sure 1 shall repart
this groasly impertincnt eonduct on your part
to 8ir Crawford. [ will make my own ex-
planations to your master. Go and see thas
foad ls prepared and beds made ready.”

Just for & moment Rance stood quite atill;

then he bowed.
** Very good, sir,”’ he sald quictly. * if you
will remain here for a short while I will

have a fire ligkted in the library.” )

And Rance departed, leaving the intruders
in the big hall gathered about the glowing
fire in the greaf rcplace.

*1 gay, puter, it's a hit high-handed, aln't
it?" asked Handforth.

'*1 must confess thut you arc right, lad.”
sald his father. ** But 1 have no iIntention
whatever of bending to the will of this fellow,
who appears to imagine that Grey Towers
belongs to bim. It is necessary to be high-
handed occasionally. 8trictly speaking, we
are intruders, bud Sir Crawford will forgive
us, 1 am sure. Indeed, he will almost cer-
talnly. upbold our attitude. It s only
common courtcsy to take In strangers on
such a bitter night as this.”

Sir Edward was quite comfartable with
regard to the attitude he had adopted; and,
without a doybt, he was fully justified. The
butler seericd to accept the position unemo-
tionally, and ho presently ushered the guests

into thc epacious lidrary, wherc a great log
firc was already blasing In the grate. The
subdued lights of m lamps filled the

room with a warm glow.

“1 am afraid 1 eannot aérve a very elabo-
rate dinnes, sir,” smid Rance. ** There are no
women servants here, s0 we arge handicapped.
Might | suggest, sir, that you take the meal
here, In order to save lighting other fires?”

* 0Oh, certainly—ecertainly,” sald = 8ir Ed-
ward. "' Do aa ‘vou like about that, Ranee.”

The butler retired, leaving Handforth and
Co. grinning. The ihreat to report his im-
erlinence to Sir Crawlord had evidently
aken eflect, and he was now very anxlous to
get Into Sir Bdward’s good books.

This was further in evidence later on, for
Ranco did everything in his power for the
comfort of bis unexpeeted guests. The dinner
was simpla but appetising, and it was served
on a small table, which Rance brought into
the library and p—iaced before the roaring fire.
Two footmen then appeared with trays and
dtl:!:ea. and the meal! progreseced almost In
state.

Before that cheerful fire, warm and com-
fortahle, the visitors feilt extremel{ grateful
to ba out of the bitter cold of the night.
Althou the situation at Grey Towers was
very different from what they had expeoted,
this comfort was far superior t0 any they
would bave experienccd at the Bloe Lion.
8ir Bdward Handforth expanded upder the
comfort and warmth, and regmchd tho

butler almost genially.
ist little ineident in the

" We must forget
hsll, Rence,” he sald, lighting a cigar. * No
doubt you were laken aback, and 1 was

somewhat sharp. Bverytbing is all right now,
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and Sir Crawford will hear no complaint from
me."’

" Thank you, sir,”” said Rance quletly.
“ Thank you very much indeed, sir.”

Ho was obviously pleased, and arfter the
dinner things had been cleared away he
announced that sleeping apartments had been
made ready; the three boys would share one
room and Sir Edward would occupy another.
This arrangement was quite catislactory,
and Sir Edward was further pleased when he
lcarned that fires had been lighted in the
bedrooms. '

‘““ Rance is a good fellow, ariter all,”" re-
marked Handforth's father, lying back in his
chair and smoking contentedly. * He is dcing
his best for us, and we can afford to forgive
that outburst of impudence when we first
arrived. Eh, my bhoys:”

‘“ Rather, sir,”’ said Church
rcadily.

*“ You ought to give him a tip, pater,” =aid
Handforth. “I know I "

Handforth paused as Rauce again appeared
in the rloom of the doorway beyond the soft
glow of lights. The butler was carrying a
massive silver salver, on which could be seen
four cups of steaming hot coffee, with a
little sugar basin heside them and silver jua
of cream.

“I thought you would like coffes b2for:
retiring, sir,”’ said Rance respectfully.

‘“ Exccllent, Rance, exceilent!'' exclaimed
Sir  Edward. “ Upon wmy eoul! 1 didn't
anticipate this luxury.'

Sir Edward was extremely fond of coffee
hefore rctiring, and never missed it in his
own home. He had refrained from mention-
ing the matter here because he koew that
the kitchen staff was non-cxistent and these
fow mensarvants were doing the'r best to fill
the breach. It was therefore doubly wel-
come to have this cotfee broeught in to him.
1t had becn upexpected, and the tip which
had been decided upon for Rance was imme-
dintely doubled. Sir Edward was very like
his son in the matter of generosity and open-
handednesa.

‘ Now, Rance, you musat really accept this
little Christmas box.”” said Sir Edward
genially. ** Slightly in advance, perhaps; but
no magtcr. You have done your best for us,
and we are gratefunl.”

“Thank you, sir,”” said the butler.
very kind of you, sir.”’

He took the two crisp browu-and-green
Treasury note§ and discreetly thrust them
into his waistcoat pocket. Then, bowing, he
retired silently and in a stately mannecr. Sir
Kdward handed round the cups of cellee with
a.genial amile.

* Upon my soul!"” he chuckled. “ lHow we
misjudged that man! What's that, Edward?
You don't want any? Nonsense—"

““ You know I don't like coffee, pater.”” said
Handforth, who bad rejected the proffere:d
cup. ‘I wouldn't give a penny for a gallon
of it. If it was tea, I wouldn't mind. But
coffee is rotten.”

“1 regret to say, Edward. that yon are
shockingly plebeian in your tastcs,” said his

and McClure

LY ‘it iS

father severely. *“ Sicce you have rcfuscq
the coffee I will drink it myself—and you
may have the pleasure of witnessing the act.
If you choose ~to go thirsty, that is your
look-out. This cream is most delicious—to
judge by the looks.’’

The cofiee was consumed, and Sir Edward
felt far more comfortable afterwards. It had
not poscessed the precise aroma which he de-
lighted in, but was, rnevertheless, pleasingly
palatable. And under the influence of the

~warm beveraze and the glowing fire the little

party gre-w sleepy. ,

“We must get to bed, boys,”” said Sir
Edward, yawning. ‘*‘It is quite early yet,
but there is nothinz to keep us up—and 1
feel unusually drowsy, somehow.”

‘“ Blessed if I can make it out,”” remarked

Haadforth. ** Church and McClure are yawn-
ing all over the shop, too. 1 fecl fresh
enough. T1'll bet it’s that giddy coffee——""

‘“ Nonsense, Edward!" smiled his father.
‘* Coffee- has the effect of refreshiog one. It
i3 the fire, . and the warmth of the whole
apartment. Come along.’”

He pressed the bell, and Rance appeared
and escorted them to their bed-chammbers.
Both apartments were stately and luxurious,
and glowing fires burned in their grates.
Handiorth said good-night to his pater, and
he and his chums commenced nndressing.
Handlorth was rost discusted, for he had
quite a lot to say. and Church and McChure
paid very little attention, being shockingly
drowsy.

They fell asleep. indced, almost as soon aa
they had snuggled down between the sheets.
Handforth lay awake in his own bed, gazing
at the glowing embers of the fire and think-
ing over the events of the day. It was rather
remarkable, he decided, that Sir Crawford
had not been at home—for Handforth had
been quite positive that the baronet was in
residerce at Grey Towers for Christmas.

Handforth couldn’t eleep, somehow, and
the great eilence of the house was only
accentuated by the howl of the gale outside.
Perhaps he became rather anxious, and this
further kept him awake. At all events, it
seemed to him that hours passed, and still
he couldn’t slumber. The fire had died down
to & mere handful of red cinders, and the
areat room was gloomy.

Suddenly Handforth -sat up in bed.

Outside in the wide eorridor he had heard
a strange sound—a sound as though some-
thing was being bumped along the flooring.
It died away. and all became silent once
more. Handforth slipped out of bed, his face
uritm. There was nothing of the funk about
him: indeed, he was rather inclined to be
fcolishly reckless on cccasion.  Handforth
never counted the odds when it came to a
scrap. At St. Frank’'s he had often attcmpted
to fcht. single-handed, three or four fellows
of hie own weight. Naturally, Handforth had
been promptly slaugitered; but he waa
always ready to come up the next time, smil-
ing and confident.

He opened the ddor of the hedroomm and
looked out into the dim corridor, He saw
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the door of his father’'s room standing open,
for-a glow of light was 8treaming out. This
was quccer, and Handforth investigated.

Arriving in the bedroom, he found it
enpty--Sir Edward's hed had been slept in,
but its late occupant was not there!

For some few minutes Handforth stood
abhout the room, wondering why his father
had gone out. The flre was burning, and
Jland{orth was cold, 30 he knelt down on the
furry hearthrug and traasfcerred some of the
warmoth to himnself.

At last, becoming impatient, he got to his
fecet and went to the deor again. He had
heard a slight sound, and thought that his
father was returning.  But now Handforth
started. A hight was gleaming out of his
own bedroom—and he had left it in dark-
ness !

He ran down the corridor, a strange fecling
of alarm grippifg him. He hardly knew what
to cxpeet, but he was amazed to find that
hoth Ciluvech and McClure bad vanished!
Their bheds were empty!

“Well, I'm jizgered!” gasped Handforth,

The alarm within him was turning to dread,
and he walked to the door uncertainly and
almost fearfully. And then the most startling
thing of all occurred. Dark forms, almost
invisible jn the gloom, sprang at him., He
was gripped, held in s¢pite of his struggles,
and horne to the floor. Within one minute
Bdward Oswnald Handforth was helpless—a
prisoncr!

What on carth could it all mean? What
was the explanuation of these mysterious hap-
penings of the night?

e ——

CITAPTER III.
A CHRISTMAS MYSTERY,

' REY TOWERS!” said Nelson Lec,
with a wave of the hand.
We regarded the old place with
intereet, and decided that it looked
quite splendid in the wintry sunshine.

1 was seated with Sir Montie Tregellis-West
and Tommy Watson in the rear of Nelson
lece's big touring car; the guv'nor was at the
wheel. And we were ploughing along the
drive of Grey Towers through the thick snow.

'TThe storm of the night before had passed,
lcaving the countrysidé snowbound and look-
iog the worse for wear. « Trees had been
blown down everywhere, telegraph wires were
sageing at dozens of points, and many poles
had been snapped like carrots by the fury of
the hlast. 1 don't know whether a carrot
waull have snapped under the same con-
diet,iom, but the simile is good enough for
m L]

Snowdrifts were cverywhere, and the rail-
way scrvice was greatly hindered, Sceing
that the weather had cleared up, Nelson Lee
had decided to make the trip by motor-car.
1t was only a shart run from Londpn, any-
how. and we timed oursclves to get down in
readiness for luncheon.

Nclzon Lee had not sent a wire, beeapse Sir
CranJord already knew that we would arrive
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on this particular day just after noon. And
we naturally expected to find Grey Tower3s
full of activity and Christmas chcer.

By this time, no doubt, everything was
planncd. S8ir Crawford had outlined a great
many schemes to us, and we knew well
enough that his ideca wae to celebrate the
filuding of his son in the most lavish manner.
Arey Towers was to be a blaze of light in
cvery room and corridor during this Christ-
mastime. The place was to be festooned with
hollv and mistletoe and decorations of alil

descriptions. In short, the whole party was
to be a joyous, lively one.
Outwardly, however, the old mansion

showed no sign of gaiety. We pulled up
heforc the great door- and regarded the
house with interest. Jack Grey and Pitt bhad
not appeared, although we fully cxpected
them to be on the steps awaiting our arrival,
Neither was there a sign of any activity. The
greab steps were snow-covered from top to
bottom, without a break. Nchody had passed
out that morning, at all events.

** Looks a 'bit gloomy, doesn’t it?"’ re-
marked Wateon, as he alighted from the car.
** You might think the giddy house was
empty.”

‘““You won't say that when you get inside,
my lad,” smiled Nelson Lce. * Sir Craw-
ford is probably out in the park with his
young friends—skatiing on the lake, perhaps.
At all events, we shall soon sce.”

We mounted the snow-covered steps, and .
Nelson Lee pulled the great bell-handle with
vigour. Somehow, the sound it brought forth
from somewhere in the remote distanco
secemed to ring hollow and desolate.

* Rummy, fsn’t it?' I asked curiously.

Befor¢c anybody could reply the door
opened and the staid form of a: man in
butler's atlire stood before us,

‘“ Ah, I have no doubt that you are Mr.
Lce, 8ir?’’ he asked at once.

*“That is quite correct,”” replied the
guv'nor. ‘' Sir Crawford is expecting us——"’

“1 am Rance, sir, Sir Crawford’s butler,”
interrupted the man. ‘I was instructed that
you would come down to-day, and the master
further told me to express his apologies
during his absence.” '

** Absence!” 1 echoed wonderingly. * lsn’t
Sir Crawford here? What about Pitt? What
about Sir Crawford’s son—"

**1 am sorry, young sir, but the master is
not at home,” replied Rance, turning to
Neleon Lee again.  * Sir Crawford is very
sorry,’”’ he went on. ‘‘le greatly regrets that
hi is’ not able to welcome you as he would
like.'

Nelscn Lee regarded the butler steadily.

“1 don't quite understand this,” he said.
“ But come in, bhoys. There is no nccessity
for us to stand in the cold, surely? Now,
Rance, what is this you are saying? I under-
stood that Sir Crawford was lhere with his
son and another boy.”

‘““ That's quite right, sir,”” replied the
butler. ** Sir Crawford was called away, how-
ever, and he went the day before yesterday.
Not a soul has arrived since; the house has
been completely empty except for myself and
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three or four menservants.

Grey Towers L3
shut up for Christmus.”

““ Begad!” murmured Sir Montic. * This iz
remarkable—it is, really! Surely there is
somcthin’ wrong somewhere?’’

‘““ Obviously, Montie,”” said Nelson Lee.

‘““This is a most unpleasant eurprise—and
strange, too. I cannot imagine Sir Crawiord
allowing us to come down here without send-
ing a line of explanation. You will oblige
me, Rance. by giving me your master’s pre-
sent address.” ’

“I don't know it, sir.'”” replied the butler.
** Sir Crawford went away and left no instruc-
‘tione—except that I was to make apologies
to you, and to ask that you should return to
London and await the explanation which will
be forthcoming. At all events, it is impossible
“for you to stay here.”

‘““Oh, my hat!” I muttered.

““On the contrary, Rance, it is not impos-
sible, because I intend to stay,” said Nelson
Lee calmly. * These boys and myself were
expregsly invited by Sir Crawford, and 1
prefer to wait at Grey Towers until your
.master either returns or communicates with
mc. The fact that he has gone is astound-
1ng enough, but that he should have done so
without warning me is quite inexplicable.’’

‘“I can say nothing further, sir,”’” repiied
Rance steadily.

‘* Has nobody called
left?’’ .

** Nohody, sir.”

‘“In short, not a soul has uzed the main.

steps to the front door since your master
went away?’’ proceeded the guv'nor.

. ‘“Not to my knowledge, sir. As you saw,
the snow was quite undistirbed,”” replied
Rance. ‘' There has been a great fall within
the Jast day or two. Would you care to
t;xk?c a little rcireshment before Ileaving,
sir?”

Nelson Lee laughed.
- ‘1 fancy we shall take more than a ‘Jittle "’
refreshment  before leaving, Rance,” he
replied smoothly. ‘' These bhoys and myseld
will remain here, as I said hefore, until Sir
Crawford recturns or communicates with me
direct.”

A cold light leapt into the butler’s cyes.

‘“You will pardon me, but you cannot
stay——"' he began.
“That is enough!'' snapped Nelson Lee

curtly. * Do not dare to give me your orders,
Rance. You may go. I will ring when 1
want you again.'’

Just for a moment it seemed as though
the butler were about to burst out angrily:
but he bit his lip, bowed, and walked away.
But 1 did not neglect to notice the furious—
almost evil—light which gleamcd in his pale
blue cyes. -

**The cheek of it!" I exclaimed. ¢ Fancy
_ trying to order us out of the place, guv’'nor!
But what do- you make of it? Why didu't
Sir Crawford tell us that he was going away?
‘And why did you ask all those questions
about somebody coming, sir?”

Nelson Lee regarded me thoughtiully.
‘“ You want to know a lot, young 'un,” he

since Sir Crawiord.

IX

remarked. ‘I can form no opinion at the
present moment as to why 8ir Crawford left.
But 1 am quite certain that he did not do
so without a very excellent reason. But,
come, we will enter onc of these apartments.”’
We found ourselves in a spacious, noble
room, which was evidently the library. The
air was cold, but not cxactly chilly. There
was no fire inp the place, but Nelson Lee bent
down and felt the firebricks at the back.

**Warm,”” he remarked. ‘ There was a
fire in this room yesterday, at all events. 1
have a mind to test the veracity of the ex-
cellent Rance. If Sir Crawford left the day
before yesterday, why was there a fire here
last night? Touch the bell, Nipper.”

I did so, and Rance appeared after a short
interval.

** You rang, sir?”" he asked respectfully, but
coldly.

1 did, Rance,’”’ replied Lee.
see that a fire i3 made
quickly as possible?”

‘““1 have already given orders, sir.”’

‘“That is excellent,” went on the guv’'nor.
‘** The room is chilly; I gather there has been
no fire in it for some days."”

*“ Not since Sir Crawford left, sir.””

‘““There was no fire yesterday?”’

Rance’s eyes searched the -grate narrowly.

*“ No, sir,”” he said; *‘‘ there was no fire in
this room yesterday.”

*“I thought the air was very chilly,’” said
Lee carelessly. *‘ That's ail right, Rance.
Hurry the servants up, won't you?"’

The butler retired, and we all looked at
Nelson Lee queerly. Rance had beenn bowled
out in a direct lie. No warmth could bave
been rctained in the firebricks for such a
time as the- man had intimated. '

‘* What's the meaning of that, sir?”’ I asked
in a low voice.

“I don’'t know, Nipper,’”” was the guv'nor’s
reply. *‘‘I half suspect that Sir Crawford
was here as late as last night.. At all events,
something very remarkable has bhappened,
and I have no intention whatever of leaving
this house until I know the truth. Rance,
for ¢cxample, stated that nobody had been

4 Will you
in this room as

-down the front steps during the course ot

yesterday.”

-** Well, that’s true,
Watson.

“1 don't think so. my bhoy. There were no
distinct footprints in the snow, I will admit,
owing to the fall during the night; but cer-
tain inequalities on the surface hint that
that fresh snowfall has covered up some
tracks which were made during the course of
yesterday. 1 am quite sure, in fact, that
Rance has been lying to me; and if he will
lie on one thing, however unimportant,
there is no guarantee that his whole story is
not a string of falsahoods.”

We were rather startled.

*“ But—but what can it mean, sir?"" 1
asked. *‘“ What reason has thc butler got for
telling lics? And why did Sir Crawford go?”

‘“ Really, Nipper, I can answer no ques-
tions as yet,'' said the guv'nor. **But 1 am
quite certain that we have a mystery to deal

sir, isn't it?"" asked
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with. S8ir Crawford’s plans were quite defi-
nite, and he would not alter them of his
awn free will without informing me. Neither
wauld he apolozise for bheing abscnt through
the medium of his butler. At the very least,
he would have Icft a personal note of ex-
planation.” :

* You mean that romething has happencd?™”

“ Preciscly,” said lLee quietly. *‘ S8omcthing
has happened, Nipper.’’

A fuw moments later he dispatched Tommy
and Montic out to the car tn feteir their bags
and portmanteaux. As soon as they had
reached the hall door Nelson Lec¢ closed tine
door of the library aud looked at me keenly.

" Come here, Nipper,”' he said, in crisp,
low tones.

I was over by the window, and we met in
the centre of the room., There was some-
thing unusual about the guv’'nor’s tonec, and
I regarded him curiously and with interest.
He ?ripped my &rm.

1 didn't want to speak out helfore your
chums, In case they give any hint,” he said

rimly. '‘1 can trust them, I kiow; but |
hink it is better that we should kecep this
to ourzelves for the timce being. Something
of a sinister character has taken place,
Nipper. 1 am convinced that Sir Crawford
has met with foul play.”

“What!" I breathed.

“I do not foreget faces casily, my boy,”
went on Nelson' Lee.  ** Over ten years ago 1
was pregent at the Old Bailey, during the
trial of two men for burglary with assauit.
1 forget the exact details now, but some-
body was killed, and the two criminals re-
ceived stiff sentences. One man went to penal
servitude for life and the other for ten
ycars.”

“ But wnat the dickens—-"'

“Don't interrupt, Nipper,” said Nelson Lee
evisply.  “7The man wiho reeecived the ten
years® sentence is in this houte at this very
moment--calling hinmsclf Rance.”

.':?(}rnut Seott!” I gasped. ** Arc you sure,
pir?’’

“1 am sure, young ’'un,” said Lee grimly.
“The man created a great scene in the dock,
and T remember his  face distinctly., 1
should fay he has heen out of prison for two
or three ycvars. But he is the same fellow.
Just get that into your head, and ask your-
scli what it means. I'Il warrant the wman has
not settled doven into the quiet life of «a
butler. 1t's flshy, Nipper--infernally fishy !

1 was startlesl afresh, and showed it.

* PDon't look like that,”” went on the
guv'nor. ‘'* We must allow no hint aof this

’

discovery to cecape, either by word or sign..

We'il wateh, Nipper, and see how the land
lies. 'There is some conspiracy here, 1'll stake
my life!”’ .

We had no opportunity to say anything
further, for Sir Montic and Tommy arrived
back from the car.
well to keep them in ignorance as yet.
guv’nor only vaguely suspected.

My two chums were to be trusted right
through, hut they had not been trained as
Nelson Lee had trained me. 1f thay .knew

The

It was perhaps just as

|
|
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give him the tip—quite unintentionally—that
we suspected him. He was certainly as sharp
as steel, and would be on the look-out. Tho
guv’'nor knew that I wouldn’t give anything
ayay by my looks or attitude.

I was rather stirred, for the whole thing
was so unexpected. We had come down here
with the idea of meeting with a great wel-
come from 8Sir Crawford, his newly-found sor,
and Pitt. And they had vanished! They had
goine away without leaving a word. 'And tho
great mansion, instead of being gay and
festive, was shut up for Christmas!

There was certainhy much to ponder over.
And almost immediately something elso
cropped up which turned our. thoughts in a
different direction. Tommy Watson was
wondering where to put his bag, and appealed
to Neclson Lee. '

“My good boy, it will go up in your bcd-
room ultimately,”” said the guv'nor. *' You'd
better put it down against that lounge for
the time being.”’

Watson obhcyed, but a moment later he
had turned.

““Just have a look at this, you chaps,”
he said. ‘I found it behind the lounge, and
I can’t quite make it out. Do you know ir
Pitt or Mason—I mean Grey—brought away
Handforth’s cap by mistake?”

‘““What arc you jawing about?’” I-asked.

But the question was unnecessary. Watson
was cxamining a St. Frank’s cap. And,
written across the iining inside was the name
** E. 0. Handforth,” in large, sprawly letters.
It was just like Handforth to put his {full
name in his cap. a

‘* I say, this is jolly queer!” I said. ‘' Jack
Grey and Pitt left their school things at our
place in Longon, guv’'nor. They came down
here wearing toppers. How in the name of
wonder did Handforth's cap get heret”

Nelson Lee examined the article with ine
terest.

‘“ Are you sure that one of the other boys
couldn’'t have brought it?’’' he asked. ‘* Bauf
[ nced gcarcely ask. With the name written
so largely inside the cap, a mistake could
hardly occur. Is it possible that Handforth
hos been here?’”

Nelson Lee looked at the fireplace medita-
tively. .

** There was a fire last night—some pcop!
carae yesterday, if 1 read the signs aright,”
he said, in an absent manner. ' I wonder?
I wonder if—"'

IIc.paused, and the rest of his thoughts he
kept to himself. Then suddenly he turned to
us, fully alert. .

** Act as though everythingz is quite usual,
hoys,” he said. *‘I intend paying a visit to
the village almost at once. 1 will do so
iinmediately after we have partaken of re-
freshment. While 1 am away you must keep
together—all the time. Don’t separate under
any consideration." .

** Begad! Why not, sir?”
mildly. ‘' Is there danger?*’

' There might be—and it is best to be on
the safe side,”” replicd Nelson Lee. ** The

asked Montie

tbe truth about Rance, they would probably " whole situation is strange, and 1 mean tQ
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ing

y down the passage, the man in front hold

(1) Sir Montie was borne silent!

aloft a lantern.
(2) Outside the stout door was the fi

L]

gure of a man.

It was the butier—

listening.
(3) ' It is impossible for you to stay here,”’ announced the hutler calmly.

(4) Quite abruptly the great square stone slid back into the wall with g
grating noise, revealing a dark aperture,
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Investigate at once. Bul don't forget what
1 told you-- -- Yce, Nipper, the vicew 1s really
cxeellent.””

Hir Montie and Tommy atarcd at the
guv'not in surptise; but | grinned. 1 knew
the reason for that abrupt change of sub-
jece. A footatep had sounded out in the great
hall, and a maoment later two footmen
appeared, slaid and very atolid-looking. One
of them procceded to light the fire, and the
other ¢onk posscssion of our bhage and other
things and carried them upstairs.

About ten minulcs later we were silting
down {0 a hastily prepared luncheon, coffee
and sandwiches being the chief itema on the
menu.  Bot they were qguite excellent, and
we were very hungey. he keem froet had
given us appelitea of the frst ?ullll :

“ Now, boys, remember what | aaid about
aticking cloee together during my absence.”
aeid Nalson lec, when we bad Gnished. ' |
dou’t suppose | shall be away for longer
than an hour. [ trust you, Nipper.”™

" Right, air,”” | replied promptly.

The guv'nor went off almost at once, and
we were left alone. My chuma plied me with
questions, hot 1 was unable to answer them,
The aflair was very atrange, and we couldn’y
make head or tail of it at present.

The Bading of Handforth's cap added to
the mystery, for | den’t think ecither Jack
Urey or TitL had posscased it when they left
(iray’s lan Road. Then, 400, there was the
remarvhable ateennce nf Sir Crawford and the
hosléie attitude of Ranse. Al conteibuted

o make w .mw‘{l unoasy.
Outwardly the baltler was palite and re-

tiul, now that he know that we had
elermined Lo atay. HBat there was hosatility
hehind his polite words, and we didn't fwi)
o nolice .
But Nelsun Lee was destined to discovet
much which would prove of intvrest.

L

CHAPTFR 1V,
BIGNIVICANT PACTS.

RLLTON village was quiet when Nelson
loe atvode briskly up the single maia
stroet. It was generally quiet, of
course, but this afternoon not a soul

was {0 be seon out in the open.

The anow lz thick cverywhere, and the
light of the short winter day was already
heginuiog to wane. The sky was overcast,
twt Lhere was no immediate prospect of a
further fall of smow. The temperature waa
wel! balow [reesing point, and the show wae
criop undar Nelaon Lee's tool as he watked,

IL was natural, pechaps, that he should
coinmencoe his inquities at once ol the small
village Inus. Gossip generally fnds its way
into the lar-mm sopocr Lthan anywhere clse;
moreover, (L was a public place, and Lev
cvould make his investigations unoyjtrusively,

withoul appearing Lo bLe inquisitive. There
was more than a chance that tance would
be on guard, or that the man had aent

somobody tato Peliton to wateh Lée'w wmove-
mends.
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Neither was it very surprising that theo
detective should enter the Blue Lion, since
this was far better in outward appearance
than the Broken Pitcher. Cecrtainly Nelson
Lee could not have commenced his inquiries
better, for he went to the one place where
he was likely to obtain information. Lueck
was on his side that afternoon, without the
slighteat doubt. -

The bhar was cosy and warm, and quite
empty except for n worried-looking man who
and over by the fire, A mug of beer near
him. He was attired in a thick winter over-
coal with Iarge buitons, which somehow sug-
gested a livery. His boots were thick, and
the lowce part of his legs were encased in
gaiters. Without a doubt he was a chauffeur,
unﬁl didn’t scem to be an inhabitant of the
village.

Nc?mn Lee had hoped to have a few words
with the landlord, but only a young girl
was behind tho bar, and her face did not
expreas sufficient intelligence to warrant Nel-
son Lce starting a conversation. He decided
L.h'altl. it would be better to wait for a littie
while.

He obtained a glass of beer, and took it
uver to the fireplace and sat down opposite
the worried-looking individual in thec over-
coat, He atirred as Lee sat down, and
ooked up half eagerly.

*You don't happen to come from the
Towers, air?’" he asked respectfully.

" Why, what is your reason for asking?”
eaid Lee, without committing himself.

*My guv'nor went up there last night,
sir,” explained the man. * ['m Fisher, an’ I
drive Sir Rdward Handforth's car. We had
a bit of a smash up the road last night, and
couldn’'t get no further—Sir Edward and me
an’ three nippers.”’

Neison Lee knew that he had struck oil at
once. The news that Handforth's father
had gone up to the Towers was strikingly
eignificant. The mystery of Handforth’s cap
being in the library was explained, and it
opencd up o vista of possibilities which
Nelson Lee did not care to contcmplate at
the moment. .

“1'm afraid 1 can give you very little
information. Fisher,'" he said, setting down
his glnes. ' Have you had no word from
Sir Edward to-day?’ :

** No, sir,” reptied the chauffeur. “1 was
otdered to stay here until 1 got instructions,
but it ain't like Sir Rdward to leave me all
this time. I expected him down this morn-
ing, to have a look at the car. We letch_et!
it in, an’ it's round the back now, lookin
pretty sick.’” '

‘* Possibly 8ir Kdward has gone home by
train, taking the boys with him,” said Nelson
lec. ' You will no doubt receive yuur in-
structions- —"’

‘ But he couldn't have goune home by train,
sir."’ objected Fisher. * The station’s four
miles away, an’ you've got to go through this
village to got to it. he master wouldn't
bave done that without seein’ me frst. Be:
sides, ['ve been about all the t_gornin. an
there hasa’t beon a sign of him.
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® Ob, well, you'll hear sooner or later, 1
dare say,”” said Nelson Lee smilingly. ‘' At
all events, there is no need for you to worry.
8ir Crawford Grey may have persuaded your
master to stay for a day or two. 1 under-
stand that Sir Crawford is now at the
Towers?" ‘

** That's right enough, sir,” replied Fisher.
“ He came the day afore yesterday, an’ the
landlord was only speakin’ to me about him
an hour azo. Said it's rather queer.”

“* What is rather queer?”

 Why, Sir Crawford not showin’ himself
In the village cither yesterday or to-day,”
said thc chauffeur, '* Accordin’ to Mr. Murray
—he's-the landlord o’ this bright place—Sir
Crawford don't never fail to strall through
the village as soon a8 he's come down. No
swank abhout the old gent, accordin’ to what
I can hear. Mixes with everybody as if he
was one¢-of them, genial and kind-hearted.
But this time there's been no sign of him—
‘an' near Christmas, too! The landlord says

that it don't scem right, somehow. AR’
then my guv'nor not showin’ up,” added
Fisher. *“1I'm Dbeginning to feel rather

anxfous, sir. I hope nothing’'s happened.”
** Have you communicated with Sir Ed-
ward’'s home?" asked Lee.

‘* Yes, gir. I rang up this morning—the line
bein' in order again, after the storm,”
replied the chauffeur. * I forgot to mention
that when yon asked if my guv'nor might

have gone home by train. The mistress
answered the ’phone, and seemed rare
anxious. But I told her what had happened,

an’ she was calmed like. Knowin’ that Sir
Edward 13 at Grey Towers, Lady Handforth
don't worry at all; but I do—although 1
E;pal'? I'm silly. No barm can't have come to

m.

‘*It would scarcely reem possible,” said
Nelson Lee. ‘' Take my advice, and remain
here comfortably until Sir Edward turns up.
There is no chance, I suppose, that his host
—8ir Crawford Grey—has left the Towers?”

‘“ Oh, no, sir, he ain’t left,” replied Fisher,
“*“He must bhave been there last night,
becausc my guv'nor and the boys would have
been hick otherwise. I suppose they're havin’
a good time,” he added bitterly, * leavin’
me down here at this measly hole. I think
the guv'nor might have had the decency to
gend for me. It must be a bhit of all-right up
at the Towers—even amongst thoe servants. 1
dore say there’s one or two pretty house-
maids there, too.”

Nelson Lee smiled.

** The company here certainly seeme rather
dul).” he admitted. ** Well, I must be getting
on, 1 aufpose. Take my advice, and remain

]

here until you hear from your master. I cer-
tainly shouldn't worry.”
‘“ No, sir, T won't,’”” said Fisher. ¢ Why,

what——  Thank you, sir. You're a real
gentileman. Thank you, sir. Merry Christ-
mas!”’

"The chaufleur was ecxceedingly surprised
and dJdelighted, and he was frankly at a loss
to understand why this abselute stranger
should give him a llberal Christmas-box—to

‘night, wh

r

|
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the extent ef ten shillings. At all events,
Fisher decided that ‘'’ the gent '’ was a real
good ’un. And his spirits were greatly im-
proved.

Nelson Lee considered the ten shillings well
spent, for he had gained all the information
he required without asking any direct ques-
tions of the ordinary inbabitants. The
talkative chauffeur had come in very handy.
_The facts which Lee had gleaned were
significant. .-

Sir Crawford Grey nad arrived at the
Towers with two boys—his son and Pitt—two
days ago. They had ccrtainly not departed—
unless the)y bhad stclen away in the dead of

ch theory was untenable. They
could not have gone away without some of
these curious village folk knowing of it.

The same applied to Sir Edward Hand{orth
and his thrce companions. They had gone to
the Towers, and had not returned. And yet
there waus nobody at the old mansion except
Rance and four menservants.

It was really extraordinary, and reminded
Nelson Lee of a [fairy story, where gnad
people are lured into an ogre’s housc and are
never heard of again. What had becoine
of Sir Crawford and his guests—the Ilatter
now numbering six? Or, ratner, tive, sinc:
Jack Grey was certainly not a guest. Where
had they disappeared to?

What devilry was afoot? Havine recog-
nised Rance, the butler, as a criminal who
had served ten years’ penal servitude, Nel-
son Lee’s suspiciona were naturaliy very
acute. The mystery would have been start-
ling enough under ordinary circumstances,
but the presence of Rance at the Towers was
doubly significant. o

Nelson Lee was firmly convinced that Rance
knew a great deal more than he professed to.
He had undoubtedly lied, and he would not
have done so had he no secret to keep.
Then, again, the butler’'s obvious anxiety to
get rid of Nelson Lee and the boys—what
could that mean?

Rance wanted the place to himself—that
was the only explanation. Well, he wouldn’t
have the place to himself, and Nelson Lee
grimly told himself that he would root out
the secret of this startling affair.

He became rather anxious about me and
Sir Montie and Tommy, and he walked back
to the Towers briskly, after paying a visit
to the post-office. He had not taken the
car, because he wanted to cause as little
comment in the village as possible.

His douhts were set at reat when he saw
us watching him from the window of the
library. Five minutes later he joined us,
smiling and cheerful. He told u3s nothing
of what he had discovered; but this was
because a footman appeared and told us that
tea would be served when we liked.

* Oh, at once, by all means,” said Nelson
Lee.

** Will you kindly step into the drawing-
room, sir?’”’ said the footman.

We followed him out of the library, and
were soon in the drawing-room. where a
creat fire was blazing, e hadn’t kmown
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mylhin, of this, for I had kept my chums
in the library during Nelson Lees absence,

The Lea was excellent in cvery way, and
the toasted acones were delicious. We
rttacked them vigorously, and Nelmon Lee
condrmcended to take us into his confidence—
to a certain extent.

“We mustn’t talk too loudly, hoya,” he
sald, almost in a whisper. "I am not at all
surc ahout Rance and these other men--they
may be listening. Thia position is a curious
one, and we muat treat it carefully.”

" Begad! U'm ahockin’ly muddled, sir -1
am really,”” aaid Tregellis-West. ' My braing
nin't much good, of course, an” [ suppose
that's why I'm »o frightfully bewildered. It
all secms so strange an' uncanny - -*°

" 8trange, Montie, but not uncanny,' sald
Nelson lee. ] am greatly purzzted myself;
s you necd not disparage your own wits,
which, 1| am well aware, are remarkably keen,
I want (o impress on you the nccesalty to
eppear anconcerned.’”

“But why, ate?"’ askcd Tommy Watson.

** Hecanse Rance particularly wants to get
e ont of this house: and becanse I have no

intentior of  getting  out,””  replied Lee
mrimly “10 posaible, we must hoodwink
mw. | want to discover what has bap-

pened Lo Sir Ceawlord and the boys.”

“Pear fellow - | -1 mean, they're not
heer, are they, sle?”" asked Moatie, rather

Bustered, Mir Crawford's gone away.'”
“That in undoubledly the case,’” said the

Ruv'nor. “But | want to And out why he

went away and haw. | may as well tell

yon, boys. that there is some deep game
afoot in this house. It is something which
cevidently touk Rir Crawford completely by
surprinc, and which has taken me by sur.
prise, too.”

“ We know all this, sie,”” 1T put jn. ** We
want (o hear abant your inquirica in the
village. Did you discover anything?”

Nelvon Lec nodded.

“"Quile a lot, young ‘un.” he answered
quictly. 1 have bLeen thinking matters
over, and |1 have come to the canclusion that
it will be hetter Lo toll you the inain facts
of the case. Bir Crawford and Jack and
Pitt asived lhere the day belore yesterday.

B0 far as s known in the village, they
haven't departed. Where they are is  a
mystery . butl [ shall proabe L. Rance, 1 nm
sure, could tell me."”’

“Phew ! ] whisticd. " Do vou think
they've beon kidnapped, guv'nor?’’

“1 will state no Mnlon at  peresent,

Nipper,'' replied Nelson Lee, in o low voiee,
“ You need nol be alarmed, however; Rance
would scarcely ocommil any drastic act of
violenoe when so0  wany people are con-
cerncd.”

* By many, sir?’ asked Montie. ' Begad!
There's only three.”

" Neven, Montie,”’ corrected Lee smoothly.
*“1 have learned for a positive fact that four
poople camwme here last aight, and thoy have
not boea seem sirwe. Their motor-car was
strunded in the apow, and thoy eduglt
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shelter at this house. I can only conclude
that they shared the fate—shall we say?—ot
Sir Crawford and bhis two jyoung com-

panions.”’

“ Who were they, sir?” asked Watson
hnskily.

“Three of them you know very well in-
deed,’’ said Nelson Lee. '*The other you
have met on one occasion, I believe. 1t is
rather curious— -

* Do—do {ou mean Handforth, guv'nor?’’

I asked quickly.
“You are thinking of that cap, Nipper,*
sald Lee. ** Yes, | do mean Handforth. He
and his father, and Charch and MeClure. Old
friends, eh? They came here last night, and
that is all I ¢an tell you.”

“Oh, begad'”’
“Well I'm jiggered!™”
‘* Handforth and Co., of all people!**

We stared at Nelson Lwe rather blankly,
nfter giving voice to those ejaculations.
This was tremendously astonishing. But |
soon arrived at a solution.

‘“1 wrote to old Handy.,”” 1 remarked. '* He
must have remembered that (ircy Towers be-
longed to 8ir Crawford Qrey; and Hand-
forth often met Sir Crawford at St. Frank®s.
They came here for shelter, probably expect-
ing to find we. In any case, they knew Pitt
and Jack (Grey. But wherc arc they?”

**Ah, that ia the question,”” said Nelson
Lee quietly. ' Where are they? Where is
Sir Crawford himsel{?! They may be twenty
miles from here—we don't know. But we
shall know, boys. 1 fintend to probe this
mystery to the bottom. The fact that Rance
wants to get rid of us is very interesting.
[ am quite anxious to find out how he will
act. We shall stay, and I have an 1dea that
his pians nre completely upset. But be care-
fut to botray none of your thoughts.™

‘“It's a cheerful outlook for us, sie,” 1
remarked. ** Sceven of ‘em vanished in two
nights-- and we're here on the third night!"
Sir Montie looked at me reproachlully.
“Pray do not he so ridiculous, Nipper,”' he
said. “‘ Isn't Mr. Lee here? There can't be
any danger with Mr. Lec on the spot. If he
had come before, the others wouldn't have
moet with any trouble. I'm quite easy in
mind."”’

“I am flattered. Montie,”

ee.
¢ I dide't mean to he flatterin’,
“I'm only confident,

smiled Neison

Begad!
siv,’’ protested Montic.
that's all.”’

“Well, I am glad of that, my boy.” eaid
Lee. * There is certainly no need for any
of you to be alarmed. will sec that you
came to no harm while you are in this house.
But we will refrain from farther conversation
now."’ '
“* Hold on, sie!"” I said. ** What's the pro-
gramme?'’

* ] have no programme yct.”

“ \'ou're. going to wailt until somet;hlng'

ocropes up?t’
“ Bexactly—or until It pleases me to

move,’' repliecd Nelson Lee. ** Cheer up, boys.
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There. are two or three days before Christ-
mas, and I am hopeful of settling this affair
within the nex} twenty-four hours. w&e shall
have that jolly Christmas party, aifer all.
But far the present-—mum’s the word!"”’

Wg weére all imbued with the guvnor’s
conflence, and we felt quite easy in mind.
We Rnew that this old housc contained some
strange sccret, hut we made no attempt to
fathom it. Nelson Lee was intent upon that,
but he would choose his own time,

Rance scemcd to be perlfectly resigned to
our presence, and he went almost out of his
way to make himself agrecabie. Wo were
almost ready to suppose that he had merely
resented our presence because he had
reckonced on ab easy time with the house frce
of guecsts. But the guv'nor and I, at
least, knew Rancc’s record. And we were
duly preparcd for trouble.

The butler had evidently given further
orders to the men under him, for a filre was
alight in the bhilllard-room, and we took our-
selves off to that apartment soon alter tea.
Here we played for two or three hours, enjoy-
ing ours¢lves immensely.

Dinner, at Rance’s suggestion, was served
in the library. He reckoned that we should
be more comfortable there. Nelson Lee at
once agrecd, and when dinner-time arrived
we went in rather curiously.

The meal, contrary to our expectations,
was excellent—plain, but well-cooked, and
served in a marner beyond reproach. Seated
therc, in the cosy library, we enjoyed the
meal greatly. The fire was cheerful, and the
soft lights glowed upon the snowy-white
tablecloth and caused the silver to glitter.

“ Well, I haven't got much fault to find
with Rance so far,” remarked Watson, lolling
iz a chair before the fire, after the dinner-
things had been cleared away. ‘ He seems to
be doing his very best to make us comfort-
able.”

‘“ He’s deep, if you ask me—jolly deep,” 1
replhied, shaking my head.

Nelkkon Lece made no comment. He was
toying with o cigar, preparasory to lighting
it. This was a favourite trick of his when
deeply immersed in thought. Sometimes he
toyed with the cizar so long that he ruined it.

outic and Tommy and I chatted together
for five or ten minuvtes, and then a knock at
the door announced that the butler was
there. He cntered, bearing a big silver
salver, upon which stood four steaming cups.

X thought you might like coffee, sir,”
he satd. respectfully. * Your bedrooms are
ready when you c¢hoose 10 go up, sir.”

* Thank you, Rance; you are excelling
yourself,”” smiled Nelson Lee. *'* Yes, we shall
enioy the coflee, It was most thougutful of

d.

Rance looked pleased, and: gracefully re-
tired.

** Jally decent of himn, sir,” 1 remarked,
Seking my cup. ‘‘'I must say he’s doing bia
best. Here, let’s have some of that cream!’’

» Help yourself, younz ’'un!’

I helped myeelf, and I helped Montie and

|

|

|
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Tommy. Tiicy sipped theirs whilst T stirred
minc thoroughly. Nclson Lce had liziited the
cigar, and was now lolling back in his chair,
again thoughtful.

‘““Get on with the coffec,
taking up my cup.

**In a minute, Nipper,” szid the guv'ior
absently.

I placed my cup to my lips and sipped the
delicious beverage. 1t was quite nice, but—
but there was somcthing strange about tho

sie,” 1 ceaid,

flavour. I sipped ogain, 2ud noticed that
Montie and Tommy were getiing -on  with
theirs,

“Can't you taste anything ruommy?” 1
asked.

‘“Eh, dear fellow?” asked:  Sir Mcontie

vy

“* Rummy? The taste is rathcer

‘“What?’'' snapped Nelson Lec, citting fors
ward in his chair abruptly. ' 'The coffee
tustes queer? Stop drinking, boys. M\et me
test it.”

He picked up his cup, sniffed at it carefslly
then tasted it gingerly. This being insufli-
cient, he took a mouthful. The next moment
& hard glint appearecd in his eyes, and 1 was
rather startled. My chums stored almost
fearfully.

“The coffee is splendid—eh, boys? said
Nelson Lee, in a genial voice. ** That's right!
Drink it all, as I have done. It will do you
good.” .

While speaking, he rose from his chair,
nodding his head towards the door. We
understood. Ranece was probably listening—
although he couldn’t have overheard our
previous low-voiced remarks.

Nelson Lee glanced round him, and a
flickering smile crossed his face. ile took
each cup and empticd the contents into a
great vase which stood upon a pedestal.
There were some dricd ferns in the vase, and
I don’t suppose the coffee did them any
good. However, that was a minor detail,

The guv’nor resumed his seat and bent
towards us.

‘ Fortunately, you oniyv consumed a slight
proportion of the coffee,” he said, in a soft
voice. ‘Do not he ualarmed—there is no
danger whatever., W¢ must make Rance be-
lieve that we drank the stuff. Yawn once
or twice when he comes in presently, whether
you feel like it or not.”

Sir

‘““ Anythin’ to oblige,
Montie.

But both he and Tommy Watson were
looking at one another strangely. They had
partaken more liberally of the coffee than we
had, and they knew, as well as I did, why
Nelson Lee had pourcd the cofice away.

It was drugged!

I sat quite ‘still, wondering if this little
scene had been enactcd the night before—
only with Handforth and Co. and the
former's father ..as .the actors. Had they
been drugged, too? 1 was quite surc that
they had. ¢

What it all meandt I couldn’t imagine.
But, somehow, I had a preeentiment that the
night wonld not pass peacefully in this
strange old house!

8ir, suid
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CHAPTER V.
THE DISAFPEARANCKE OF SIR MONTIE.
ELSON LEE was on the alert.

N He stood in his bedroom—the bed-
room occupied by Sir Edward Hand-
forth the nizht before—in front of

the cheerful fire, The wind, which had risen

again, moanced round the gables of the Towers
cerily. Now and again the rattle of a distant
window would sound, and the ivy constantly
beat upon the glass of Lee's own window,
Tregelhis-West and Watson and I had gone
to bed at the same time as the guv'nor—
about an hour before this. We had been told
to get between the sheets and to sleep. My
czums coon dropped ofl, owing to the cflects

o7 the cofflee—for they had nearly half-

tt‘ﬂ:llil(t;i('l'l their cups before Lee discovered the

Tick.

I was drowsy. too, and soon (lozed_i
althongh I had determined not to.

But Nelson Lee was fully awake, and on
the alert.  He was expecting something to
happen, although he didn't know what. But
the facts of this curious casc were very
significant.  He helieved that Sir Crawford

Grey and his guests had met with a similar

fate to that which had been planned for us.

Drugged, we should have been utterly help-
less —-in the hands of Rance and his fellow-
ra~cals. For Nelson Lee had not the slichtest
doubt that the other servants were somehow

“in "' this grim business.

The detective had a revolver ready on the
mantelpiece. He did not think that he

would have to use it, but it might scare
somebody. Nelson Lee rarcly ueed  his
revolver, although he gencrally carried it

with him. He wasn't a * gunman,” as they

would say in the Western States. I

The hands of the clock on the mantelpicce
pointed to  five minutes before midnight.
“Within, thc pgreat house was silent, except
for the strange creaka and whispers which
are heard in all old bhuildings in the dead of |
night. Outside, the wind howled dismally.

There was no proepect of sleep for Nelson
lec. lle stood by the fire, constantly on the
alert.  If he had to remain awake all night
hie would not care. But he felt sure that
action ol eome sort would be necessary
before dawn.

The necessity came almost at once.

Something sounded out in the corridor—
somcthing different from the occasional
creaks of the old woodwork. Nelson Lee was
waiting for it. Ile believed that Rance would
make the first move in the direction of his{
--Lec‘'s— bedroom, We boys were less .m-
portant.

But the detective waited, and the hands
of the clock passed the hour. Nothing had
happened, and the sound in the corridor had
not been repeated. Nelson Lec looked rather

grim, and softly crossed to the door.

He opcned it gently and looked out, All
was darkness, excapt for a tln{ slit of dim
light commg from a bedroom further alon
the ocorridor. lLee started slightly, an
quickly moved forward,
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“The boys’ bedroom!” he muttered.
‘““ Have 1 been careless?” .

He knew .the truth a few moments later,
for, entcring the apartment cccupied by
Toinmy Watson, Tregcllis-West, and me, he
looked round at the three beds searchingly
in the subdued light from the turned-down
lamp on the side-table. Then he caught his
breath in with a sharp hiss.

Sir Montie's bed was empty!

‘“Fool!"’ muttered Nelson lLee harshly.

But he was referring to himself, and he
stood for a moment gazing round him.
Montie's clothes were neatly folded over the
back of a chair; his slippers werc missing.
Had the junior merely left the hedrcom of
his own accord for some reason?

Nelson Lee grasped my shoulder and shook
it. Tho next moment I was fully awake,
sitting up, and blinking at the guv’nor. '

““Anything the matter, sir?” 1 asked,
staring round. *‘* Why, what——"’

“ Where is Montie?’’' said Lce sharply.

“Oh, my hat!” I gasped. “I—I don't
know, sir! I've been asleep, I suppose. 1
meant to keep awake, too. I didn’t drink
much of that rottem coffee, but it got into
my head a bit. What a silly idiot I've
been——"’

‘ Rubbish, Nipper!” cut in the guv'nor.
*“I told you to go to sleep. I am the idiot—
not you. I could have prevented this if 1
had had my wits about me. But I supposcd
that Rance would attend to me first—and 1
was ready for him. However, the position is
not so bad that it cannot be restored. (et
your clothes on quickly--and rouse Watson,
too.”’

Tommy was soon awake; rather drowsy
and heavy-eyed, but awake all right. And
we were filled with anxiety regarding Sir
Montie. At that very moment our noble
chum was experiencing a decidedly startling
adventure.

Afterwards he couldn't tell us exactly
when he awoke. All he knew was that during
a short period of half-wakefulness he was
dully conscious of a jolting, swaying move-
ment. At last hc opened his eyes, and saw
a lantern swinging from the hand of a man
who walked immediately ahead.

KEven now Montie was not fully in posses-
sion of his senses. His brain was clouded,
somehow, and it was only by an effort ot
will that he pulled himself together. He
had been taken from his bed—fast asleep,
of course—and was now being carried by two
men down a long, narrow passage,

‘“ Begad!” murmured Montie. * What on
carth is happenin’? Pray allow me to walk,
dear fellows. Am I dreamin’, or is this a
new joke——'"

“ You'd better kcep quiet, boy,” came the
curt tones of the man who was carrying his
shoulders. **No need to be scared—you
won't be hurt. And you'll be amongst some
friends presently.” .

Montie was in full possession of his senscs
now. He sald nothing for a few minutes,
because he was trying to dlscover where he
was, There was no wind, yet the air whs fcy
¢old. Ho couldn't be outalde the house, he.
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told himself. And he knew well enough that
the man who had spoken was Rance, the
butler,

The affair was startling, but Montie re-
mained calm. He was chilled, for he was

only wearing his night attire. The passage
took a turn to the left, and then a long

flight of stone steps was descended. The air
was not only cold, but clammy and dank in
some way. There was a smell of earth and
oldnegs in Montie’s nostrils.

And then he suddenly knew the truth.

This was an underground tunnel! He was
being conveyed somewhcre bencath the
ground—far beneath. Grey Towers was an
old, old house, and the gresence of eecret
passages and hidden chambers was only to be
expccted.  Indecd, Sir Crawford had told
some stories about an underground passage at
the Towers.

But what could it mean? Sir Montie was
not in the least frightened, buf he was de-
ctdedly incensed. It was like the impudence
of these .mcen to cart him akout in this un-
cerenionious fashion!

“ Begad!’ he gasped.
rotters—-"’

‘“ Set him down, Will,” said Rance a2t that
moment. “‘That’s better!” .

Montic was placed upon his feet, but not
bccause he had protested. Further progress.
was harred by a great iron-studded door.
The wocd was oak—as hard as iron itself—
and the iron studs weie rusty with enormous
ggﬁ: There was a massive lock and two huge

olis.

*“ Don’t ask questions, boy, becausc they
won’t be answered,” said Rance curtly. ‘‘ Put
these slippers on and draw the blankets over
you. I don’t suppose you're fecling very
warm in this atmosnhere.”

Tregellis-West gladly donned the comfnrt-
able slippers which were handed to him.
And he was grateful for the warmth of the
two blankets. These latter, and the slippers,
had doubtless becn taken from the bedrocm.

‘* Now then, through with him,”’” muttered
Rance. ** And don’t make a noise.”

'There were two other men in addition to
the butler. - Both were known to Montic;
they were footmen. The one with the lan-
tern softly pulled bhack the heavy bolts of
the door, and turned the massive key in the
Jock. They had all been recently oiled, and
they worked smoothly and noisclessly.

The door swung open, and Sir Montie was
pushed through the opening before he could
guess what was about to happen. The door
closed behind him with a soft thud, and he
heard the bolts shot home.

“It’s a dream,” murmured Montie. * It
must be a dream—or a nightmare. I'm
rather inclined to think it’s a frightful night-
mare."”’

He was in a low passage, with a rough
stone floor. At the end of it a lantern hung
from a nail, shedding a subdued light upon
the strange seene. On ecither side of the
passage were doorways, set deeply into the
stonework. And, strangely enough, the air
was guite warm, But at that moment

““You f{rightful

H
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Montie saw a blg oil-stove at the end of the
passage, beneath the hanging lantern. The
oil-stove was burning at full pressure,

And then Reginald Pitt appeared.

Tregzellis-West didn't scem very surprized.
The whole adventare was s bizarre—zo
hreathlessly astounding—that he was almost
past surprise. And for several seconds the
two juniors stared at one another silently.
It was Pitt who spoke first. And Pitt, as of
old, was ccol.

““Where the dickens did you spring from?™”
he asked, striding forward.

Montie watched him wonderingly.  Pitt,
too, wasg attired in a blanket and slippers,
but he had fastened the blanket round him
to to form a kind of cloak.

“Begad! 1Is that really you, Ditt, old
boy?” asked Montie. * Until I hear your
voice I sha'n’t believe anythin’. [ shall
believe ¥ am seein’ visions. But I'm mad—
I am, really. You spoke just now, didn't
you?’’

“* Yes, T asked you where the dicken3 you
sprang from,’”’ said Pitt. ** Well, I'm jiggered!
Another prisoner to swell the company! But
I'm jolly glad to see you, old chap. What
about Nipper and Mr. Lee?”

‘“ Really, dear old bhoy, pray allow me to
pull myself together,” said Sir Montie. **1
am shockin’ly handicapped, begad! 1 can’t
see things properly without my glasses, you
krnow, an’ it’s a frightful bore. Mr. Lee will

L soon be here, I'll warrant—he won't allow

this sort of thing to go on. But I'm so be-
wildered, old fellow. Fancy you bling in
this funny old place——""

Before Montie could say anythine further
he was still more astonished. For Sir Craw-
ford Grey appeared, followed by his son and
Sir Edward Handforth, the three iuniors who
had gone to Grey Towers with him.

‘“ Montie!”* shouted Handiorth
‘““ Well, I'm blowed!”

Sir Crawford’s eyes cleamed. _

“This is splendid!”’ he exclaimed. It
means that Mr. L2e bas arrived on the scene:
and I am quite convinced that Mr. Lee wiil
not fall a victim to these rascals—as we
have done. Rescue is within sight, Sir
Edward.”

“* By Qeorge! I hope so!”" said Hanpdiorth's
pater. ‘“ Disgraceful affair! Never  ex-
perienced anything like it in my life belore!
Cast into a dungeon, clothed in a blanket!
Disgusting — absolutely  disgusting! That
fellow Rance——"'

‘“* He brought me here, sir—Rarnce, I mean,”
put in Montie. ‘' Mr. Lee suspects him, yon
know, an’ is on the alert. There’s no nged
to worry, an’ I'm not gouin® to.”

It was some little time beiore Tregellis-
West could quite bring himself to realise
that Sir Crawferd Grey and his guests were
all imprisoned in these dungeons—bencath
the Towers itself. Buat it was a fact, and
it was also a fact that the rascally butter
and his men were respousible.

But the prisoners were not ill-treated.
There were eight or nine dungeons opening
out of the passage, and Rance had provided

sleepily.
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thick mattresses and blankets. In addition.
there was a lantern in cach dungeon, and
the oil-stove diffused a gentle heat through-
out the whole underground passage. Food
was provided in plenty—tinned stuff mostly,
and there were numerous cases of mineral
waters, ctc.

Montie explained what had happened, as
far as he knew, and therc was nothing to
be done except wait, for the only known exit

was by means of the heavy oaken door. In
two or three places there were tiny gratings
for ventilation purposes; but they were not
large enough for a cat to squeeze through.

The captives decided to return to their

mattresses, for there was nothing to be
vained by standing about. If Nelson Lee

came to their aid they would soon bhecome
aware of his approach. But it might be
hours before help arrived.

Montie vaguely wondered why Pitt had
been the first to sce him—why Pitt had been
awake while the others were obviously aslecp,
If he had scen Pitt’'s movements now he
would have understood.

Jack Grey and Pitt shared one dungcon
between them, and when they returned Jack
flung himself upon his mattress rather
moodily. He had been asleep until the dis-
turbance had aroused him.

“1 hope Mr. Lee will be able to find us,

R.eg_gie," he said thoughtfully. “*“We're
having a fine Christmas, 1 must say! There's
no telling--— What the dickens are you

looking at me like that for? There’s nothing
to grin at, is there?"

Pitt was smiling screnely. :

““There might be,”” he replied. I don't
know—yet. But before Montie came, while
you were snorm;,————"

‘* Rats! I don’t snore!”’ protested Jack.

‘““ Well, while you were sleeping, then."
grinned Pitt. * Don‘t interrupt, you ass! 1
was making investigations while cverybody
slumbered. And this will show you how
busy I was! Yank down that lantern ™

Jacs removed the lantern rathier wonder-
ingly.

**1 can’t understarnd what
at,” he gaid.

‘“Well, look at this!'"”

And Pitt flashed- the light over a great
stone slab which formed a part of the
dungeon wall. It looked absolutely solid--
a part of the wall itself; but Pitt had
obviouzly been scraping away at the rouzh

ycu're driving

plaster which surrounded the slab. li¢
pointed 1o it rather triumphantly.
“It's a fake, Jack!" he declared. * That's

not real plastor at all This big slab opens-—
and’ 1 was just pushing it when Montie biew
in. It's a way cut, I believe, and - we're
going to escape!”

Jack Grey's eyes opened wider.

“ You're-—vou're rotting!”’ he panted.

““Come and have a look for yourself,’” was
Pitt's calm reply.

They both bent over the slab in the
for it was right against the floor. l’lt;t
pushed vworouslv in diftevent scctions, 'hut
nothine henoened for the first moment or

wall,

J
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two. Then, quite apbruptly, the great square
of etone slid backwards into the wall with a
grinding, grating noise.

““ Oh, my hat!"” gasped Jack.

Pitt plcked up the lantern, and t,h"y both
passed through intc a cold passage, the air of
which felt very stuffy. But the juniors had
no thought of bad air, or anything of that
sort. They wanted to cxplore this great dis-
covery.

They had moved forward for about six
feet when something thudded behind them.
Jack -Girey turned, then uttered a low ex-
clamation.- The heavy slab had closed to in
their rear.

“ Hold the lantern—quick!”’ he exclaimed
huskily.

Pitt, who shared his companion’s alarm,
cast the light of the lamp upon the blank
surface of the stone wall. There was no
fastening, and no visible method of opening
the heavy stone door.

Jack Grey and Reginald Pitt were cut off
from their friends!

el wemsany

CHAPTER VL.

THE FIGHT IN THE DARK,

ITT laughed softly. 3
““ Well, this is a mnice go!” he:
reinarked. “It's no good worrying,
- my son. In any case, we're just as’
well off as we were—perhaps better. But.
I wonder what the others will say when they"
find we're missing—and no trace of us!”’
‘““My father will be terribly worried,”” said
Jack.  ‘“ But we might be able to get to
the house, Reggic—and then we can tell Mr.’
Lee. Oh, theres no telling what we can do
now that we've escaped from the dungeon
This passage must lead somewhere.’

1 wouldn't like to deny that,” -said Pitt
calmly. * Come on.’ .
Thcy walked forward, finding themselves

in a low tunrel, with walls which almost
brushed their arms as they passed along,
one behind the other. Evidently the passage
had not been used for years, but the air
was breathable, although dank and filled with-
the odour of earth and age.

Before covering twenty yards Pitt's light
revealed a flight of rough stone steps imme-
diately ahead, leading directly upwards.’
Thcy were steep and treacherous, but the
boys managed to reach the top in safety.
But then disaster occurred to them.

It was quite an accident.

Pitt swung the lantern up to see if the
passage continued. And, somehow, his arm
caught against a rough Dl‘Ojecthl’l in the’
stonework and the lantern slipped from his
fingers and fell on to the second step from
the top.

‘“ Hold it!" gasped Pitt in alarm.

Jack made a grab, but was just a shade
too late. And the lantern clattered down
the steps, smashing the glass to atoms. And
the light went out after one brilliant flare,’
leaving the two juniors in utter darkness.

‘“ WLII that's done it!” exclaimed Pitt
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grimly. ** We’'re hopelessly fixed now, Jack.
What. a careless fathead I was——"’

‘“ You couldn’t help it, old man,” said Jack
quietly. *‘ We’d better push on carefully,
fceling our way. No need to worry.”

But Pitt knew otherwisc—and he was sure
that his companion knew otherwise, too.
Their position had not been very rosy . even
with the light to aid them. But now, with-
out any spark of illumination to serve as a
guide, they werc utterly helpless. The
disaster was great.

And this was no ordinary darkness, either.
It was utter—almost too black to he fully
described. It was like the darkness of thc
catacombs, and could almost be felt. It
hemmed the boys in, and they felt be-
wildered and confused. The silence, too, wa:
startling now that they stood for a moment
without speaking. Somehow, they felt chilled
to the bone. The absence of the light had
completely robbed them of that confidence
}vhich had been so apparent a moment be-
ore.

*“ Move along this way, Jack,”” muttered
Pitt, striving to steady his voice. *‘ You'rc
ncar those bheastly steps, and you might
tumble down in this pitchiness. Grab hold cf
my fist.” :

Pitt thrust out his hand blindly, and after
a mgment or two Jack discovered it, and
they stumbled along for some little distance,
until -they were quite clear of  the
treacherously steep steps. But then another
thought came to Pitt, and he checked his
progress abruptly. .

“We mustn't be in a hurry,” he said, still
holding his chum’s hand. ‘ There might be
holes in the floor, or more steps, or some-
thing. We shall have to feel our way for-
ward by the inch.” .

* That’s what I was thinking,” said Jack
quietly. ‘‘ We're in a rotten position, Pitt,
1 hope we shail get out of it all right. These
old tunnels might extend for miles. Dad was
telling me about the Towers, and he said
th-t the ground beneath- was honeycomhed
with secret passages.”

“We're finding that out for ourselves,”
said Pitt grimly. ‘1—1 don’t know what to
say, Jack. It was my fault right from the
start. I was a silly ass to come along here
without telling the others.”

“*Your fault!” protested Jack. ‘' Don’t
talk rot! We're both in it together, and
we'll see it through. Keep going-—that’s the
main thing. We're bound to get to the end
“of the tunnel sooncr or later.”

They crept on through the intense black-
ness, step by step, Pitt literully feeling every
inch of the way. But the tummel appeore:l
to be straight now and fairly level. It was
wider, too, and the juniors o<ccasionally
stombled into narrow spaces which they first
thought to be side-passages; but which
turned out to be shallow pockcts hewn out of
the rock-like ground.

My hat!” muttered Pitt abruptly.

He came to a dead halt, and Jack Grey
guesséd that his chum had found a gap in
thé floor, or some more steps. DBut the
razgon  for Piti’s  ejaculation was quite

!
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different. Right abead. clear amd distinet,
gleamed a point of brilliant light—which
could only be emanating from an electric-
toreh.

“Rance, I expect!’ said Pitt grimly.
““Rance and some of his precious helpers.
Perhaps.th.ey’ve got Nipper—or even Mr.
Lee. This is where we can do something,
J;}ﬁl’(’. By Jove! We can be of use, after
all'!

“How?”’ gasped Jack. “ How? They'll be
on us in a tick—-"

“We just passed one of those niches,” in-
%%rrupted 1}Pttt’,. ‘“Dodge into it, my son.

ey won't see us at ail, and we can sprin
out—-" P

Pitt broke off, and they both retraced their
steps for about _ten feet and crouched in the
fairly deep niche. It concealed them’ com-
pletely, and they waited there. The tunnel
echoed with footfalls now, and the boys were
certain that only one man was approaching.
This was all the better; there was more
chance of success. '

The critical moment arrived.

. The niche became filled with reflected
iight, and Pitt and drey could see ene
another, looking queer in their blankets.
Then, with a yell, Pitt sprang out. He
dashed right into the man with the light,
and the next second the torch went flying
and was extinguished.

The boys, tremendously excited, attacked
Rance hotly. They were positive that the
man was the rascally butler; and if thev
could only render him helpless, they would
gain a great victory.

Pitt's onslaught was so flerce that the
man staggered back against the rough wall.
Then Jack took a hand, and betwcen them
they succeeded in getting their opponent to
the floor. Actually, a loose stone was re-
sponsible, and not the hoys' efforts. But the
enemy was down—and that was the main
thing.

They tried to hold him, and then discovered
that their task was harder than they had
anticipated. The prisoner was possessed of
amazing strength, and he heaved upwards
wildly, necarly 'pitching Jack right oif,

‘“ Hold him!"” gasped Pitt. ‘ Hold the
rotter!”’

Quite abruptly the captive ceased his
efforts and laughed.

“Well, boys,’”” he szaid genially,
have quite finished with me——"

‘“ Mr. Lee!” shouted Jack, springing up in
alarm.

“Oh, great pip!”’ muttered Reginald Pitt.

‘“* It is very fortunate that you spuke when
you did, Pitt,”” went on Nelson lee, strug-
gling up. ‘1 thought you were enemies, and
was about to exert my full strength. Big
damage would nave been done——-"’

“ But—Dbut we—we thought you—you wera
Rance, sir!”’ stuttered langhed.

* Exactly '’ chuckled Nelson Lee. *“ 1 am
aware that there was some misunderstanding.
Well, never mind, boys. I'm rot hurt. Find
my torch, if you can.”

“*But aren't yon cross, sir?” asked Jack
fearfully. ' We whacoked vou—"

‘“if you
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Nelson Lee laughed.

“No, 1'm not cross, Jack,”' he replied.

"Why should ‘I be? Yerhaps you were both
ralhar hasty, but I can’'t blame 'you for that.
Ah, that's better,”” he added, as Pitt hande:d
him the electric-torch and the licht was
switched on. * 1t Is a good thing the lamp
isn't damaged. Pitt and Grey. I thcught so.
Where is your father, Jack?"

‘“In  the dungeons, sir,”” replied Jack
quickly. ‘* We escaped by a secret door—
which nobody el!se knows -about. Pitt found
it, and we came through to explore—and the
door closed on us, and we couldn't open it
again, Then our lamp got smashed "

“ Throngh my caj lessness,” added Pitt.
“ Well, it docesn’t matter much now. We're
tremendously glad to see you, sir. ‘Tregellis-
West arrived about half an hour ago, and he
told us that you were on the alert.”

‘““In the dungeoms!' said Nelscn Lee, re-
reating Jack's words. “ Dear me! That
sounds rather melodramatic. How many of
vou are thnere, Pitt?”

*“ Seven, sir,”' said Pitt. * Sir Crawford,
Jack, and I, and Handforth, McClure,
Church, and Hamdys patar. They arrived

last night, after we had been imprizoned all
day. We've Leen having a lovely time, sir.”
Nekon Lee emiled.

** And nobody is burt in any way?” he
asked. .
** Oh. no, Sir, we're all whole e!lmlgh,

‘““And the dungeons aren't €o
bad o~ they sound. We've got muatbresses,
:m}‘. blankets and lights, and a heating-
stéve. and heaps of food and drink. Rance
has been pretty thoughtful in that way.
Hce's only keeping us imprisoned.’™

“So 1 observe,” said Lee drily. * Rance
i3 in ignorance, apparently, of this o hur
axit. 1t is strange how he knew of the
dungeons——"’

“ 0L, mwo, sir,” put in Jack. “Dad was
telling me that these dungeoms are known
to all the servants—there's no secret ai:out
them at all. But my fathor thought thcre
was only one exit—through the big door-
way.”’ )

b?'elson Lee nodded, and looked very satis.
fied.

“ Weil, the rest will soon be free,”” he re-
marked. * Rance’s little game is just about
over, I think. 1 suppose you are wondering
how 1 came to be im this tunnel, boys?
Tregellis-West was taken away, and Nipper
and Wawcn and I had no idea as to where
he had been taken. But we watched, and we
saw Rance and two other men emerge from
a panel in the great hall.”

“T'hat's right, sir,”’ said Jack. * Tather
told us about it, and promised to show us
the dungeoms. We didn't think we shcuid sec
so much of them, though!”

replied Pitt.

““ | knew nothing of the tunnel, and was

[

at a disadvantage,’”” said Nelson Lee. ‘ How:
ever, 1 slipped through the panel after the
rascals had gone, and Nipper and Watscn
are somewhore in the rear, waiting.”" |

Jack Grey looked puzzled. |
- “But this isu’'t the tunnel icading to the

Lig door, sir,”” he objected.
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“No, it is a branch of that tunmel,” ex-
plained Lee. ‘“ When I arrived at the fork,
I paused for a moment, and I thought I
heard voices in this direction—as, indeed, I
did. So 1 came this way, and you were
thoughtful enough to make me fully aware
of your presence.”

“ We—we thought you were Rance, sir
—"" began Pitt.

“0OI course,” chuckled Lee. *“ Well, we’ll
return to—— Hallo, hallo! I thought those
young rascals would become impatient!"’

The young rascals—in other words, Tommy
and myself—had not only become impatient,
but anxious, too. Tommy and I, instructed
to wait at the house end of the tunnel, had
heard faint sounds cchoing along the old

- paeage; and at last we had investigated.

The guv'nor's light had guided us from the
point of the fork, although we had a toreh
of our own, of course.
“Pitt!" 1 exclaimed, in
“Pitt and Mason!”
“Grey,"” corrected Nelson Lee smilingly.

““Oh, I don't care which I call him,” I re-
piied. “ Tommy and 1 thought that you'd
found Montie. sir. Isn't he here?"

“*He isn't far off, Nipper,” said the
guv'nor. ‘“ Don’'t look worried. This inter-
esting affair will soon be over now. Owing
to the failure of the coffce trick, Rance finds
himself in a qucer position. If we had con-
sumed that coffee, my boys, we should have
shared the dungeons with all the others.”’

Tommy Watson stared.

* The—the dungeons, sir!"’ he gasped.

‘“ kxactly,”” nodded Lee. * But if you will
follow me, you will have the pleasure of see.
inz the dungeons for yourselves. Pitt and
Girey managed to escape by another door, but
we needn’'t bother about that.”

We all walked along the tunnel, the
guv'nor leading the way. And Reginald Pitt
obliged by telling Tommy and I what had
happened. We were greatly delighted—and’
rather thrilled. This Christmas adventure
had been most unexpected, but it seemed to
be panning out quite well now. 1 didn't pre-
tend to know what Rance’'s game was, but
we should soon learn, probably. He had been
indulging in wholesale abduction—for that

astcnishment.

-is what it amounted to actually. And his

motive for doing so was hard to discover—
especintlly as he had miade no demand for
money. Perhaps that had beemn his inten-
ticn, however. After we were all imprisoned,
the wheeze was to demand a heavy sum to
purchase our release. That's all [ could
think of anyhow.

We came to a flight of stone steps, lead-
ing downwards, and proceeded to the bottom.
And then we saw a heavy iron-studded door,
fitted with great bolts and a huge lock. The
key was in it, and Nolson Lee gave it a
twist.

Then the holts were shot back and we all
passed eagerly through,

We were in a different passage now. Tho
air was warm, and a lantern hung from a
hook in the wall. Deep doorways could bo
seen om either hand, but there was no sign
nf any living being.
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* Anybedy at home?” 1 shouted cheerily.

There was u chorus of ejaculations from
both siles. I grinmed as I heard a fomidar
** Begad! Somebody said ** Great pipl” in
a voice which reminded me of Study D at
St. Frink's, and there were all sorts of other
exclamations, such as ** Bless my soul!”
** Oh, my only topper!” and ** Hurrab, we're
reseued.’”’
" 'The next moment the owners of the veices
appeared, and I nearly yelled with laughter.
They looked a queer lot in their blonkets,
Sir Edward Handforth tried to be dignificd
m his bilanket, but it was too short for him,
and the c'Tect was a scream. But, of course,
I Teit light-hearted then, and was ready to

lanoh at anything.
" Hurmrah!”  yelled Handforth excitedly.
“We Eknew—— Well I'm blowed! How did

Pitt and Grey get behind thoere?”

“ We've Leen exploring, my sca,’ said Pitt,
grinmizz.  ** Didn't know we had left our
palatial suite, did you?”

Sir Crawford Grey came forward, and he

grasped Lee's haad.
. Upon my soul!” he exclaimed huskily.
“1 hardly know what to suy, Mr. lee.
Thank Heaven you have come. These—these
scoundrels have had their owm way loug
enqugh! We have been shamefully trcated.
Igad, sir, I go hot when 1 think of it!
- Kidpapped in my own house, by my own
butler! On the eve of Christmas, too!”

It is certainly an extraordinary episode,
Sir Crawford,” agreed Nelson Lee. ‘' Rance,
however, did not reckon upon the arrival of
dir Edward Handforth and his three young
companions—and they naturally left a few
g¢lues behind them, which I immediately fol-
lowed. But can you tell me how the roguery
started?’’

The baromwet nodded.

“What 1 can tell you will be of littlc
avah, I am afraid,” he rcpiled. I arnrived
at the Towers with Jack and Reginald, and
found that Raince had given the ordincay
staii a holiday for Christruas. . 1 couldu’t be
erogs with him for that, because I had given
him no intimation that I shouid be spend:ing
the holidays at the Towers.” |

* Quite so,”” smiled Lee. ' I can well under-
stemd his fcelings wien you arrived.”

“] gave him my orders, and @ due course
I went ito bed,” went on Sir Crawfard.
* The boys weat to bed, also—"’

“ After partaking of hot coffee?” . I put iv
quickly. ) )
"“ Yes, that is so0,’”’ answered tune baronct.

* Rance brought us cotfce jnst before retir-
img. I feil asleep, and did not awaken uniil
} was in this poisome place—-Jack and
Reginald with me. We were amazed, and
ecompletely bewildered.” - _

“ Quite so—umtil we arrived,” put in Sig
Edward Handforth. ‘* And, by George, we
should have bcen just as much in the dark
but for my son.” _ '

““ Yes, I found out things;,”” said Hang-
forth carelesslg. o

‘ But ounly because you dislike coffee, my
son,”” said his father, rohbing poor old
Handy of the gldory wbich he imagined was

|

<3
due to him. * Yecu see, Mr. Lee, Rin-e
Lrought coffee to us, and Edw.rd refused

his—and T dramk it, unforiunately.”
iWdward Oswald grinned.

1t put you to siecp a'l right, pater,”
remarked.

“ Confounil the stutl!”” snapperd Sir Edward.
I remembered unothing watil [ awoke
down here, Mr. Lec. But my son was arousc:|
in the night, and ke found me auwd his chuns
abgent. T'hen he was captured by men he
knew to be Rance and the footmen. lle was
vrought here, uamd we knew nothing more
until Tregellis-West arrived. The coffee, v
have conoluded, must have been drugged.”

“That is fairly obvious,” agreed Nelsen
Lee. ' Rance was foolish enough to attemuyy
the same trick upon such an old hand as
myself, I therefore tricked him into be-
lieving that the coifve had bewn consumerd --
and remained on the wateh, Thisz happy
coliclusion i3 the result. Kance has faried
colapletely in his scheme.”

Sir Crawford locked helpless.

“ But what is the scheme., Mr. Lee?” ho
asked. ‘[ must comfess that I om quite at
a loss, znd I beg of you to expiawn.”

*1 am afraid | cunnot do so at the mo-
ant,’” replied the guvnor. 1 don't know
what Ranze's plans were, but they have cor-
tainly failed? When we get back to the

ne

house and you are in more comfrtabic
attive, we can discuss things at greates
ease.”’

'*1 ruppose you collared Rance, sir?’
asked McChure.

“*Not yet, my lad; at least, I hive n:t
given much thcought to the man,’” was Nelsoan
Lee's reply. ' My main idex wasg to rescue
you all."’

“But, goad gracious!’' exclaimed Sir Cruw-
ford. “ That was very considerate of ycu,
Mr. Lee, but—Dbut the rascal will have il
by this time. He must know what is afoor,
and we shall find that he has taken hiull.;rif
That

*»

off--with all his rascally compadtions.
would be terribly urfortunate, Mr. Leo.
'The guv'nor nodded.

“It woulld,”” he agreed quietly. ‘‘ Buni{ |
den’t think your faith'ess servants will take
themselves very far, Sir Crawford. Come.
we will hasten to the houce with all speed
and witness the interesting denouement of
this strange affair.”

f knexv that the guv'nor had something in
his mind eof which we were in Ignoriuwe.
But we weore soon to discover the fu'l trutl.

——

CHAPTER VI,
A MERRY CHRISTMAS!

IR CRAWFORD GREY, in spite of Nclson
Lee’s reassuring wordd, was gravely
afiraid that Rance would have taken
alarm and fled.

the late prisoners of the dungoons

S

Al

- hastened after Nelson Lee aleng the passag.:.

The jowrmey itsell was not partieularly long,
and we soon found owsclves in the great haly
of Grey Towera,
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The plare was absoiutely silent, and scemed
titerly desertedd. There conld ‘n no doubt

thiat lunn and the olher men were already
eacapitg through the night. Sir Crawtord
wasr i Ttm! to he exeited.

“f1 am ot & harsh mon, o8 o rde, bet B
wonld certainly give me great pleasure to
poe those scogndrels I the hands of the
pulice.” he exxelaimed, ' And now they Bave
gme. It s a rlt - great pity.”

"andlfttlb % er nodded,

“ Quite nnht my dear sir-quite right.” he
agrevd, It is ot my habiv to efitictse—
partienlar’'y such a distinguished genileman
at Mr. Nelwont Lee-but, had | been In his
shewa, | shouid urumly have acted differ
vitly. In the first place, | should have taken
care to place the rasenls homs-decombut be-
fore mlofing upom any rearch for the vie-
ima, But, aa | uid I do not eritieise.”

“ Not at alll” gﬂ.«l Handforth jundor.

“Regnd! 1t xll ruhl dear fellows,  aaid
Eir Montic sertemnely. e know Mr. Lee,
don't we! He's nt mthhl his sloeve
he haa, mm an't you see n Nittle twinkle
W hiz eye?

Nelww Leo laughed,

“ Well, 8Sir Crawlford,” be said, " 1 waa not

a0 unwise as (o leave the plaeo imguarded | Savag

while | scarched for you. you see, sir,
be added, turning fo Mm‘h sonfor, “ 1
am not gquite such & simpleton, after all. M
the culprits have eseaped, it will be owing
t0 the {atlure of the !l"

“ Put bow, Mr, Lee?” asked Sir Crawlord.
“ The police l.#t here -

" AL lcast, & t to be,” smiled the
v, Y1 Tane however, that z.
wor b or lo aM ymmdi more rat
ally beolore W th stardy members of

the Coumty Pﬁlb.
mnu bobbies here, sir?”

“*Have you
saked Pl en

“There vug l lu be at least a dozem of
them.” replied the guvnor. " 1 took the pre-
cantion W ‘phone 1o the Chiel Comnstable of
the foumty while | was In the village this
morning. MHe promised to send sufficlnt men
to foem & cordom rousd the Towers., [ don't
think Rance has shipped Shrough. But we

will o0 MU{
I griseed surveyed the surprised ex-
prosions of the others. Although | knew

podhing of Nelsom Lee's Hitle plan, | waas mt
W it was just the sort of thing be

Mybuds sl no Lime o rushing lw-tuln
“M.T‘ inla their rlt;&bn. 'l'z?uy nlwl;
b were already dressed, COUEBE - dl
s was the guv'nor. The boys were down
fast ; and thay wore just in ¢ o witness
ao arrival of the police Nelson Lee referred
The guvnor had opened the hig hall door,
.I‘lxehadM:lhﬂMupmhh
whistio. The reply came al once, and it
was m the shape of tm evid-looking police
colstablon 'thoy.r , and were lnnodt.
abely joned by three othors - who Wg
tweon them one of the footmen. Nelsou
Bad given orders that the police should
nua o bouse and wrwst anybody, Bo
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matler who, they saw leaving afber mi
After that they waore to awaibl the s

Vcn SOOn mnpeetor tuarned up with ﬁwr
more th held Rance himseld
and one otbn Fhe laat to enter were
three others wmbeu of the Force-—-who
held the final eaptive. This made four
prisoners altogether. One of Rance's accom-
plices, a groom, had vandshed quite early
in the evening, presumably to carry out some
orders of his chief. It was lucky for him
that he had gone.

“Cold work, sir,”" said the imapector
breczily, * Yes, we've got them all, although
I must confess | don't quite know the game.
However, we know you too well, Mr. Lee,
to think that you would act in this way
without sulficiont reason.’

“ Your chief prisoner is this man, Rance,
as he ealls mmnit “ said Nelson Lee calmly.
“He is to be chmaed with abduction on a
iwrge wah- and cmptrm with intent to
rob  his emplor other men are his
accomplices might also latend you to
know, inspector, that Ranee's real name s
Thomas HMawker, convicted to ten years'
penal servitude for an affair at——" 2

“You--you clever hound!” snarled Rance,
- ot.‘lmh‘lbawlmw’nmsn
wonld be with goq coming here'! I1've been
a fool; 1 ought to have abandoned the
;rhule thing aa soon as Sir Crawlord came
own

“It would have been wiser, certainby,”’
!IIM Nelson Lee drily.

“Look here, my man, there's no need for
motou-llyout whtywmhbﬂu
taken down, and that it may be used
evlth-m againet you '’ put in tho m
‘1 must warn yow-e—' |
“Po you think 1 care?”’ snarled Ranece
fervely. “ What's the good now? The whole
‘s up, and I might get a stiffer sentence

{1 don't tell the truth. ltkmtnhduﬂng
what m ns were. They'd have been
suceoessful if thia darned crew hadn't come
down te the Towers.' :
Sir Crawford and Handforth's father had
arrived on the scene by this time, and they
were listening with interest, 4
“You thmpm you'd have the house to
yoursell, eh?” asked Sir Crawford.

“Yes, | did--1 dldni know you were
to clnngo w blatnd

gro Rme
wholo thing's a , and l thonght
u-u mtobouemuu a two-

!voun evight! You can't say that 1've
reated you badly, Ow. 1 saw that you
were made comforta

The baronet nodded

“That aspect of the case will probably
tell in your favour at the triad,”” he said

mly. ““You are cerbainly a scoundrel,

ance, bub m canldond your victims'
comfort in ?am
Now, tell me, w’hy did m do Wh
did you plan such a disgraceful affair ncuu{‘

yOUr own

maater
The cx-butler laughed harshiy.
(Continued on p. iii of cover.)
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| the positions here for my four pals

!

THE MYSTERY -OF~“GREY TOWERS « =7 iif

“Youwr may have been my master for s
~Moplh or twe, but that was enly part of
L my plap. | Wad certain ideas, and 1 meant
‘to carey them out. 1 mot this place by
meams of forged references -and nhf.,;gm{

n
made five of us altogethor in the know.
Well., you teld me that the place was to be
closed for Christmas, and that ‘suited me
down te the ground, so I gave all the sther
scrvants a holiday.” : '

“Leaving trey Towers at your wercy!”

“Yes; and we were pleased, too,” replied
Rance. " Oh, it's no good tnmg to keep the
thing secret,” he went em bisterly. You've
got & heap of eold and silver plate, Sir Cricw-
ford, and there are some nive spackiers in
(he safe-rings and other jeweliery. Ob, |
reckoned vpon a nice lttle haul, enough tn
set me ap all tﬁfmmh wext vear.'

“Youn wtter rmu al'” exclaimed Sir Craw-
ford angrily. “ To_ think that my house
was i such hands” Good zracinm 1 maust
he more eareful in future, that =2 very ecer-

tain. But tor my unexpected retusi | shoutd
have been robbed right and left.
“Yesx, vou can~ think )‘ﬂl]l‘:‘t!f' lacky !’

growled Eance savagely, “When youn and
those two boys caime | felt-mad, and deeided

not to lhsadﬂu*tlw rdm So I gave yvou
that coffee after proparing the dungeons. 1
dikn’t mean you to gome to.any harm, Sis

Crawford, [ t.hqught d"ha able to "bliuff

Mr. Lee into going away,”

L
“ Aud that's where you pade a mistake

eh?” 1 sid gheerfully.

“It was those others that upset me!l”
muttered Rance, podding towards Sir Edwurd
Handlorth. * They came here amd swanked
about as if thev owned the place, and |
couldnt get rid of them. 3o they joined
you in the dungeons.
stafl cleared out hefore the New Yiear
then vamsh.'

e l.ravmg us lecked up
doubt "’

and

in 1he darecons,
asked Sar I-d“a.r,d tartly.

“Obh vou wonlda't have come fo mueh
harm, mmppﬂd Rapee. "1 was going to
write to the bowa | police after two I‘a\‘
anenvigous, of course saying where you
mm-set? This N mean another streteh for

me.

“You will have uhat yoil deserve,”™ mtd
Nelsonm Lee curtly.” “ You no dauht he'df the |
mmahm view that veu would be able to
slip away «ifeiy even if four plans did not
quite- mature. In that so@l were mistaken.
Rance. for 1 took eertain prreaations.”

“ It was like a mightmare!” said the man.

o M soon &8 1'd dealt with one lot, along
the next! [t get tap thick at last,

bt l wasn't going to give in then. 1 ounght
ta have doue, but I was fair mad with rage.

Tenm “minotes later thé iuwapector and his
men took their de rtnn-, trin uptiy hear-
g away their fited p ers.  The
affitir had ended well, and we were all foel-
g content. Sir Bdward Haudforth seemed
rather awmeomfortable, homu and I soon
kpew the cante. !

y

I reckoned to zet the

BO

-

- had some diffiondty
- he needod

;
]

| carted them off,

.

i

|
f.

“I hopé you won't helieve what that ras.
cai said, Sir Crawford,” he exclaimed. 1§
ia utieriy false to - say  that I~--a:lwm:—-cd.
swanked about the plice as tlmtggf [ L
it. The statewemt——" Ele A

“My deuar sir, pray . do not .:Wilw that I

shonld believe sechi a thing’ in Sz
Crawford qumeckly. * Yeu have rmdy “Aold
me the facts, and yon did qmte right—

quite rlghtwm \t-ajms.' ity spite=~of Rance's

Hhehaviour, On 4u:.2 F_ilm night yow had
every jusiification ning in any huw:
And i1 mine yow were doubly we «cnme
whether 1 was at home or not.— 1 <incertly
truost you will bonour me hy continning un.r
visit for a day or two, my dear Sir Edward.
[ am anxious to show yvou that 1 can ba' &
better Bost than Rapee!™ -- :
‘wa

We all faughed, and afier that thereg
quite 3 lot of couversatiun COnCering
varions adventures. Fimally -we 2ot tu&lié'
to sleep soundly -until the sun was high n
the heavens in the morning.

it wad Christmas E®, and Sir Crawlord
in obtainme the servagts

. The employvees  who had *ﬁ:u
holiday all retnned, and sev

gZiven a NE
others  were” obtained, By ovening (g y,
Towers was alve with aebivity, and cvery-

thing was’ merry and cheerfal. -

Sir Montic and Tommy and [-all of ne ig
fact—helped with the decorations, and Gy
Towers rang with gay shdants und fanghter

It was a very- dilferenf secie Fhow-—and .si

within tweunty-four houps !, :
Altogether we  spenf mwt vv:;hh»'

Cheistmas.  Mandforth, amg -.taul.z nati!

alter Soxing Day, wihgu {ths pa by
“He had,” ar e wircadv
telegraphed to his. &HF eXpiaining %*
of the affair, - = cn ¥ 3
Jack Grey wase alent Llie l:.l'mlf‘st Of el 8
alt. for thig ultb:.mf n goasnere in benotr
of him than for anything cise; He-had -

turned to his ™ he e althonety he had not
known that it " his  hewme  vatil o Just
- recentiy AR -

It was reaily re mdrl\.xlu Jaew had leip:

Grey Towers-<a mite of two rears. antdanever
get eves upon it again until naw. Amd I
am quite certnin that no fellow could, wish
for a better father than Sir Crawiord Oréy.
had loved Jack intensely befope "
‘knowing that the bov was his cwn SN, But
now his love was greater than ever, ‘and ko
 thanked Heaven that he had fowng, Jam.

Of course we hail a tremendously Zay {ime
at the Towers, and most of us-were rather
relnctant to think of returping to St. Frank's
But all good things come to an end in tunme,

Nelson Lee had intended returmnge tor Ladt-
don before the New Year, but Sir Crawford
positively insisted upon us romaining nnill
the very day we had to return to the school,
And when Sir Crawford imsisted it was a
hopeless task to refuse him.

One of our ehief sources of delight was e -
great lake in the park, for the iee was thick
apon it, and we had some glorious skating:.
Then, of course, we visited the m'vt

{Continued overleal)
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again--under happier circumstances. Sir With regard to the future, well, we were
Crawford showed us other secret passages | de:tined to have some very une\pectvr' ex-

too, and we spent a ripping time. citement at St. Frank’s. For changzes were

So, in spite of the grim opening to our | to occur there which took us complet,ely by
visit, we spent one of the happiest Yuletides | surprise.
1 can remember at Grey Towers. Indced, I can’t tell what tll(‘ai‘ chanﬂes were now,
we had almost completely forgotten the | but [ shall make it my business to record

all the facts exactly as they occurred.. And

ra<cally Runce and his accomplices by the
I think they will prove as stirring as any

time the New Year arrived. It was an affair

of the past, and we were enjoying the pre- | adventures which had occurrcd in the
sent. , past. s
) THE END. o
NEXT WEEK! p. ii of cover.) -
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OUR POPULAR SCHOOL SERIAL!

Tve Chums « Littleminster Sc

A Magmhcent Story of School Life and Adventure.
By ARTHUR S. HARDY.

-

. . e~ .
(.raln"cr moved aside. -F

v ““Of - course,”’, he answered. !‘But “1

qhouldn t let any of the masters see }nu LA

=Zer= Mr=Smart: “If the Head saw you,”

GRAINGER S SUSPICIONS ~

hY | \] T tock a half-pace forward.

“If you give me ary of your lip.” he

NN ' B B - 0y | r . e 4
- — I:::}]t{rl.lt:]'t‘l',.ltlllll “.(i“'.'.(:k you ovel "’h"f might have something uncomfortable to say.
=Ly ! . '
‘] d(m t think so,”" returned (Grainger Take y advice;"and be caphml .
quictiy. 2 You haven’ t introauced mie to your %Myers replied with a forced laugh, ar:

footed it over the bridge with Smart who,
‘latighing coarsely * hurled a challenge back ‘:t,

—

fil]tt red the

friend, I\Iw Yo
“This 1s Mr. Smart, G mn'_:-c.r.”

waRappy boy. Smart. vou lcave Grainger the 50“00‘ captum Ve 4 R A
“alone. He’s our school captain, and one of | - ¢ If ever 1 meet you alone, Mr. Grainger,
“the best,” - - - perhqps we “may—ave” a” little ~private con-
““1 don't care a rap who 'e is,” muttered | versation all to ourselves,”” he hawled. *‘ And
Smart suellenly. 1 don’t want to know 'tm. | my talk’s str'uoht to the point.”” .. 3+

Suppose we come along? We've got a lot to
talk about.” . -

Grainger still barred the way. )

‘““ And® what,” he said, looking fixedly at
Myers,” ** may you and ’\Ir Smart have to
talk about?”

The desperate boy felt impelled to answer,
and did so with fliuning cheeks. ]

“Oh, I'm taking up fishing,” he declared.
““ And Smart's got a jolly rod at home I'm
thinking of buying. I'mm going to have a look
at it now."”

““If you want to buy a rod, why don’t you
g0 to Birch’s, in the town? You can’t beat

his.
like

Grainger rcturned no answer, but watched
thiem as they made their way along the sunlit
road, until he saw them enter a oottage in
the far distance, by the allotments.

For Grainger the scene around him had lost
all its beauty.

A frown had chased the soft smile from his
face. What was there between Myers and
thls cad?

1\,Iyens had heen lying, of course, when he
said he intended to buy a tlshmrr rod from
Smart. The cad had some hold over him,
and the school captain was worried. Y
- He sank into a profound reverie, from which

“ I—er--don't Birch's things,”” said] he was startled presently by hearn:g his name
Myers, fidgeting uncomfortably. “T tlunl-. his" called .. - f

pRop’s a swindle. Really, Grainger, I suppose} - - S
I can please myself . (Continued on p. il of Cover.)
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