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CHAPTER L

THE STRANGE BEHAYIOUR OF MR. CLEMENT
HEATH.

" YCLING—that’s the idea'!™
‘ Church, of the Remove.

““ Rats!”’

“ Well,

said

suggest  somclhing
betier !

“ That's easy,’ replied McClure.
“Cycling’s loo jolly warm on a day like
lhis—ang too dusty.  Finest -thing we
can do ia to go rowing on the river, and
take some tuck with us for tea.”

Church nodded.

‘“Well, i’s notr a bad i1dea,”” he ad-
mitted. ' Perhaps it will be better than
cycling : bul I've just got my bike from
the makers, you know—a brand new
onc. I want to give it a good trial.™

“It's a ripping bike, I'll admit," said
McClure. ¢ Jolly decent of your paler
1o send it. But the best time to take
a run ob it will be after teu—tihis even-
ing. JICIl be cool then, and the sun
won't heat down. But whal we require
this afternoon is a lazy pull up the river,
and some nice books (o read. Think of
it, lying under a shady tree, with the
river in front of us, and——"

“Yes. by jingo, we'll go on the
river !’ satd Church. ‘* All three of us.
Handy's got nothing special on for this
afternoon, and he's alwavs fond of the
river. We'll go and select 'a good boat

L L]

“No., we won't!" cxclaimed [Hawnd
forth, from the doorway.

Church and McClure glanced round,
and beheld the figure of IEdward Oswalii
Handforth in the doorway of Studv D.
ITandy was locking unusually dete:-
mined, and there was a grim expression
in his eves. .

The three juniors were in the Anciert
House at St. Frank's, and the afternocon
certainly was a glorious one.  For 2
half-hol:day this was ralher astonishing,
ior 1t was genorally noticed that half-
boliduys turned out wet, while working
days were superbly fine. It was just
the irony of things. ‘

But  to-day was really and {ruly
glorious. The May sun shone with a
heat which reminded one of August,

The air was warm, and only a few fiimvy
clouds were visible in the deep blue skv.
Cricket ipractice was not absolulely
necesaary, and it had been put off unul
the evening, when it would be nuch
more enjovable. So Church and Mc(Clure
had been making plans to take full ad-
vantage of the perfect wealher,

But I[Tandforth, as usual, wes not 1a
agreementd.

“We're not going on the river this
afternoon, my sons,”’ he said firmly.

“ Look here, Handy, don’t be an ass!”™
sald Church. *“It's a lovely day, and
it's too hot for cycling. 1 wanted 1o
o out on my bike at first, hut Mc(uie
pointed out that the sun 18 too hot.”
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“We're not going cycling, either,”
siid Handforth. |
*“ Then what’s the idea ?"’.
“We’ll do some rambling.”’
-*¢ Some which ?”’ .
‘“ We’ll go for a ramble,” said IHand-
mly.

-forth gr:
1 call that dottyi” exclaimed
McClure. “It’s too jolly hot to go

walking -to-day—too hot and dusty.
There’s a glorious river here, and plenty
of boats. There’s no reason why we
shouldn’t enjoy ourselves thoroughly.”

Handforth regarded his chums pity-
ingly.

*“It’s not a question of enjoying our-
selves,”” he said. ‘‘ We've got a duty
to perform—a solemn, -sacred duty.”

(1} A_a dut»y !3’ ~

‘“ Exactly !”

‘“ Explain, you ass said Church.
“It’s a bhalf-holiday to-day, and we're
not supposed to do any duties at all—’

**I don’t mean school duties, you
babbling idiot !’ roared Handforth. ‘¢ If
you want to know the truth straight
away, we're going to do some detective
work—some tracking—some shadowing !”

‘“ Wha-a-aat!”’ L |
. Church and McClure stared at their
leader speechlessly.

f”

“That’s the programme !”’ said Hand-

forth, with a pleasant nod.

“ De-detective work !’’ stuttered
Church. % You must be dot-t{! There’s
no detective work for us to do—and

even if there was we couldn’t do it. We
ain’t detectives!’’

Handforth nodded. .

. *Ill agree that you fellows aren’t
delectives,” he said calmly. ‘‘ But I'm
one—I'm a detective——"

‘ Ha, ha, ha!”’ |

Church and McClure howled.

.. *“You cackling fatheads—"

‘““ Ha, ha! Ahem !’ gasped Church,

suddenly becoming serious. : ‘‘ We—we
didn’t mean to laugh, Handy, but we
couldn’t help it, you know. You've
oftcn thought you were a bit of a de-
tective, but it’s a silly . 1dea to think
things like that.”
- ““ You—you rotter.!” snapped Hand-
forth. ‘“You know as well as I do. that
I’m jolly smart at detective work. You
cnly run me down because you're
jealous. I've never known such jealous
bounders as you chaps. . Anyhow; we're
going to get on the track this afterneon.
That’s final.” o

T On the track of what?”

LEE LIBRARY

‘“ We're going to shadow Mr. Heath,”
said Handforth. ,
“The new Remove master?” asked

'Church blankly.

““Oh, my hat, what a . question to
ask I’ siched Handforth. ‘¢ There ain’t
a dozen Mr. Heaths, are there? :Of
course, I mean the new Remove master.
He’s a crook, and we’re going to get on
his trail.” '

Church and McClure gazed at one
another, and breathed rather hard.
Handforth had always had & bee in his
bonnet that he was a keen amateur
detective. = This fallacy had been -ex-
ploded many times, and one would have
supposed that Handforth would have
given up the job in disgust.

“But he always came up smiling every
time, and was already ready {o under-
take a fresh investigation at a moment’s
notice. Experience taught him nothing.
And for him to interest himself in' the
affairs of Clement Heath was not par-
ticularly surprising. But Church apd
McClure did not like it:
True, the, young Remove master was
certainly mysterious in his ways. He
was only at St. Frank’s temporarily,
filling Mr. Crowell’s place while the
latter was taking a rest at the seaside.

Mr. Heath had not been at St. Frank’s
long, and he had proved himself to be
a capable man in the Form-room. Ie
was exceedingly popular, in fact, and
the Remove had nothing to complain of.

But Handforth had got into his head
that the new master was a crook—or,
at least, something different to what he
pretended to be.

This was largely because of -an inci-
dent which had occurred only a month
or two earlier. Handforth had received
a mysterious communication—even ndéw

| he didn’t know where that message had

come from, or who had sent it. It was
written 1n ink, but the wcrds we:ze In

printed characters, so it was quite im-

possible to recognise the handwriting.
Handforth had kept-the appointment, to-
ether with his chums. But during that
ittle jaunt between eleven and twelve

| at night, they had seen Mr. Heath. And

Mr. Heath had acted in a very strange
manner,

To begin with, he had crept out of
the school grounds in a most furtive
way, as though he had been afraid of
being seen, although he had every right
to be out, and coulg go where he pleased.

On the top of this, Handforth and
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Co. hgxd seen the new master climbin
trees 1n the most aimless fashion in Bell-

ion Wood. That.was the point which

Handforth could not understand.

Mr. IHeath was either insane, or he
had some hidden motive in being at St.
f'rank’s. As Mr. Heath was undoubtedly
sane, it therefore stood to reason that

therc was a rational explaration of his

conduct,

_ But Handforth could think of nothing
innocent. He could think of no reason
why Mr. Heath should prowl about the
district when he was supposed to be in
bed.” And it had been noticed that Mr.
Heath was rather ‘“down’” on Hand-
forth. He had given Edward Oswald
mere lines than anybcdy else in the
Form.

Handforth somewhat resented this, and

1t only added to his determination to
watch Mr. Heath closely, and to find
out the truth. There was certainly very
little to go upon yet, but there was no
telling,
- “1 don’t agree wilth this shadowing
business, Handy,” said Church, shaking
his head. “It—it doesn’t seem—well,
sqquare to me.”’ .

' What do you mean— square ?”’

“Well, it seems that we’re prying
into his business,”’ said Church. * It’s
no concern of ours what he does. It's
not right to spy on the chap, and to
follow him when he goes out on a half-
heliday. Surely you must have some
secnse of honesty and all that sort of
thing ?”’

Handforth waved his hand.

‘“ All that sort of talk is empty,”’ he
declared—‘‘ as empty as your giddy
head! When you’re dealing wiﬁi a
crook, 1t’s nccessary 1o act 1n accord-
ance with the task. It's no good being a
detective if you've got to wear kid
gloves all the time. It’s necessary to
harden your heart, and put aside all
scruples. I'm as much against spying
as anybodyv, but it’s not fipymg when
you're a detective—it’s shadowing!”

“The same thing with a different
name ?”’ asked Church.

‘“ You can call it what you like, but
we're going to shadow Mr. Heath this
afternoon !” saild Handforth grimly.

‘“ Supposing he doesn’t go out?”
asked McClure.

“* Then we can't shadow him,
duffer!”

“ I think he’s gone oul already,” said
Church carelessly. ‘ As a malter of

you

fact, I'm almosl cerlain I saw him go
out about half an hour ago. So the best
thing we can do is to give it up for thig
afternoon, and go on the river.”

Handforth withered his chum with a
look—at loast, he tried to.

“If Hcath goes on the river, then
we might go on it, but that’s the only
chance of boating you'’ve got this afte:-
noon,’”’ he declared. ‘‘I’'ve made up my
saind, and—— My goodness ! .

Handforth stared out of the window
excitedly.

“ What's the matier?”

‘““ Leok! He's going out now !”

Mr. Heath was certainly striding across
the Triangle. He was a smallish man,
quite young, and walked with a shight
limp. He was dressed in a grey flannel
suit, and he carried a walking-stick with
him. Upon his head rested a straw hat,
and 1t was quite evident that he meant
lo go for a stroll.

““This 1s where we get busy,” said
Handforth briskly. ¢ Come on!”

““Yes, but look here—"’

“No arguments—follow me!”’

Church and McClure had half a mind
to stay behind and risk the consequences
when Handforth returned.  But it was
perhaps as well to accompary him. Thev
were convinced that his shadowing wou'd
come to nothing, and that he would only
make an ass of himself. There would be

a certain_amount of satisfaction in this,
30 Church and McClure went.

They left Study D by mecans of the
open window, and walked leisurely across
the Triangle in the baking sunlight. Mr.
Clement Heath was a short distance

down the road, and the juniors hung

back, not wishiug to be seen.

““ Better get 1nto the meadow, the
same as we did the other night,”’ sug-
gested Church. ‘“ He can’t see us then.”

They lost no time in dodging through
a gap. and it was then impossible for
Mr. Heath 1o be aware of the fact
that the thrce Removites were on his
traill. He was striding alongz leisurely,
smoking a cigaretde, and it seemed
clearly evident that he was merely out
for a quiet afternoon walk.

Reaching the stile, he crossed over, and
entered Bellton Wood. Handforth’s eyes

leamed as he noted this fact. He
ooked at his chums grimly.
f*There you are!” he exclaimed.

“Don’t you call that suspi~ious?”’
““ Blessed if I can see anything sus
picious about i(,”" said Church.
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S !’Ie went mlo the wood that night

' That’s nothing,” said Church. *Ii’s
only natural that he should go there
now. It’s quiet and shady, and the air
in there is cool. It secems (o me that
you want to make mysteries out of
nothing, Handy!”

‘*Rats! ‘There’s more material here
than you'd find in a giddy shilling
shocker !”” said Handforth.

' Shil]in;; shockers are about three bob
nowadays,” remarked McClure. ‘¢ And
in yarns of that kind you find aboul four
criminals on each page, and a gory
murder in every chapter. If you
imagine that we're going {o have some
startling adventures this afternoon,
you’re off-side. Mr. Heath’s as harmless
as I am, and he’s only out for a stroll.”

‘“ Well, we'll gee,”” said Handforth
grimly. ‘ Don't forget what happened
the other night—and don’t forget that
JIeath was absolutely furious when he
saw us. He was ararmed really, and
(ried to hide it by being avngry. 'There’s
something queer about the chap, and I
mean to find out what it 1s.”

H gf course, if you choose to butt in

‘“ Look here, you rolters!” shouted
Ilandforth. “I know what your game
is! You’re deliberately jawing here so
that Heath will have a chance to get out
of sight! If we ain’t quick we shall
lose him!”’

Church and McClure exchanged a
glance. As a matter of fact, Handforth
had divined their litlle idea. They had
hoped, by arguing, to keep their lcader
in the meadow wuntil Mr. Heath h
vanished into the recesses of the wood.

But Handforth was ‘‘ wise” to the
move, and the next moment he had
dodged across the lane, and was in the
wood. Mr. Heath was1not in sight at
the moment, but by following the foot-
path for some distance, the juntors'came
wilthin sight of their quarry.

‘The new master was hurrying along
now:; he was not taking it leisurely
as he had been, and it seemed that he
had some definite object—to deceive any-
body who happened to see him. Free
from the public gaze now; he was put-
ting his best foot foremost.

But where was he off to?

Handforth and Co. certainly %erformed
their self-imposed task creditably. Al
though Mr. Heath glanced rcund mare
than once, he saw no sigd of his
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shadowers. llandforth and Church and
McClure were strung out in a line, lifty
feet apart. Handforth led ihe way, of
course, and he kept Mr. leath con-
stantly 1n view.

The wood was very thick, trces and
bushes abounding. It yas quite casy to
keep the master in view, and te remain
hidden. But this did not apply after the
wood had been left behind. -

F

had |

Handforth found it necessary to go
more carefully. |

On the other side of Lhe wood there
were two routes to ifake. One led on
to Bannington Moor, and the other went
across the fields, and led into the little,
dusty lane which ran to Edgemore, and
thén joined up to the Bannington Road.

Mr. Heath went across the meadows,
so it was fairly evident that he was
bound for the tiny, sleepy village.
Edgemore was right off the main track
of things, and trafic there was almost
unknown. .

The place consisted mainly of a few
old cottages, a big manor house, a -post-
office, two or three little shops, an old-
fashioned ion,.and a village green, with
a public pump in the centre. '

It was quite an interesting little pluce,
-but why Mr. Heath should be going
there was a mystery {o Handforth, It
was no mystery, however, to Church and
McClure. They came to the fairly
obvious conclusion that Mr. Heath was
bent upon looking over the village, for
it was one of the choice bits of pic-
turesque scenery of the district.

Mr. Healh was a new arrival al St.
Frank’s. Was it not natural thal he
should choose a fine afternoon like this
to take a walk to Edgemore? Hand-
forth, having got it fixed into his head
that Mr. Heath was not what he pre.
tended to be, thought of all sorts of ex-
planations—all of them wildly 1m.
probable. ‘

Church and McClure were not so in-
ventive. They were a pair of matter-of-
fact juniors, and they mournfully con-
sidered that the whole afternoon was
being ruined. ¥ How glorious it would
have been to partake of a picnic on the
river{ And, instcad of that, they were
getting this farce ! '

They were compelled to admit, how-
ever, that Mr. Ileath’'s aclions were very
remarkable. Before very long the new
Remove master made a move which filled
Handforth with {(riumph, and which

! puzzled his {wo chums considerably.
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Edgemore was ncarly reached, the
liny church spire could be seen betwecn
some treces just down in the hollow. Mr,
Hcath, after turning a bend in the

lane, had turned into a little spinney
beside the road.

This led nowhere, and Handforth came
to a hall rather uncertainly. He waited
unttl his chums drew level with him,
and explained whal had happened. The
threc juniors concealed themselves in the
hollow of a dry ditch.
ferns surrounded them, and completely
hid them from view., Therc was some
little confusion for a moment, owing to
the fact that Handforth placed both his
L:ands into a mass of stinging nettles, and
he allowed his chums to know all about
1t.

“It's no good making a fuss,” said
Church. ** You'd better take somc of
those dock leaves——"'

“ Those which?”

“ Dock leaves '™ explained Church, ¢ If
you rub some of those on your hands
they’ll take all the sting oul.”

“Rot'” said Handforth., *“1 tried it
once. but the giddy things only stained
my hands. Blow the nettles! What are
we going to do about Heath” He's gone
into that thicket, and I'm afraid to walk
up, because there’s no .cover—he’d spot
me in a minute. And he might have
gone right through the spinney to the
other side! Why the dickens couldn’t
he Keep straight on the road, insticad of
messing us aboyt like this!”

Church and McClure were unable to
answer this question.

‘““ Anyhow, I'm not going to stop herc
for long,”” went on Handforth. ‘“If
there’s no sign of him within {wo minutes
we' tl— Hallo.! What the dickens

He paused abruptly. for a stranger had
cmerged from a gap in the hedge, lead-
ing from the spinncy—the same gap that
Heath had entered by. The. juniors, low
down in the dry ditch, could sec the man
clearly, although he was unable to sec
them.

“Who's
Church.

The man was smallish ; he wore a light
overcoat, and a bowler was upon his
head. This was a strange attire for such
a very hot duy. The fman walked for-

ward for n few paces, looking up and
down the lane.

that merchant ?”

A profusion oF

multered

5

(B2

“ Great—great pip!
forth faintly. '

“ What's the mutter?”’

“Didn't you sce?’ asked Handy, with

gaspcd Hand-

a gulp.

““ Seec what*"'

“That chap—he limped when Le
walked !’

Church and McClure stared.

“Why., what—whal—="" Church

paused. ¢ Do—do you mean——"
“Tt’'s Hceath!” exclaimed Handfortn
breathlessly. ¢ Heath himself! He'-
been into that thicket to put that over-
coat on, nand {o change his straw-vard
for o bowler! Hce's disguised himself !
“ But—but this chap has got a mou:.
lache!” said MecClure, startled.
““Falsc!” said Handforth keenly.
‘“Look at inm'! He’s walking away now
He limps: He can’t disguise that! O
my only hat! This is even better than 1
expected! Heath in disguise! A 8t
IFrank’s master—""
“TUs—it's impossible!” said Chureh.
“We must have made a bloomer:”
declared MeClure.

“Piffle! That chap’s Heath all right,"
said Handforth, with conviction. ‘ Why.,
if you weren't 80 jolly pig-headed about
the whole thing, vou’d know the truth.
I've said all along that Heath ain't
square—and ihis proves it. You don't
litke to believe this because you thought
I was wrong.”

There waz a cerlain amount of truth

'in this remark, and Church and McCluro

were compelled to admit it. They in-
stinctively knew that the man who had
just appeared was, indeed, Mr. Clement
Heath. But. somchow, they did not like
to acknowledge il. The facts seemed (02
cxtraordinary—too astonishing.

But the truth of the thing was ob.
vious,

It was Mr. Healh who had gone inta
the spinney, and it was Mr. Healh who
had come oul. The Remove mastar
paused to light a cigarctic, and unbut-
toned his overcoat in order to obtain o
match.

The juntors could see quite distinclly
and lhey saw something elsc—something
which removed the last shrod of doubt.
The man standing in the lane was wear-
ing a light grev flannel duit, and it waa
ouc¢ which could not possibly be mis.
taken, for there were distinctive blue
stripes in the material.

Furthermore, when his face was to-



6 THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

wards the boys, they recognised him as
Mr. Heath, in spitc of his false mous-
tache.
He turned, and walked slowly down
the lane, swinging his stiek cnreﬂessly.
“Well, I'm )iggered!” said Church,
taking a deep breath. ‘‘It’s him.nright

onough—no doubt about it at all.”
‘“There you are,”’ said Handforth
triumphantly.

“ But—but what’s the i1dea of dis-
guising himself?”’ asked MeceClure in
amazement. ‘* And, anyhow, what’s tho
good of a rotten disguise like that? It
wouldn’t deceive a blind man!”’

‘“You can bet there’s some good rea-
son for 1t,”’ said Handforth. * The
people in Kdgemore don’t come to St
Frank’s, and therefore they don’t know
Heath. He wouldn’t dare to appear in
“Bellton in that get-up—but he uses the
dJisgnise here because he 1sn’t known.
It's simply n maller-of precaution, I sup-
pose. A filtlc change in his appearance
like this doesn’t lake ten minutes, and
it’'s quite cffective in its way. Peoplo
who only know lhim faintly by sight
would never recognise him in that get-
up!n | .

‘“But what the merry dickens 15 the
1dea of it?"’ asked Church, mystified.

“ Goodrtess knows.” |

‘“ Well,  what arc we going to do?”

“Do?’ said Handforth, rising out of
the ditch as Mr. Heath’s form vanished
round the bend. *“ What are we going
‘to do? Why, I'll show you!”

He jumped up, looking grim, and his
chums felt rather alarmed.

‘ I—I say, Handy, don’t be rash, you
know,” exclaimed Church. “ DPon’t rush
up to Hecath and ask what his game is

“ You silly as«!’ interrupted Hand-
forth seornfully. ‘‘ Do you think I'd do a
dolty think hke that? This is a case
which needs finesse.”

“ Which nceds what?”?

‘ Careful handling,”” explained Hand-
forth. “ We've got {0 be cautious, and
we mustn’t act hastily or, precipitately.”

** My hat!”’ saitd McClure. * That's a
gaod word!”? '

Handforth glared at his c¢hums as
thongh they were some inferior variety
of sect. Then he sniffed, and walked
briskly down the Mane. Church and Me-
(Clure, ignoring the insult, followed their
brainy leader,

CHAPTER 11

THE MYSTERIOUS COTTAGE.

DGLEMORE was quite asleep. The
straggling little High Strecet was
absolutcly deserted as Mr. Heath

walked Jeisurely along. He did not
traverse the whole length of the slreet,
but turned down a tiny lane, which was
almost concealed by hanging trecs.

As soon as - he had vanished round the
corner, thrce youthful figures bobbed
into view from behind the whitewashed
wabl of an old farm building, which lay
flush with the road.

Handforth and Co. were on the trail.

*“ Yes, my sons, we're on the track of
something big,”’ declared Handforth
grimly. “ No decenl man—no honour-
able Remove master—would come to a

lace like this, aund disguise himself bec-
ore appecaring. It’s fishy.” _

¢ ,I:Ie might ie doing it jusl for a joke

“T don't want any brainless remarks
from you, Arnold McQOlure,” snapped
Handforth. |

‘“ Yes, but——"’

““The facts are beyond dispute,’”” went
on Handforth, with 2 majesterial wave

.of his hand. ‘* We've tracked Heath to

this place, and we’ve found out that he’s
up to something crooked. We’re fully
justified in following up our invesiga-
tion. We shall probably obtain more
data for future use. It’s:just as well to
press our inquiry forward with all
speed.”

Handforth spoke in an important ione,
for it was one of his favourile weaknesses
to pose as'otte of the fiction detectives
he so mucl: . mired. He rather fancied
himself i ¥WHTole of cYime investigator
—and he was always somewhat apt to
think Feople criminals- merely for the
sake of investigating their movements.

Church and McClure had assumed that
Handforth’s convictions with regard to
Mr. Heath were based on a similar plan.
But, by all appecarances, Handy had at
last struck something which seemed likely
to bear fruit.

At all events, Mr. Heath's movements
were by no moans ordinary, and the
three juniors were very aslonished by
what had oconrrad. Handforth was just
as astonished as lus chums, but he pre-
tended to. take it quite as a matter of
conrse.  According to lus talk. he had
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expectod something of the sort from the and Mr. Heath centered tho gateway still

vory slart.

They arrived at the corner some few
moments after Mr. Heath had vanished.
Peeping round, Handforth had no difh-
culty in sighting his quarry, two hundred
yards ahoad.

Mr. Heath was just disappearing round
a twist in the narrow lanc, so Handforth
and Co. were safe in following.

““Come on, my sons,”” said Hand-
forth briskly. *‘‘ We're conducting this
investigation in the right way. I don’t

cxactly believe in  theorics, but- I'm
tempted to make a guess at t-lnngs now.
In my opinion Mr. Heath is a burglar,

and he means to break into the Head's
safe before long. He might have some con-
fcderates somewhere in the district, and
he's probably going {0 mecl them now.”

‘“ Steady on, Handy.” protested
Church.  “That's a bit thick, you
know."

“T'm judging by the facts

“So am 1,” said Church. *‘ You secem
to forget that there was an attempted
burgllary at St. Frank’s only a week or
two ago, just because the servants’ strike
ended. Nobody else would be idiotic
enough {o try the sam¢ gamo again so
soon."’

Handforth glared.

““I don't want any rot from my assist-
ants """ he said tartly.

“Your what?”

‘““My assistants,”’ repeated Handforth.
“ Don't forget that while I'm engaged
on an investigation, you fellows must
consider yoursclves my employeces. If
I give orders, you've got {o obey them.
And if you don’l obey then, vou'll get
it in the neck!” a |

“You'll be taking a la, ;.- ~ize in hats
next!” snifed Church.

Handforth did not realise what this
cryptic remark meant until several yards
lhad beon covered, and then it was too
Iato to inflict punishmenl. For just
after that he caught sight of Mr. Heath
turning in lo a gateway. |

““ Keep back, you ass!™ hissed Church
abruptly.

The detective-in-chief nearly made a
bad bloomer, for he had exposed himself
at the most critical time. But for the
fact that Church pulled him back. Hand-
forth would have been scen by the dis.
guised Mr. Hecath, who had glanced
round for a moment.

As it was, the catastrophe was avoided,

unaware of the fact that his movements
were under observation.

The three juniors peered round the
bend cauliously.

“ My hat!” mutlered Church.
nearly spotted us.”

“ Nearly spotted Hundy, you mean,”
rcmarked McClure.
"

“ You shouldn’t bother me 0o much'
snupped Handforth unrcasonably. “I'm
beginning to regret bringing vou now.
I think I could have conducled this case
better on my own. We're wasting time.”

He moved forward cautiously. The
lane was very shady, and a thick hedgo
enclosed the garden of the house which
Mr. Heath had approached. Beofore
rcaching the gateway, the boys camo
upon a slight break in the ‘hedge,“which
permitted them a view of the building.

Mr. Hcalh was standing at .the front
door.

“Hm'! Just what I expecled,” said
Handforth graimly. * This looks sinister
[’s the only word to use. It looks for-
bidding——""

‘I thought you said sinister was Lke
only word—"
| “ Silence!” ordered Handforth curtly.
‘““No talking'”’

As the ‘““investigation’ proceeded,
Handforth was becoming more and more
autocrntic, and at this rate of progress
he would probably expect his chums to
address him ns “ sir’’ before another
hour had clapsed.

Church and McClure were amused, but
they did not allow their leader to be
aware of this. At the same time, thev
| were interested in the offair itself, and
were puzzled over the whole business.

Mr. Hcath had apparently only just
arrived al the door, for he lifted the
knocker as the hoys watched, and then
Lbrnught it down.

Rap-rap! Rap-rap-rap! Rap-rap'

The knocks were guite distinctive: a
double knock, three sharp ones, and then
another double knock. Handforth’s eyes
glcamed as he looked at his chums.

‘““ A signal’”’ he- announced.

“We can’t be certain of that,”” sail
Ciwurch,

“Oh, vea, we cun,” declared Hand-
forth. ¢ He rapped in a distinctive way
—in order to let the people in the housn
know his identity. This is getting moro
|and morce mysierious, my lads. We must

‘““ He
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put all our energics forward in an
attempt to discover the black truth.”

*“*My hat!’" whispered McClure,
* Look there!”

But his chums were already looking,
and they saw something which rather
surprised them. For a second the case-
ment curtains of one of the front win-
Jdows was pulled aside, end a face ap-
peared—a wrinkled, yellowish face which
looked somewhat startling in the sub-
«lued light, for thick trees grew near the
house, and the windows were in deep
shade. :

“This iy getting
ITIandforth. ** What
that? A Chinaman'
in England !’ .

“I.don’t think it was a Chinaman,”
sald Church. “We only caught a
glimpse, and we didn’t have time o sce
the face distinctly. I belicve it was a
woman—an old woman with groy hair.”.

Handforth rvegarded Church pityingly.

“What’s the good of bringing a chap
hke you with me?’’ he demanged warmly.
‘*An old woman! You're ctther blind,
or short-sighted! It was the face of =
Chimaman, and I’ll bet a quid that—
By Jupiter!’ ‘

The front door had o
mches. Mr. -Heath slipped through the
aperture, and the door was closed
siently. But the boys heard a sound
\';'hich indicated that a bolt was being
shot.

What could it mean?

Me, Heath had entered the place in a
most mysterious way. It was quite cvi-
Jdent that he was afraid of being seen,
and there was something very strange
about the whole affair. The jumors
were astounded.

It was all so unexpected—so queer.
For a St. Frank’s master to act in this
way was really extraordinary.
very appearance of this house struck a
chill into the hearts of the watchers.

Although the afternoon was so fine,
and the sun was shining so brilliantly,
this house somehow made the juniors
feel serious.,

It was a low-built place, of grey stone,
and there was not an atom of creeper
upon it {o relieve the monolqn]};. Thick
irees grew all round, as though to shut
out alf sunlight. The front garden was
a kind of wildasness, full cf rank weeds
and long grass.

The windows were like those . of a

im !’ declared
o you think of
A Chinaman, here

ned a few
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prison, and there was no possibility of
making the place look homely. The
hhouse was old, hut far from picturesque,
and the mysterious behaviour of Mr.
Heath only added to the strungeness.

“Well, arec you satisfied?’ asked
Church. |

“ Satisfied?”’ repeated Handforth.
“What do you mean?” ' ’

“Well, you started out to track M»r.
Heath, and you've becn brought to a full
stop here,’’ said Church. ‘¢ You’ve dis-
covered his _destination, and we don’t
'lfgncmg any more now than we did at’

r«t.”’

“ But we shall know a lot more before
I've finished,”” said Handforth grimly.
*“By George! I'm hot on his scent! I
mean to discover what it all means—what
Heath i3 doing here—and why he goes
prowling about the woods at night.”

“It certainly “does seemm somehow
curious,” admitted McClure. ,
“t's declared

downright crooked}”
Handforth, * 'Ighore’s some plot afoot,
and if we can only rake out the truth
think of the honowr—the honour for
Study D! Why, our names witll be on
everybedy’s lips! Our photographs will
appear in the papers! We sfmll be the
herocs of the hour——"

* Don’t you think we’d betler get back
{o reality?”’ asked Church, with a touch
of sarcasm. “‘T'll bet a quid you're
making a mound out of a molehill. Mu.
Heath has probably come here to see o
friend.”

** He hasn’t had time to make friends
with anybody.”

* Well, it might be a2 matier of busi-
ness,” argued Chwrch. * Fop example,
for all we know, an advert, might have
appcarcd in the local paper, offering a
hikc or a motor-car for sale. And My
Hea!:’h might have come here in answer

And the |—

“ You brainless fathcad!” said Hand-
forth withcringji. _‘ Heath would give 2
mysterious knock, ‘wouldn’t he?”

* That might have been a coincidence,”

‘“ And people cencrally shove on fulse
moustachcs and alter lf;eir appearance
when they answer adverts.—don’t they *”’
demanded Handforth. “It’'s no good
talking, my son. Mr. Heath is a wrong
‘un, and I'm" going to find outl the c¢xact
truth.”

‘“ How %"’ asked Church, who realised
that his argumenl was weak. '

“T don’t know yet; but I'm gcing lo
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slart at ance,”” said Ilandy, locking
round. ‘‘ This place is surrounded by
trees, so il ought to be casy Lo do some
scouting work. We'll get round to the
back, and then creep up to the housc.”
“We'll be spotted.”
““ Not while I'm leading you!"
- Church and McClure did not feel so
confident as IHandforth. In fact, “they
were mildly astonished that the investi-

galion ‘had gone so far without dis-
covery. It was really a record for
Handforth.

“ Come on!"

They retraced their sleps until they
came (0 a meadow., By getling t.hroug]l
the hedge they ontered the meadow, and
passed along the garden of the house—
which, according to a board over the
door, was called Greyhurst Cottage. The
hedge was thick, so there was no fear
of the boyvs being seen from the house
itself.

" They found many trees at the rear, and
bushes and shrubs grew in profusion.
By moving cautiously it was quile eas
lo pentrate into the rear gnr:l‘on ilself,
and "there "was not the slightest danger
of being szen.

“This 1s topping!” m
forth.. ‘* We might be able to discover
all sorts of things if we're careful. I'm
not aure about bringing vou fellows, and
I think it would be just as well if you
stayed behind here.”

l“ Rats!”” said Church. * We're all in
this!”

‘““ Rather!” agreed MecClure. * But
look here—I've just thought of some-
thing. What if a dog happens to be
loose in this garden?’ ’

“ My hat!” muttered Church, looking
about anxiously.

“Oh. you needn't be scared!” ex-
claimed Hauvdforth, “I don't expecl
there’s a dog here, bul if there is I'll
deal with it. I'm nol going to let any
blessed dog interfage with my detective
invesligalions.”

Church and’ McClurce thought it better
{o let the matler rest at that, and they
all three crept on through the bushes
and trees until they had approached the
house to the very furthest point pos-
sible.

They could only go near by exposing
themselves, and that, of course, was out
of the question. There were at least
three windows from which they could be

BCCIL. )
peered throurh the Bushes at the back of
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Grevhurst Coltage. The rear of the
little building was even less preposiessing
than the front. The garden here was liko
a rank patch of forest land. Some
crecper grew on the walls, but it was
overgrown and untidy, and gave the
whole place an appearance of wildness.

““Nct much (o see here!” muttered
Church.

He was certainly right in this asserlion.
From their vantage point, the boys
could only see three windows—two upper
ones and one lower. The upper windows
were small and were closely curtained.
It was itmpossible to calch the faintest
glimpse of whal lay within.

The lower window was open, and the
casement curtain fluttered about occa-
sionally as the warm breceze caught :t.

‘The juniors centred their altention upon

this window, and also upon a narrow
door which stood near to it.

The. door was closed, and it had not
been painted, apparently, for many years.
Handforth and Co. listened for the
sound of voices, bul they heard nothing.
At least, they heard no voice.

But faintly to their esrs came a
curbus metallic sound, like the faint
clanging of some machinery. ‘They could
not understand what it was caused by.
But it cerlainly seemed strange.

Handforth wanted to creep further for.
ward; but his chums were firm.

“Look here, you can't go, Handy,™
said Church earnestly. *“ What's the
gocd of ruining evervthing by exposing
yourself 7"’

‘“ There's no danger, you ass!”

“T dont suppose there i3, said
Church. *‘* But if you allow yourself to
be seen now., Heath will know that we've
been on his track, and then all our
trouble will have been for nothing."

‘““ The best thing 1s to come here some
other time,”’” suggested McClure. ** After
dark. for instance. We can creep up
{o the very window (hen, without any
fear of discovery. I'm blessed if I can
sec any sense in giving ourselves awav.”

Handforth was persuaded. |

‘“ Perhaps you're nright,”” he ad-
mitted. We'Yl leave it for now; but
I mean to come back here to-night, and
it's a ten to one chance that Heath will
be here tco. What a fine thing it will
be if we can expose him! My hat! Did
—did you see "

Haundforth paused abruptly, his eyes

So the juniors came to a halt, and | gleaming.

Iis chums had cerlainly seen, and they
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were somewhal puzzled. For a moment
the brecze had blown the curtains aside
allowing the juniors {o catch a brief
glimpse of the intlerior of the apartment.
Everylthing was dark inside the win-
dow, of course, but during that brief
spell the juniors had seen something
which aroused their curiosily. It was
only just a flash—a fleeting glimpse.

But during that short period they had
scen a metal wheel whirling round: And
then, before any other details could be
impressed upon the vision, the curtain
floated back in place.

* My goodness!” said Handforth,
almost  gulpin with  excitement.
‘ Machinery!” That's the cause of that
clanging noise!  This—this ce must
be a factory of some kind! They’'ve got
something shady here——""

‘“ A printing machine, perhaps,’
gested Church vaguely.

‘“ You dotty ass! What good would a
printing machine be ?”’ demanded Hand-
forth. *‘ It couldn’t be anything of that
- nalure—— Great guns'! I—I've thought
of something, You’re right, Chugch!
It is a ‘printing machine !’

““ How do you know?2”

‘““ Why, it’s obvious; there can’t be
any doubt,” said Handforth excitedly.

‘** But what are they printing?’

“ Bank notes—dud bank notes and
curreacy nofes!”

- * Great pip!”

**Oh, my only aunt!”’

“¥orgeries!” went ou Handforth,
with much relish. ‘‘ That's what it is!
ITcath is the chief of a gang of forgers,
aod he's come to Si. Frank’s as a re-
spectable schoolmaster so that he won’t
be “suspeclied! He’s got his gang here,
and he visits the place every night, and
every spare hour! I expect he engraves
the plates, and all that sort of thing;
and, being in a (Food position, he can
order the ink and paper wilhout being
suspecled !”’

‘“ T—I say!”’ panted McClure. “ Dravw
it mild, Handy——"

*“It’s the truth, you ass

“ We don’t know thal for certain, old
man. After all, 1t’s only guesswork on
your part!’’ : -

Handforth luughed curiously. '

‘““Guess work!” he echoed. “ Why,
you poor fathcad, tbere’s no guess work
sabout it! It’s all as clear as daylight.
Any chap with a grain of sense cah see
the t{ruth about 1.7 |

sug-
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“You saw 1t all right,”” rcmarked
Church.~

“Of course I did! I can generally
sce——"" 'Handforth paused, and glared
at Church. = ** Are you (rying to bte
funny ?’” he snupped. *“ Are you suggest-
ing that I've only got a grain of sense?”’

“Oh, don’t be louchr!”" grinned
Church. ‘“But, seriously, I can’t
exactly sce how you arrive al your con-
clusions, ‘Handy. We've =zeen somnie
queer things here, I'll admit, but there's
nothing to definilely show us that Mr.
Heath 1s the chief of a gang of forgers.”

“It simply shows that you’ve got no
imagination, ' said Handforth sourly.

‘““Well, a detective oughin’t to have
an imagination,” declared Church.
‘“He’s got to stick to facts—not what he
imagines. It’s casy enough to sce one or
two things, and to guess the rest; but
that’s not a safe way.”

" ‘“ Are you trying to teach me how to
be a delcclive?”’ roared Handforth.

““Shut up, you idiot!” multered
McClure. ““ If you're not careful you'll
give us away! Don’t yell like that!”’

Handforth snorted.

“Well, this fathead here shouldn’t be
s0 jolly clever!” he exclaimed. ‘ He
thinks he knows betier than I do! I'm
the chief, and I'm conducting this case
—don’t forget that! If you chaps can’t
seo the truth, I can. Heath is the head
of a gang of counterfeiters, and i’s
within our power to expose him!”

‘““We can’t tell the police——"

‘““ Not yet,”” Handforth agreed. * But
we can come back to-nmight, get our evi-
dence complete, and then tell .the police.
After that it will simply be ore long
serres of triumphs for us.”

And Edward Oswald Handforth sat
back in the grass his face glowing with
enthusiasm, his whole being thrilled with
the thought of his great discovery.

Somehow, Church and McClure
couldn’t quile share his feelings. There
was a doubt, somewhere in the back of
their minds, that their mighty leader was

‘on a false tra:l.

—— e e—

CHAPTER IIIL
NO SUPPORTERS.

i HIS 1s the place.” said Ilandiorth
I briskly. - We'll wait here.”

The threce amateur slcuths had

returned to the little spinney just

ouiside Fdoremore. It was more cheerful
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.here. The sun was shining warmly, and
the air was filled with the hum of in-
gects.

Handforlth was jusi as enthusiastic as

ever, and by this time he was absolutely
positive that his theory was correct. In-
deed, one might have supposed that he
had seen the printing press with his own
oyes —thal he had even fingered some of
the forged noles.
. And Church
ginning to share his enthusiasm now.
-His constanl repetition of the theory was
beginning Lo convice them that his story
was lrue, and thal Mr. I{eath was,
actually, the head of a gang.

But  Church and McClure were
caulious,
‘ Look here, ITandy, I think we'd

belter tell Mr. I.ee all about it,”’ re-
marked Church, as he plucked the seeds
from a grass head. ** It's too bi} to keep
to ourselves. If the gang cscapes we
shall be blamed.”

“You can trusl me, I suppose?”’ de-
manded Handforth.

‘“ Well, ves, but ”

“You needn't worry at all.” went on
ITandy. ‘* As a matter of fact, I think
I shall tell Nipper about it. He'll be
able to give us a hand lo-night.”

** Good idea!”

- “ Al the same time, I shall make him
thoroughly understand tkat I'm the
leader, and that this i¢ my case.”’ went
on Handforth firmly. “I'm not going
to be pushed aside by Nipper, or by
anybody. else. Not likely!”

Charch and McClure nodded.

“Wol!. what about tea *”? asked Church
casually.

“ IS
McClure.
* ““That’s just like you chaps, thinking
about vour beastly tummies when there's
important work (o be done!” said
Handforth scathingly.

“ We're on im-
porlant detective work, and we haven't
gol time to think about grub!”’

“ Bul even detectives musL eal!”’ pro-
tested Church.

‘“Of course they musl, bui not until
they're ready,”’ said Handforth. ‘* When
a delective’s on the {rail, he’s got to
stick to it, and, if necessary, he’s got to
slick to it all day and ail might. We've
comc here now to satisfy ourselves firally
that the chap we saw is really Heath.
[e'll come back into this apinney, and
we shall be able to see him discarding
bhis disguise.”’

and McClure were be-

‘moustache.
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“Bul we mignl have to wait for-

hours ! .
“Never mind; we can wait,”

‘“ That’s nol very profitable,’”’ said
McClure. “I should think he’'ll get
back to St. Frank’s in time for teca. He's

got Lo remember that he's a master,
and he might find it awkward to ex-
plain his absence if he's away too long.”

ALl the same time, Handforth's chuins
did not relish the idea of waiting in thae
spot indefinitely. They decided to stay
there 1or another hour at least. And
then, if nothing occurred, they would
leave IMTandforth in charge while .they
wont in search of tea, and risk his wrath,

However, this move was not necessary.

Hardly twenty minutes had elapsed be-
fore footsleps were heard. And then
a form appeared through the trees, and
the juniors saw thal it was the man
who had entered Greyhurst (ottage—oa
man in moustache and bowler. ‘

‘“Nol a sourd!” breathed Handfcrth.

| ¢ Watch!”

~ The juniors were securely ensconced
in a bed of ferns, and they were not even
visible at a range of ten feet. There
was jJust a chance that Mr. Heath
would come right upon them, but orly
a bare chance.

He didn't. He walked through the
trees, and came to a halt against the dead
trunk of an old tree. Then, afler glanc-
ing round him carefully, he placed his
overcoat in the trunk, did the same with
his bowler, and produced a straw hat.
When he turned his face again the
juniors saw thal he was minus his

He had become Mr. (lemenl I-iealh

nearly five o'clock,” added | once more.

The Remove  master wasied no time.
Having completed the transformation,
he walked briskly out of the spinney, and
took the road to St. Frank's. Handforth
and Co. followed shortly aflerwards, and
did nol trouble to keep the new master
in sight.

It was no longer necessary Lo shadow
Mr. Heath, for it was obvious that he
was - relurning to St. Frank's. The
juniors took the journey lecisurely, dis-
cussing the affair as they went.

And when they arrived within the
Ancient House, they marched siraight
to Study D. At least, Church_and
McClure did, but THHandforth stopped
them from going in.

‘“ Hold on!” he said briskly. * There's
something to be done!”
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“ Exactly,” said Church. ‘* We've got
© preparc lea.’

‘*Blow tea!” snorted 'Handforth.

‘ Don’t think so mwuch about your in-
nde——"’

‘“We're hungry !”

“So am 1, but I belieme in putting
ousiness beforc pleasure,”” said Hand-
‘orth grimly. .‘* We're going to have a
:hat with Nipper.”

Without waiting for lns chums to pro-
test, Handforth walked to the door of
study C, turned the handle, and strode
imto the apartment. As it happened, we
werc jJust commencing tea, and our fes-
tive board was loaded.

Sir Montie Tregellis-West and Tomm
Watson had already commenced, and
was pouring out the tea. T looked up,
nodded to the visitor, and grinned.

‘“ How did lfrou smell the grub?” 1
asked cheerfully. ‘“ Looking for tea?
Squat down, my sons, and make your-
selves at home, Thete’s enough fodder
for a dozen.” - |

* Good egg!”’ said Church briskly.
“*Thanks awfully!”’

* This is stunning !”’ said McClure.

** But what ails the illustrious Hand-
forth?” I inquired. ‘“ What great
problem claims his august attention? I
‘can see wrinkles of worry upon his manly
brow, and his cyes gleam with fire.”

The other juniors chuckled.

“Don't rot!” growled Handforth.
**1've come here on urgent business——"’

‘Tea ’’ I said. ‘' Quite so. Squat
Jown "o

* No, not tea!” roared Handforth,
glaring. ““I'm not like these chaps, put-
ting their insides before matters of great
imporlance. I've come to tell you a
most important piece of information.
Something that will make you jump in

our chairs—something that will abso-

utely slagger you!”

‘*Begad!” exclaimed Sir
mildly. ‘‘ Really, old boy?”’

**Yes, really,” retorted Handfortlh.
* In fact, it’a so slagFering, that all your
appetite for tea will vamish——"’

“Whoa!’” I interrupted. * You'd
belter wait until we’ve finished, old son!
I’'m hungry, and I don’t want my appe-
tite removed !”’

‘* Ha, ha, ha!”

“If you can only be serious for five
minutes, il’s all I require,” said Hand-
forth grimly. *“ Of course, it's rather
toe much to expect, because you can’t

Montie
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appreciate the recal gravity of this in-
vestigation I’ve been making.”? -

“ This which you've been whatting?™
I inquired politnjy;

“0Oh, dry up! Don't be fumny!”’
snapped Handforth. ‘‘I've been making
a most important detective investigation

“Ha, ha, ha!”’ 1 roared.
Sorry !’

Handforth glared at our grinning {nces
almost balcfully.

“If you can’t take me scriou:ly,. I'll
clcar out!” he snapped. * You'll be
sorry if you upset me this time. If you
don’t hear what I’ve discovered alotit
Heath, you’ll be in a fine old temper
later on! You'll wish you’d known he
was a forger right from thée start! If
you laugh again, I won’t tell you a
thing.”

We became as grave as imageoes.

‘““Let us hear the dreadful news!™ I
said solemnly. ‘ Procced, fair vouth'”

‘““It’s about somebody we all know.”
said Handforth mysteriously. ¢ You’!l
be amazed when I tcll you who it is——’

“I'llF make a guess,” I interrupted.
“It’'s Mr. Heath!” :

Handforth stared.

‘““How the dickens did you know?’ he
asked blankly.

“Ah!"” T exclaimed, wagging my
finger. ‘“ That would be telling!”

‘" Well, it was only guess, anyhow,’”’ he
went on. ‘““As a matter of fact, it is
about Heath, and he’s—"’

“A forger!” I interjected
sively.

“ Wha-a-t!”

Handforth fairly gasped
and sat down abruptly.

“Well, I'm jiggered!” he exclaimed.
““ You—you know that, too!”

‘“Ha, ha, ha!”

We simpiy roarcd.

‘“ There’s nothing funny about it——"?

“No?’ I grinned. ‘ My dear old son,
considering that you told wus three
minutes ago that Heath is a forger,
there’s not much credit due to me for
guessing the horrid fact. A detective
of your stamp ought to be more cau-
ticus.”

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!”

“I didn’t say a word about Heath!”?
snorted Handforth.

His chums attempted to remind him of
the fact that he had said a good many
words, but they were qguite unable to

“ Alhem!

impres-

out thg word,
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convince him.  Handforth obstinately
persisted that he had said nothing, and
that they, on the other hand, must have
ot out the secrel. A free fight would
have resulted if T had not intervened.

““Peace, children—peace!” 1
soothingly.  * There’s no need to go
into gory fights about it. Let's have tﬁu
yarn, Handy, and we'll do ouwr hest to
stand the awful shock bravely.”

Handforth was unsuspicious.

“Well, T beliecve in getting to the
point straight away.,” he said. ‘! Before
I toll you how I arrived at the truth,
I'll bring cut the most important point.
Mr. Heath is the chief of a gang of
forgers. and he's got his quarters at a
house in Edgemorve. They're printing

said

bank notes and currency notes as l'uslj

as they can operate machines!”
““ Good heavens ! I said dramatically.

*“Dear old boy, this is simply shock-
ing!" murmured Sir Montie. “ It s,

rcally !

“QOf course it's shocking.” agreed
Handforth, ‘‘ we all know that.  Dut
it happens to be the truth, I have been
on the trail all the afternoon, and my
investigations have resulled 1n cast.iron
proof.”’

And Handforth preceded to explain
cexactly how he had arrived at his con-
qusion. We were cerlainly impressed
by his account of Mr. Heath's strange
movements, and we listened altentively,
and forgot to grin.

“It's jolly queer, afyhow.”” said
"Tommy Watson. ‘' Why on carth should
he want to get disguised for?"

“ Wail, obviously because he wanted
to alter his opinions,” I remarked.
““ What we want to get at is why he was
so anxious to alter his appearance. It
may be quile an innacent affair, but, on
the other hand,- there might be some-
thing important behind it all. There’s
no telling. The facts as we know them
are very slender——"

"¢ They're absolutely strong! The evi-
dence is complete, and I'll tell  you
“-l'y..l .

He did not tell us why, and once more
our grins became evidenl. Handforth's
account of his doings was quile enter-
{aining, and there was something really
humorous in his east-iron proof thal

Mr. Heath was the chief of a gang of | forth.

forgers.

|
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“Well. what do vou think of il ?"’ de-
manded Handforth at-last.

I stirred my tea complacently.

‘“ My appetiic’s just as keen as it was,"
I said. “ And if you care to sit there
you']:l see me demolishing a hearty feed

“ But—bul what aboul my discovery?”’
roared Handforth,

““Your which?"' T asked blandly. ** You
mean your wild guess, I suppose?”

Handforth nearly choked.

“ Mum—my wild guess !’ he stutlered.
‘““ You silly ass, iL's the truth—-""

‘““Ha, ha, ha'"”

“1 tell yvou—"

“You ought to have boen a come-
dian, Handy —not a detective!™

‘“Ha, ha, ha!”

Handforth went
Lion,

“ Why, you—you--you-——

“Don’t!” I interrupted. *‘ Dorr’t spoil
the harmony by inlerrupting uws, old °
son. ‘The fact 19, you've lost your head
a bil. I'll admit that the facts are rather
strange, but there’s nothing whatever In
your story to lead us to believe that
there's anything wrong going on in that
cottage. My dear chap. just look al the
facts. Did you ace any actual machinery”
No! Did you sce any printing going
on? No! Did vou sce any sign of the
gang? No! Your idea about forgerv
is & sheer piece of guess work—and
pretty far-fetchbed at that.™

““ You—you senscless josser!' howled
Handforth.  ““There's no guesswork
about 1t at all! The truth is obvious.
We Jdid see machinery——""

““A mangle. probably ! I explained.

‘““ Ha, ha, ha'"

“A mangle!” roared Handforth. ¢ Do
vou think T don't know a mangle when
I sce one?”

“ But you only caught a glimpse of a
turning wheel—"

‘1 saw quite enough to convince me
that Heath is a crook, and that Gres-
hurst Cottage is a forgers' den. I want
you to come there with me to-night,
after lights-out, and we’ll obtain all the
necessary cvidence. and have the whols
ciowd arrested.”

“Begad! Whioh crowd?”

“ Why, the gang!™

“But, dear old boy, you only saw a
single faco——"'

**1 don't care about that,”" said Hand.
“I'm going to bring this casa
to & successtul conclusion. and 'm sorry

purple with indigna-

»
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I told you anything about it! I thoughtythat it was their aggressive leader who

you'd be willing to follow my lcadership,
and to lend a hand in the capture!”

“My decar old chap, take a word of
advice,” I said smootl'l)ly. “ Don’t read
ro many thivd-rate detective yarns. They
get into your head, and make you as-
sumo things that don’t exist. If you
want good detective stuff, read about
the guv’nor, or about Sexton Blake—"’

‘“* You—you ass!” exclaimed Hand-
forth warmly. *‘ Don’t I keep telling
you that I know all this about Heath?'

I nodded.

““ You keep telling us,” 1 agreed, ** but
it doesn’t convince us.”

““ Are you coming to that cottage to-
night, or not?’ demanded Handforth,
rising to ‘his feet. ‘‘ Are you going to
give us o hand in the capture?”

“I’'m sorry, but we can’t enler 1into
any dotty ideas like that,”’ 1 said. “ You
haven't got any proof at all, Handy, and
you'll only make an ass of yourself if
you persist in this poily idea. We
shan’t say anything to the other fellows
—s0 you needn’t be afraid of tbat. But
do be sensible——""

“ You silly blockhead "’ said Hand-
forth witheringly. ‘““ You're as bad as
Governmant officials!  You have the
fects pul straight before you, and you
won't believe them. It’s—it’s disgust.
ing! What’s more, I take it as a per-
sonal insult, and I'm going to punch
your 1ose!”’

** Merey ! I pleaded, placing my hands
tocether 1n supplication.

“ You-you—"

Handforth rushed at me, but a few
<ccconds later he rather wished he hadn’t.
There was only one thing to be done.
Sir Montie and- Tommy and 1 rose
scdately, and we seized Haniforth m a
firm grasp. ‘

Then, gently and deliberately e Look
him to the door, and hurled -him into
the passage. Church and McCluire went
rather hastily, without waiting for us to
assist them. The door closed, and Hand-
forth picked himself up, dusty, gasping,
and red 1n the face.

‘“ The—the mad asses!” he panted.
“* 8o this is all they can do when 1 bring
them positive -information! All right!
'Fhey’ll be sorry they didn’t heed my
waords! We shall get all the glory now
—and they’ll be scorned!”

Ilandforth charged into Study D,
brimming with indignation. But, some-
how, Church and McClure had an idea

ldcclared Handforth grimly.

would reap the scorn. He was undoubt-
edly well on the road to ridicule.

“T'll conduct this casc on my own!”
‘e “‘C"ll
se¢! Yes, by George, we'll see!™

And, certainly, they were de-tined to
sce—something ! )

CHAPTER IV,

ON THE TRAIJL.

HE Remove slept.
At all events, the Remove was

supposed to be sleeping.

But two fellows at least - were
wakeful. One of them was Edward.
Oswald Handforth, and the other weas
little me.

Handforth was awake ‘because lie had
firm intentions of performing great
deeds, and I was awake because I had
still Armer intentions of preventing
Handy making an ass of himself. -

As a matter of fact, Sir Montie. and
Tommy and I had retired to Led fully
prepared to ship out quickly. Indeed,
we were not fully undressec{ and our
outer clothing was already to be slipped
mto - within half-a-minute. My chums
had dropped off {o sleep, knowing that
I should 2awaken them at the right
moment. |

Eloven o’clock had just boomed out,
and Handforth sat up in bed abruptly.
It was a mild, wann night, and the pros-

ct of venturing out into the soft moon-
ight was quite agreeable. Also, there
was detective work to be done. ,'

Handforth slipped out of bhed, and
was soon shaking Church and McClure.
They were soon awake, for they lLad
been dreading something of this kind.

Church sat up in bed, yawned, and
gave an expressive grunt. '

“ You’re nol, going to be an ass, 1 sup-
pose?’ he asked irritably,

“ Get into your things, the pair of vou,
and do i, as quietly as you can,” ordeved
Handforth authoritatively. *““It’s gona
elecven already. and unlcss we’re quick
Mr, Heath will be out before us. We've
got Lo buck up.” '

“Oh, rats!” said McClure, vawning.
“I'm sleepy, Handy, T don’t want to go
out now. We shall only make a mes«s of
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things. Why don’t you go alone? On
a job of that sort a detective ought to
be absolutely single-handed——"

““ You're coming with me!”" said Hand-
forlth grimly.

‘““ Are you afraid of going alone?”
taunted Church. * Are you funky:”

Handforth breathed hard.

“No, I'm not!”’ he snapped. “ You
rotters! DBy George! I will go alone!
You can go and eat coke!”

Church and MecClure gave liltle nods
of satisfaction in the gloom. This is
exactly what they bad required—and
what they had secretly planned. A taunt
of that kind was just calculated to make
Handforth independent.

" But, unfortunately, he saw through
their wheeze,

I suppose you think I didn’t see
tiose nods?” he asked tartly. * I'm not
going to he dished by a trick of that
sort, my sons! You only snid that so
you could laze in bed. Rats to your
taunts! I'm not afraid to go alone, but
you chaps.are coming with me. I’'ll give
vou twenty seconds to start dressing.
One—two—three—four—five—six a

“Oh, all right!" groaned Church hope-
lessly. ¢ We'll go.”

“There's no help for it!"" was Me-
('lare’s mournful comment.

I grinned in my bed. Handforth
always had his own way in the end, and
it was gencrally achieved by threats of
violence. The chums of Studv D were
rot long in dressing, and they soon
shipped out of the dormitory.

The very instant they had gone 1
{)umped out of bed like a Jack-in-the-
0X.

The next moment 1T was shaking Tre-
gellis-West and Walson.

“Begad! What on ecarth >

“Up you get!" 1 said
“ They've gone!”’

“Ih? soid Watvon,  “ Who——""

I explained.

crisply.

“ Handforth and Co..”
“ We shall have to move sharp, or they'll
get too far ahend.  Get into vour clothes
as quickly as vou can.”

.They were ready cnough, and just a
minute later we stole out of the Remove
dorinitory . like shadows, and descended
straight to Study €. There was no sign
of Handforth and Co. They had losl
no time in getlting out.

‘““ We shall have to buck up!”’ I said
briskly.

ing in the lane, probably—waiting

IS5

the Triangle. when I whispered a word
of warning.

A figure had appeared from the mas.
ter’'s private doorway, and it was now
walking silently towards the outer wall
with soft, noiseless tread.

I observed that the figure walked with
a limp.

“Mr. Heath!” I whispered..
“So 1t is!” murmurefWatson. ‘“ By
ingo! I wonder if there's anything in

andforth’s yarn, afler all?”

*“There’s something in tt, of course,”
I agreed, ‘“ but not what he thinks. I'll
bet he’s on the wrong trail altogether.
““ That’s onc reason why I wanted to ship
oul to-night. We might be able to learn
the truth. I('s no good leaving it to
Ilandy. We'll fdllow the whole bunch.’

*“How do vou mean?®" asked Tommy.

“Why. Handforth and Co. are wz;il-
or
Mr. Heath to appear,” I said. * They'll
follow hitn, and we can follow them—and
if they get into any trouble—well, we
can lend a hand.”

By this time Mr. Heath had vanished,
and we quickly slipped across the Tri-
angle, and were soon out in the road.
The moon was obscured by thin clouds.
but there was quite sufficient subdued
light to enable us to see.

Mr. Heath's solitary figure was striding
down the lane, but there was no sign of
Handforth and Co.

‘““ Thev're not here, after all,”* breathed
Watson.

“Over in the meadow.” I explained,
with a nod to the apposite hedge. *‘ It's
too risky to follow down this stretch of
road, so they've taken to the grass. Per-
haps we'd better do the same——"'

** Dear old boy, I've got a suggestion
to make,”” pul in Sir Montie,

“Let's liear it, then-—but be quick.”

“Well, you sce, it's pretty certain that
Mr. Heath is making for the cottage in
Edgemore,”' said Montie. * You agree, .
don't yvou?"’

* Certatnly,”” T replied. ““It's a dead
cert.”’ :

*“ Well, old fellow, il seems o me {hat
we shall be wasting our time by followin’
those asses from Study D,” went on Tre--
gellis-West,  ““ Wouldn’t it be betler to
go right across the fields to Kdgemore,
an' get to the coltage first?”

I stroked my chin.

“ Woll, it's not a bad idea.” T said.

1 quiotly lifted the sash of the window, | ¢ We know exactly where tho place 13,
and wa wore just aboul to pass out into because Handy described it. There's only
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s famnt possibility that Heath is making
for some other place—the possibility is
ro faint, in fact, that we needn’t cen-
«<der it. Yes, we’ll buzz straight off to
‘Kdgemore—and get on the scene first.”

“ But it’s further round by the fields,”
»bjected Watson.

““Very likely--but we can do the trip
at the double,” 1 'said. *“‘It'll be easy
cnough for us to beat the others.”

And, having come to this decision, we
wasted no further time.

We set off at a brisk run across the
silent fields in the direction of Edgemore.
We knew the countryside like a book,
and there was no possibility of making a
mistake,

We were familiar with every foolpath
and lane and gap, and we kept up the
pace well.  As a result,”we arrived on the
outskirts of Edgemore long before it

was possible for Mr. Qlement Heath to
he due.” ' |

The hamlet was quite near to St.
Frank’s, as the crow flies, but it was
difficult to get at by road owing to the
-fact that ﬁ]ere was mo direct route.
'The footpath through the wood was a
shert cut, and our journey across the
ifields had been slightly longer; but the
'itrip was soon accomplished.

We arrived at Greyhurst Cottage, and
found everything quiet and still.  The
village was dead asleep, and the only
sound we hecard was the crowing of a

rock, somewhere on the far side of the
ittle valley. ‘

But in the cottage there was some-
bcdy wakeful, it seemed, for a lower
window was i1lluminated. The blind was
a grecn one—not dark, and we saw a

shadow flit across the blind two or three
times,

This was after we had entered the
front garden. From outside it was
@lmost impossible to see anything, so
we shipped through the gateway, and
crouched down among the dense bushes
which grew 1n profusicn.

‘““ We're safe enough here,”” I mur-
mured. ‘‘ We can’t be spotted, and we
can see cverything. When Heath comes
he’ll walk right past us, end we might

be able to hear something when the door!

1s opened to him.”’
** What do you think of the whole
business 7>’ asked Watson. -

~“Well, T don’t think Handy’s theory
1s correet,” I smiled,

——
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“You ass! I'm not asking you what
you don't think! I'm asking you what
you do think!” said Tommy softly,

‘“My dear old son, I haven't the
faintest idea of the truth,”” I confessed.
“How can I have? All we know is
that Heath came here this afternoon, and
that he adopted a simple disguise be-.
fore approaching the place.”

_ ;:,Well, that looks pretty queer, doesn’t
1t !

“It docs,” I agreed. ‘‘It looks sus-
picious, even, It’s not the kind of thing
one would expect a respectable Form-
master would do. In fact, it’s clear
enough that Mr. Clement Heath, M.A.,
is living a dual existence. He's Mr,

Heath at St. Frank’s, and somebody else
here.” |

“It’s frightfully muddlin’, old boy,”
murmured Montie.

““That’s because we only know a few
bare facts,” I said. ‘‘ When we've dis-
covered a bit more information, we- shail
be in a better position to jucfge. Per-
sonally, I rather like Heath, and I'm
pretty certain he’s not a crook. This:
place looks a miserable hole, I'll admit,
and why on earth Heath should come

here is a pcser.”

Greyhurst Cotlage undcubtedly
looked as sinister as Handforth had
made out—at all events, by nightlight.
The overhanging trees gave the cottage
a sombre aspect, and one almost ex-
pected to see ghostly forms flitting about
near the house. It was just that kind of
place. And the dead silence which
reigned on every side only intended to
enhance this effect.

There was a mystery here, but what
the explanation could be we could not
fathom. And it was quite pointless to
resort to guesswork. 1 was determined
to keep an open mind until I knew a
bit more. :

“Look! There's somebody theve!”
whispered Tommy.

I was looking already. A figure }ad

‘appeared upon the blind, and this time

it did not merely flit across and vanish,
The sharp silhouette remained in view,
and it was quite easy for us to sece the

ﬁglll'e 3

It was that of an old man. He was

standing sideways, so that we could see

ﬂhis profile. His back wa:s ‘bent, his hair

y

was long, and he appeared to have a
flowing beard. It was impossible to be
certain, for we could onlv see the aut-
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1. **Look! There’s somebody there!’’ whispered Tommy.
2, A beam of light shot out upon the stranger,
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line. IHowever, this was the impres:iicn
we received.

. Begad! What's he doin’?’" whis-
pered Tregellis-West.

The fizure was busy with his hands,
buat we could not make out his occupa-
tion. And after a few moments had
passecd the movemenis became more dis-
tinet. The old man was running dozens
of smali objects through his fingers, and
atlowing them to fall in little showers—
obviously upon the table.

““ Monev!” muttered Walson,
starllad.

** Seems like it,"”” T agreed. “ He looks
like an old miser gloating over his hoard.
L.ook at the way he's lelting the coins
trickle through ﬁis fingers!”

The whole affair was certainly slrange,
and this little ifcident made-me think
deeply. Who was this old man?

‘““I—I say,”’ breathed Watson.
is suggestive, vou know.”

“ Suggestive 7"’

“ Yea, rather!”

“ Of what?”

‘“Well, there may be something in
Handy's idea, afigr all.”’ said Tommy.
‘“*That old chap’s playing about with
money—piles of it! It may be dud
stuff,” just manufactured! And he’s
looking the coins over to see if they're
all satiafactory!™

I shook my head.

“ Don't let your imagination run riot,
old son,”” 1 said. ‘‘ There’s nothing to in-
dicate that Lhis old chap is using money
at all. Those things he was runaing
through his fingers may be card-counters,
or pcbbles, or—or anything! Don’t
make the mistake .of jumping to con-
clusions. IU's a bad habit!”’

Tommy Watson grunted.

“Well, it’s fishy,”” he said. ¢ It’s. more
than fishy, in fact. What are we going
to do?"

“ Slop where we are,”” I replied,
““until Heath turns up, anyhow. Afler
ho's safely indoors we might make a
few invesligations. But for the moment
we'll lie low and await developments.”

We were all very interested—and ex-
ceedingly puzzled. But I did nol allow
myself to be influenced by whal I had
seen, I discarded Handforth's {heory
altogether, and looked at the affair with
an open mind.

But [ was decidedly curious, and 1T
had every irtention of getting to know
more.

rather

““ This
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CII:\PTER ‘T.
IHANDFORTH THE SLEUTH.

ANDFORTH came to a halt.
H His chums were just behind him,
and they had arrived at the stile
which fod into Bellton Wood.
Barely fifteen seconds earlier, Mr, Heath
had vanished inlo the dense shadows.

‘““ You chaps wait here ! whispered
Handforth curtly.

“* What for?" asked Church.

““ Wo might give ourselves away,” re-
plied Handy. . *“It's a still night, and
we’'re bound to make a row—the threo
of us. You stop here until Heath and [
have got through the wood—"

‘“ How shall we know?”

“ Wuit for about ten minutes, ¥Fou
ass !’ snapped Handforth. ‘“ Then follow
on quickly, and come straight to the
coltage. z\'e can’t afford to let Heath
know that we are on his trail It's
not worth the risk.” v

Church ard McClure were of the pri-
vate opinion that Mr. Heath would pro-
bably know the truth long before he
gol. through the wood. Handforth
thought himself to be an expert tracker,
but his chums know well enough that
Handforth was a bungler at delective
work. :

If he succeeded in carrying out his
object he would do so by pure luck—
and not by slkll.

They were quite agreeable to waiting
behind, and following on ten minutes
afterwards. Tt would be far casier, and
thev could lake it leisurely. In fact,
they had sinister ideas c¢f sneaking oft
back to bed.

They discussed this in scft tones as
they crouched against the hedge, near
the stile. They were quite hidden, and
anvbody happening lo come along would
have no idea of their presence.

“ IU'Il be easy- enough,”’ said Church.
“We can say that we couldn’t find hin
—and that's true enough, 1f we don't
look. Afler wailing here ten minutes
we'll slide oft buck to the school.™

“ He'll slaughter us to-morrow,” caid
McClure doubtfully.

**We can nsk it."”

But Handforth's faithless assisltania
were not quite decided upon the pont.
They discussed it al length: and, mcan-
while, Handforth himself was on tae
{rail. The master sleuth was gelling
JUSY.
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Unfortunately, however, Handforlh
had wasted too much time at the stile,
instructing his chums. The result was
sorious, for when MHandforth hurried
cautiously along the little path he could
lind .no sign of the mysterious Mr.
Heath. ' |

. Haudforth went right through Lhe
wood-—running most of the time—and he
was quite certain thui Mr. Heath could
not have travelled all that distance. He
had branched off the path somewhere,
and Handy had missed him.

““ Rats! Blow!” grunted the youthful
detective. ** What the dickens am I tlo
do now?

I don’t.suppose he’s gone to
the cottage at all, a.ng I've missed him!
Church and Clurey ought to be shot!
1t’s all their beastly fault!”

This was rather unreasonable,® but
Handforth preferred to place the blame
on olher shoulders rather than upon his
own. He could not see how Mr. Heath
could have kept to the footpath, and
Handforth was equally puzzled as to

-“ﬁ_nere the Remove master had branched
off. |

Then he suddenly remembered another
foolpath—one which was very seldom
used—and which, now he came to think
of it, made the journey to Edgemore
sherter. What a silly ass he had been!
He had passed the turning swithout a
‘hought.

As quickly as possible Handforth re-
{raced his steps, still thinking of Church
and McClure with bitter thoughts. This
was more unrcasonable than ever, be-
cause thoso {wo youths could not pos-
s1bly be responsible for this blunder.

.However, Handforth’s spirits revived
with a leap a moment laler. For, as he
s(rolled si[:antly along the path he sgw
something which made his heart beat
rapidly. Just ahead there was a small
ciearing, and the moon shone into it
with surprising brilliance. It seemed
quite light after lhe overpowering gloom

of the wood.

And there, crossing the clearing, was
a figure—and Handforth clenched his
‘ceth as he noliced that the figure was
hmping. Mr. Heath! The mysterious
master had not left the wood, after all!

He followed the path towards Bellion
Lane, and Huandforth crept after him
ws' cauliously as possible, making no
sound. This time he - would not make
swny blunder!
trail constantly. .

H¢ would stick to the

19

But just then Ilandforth reccived a
shock. -

The limping fgure (urned abruplly,
and walkec{ back several paces so rapidly
that Hafiforth had no time lo dodge.
He was confronted by his quarry, and
Handy could only ‘stand there gasping.

““Well, young man, what. is the
trouble ?”’ inquied a smooth, gentle
voice. ‘ -

6 I__I______”

Handforth paused, greatly surpriced.
The voicc was not that of Mr. Heath:
but this, of course, was probably a
subterfuge. Bul Handforth .was ready,
and the next second he had whipped cut
his eleciric torch. - :

He pressed the button, and a bean of
white light shot out upon:-the man. And,
certainly, he did not seem to be Mo
Clement Heath. Neither was he stariled
by the sudden glare. He smiled at Haud-
forth almost benignly. - '

“Great Scott!” Handforth
faintly.

He stured at the man, dumbfou:.ded.
And the stranger was undoubtedly t)e
last person one would have supposed to
be wandering ebout the wood at the dead
of night. I'fe was clderly, by all appear-
ances. Grey hair peeped from beneath
the brim of his light-grey velour hat,
and a necatly pointed beard adorned s
chin—a beard which was very small, and
tinged with grey. A pointed moustache
bristled on his upper lip.

And his face, oddly enough, was the
very essence of geniality. A wrinkled.
bronzed countenance of quite unususl
characlter. A moncele was screwed into
his eye, and through this he re-
arded Handforth with a  twmkline,
humorous eye. DBut deep down in 1ts
depths there was just a suggestion of
grumness.

His face was creased up into lit{]e folds
—little genial wrinkles which were par-
ticularly eminent round his eyes. And
when he smiled he revealed two sets af
perfectly white, cven teeth.

His attire, too, was in keeping. Ile
wore an exquisitely tailored suit of Lhght
grey cloth, his :{incn was perfection
itself, and there was quite a charm about
his necktie, A splendid diamond glit-
tered in the centre of it.

Altogether, Handforth could not-help
realising that this clderly man bore the
appearance of a foreigaer, his English
was perfect, apparently: bul tle man
was certainly not Brilish himee f.

said
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“ Well. my boy?"” he said smoothly.

“ I—I'm sorry, sir!” gasped Hand-
forth. “I—— You—you see, I was just
on the track of somebody—I mean I was
taking a stroll—"’

“S8o?
voung friend,”” interrupted the other,
showing his perfecl teeth. ‘' Taking a
stroll—eh? 1 am ébeginning to receive
a new cducation! I was not aware thal
schoolboys took sirolls at this hour of
the night.” '

‘“We—we don’t

usually, sir,”’ ex-
plained Handforth,

somewhat labori-

ously. **It's—it’s just a little private
game——""
““ Ah! Now I am beginning to un-

derstand !”’ smiled the stranger. *‘The
less said the better—ch? No inquiries
to be made, I presume?’’ he chuckled
deep in his throat. ‘‘ Well, well! You
boys will get up to these tricks, won’t
vou ?"”’ :

Handiorlh fell more at ease.  This
genial old gentleman was evidently quile
harmless, and the junior knew l[‘wat his
alarm had not been necessary. Ile
gfli.inned. and switched his clectric torch
off. _

‘““&ou gave me quite a starl for the
minute, sir,”’ he said. * I didn’t expect
to find anvbody like you walking aboul
the wood.”

“ Probably not,”” said the other.
‘“ The fact 1s. I am a queer character. I
am a most original person, my young
friend. It pleases me to wander 1n the
woods al dead of night.”

“Do vou coften come here?”’
[Tandforth.

““Good gracious! No! This is my
firat visit to this most dehightful spot,”
said the old gentleman. *“1 may as well
tel! you that I am charmed—immeasur-
ably charmed. A most interesting spot.
this wood. I am convinced thal 1 shall
bhe able to enjoy myself thoroughly.”

““ Enjoy yourself, sir?”’ said Hand-
forth, staring.

‘“ Exactiy,” smiled the other. ‘‘ And
now thal voun have come to disperse the
gloom, my enjoyment will be all the

asked

greater. But perhaps I am hindering,
my dear lad? 1f that is so, speak up. I
would not inlerfere with your lhittle

tricks for the world!"’

““You're not inlerfering, sir,”’ said
ITandforth, *1—I was just wondering
what on ecarth you—— I—I mean, I
can't quite understand——"'

That is very inleresting, my |

1

THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

13 possibic to sce thal you are very
smarl—that your wits are fully alive, and -
that you are a remarkgbly astule voung
man.”’

“Yes, siv!”
vistbly.

‘* At the same time, vou are puzzled

said ITandforth, swelling

as to my presence in this most inter-
csting little forest,”” proceeded the
stranger. ‘' S8o. My explanalion will

come as a great disappoiniment to you,
I am afraid. I do not happen to be a
poacher, and T am not seiting srares for
unwary rabbits. My task is quite
harinle:s.”” -

“ Oh, I'm sure of that, sir.”

“To be exact, I &#m a naturaliat.,”
exnlained the old gentleman. “ 1 am
searching the night woods for clusive
specimens of the insect world—-specimens
which' Il cannot obtain by day. The task
13 by no means uncongenial, and I ob-
tain a large measure of delight from the
occupalion.”

ITandforth nodded.

“ Looking for beetles and earwigs, and
that sort of thirg, 1 suppose, sir?”" he
asked.

*“Your perceplive powers are aston-
tshingly acute, voung man,” said the
elder'i:v stranger. You have fathomed
my secret already. Yes, my lad. I am .
secarching for beelles and such like. And
this reminds me of sometbing in which
I.dm'gy posidibly be able to enlist vour
aid.

“My aid, sir?”

“To be sure,”” said the old man, nod-
ding. “ Il is quite possible that your
legs are somewhat more agile than my
own. My ago differs from vours con-
siderably, I judge, and my ore mis-
fortune 15 that T am not so active as I
should like to be. And moths are mosl
annoying creatures,’’

“J don'l quite follow, sir."’

“ No,”" smiled the other. ¢ Dear me!
Ts my reading of your character at
fuult I thought you were a smart
young man. Surely you can undersiand
my ‘ine of reasoning? Moths are vary
tricky customers, and they have a
detesiable habit of setiling upon tree
branches which lie out of my reach.”

““Oh, I see'”™ satd Handforth. ““Yon
mcan -we ain’'t quick enough to ecatch

the beggars?”
“Ah, that’s better—much Dotler!*’

amiled the other, “ Precisely! T am not

“ What T am doing here?" chuckled | active enough to outwit the elusive moth.

the old man “ Naturally vou can’t! It

True, T carry a crooked stick to assist
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me in the art of climbing, but T have
met with a misfortune. My faithful
stick, sad to relate, i3 a considerable dis-
tance from my reach.”

“ You left it at home, sir?”

¢ Dear me, no!” said the other, wilh
a chuckle. "I was referring to moths

Il’

“I've got #!” said Handforth bril.
liactly. * You climbed up a tree after a
moth, and left your stick hanging from
a branch!” |

““Good gracious! This is truly re-
markable!”’ exclaimed the old man, re-
moving his monocle and polishin%l it
with his silk handkerchief. ‘' You havo
certainly probed the truth, my boy. That
19 precisely what happened. Mgr stick
cau;ﬁht upon a projection, and I slipped
to the ground before I could recover 1it.
And then, to my dismay, I found that

I could not climb the trunk again. That
is one penalty of declining vears.”

““ Perhaps I can get your stick for you,
s:rr?’’ suggested Handforth.

‘The old gentleman rubbed his hands
together smoothly.

‘* An excellent ideu—a most commend-
able thouglht,’’ he said. *‘‘ My boy, you
have voiced the very words I was about
to utter. 1 shall be deeply indebtod
io you if you can do .this little favour
for me.” -

““Oh, il’s nothing. sir,”” said Hand-
forth promptly. * Which tree?”

The elderly stranger moved a few yards
down the path, and pointed up inlo the
darkness OF a great chestnut. .

“ The stick is just' beyond the thre
lower limbs,”’ he cxplained. * It can

" be easily rcached by an active climber

‘¢ Leave it to me, sir,”’ said Handforth.
He swarmed up the tree like a monkey,
his origind® purpose being entirely for-

gotten. _
This old gentleman was so genial. so
emtertaining, and so charming, that

Handforth had no time to think about
Mr. Clement Heath. | -

A faint chuckle floated up to him from
the ground, and he groped about in
<earch of the stick. He groped in vain.
Jlimbing higher, ha continued kis search,
but no reward came for his efforts.

““ Are. you sure this:is the tree, sir?”’
he called down. -

Dead silence reigned.

“1 say, sir, 1 can't find the stick up
here!” shouted Handforth,
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Still there was silence, and Handforth
listened weonderingly.  Finally, alfter
convineing himselt that the stick was
certainly not in the tree, he slithered to
the ground, and looked up and down
rather blan‘:ly. .

The charming old stianger had van-
ished. .

“Well, I'm jiggered!” said Hand-
forth breathlessly. '

He shouted loudly, but »recceived no
reply. And then, ith a flash, a stagger-
ing suspicion of the truth came to him.
The genial ald man had got him to go
up the tree for a purpose—but what pur-
posc?

There could be only one explanation..

He had tricked Handforth so that lLec
could slip away! He had got Hand-
forth into the tree, and had then noise-
lessly vanished.

But why? For what reason?
should the old mun perform
trick? _

- *“ Oh, my only topner!” gulped Hand-
forth.

For a moment he nearly choked. The
het blood rushed into his face, and he
clenched his fist feverishly. He had
suddenly struck the truth! And- it was
so startling, so amazing, that Handforth
was thunderstruck.

He knew, in a moment, that he had
been fooled—dupced—tricked! And he
had prided himself upon being a keen.
amateur detective! Igg had been de-
ceived as casily as the most wooden-
hcaded novice!

“It was Fleath!” said Handforth
thickly. ‘It was Heath all the time:”

Yes, that was the truth—it must be
the truth! There was no other possible
explanation! Mr. Clement Heath had
slipped off the path for a while, and had
adopted the disguise.

Now Handforth came to remember the
old stranger, he was positive that the
hair, the fn:urd, and the moustache were
all false. The wrinkles were false—tho-
whole make-up was clever, but obviously
a fake.

Then, too, Handfmth remembered tle-
light grey suit, and—and—— Yes, and
the "limp! That alono ought to have
told him, but he had forgotten 1t for the
moment. He had been tricked by Mr.
Heath, and that astute individual had
now slipped away. '

Which divection had he taken?

Handforth bad not the sligntest idea,

Why
such a-
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and he gritted his teeth as he romem-
bered that little mockin% chuckle which
had Aoated up to him. How Mr. Heuth
was laughing at him now!

Handforth felt like hitting out al
evervthing within rcach—just to relieve
his feelings. But the only things within
reach happened to be very solid trees,
and Handforth had a great respect for
his knuckles.

¢ Oh. my hat! What an ass I've been
—what a fat-headed, blithering, double-
barrelled idiot!” he exclaimed, without
mercy. ‘I can’t think of anything bad
cnough lo say. DBut—but he was so
jolly clever about it! 1 didn’t guess

But Handforith realised that he was
wasting time, und he also rcalised that
he had been fonlish to deave Church
and McClure behind. If only they had
been near the spot they could have out-
witted the ingenious Mr. Heath.

But Church and McCluye were at the
stile, waiting. Handforth decided to go
there at once. Healh had probably gone
to the cottage. and it was useless to
attempt to track luim now, anyway. So
Handforth pelted down the path at the
double, nnﬂrrived at the stile just as
Church and McClure were going up the
road.

“Hi! You asses! Come here!” called
Handforth huskily.

Church and McClure turned, looking
guilty.
~“ We—we thought—— That

b

185, we
meant to——

Church paused, groping for words. But
it was nol necessary to offer any cexplana-
tion, for Handforth was so full of his
own affairs that he didn’t ask why his
(-hfums had been in the acl of slipping
oft.

In a few Dreathless seconds he told
then, of what had occurred, and they
listened with growing interest.

“Well, I'm blessed!”” said CChureh sud.
denly. ** We saw him!”’

“Saw him! Saw whom?”

“Why. that old chap—Mr. Ileath in
disguise,”

“ You—-you saw him!” wvelled Iland-
forth.  * Where—when*”

“* He came over the stile not four
minutes ago,”’ suid Church quickly.
‘““ He didn’t see us, because we were In
the bushes. He went down, towards the
village. DBut we didn’t dream that he
was Mr. Ileath——"
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Handforth didn’t wait to hear the
finish. He raced down the lanc at to
speed, and his chums followed. Hand-
forth was determined to make amends
for his bad slip. And when he came faco
to face with Mr. Heath again, he would
not be deccived!

In fact, Handforth was determined (o
act boldly—to bring matters to a head
on the spot. He could see no reason
for waiting. Handy was always kecn
upon direct methods.

By extraordinary pood luck, the juniors
sighted their quarry just on the outskirts
of Bellton—on the far side of the village.
Mr. Heath was turning into the main
Bannington Road.

“ Thero he is:”" muttered Handforth.
“ We'd better slow down now, and follow
carefully. By George! It's a lucky
thing we saw him while he was al Lhe
fork—we shouldn't have known whether
he'd taken Lhe Bannington Road or tho
Caistowe road.”

“ But what shall
asked McClure.

“ Leave it to me!”
grimly. -

It was found to be quile an casy task
te follow the disguised Mr. Heath. Ho
walked along fairly briskly, in spite of
his limp, and was totally unaware of
the fact that he was being shadowed. He
assumed, evidently, that he had got rid
ot his pursuers in the -wood.

By kceping to the meadows most of
the time—walking along the grass ncar
lhe hedge—the juniors were able to
follow without being seen. And at last
the first straggling houses of Bannington
came mmlo view, |

They were not really in Banninglon
itself, but in a quiet residential suburb,
which extended out in this one direction.
Iiverything was quiet and wtil, and
Handforth and (‘o. were quite certain
that Mr. Heath was intent upon going
into the town.

But this did not prove to be the case.

The figure suddenly disappeared, and
it was seen thal he had turned into the
gateway of, a fairly large house which
slood within its own grounds.

The juniors crept up cautiously, and
examined the place through a conve-
nient gap in the hédge.

1t was quite a big house, they saw,
picturesque and semi-modern. with
creepers growing over the walls, The
garden was Lhe very last word in per-

we do, anyhow,”

snid Handforth
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. perfection—trimmed, neat, and kept wilh
cxquisite care.

There were no lights showmg f[rom
any of thc windows, bhut as the boys
watched they saw the limpihg figure of
the disguised Mr. Heath enter a low
archway at the side of the building—an
archway evidenily leading to a door.

*“ Good !’ muttered Handforth.
‘** We've tracked him to his lair.”

““ He must have two giddy lairs!” said
- Church. “ What about that cottage at
¥dgemore?” |
*“1 expect that’s merely the workshop,”
explained Handy. ¢ This place 1s the
ycal headquarters of the gang—a beau-
tiful house hke this would never aitract
suspicion. It's just the kind of thing
these masler crooks do! I'm gomg to
1vestigate.”
‘““ How?”’ whispered McClure. “ What
me!” said Handforth

can you.do?”’

‘““Leave it to
importantly. “You chaps wait out
heve. If I get into any trouble I'll give
o signal—three sharp whistles.”
- . Handforth slipped .into the garden
before s chums could protest. 1t
.rather pleased his vanity to think that
.he was 1n full charge of this investigation
—that he was acting in the same way as
the. detective heroes of fiction act. He
had read many stories of delectives in-
vestigating cases suntlar {o this one.

He reached the house wall without
difRenlty, and was enabled to keep in
. dense shadow all the time, owing to the
{hick. trees. And, inch by inch, he
worked his way round to the archway.

A black hole vawned ahead of him,
but Handforth was not dismayed. Hoe
plunged into the ‘blackness, and felt
- before him with his hands. He came
.into contact with a door—a heavy door
with a black knob in.the centre. And,
_to Handforth’s surprise, the door yielded
as he pressed upon 1t. _

“Well, I'm jiggered!” he muttered
.exultantly, - = - . .

A more cxperienced investigator might
have suspccted a trap, but Handforth
looked upon this circumstance as a pure
picce of luck—an oversight on the part

. of Mr. Heath. The door was opened,
- and Handforth walked 1n.

He found himself in a stone passage,
and after a moment the worked his way
forward, fecling cautiously. He passed
out. of the passage without blundering,
and then suddenly felt another door in
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front of him. This door was fast, but
when Handforth turned the knob, the
door opened noiselessly.

JTe passed through, ‘
quite still. Click! Handforth turned,
and felt the door. It had closed, and to
Handy’s startled dismay he found that
it had automatically locked itscif!

“* Oh, my goodness!” he murmured.

His: thoughts were rather wild for a
moment. Then another startling thing
occurred. Two sharp clicks were fol-
lowed by a blaze of eféctric light. Hand-
forth was dazzled—blinded—Dbewildered '

He was in a room, and the room was
as bright as day. And there, facing him,
was Mr. Heath—the genial stranger with
the pointed grey bhcard! .

and then stoaoil

F

ARRESTING THE CROOK.
ELCOME, my young friend—

CHAPTER VL
welcome to my humble
hearth!” exclaimed the old

‘W

fellow genially,
on your part is quite a delightful sur-
prise. I am sure that we shall get along

“ This. visit

perfectly together.” -
Handforth was so startled that hé could
not reply. |
Everything had been so startlingly
abrupt—so stunning in its unexpected-
ness. He was not prepared (o face his

: It
tion out of him

quarry in this unexpected fashion.
took all- the dctermina
for @ moment.
lic saw that the disguised Mr. Heath
was now wearing a wonderful smoking-
jacket of - rich velvet, with bheautiful
coloured silk ornamentations. A- smok-
ing-cap 1o match adorned his head.

And the monocle was fixed in his eye,
with its black cord dangling over his
waistcoat. And the old fellow was
smiling with the most chayming welcome.

Huandforth saw him as though in a
drcam. Ho saw the room, and noticed
that everything was of the finest quality.
Fapenzive bookeases, a superh suite, soft
carpets and rugs, valuable pictuves, In
fact, the whole place was replete with

luxury, and there was every evidence of
wenlth,

#‘#
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Rut the host himself was calm. suave,
and gemal. His imperturbable counten-
ance scemed as though it could not pos.
sibly alter. The smile was perpetual—
by no means fixed or false.

“ You—you—you "
thus far, and then choked for words.

“Yes?' prompted the other. *‘ Take
your time, my boy—take your time. You
are quite alone now, and t{here 18 no
hurry at oll. I want you lo sit down.
and make yourself thoroughly comnfort.
able. Should you care for lemonade or
ginger ale, there is an amply supply
upon the sideboard. And perhaps I can
tempt vou with a sandwich, or with a
fcw biscuits?”’

Handforth dlenched ~his fists, and sot
his jaw.

‘“ You can’t bribe me!"” he blurted out.

“80? Really, my young friend, I was
not thinking of bribing——"

‘““ Yes, you were!” roared ITandiorth,
determined to speak his mind hefore this
astonishing man could influence him,
‘““ And I'm not standing uny nonsense!
Understand? I know who you are, and
I'm going to expose you!”

“Indeed! You make me quile ner-
vous!”’ '

The elderly stranger did not look very
nervons as he carefully clipped a cigar,
and proceeded to light it. His hand was
as sleady as a rock, and he had his
gaze upon his young visitor nearly all
the while. |

“I'll make yvou shiver in vour shoes

soon,”” declared Handforth grimly,
“You can't bluff me, Mr. Clemcent
Heath!"”

The host lifted hiz grey eyebrows.

“ Dear me!” he murmured. * You
starlle me!”

“You admit vou are Heath, then?’

“My decar lad, I take it us a great
compliment that you should address me
as Mr. Clement Heanth,”” said the other
smoothly. ““ Il appears to be quite use-
less to deny your thrilling accusations,
and I feel demeaned and hwniliated. 1
did not imagine that a detective so young
as  yourself could fathom my guilty
secrets.”’

Handforth's eyves blazed with triumph,
and he took no notice of his companion’s
soft, amused chuckle.

“You're Mr. Heath all right,”” he
‘declared. ** You’ro not my Form-master
aow, and T mean to tdl you what I know.
More than that, I'm going to expose yvou

Handforth ot
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—I'm going to hand you over to the

police.” ~

‘“* Heaven forbid!” said the other,
ratsing his hands.

“Oh, it's no good appealing for
merey ' said Handforth firmly. 1

know your sccret, and I know the truth.
The game's up!” ,
807" said the old gentleman. wilh a
sigh. ** How dreadful ¥ How appaliingly
dreadful! After all my trouble—aftor
cll my pains! It is a staggering blow
to be exposed and defeated by a mere
voungster.”’

Handforth expanded. He did not
realise for a second that his companion
was deliberately pulling his leg. He re-
garded it as quite certain that Mr, Henth
was resigned 1o his fate, and that the
game was up.

“Yes, I know cveryvthing,” went on
Handforth. * That disguise of yours
13 pretty good, but it doesu’t deceivo
m¢ !’

“I am deeply sorry.” said the other.
**And yet I prided myself that my grey
hair and my little beard was sufficiently
genuine o pass muster. It is time |
bumbled my pride and starled afresh.
‘T'his exposure has come as a great shock
to me, and [ am more than troubled.”

“ You'll get your deserts, and it’ll pro-
tably mean penal servitude for ten
vears!” said llandforth grimly, *‘This
case 13 going to make my name, and as
soon as I leave school I shall set up a
business as a private delective!™

“How sad! How lerrib'yv sad for my
poor confreres!’”” sighed t(he host.
** When you go into the delective busi-
ness in real earnest, my boy. it will be
time for the criminal classes {o throw
up their hands in surrender. I can see
that il will be utterly impossible for
any criminal to practise his nefarious
profession while you are actively en-
gaged. Your powers ara positively un-
canny, and I tremble to think of my own
fute. Even so young, vou are more than
a match for me. Mgy years of experi
ence go for nathing compared lo your
amazing perceplion and ability.”

Handforth did not feel quiie so ungry
with his prisoner.

“ Of course, I don’t want any compli-
ments from vou.” he said gruflly.
‘“ Other poople will be able to praise me
up when vou're in prison. I don’t want
to boast, but I reckon I've carried out

this case pretty neatly.”
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‘““My dear lad, your words are totaliy
inadequate !’ said the other, his eyes
screwing up into a charming smile.
** Neatly? Good gracious! What a
mmild expression to use! You have dis-
played marvellous abilily—astounding
fanesse. And here am 1}, broken and
crushed, entirely at your mercy!”’

** There’s no hope of escape now, any-
how,” said Handforth, *I'd better
warn you {hat if you try any silly games
en—such as attempting (o escape—it
won’t take me half .u,tici t> punch your
nose !”’ :

‘* Ileaven forbid!”’ said the otlher, in
a shocked voice. |

“I’'m just telling you this so that we
shall understand one another,”’ went on
Handforth, *‘‘The game’s up, and you
knew it. It's a goog thing you do, or it
might land you into trouble. I've got
Wy case complete, and my evidence is as
clear as daylight. It’ll mean penal servi-
-tude for you!”’

*“I am afraid that you are unmerciful
in your determination,”’ said the stranger
cadly. |
thus defealed al the moment of success.
Well, L am not a man to grumble. This

‘blow has fallen, and I will take it
b_r.avi'ely. I am prepared {o face my
t+yal.”’

Handforth nodded. Of course, this
criminal saw in a moment that it was
uscless to deny the truth; he saw that
il was useless lo altempt any prevari-
cation, or to make any break for
freedom. IHandforth’s grim presence had
placed terror in his heart, and he could
Jdo nothing but submit to the fate which
was justly his. .

““1 don’t want to be hard on you,”’ said
Handforth. *‘‘ And if you'll give me your
word of honour that you'll go quietly, I
sha'n’t find it necessary io bin you up.
Of course, il's a bit of a miztake to
accepl the word of a criminal, but I'll
do it thig time, because I know vou
can’'l escape. Wece'll get nlong (o the
police-station a3 soon as you 3ikc, and
T should advise you to say as hitle as
possible, because it may be used in cvi-
dence against you.”

Eandforth had remembered having
read (hat phrase in many storics. It
was generally used b{ police officials
whea © arresting crooks, and Handy
thought it was rather apt o use at the
moment, :

The stranger shrugged his shoulders.

‘It 1s galling that I should be|
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‘“It makes no difference rurely ?’’ he
exclaimed, with resignation. ¢ Since
you have all the evidence, since you have
my dark history at your finger-tips, what
matters it if I allow an incautious word
to slip fromy my EPS? Nevertheless, . 1
shall be greatly n®erested. to hear what
clun,'fre you intend to prefer against
me.

** Well, I don’t think I shall tell you,’’
said Handforth bluntly. ' At least, xot
now. We'll wait till we gel to the
nolice-stalion. It'll sound better for me
to accuse you of being a forger there.”

The old gentleman’s monocle dropped
from his eye.

‘* Really, you must permit me to offer
vou a liltle refreshment here. I am s>
charmed with vour society that I must
show my appreciation in some little way.
Surely vou will not deny me this in-
finttesimal pleasure ?”’

Handforth smiled srimly. ,

*“1'm not laking anything, thanks,”
he said. . - :

** A liltle wme, perhaps

e XO :?"

**Oh, but you must

*I'm not taking anything!” repeated
Handforth firmly. *‘Oh, you can’'t dish
me! I’'m {oo smart for you! I suppose
vou think I shall fall into the trap, and,
drink a lot of dope? I'm not taking
any drugged wine, thanks!”

The other shook his head sadly.

* There is no hope!” he said. ““ You
have me beaten at every turn. My
last chance has vanished, and 1 stand
before you exposed as a criminal and a
forger!” _

Handforih’s eyes gleamed.

** Ah, you admit it!” hd shouled.

“* Dear, dear! My nerves are shal-
tered!”" said the prisoner, removing his
cigar -with carcless ease., *“I am giviag |
myself away with every breath. This
is truly appalling! But I think it was
you who mentioned that I am indicted
for forgery!”’ .

“ I didn’t say a word !”’ declared Hand-
forth. *' You stand there, self-accused!
You've admitied your guilt, and I've a
witness! Thé game’s up, Mr. Cleme::
Heath, and vou'd beller not ftry uny
tricks! You came to St. Frank’s as a
Form-master, and you irted o d:sh
everybody. But you couldn’t disa me!
I kaow all about the cottage at Edge-
more, and 1 know all about the forged¥
bank notes and currency notes, I'm

b b
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gelling you tirst, and I'll make sure of
your sang later on.”

“Oh' "lave you
over?”’ asked the old
ingly. *‘“ Surely il wil
vou hand me over to the police?
should vou trouble aboul my gang—
mere underlings, after all?”’

“I'm making e clean sweep!’ de-
clared Handforth. ‘' It’s the only way
wilh forgers and counterfeiters!”’

The old man sighed dceply.

‘““It 1s terrible to have all mr plans
shattered 1n this abrupt manner,”” he said
brokenly. *‘ It seéms thal it is quite
useless to plead with you, and my best
»olicy is {o submit quietly and al once.
’erhaps these may be of interest?”’

He walked over (o the magnificent
desk, and opened a drawer. Hand-
forth's suspicions were aroused on the
instant.

no mercy what-
Fenllcmun plead-

be suflicient if
Why

** None of that!” he rapped out
sharEly.
“Eh?” snid"thc other, looking up.

‘““Really, I

““ You'd belier not bring oul any re-
volvers!”' said Handforth. * Revolvers
don’t have any cffect on me at all! You
wouldn't dare to fire, and threals only
make me grin. If you try any rol, I'll
punch your nose!”

Handforth’s host smiled.

‘““ But, my dear lad, I have no intention
of attempting any—er—rot !’ he said
mildly. “ I am merely producing some
of the evidence which you require,
Since the game is up, I may as well
hand it over to you now. Y’Ymr cagle
eye will be able to delect the palpable
fraud, I've no doubt.”

He produced a thick bundle of cur-
recncy noles, and Handforth’s cyes
gleamed afresh. The master crook was
indeed resigned to his fale! He was
actually handing over the results of his
villainous ingenuily !

““ Examine them, my dcar boy,” he
said softly. “ I rcally think they are
creditable on the whole, and it disap-
points mec exceedingly to lcarn that these
pretty slips of paper cannot be put into
circulation !’

IHandforth picked up the bundle of
notes. They were all brand new, and
their numbers ran consecutively. They
were £1 notes, and there must have been
at lecast a couple of hundred of them in
the bundle, And thjs, probably, was but

one bundle out of scores. IL was jusl a
eample.
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Handforlh removed onc and examined
it intently. His companion stood by,
smoking his cigar with obvious c¢njoy-
ment. He was greatly interested in his
young caplor’'s movements, and n: Cid
not appear {0 be so downhearted as he
made oul. )

“ Well, lhéy're pretly pood!” ad-
mitted Handforth grudging!y.
‘““ Ah, you really think so? You con.

sider they would pass muster?”

‘“ Rats!"" said Handforth. ¢ Anybndy
with half an eye can tell that these things
arc fakes! They ain’l printed in the
right colours. This brown is too reddy,
and the green 1s wrong, too. The cn-
graving's not so bad, and I dare say
most people would be dished. But you
can't diddle me!”

‘““ Apparently nol,” said the other
sadly. ‘‘ It appears that I have met more
than my match, and perhaps Lhe better
course will be to finish this painful busi-
neas with as little delay as possible.
Now, my dear young friend, what i3
your plan?” )

“I'm going to arrest you!" said
IIandforth grimly.

““ May I see vour warrant?”’

“ My—my warrant ?”’ repecalaa Hand-

forth blankly,

““So. I think it 13 a neccssary for-
mality to——"

I don’t do things by formalities,”
broke in Handforth, ‘“*I'm not a police
oficerr I'm a private delective—and
privale detectives never bother about
warranls. I'm going to arrest you at
once, and I Lhink I'd better bind your

| hands, after all.”

The elderly stranger shook his head
deprecatingly.

*“Bul that i3 crude!”’ he protesied.
‘“ Surely vou would not resort lo such
methods? You—a clever detective such
as yourself? Have vou not come pro-
vided with handcuffs—with the necessary
manacles ?”’

“I don’t happen to have any on me,”
growled Handforth.

‘““ Ah, then, perhaps I can come to tha
rescue !’ beamed the other, ** There i3
no reason why we should not do this
t.hllllg: in  the correct slyle. Allow
ine !

He went to the drawer again, and n

moment later produced a glittoring pair
of handcuffs.

““ You'd better not keep up this rot
much longer, Mr. Heath!” said Hand-
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forth.
that disguise off, ic0.”

*“That can wait until we ave at the
police-stalion surely?”’ said Mr. Heath
smoothly. ¢ With regard to these hand-
cuffs, théy arc a relic of a former en-
counter—when I was pitted against an
opponent far less formidable than your-
self. I managed to elude the sleuth,
and kept these little articles as a
souvenir of the incadent!”

Handforth looked closer.

*“Well, I might as well use ’em!”’ he
said sternly. “ Hand 'em over!”

_The stranger hcld out Lhe bracelets,
and Handforth grasped them. At all
events, he intei_'ld%d to grasp them. But
the next moment was one of such whirl-
. wind aclivity that poor old Handy havdly

knew wherve he was. =

His companion became intensely aclive
n a second. He leapt like a tiger. His
"'nands worked with the speed of light-
ning, and the next insltant Handforth
found - himself, much (o his amazement,
imprisoned ! -

Instead of handcuffing the crook, the
crook had handcuffed him!

CHAPTER VII.
NOT QUITE A STCCESS.

. HI tubles were {urned with a
vengeance !
Handforth slood gazing blankly

at his wrists, And his ecompanion
stood back a pace or two, regarding him
with an expression of keen amusement
uvpon his wrinkled, bronzed face. Ie
cxlended a finger, and jabbed Handforth
hightly in the ribs,

“Well, my lad?” he said smoothly.
“ What now?*"

** You—you {reacherous rotier!”’
gasped Handforth, finding his voice.
“Take these beastly things off - my
wrisls !’ -
. 1 am afraid I cannot accede to that!
request,” said the other. “ I have been
quil¢ charmed with your visit, and 1T
-must now beg of yoan to leave. But I
shall deem it a great honour if yon will
.come again.
oxceedingly 1’

Handforth was nearly off his head with
race.

“ And 1 shall want you lo take |

You have entertained mel .

27

** You—vou scoundarel!” he showied.
“If you don’t come with me to the
police-station, I'l—-I'll.—7

* You'll punch my nose—eh 7’ smiled
tae other. *' That appalling threat does
not terrorise me, my young friend: I
am excecdingly sorry, but I find 1t
necessary to protect myself from rour
violence. As a deleclive, I must con-
fess that your powers do not impress
me very comfortably!"

Handforih gulped. He was beginnin
to realise, for the first time, that he hac
taken a handful bigger than he could
hold. 1le also had a terrible suspicicn
taal his polite prisoner had been pullin
his leg, and pulling it hard. T‘lé o!
fellow had been playing with him—hed
been chuckling over his own astuteness.

For Handy suddenly saw himself in a
ildiculous light. The glamour of the
affair faded awav, and he came back {o
earth with a jar that shook him up badly.
e wondered how on earth the affair
would ead.

** Needless to say, your remarks about
these noles are quite unkind,”’ said the
old man, picking up the bundle of cur-
rency notes, and replacing them m the
drawe:. I obtaised them trom the bank.
go I do not think there is much doubt
regarding their genuine nature. And
now, seeing that rime is going on, I must
close this hittle interview.” Come. my
young friend, slep this way with me.”

He seized Handforth by the arm, and
the junior was too wretchedly disap-
pointed and chagrined to resst. I-le.
walked as though 1n a dream, and he had
o dim idea that he passed through a pas-
sage, Lhat a door was opened, and that
he saw the pale moonlight on the grave'.

“ Good-mght, my lad, and allow me
to thank you heartily for your most in-
leresting presence,’”’ said the old gentle-
man genially. ‘I shall gladly welceme
the opportunity of chatling with you
again: bul the time just now is not suit-
able for furither conversation. ~Good-
night to you—and good luck!”’

Handforth received a slight push, ard
the next second the leavy door closed
with a quiet click behind him. Then
came the sound of bolts being shot into
position. And 1n that second Handforth
cume ifully to himself.

**Oh, my orly Sunday {opper!” he
gasped famtly. '

" His dream was shattered--his vision
of unlimited clorv was ny» more. ¥
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find been picluring himsclf as the hero
of ‘the hour. He had scen his name in
all the newspapers, cmblazoned on the
pages in huge type.

And now had come the reality!

He had done nothing, and the crook
had sent him out intc the night, help-
lessly handcuffed! What was he to do?
He hardly dared go back to his chums—
and he knew veory well they could not
releasa him,

The police!

“Yes, T'Nl go stratght to the lice-
station,’’ decided Handforth grimly. 1
wanied Lo do this job off my own bal,
but that’s impossible now. 8o I'll go
{o the police-station, tell ’em to take
these rctten Lhings off, und then we’ll
raid the house. Hecalh can’t escape!
He'll get what he deserves, after all!”’

Perhaps things weren't so bad, and|

Handforth hurried down the garden
])ath and got into the road. He had
high hopes of bringing off a successful
coup before he rcturned to St. Frank's.
His hopes bhegan to rise, and once again
he saw himself figuring Jlargely in the
thrilling story of the capturc—not so
largely as beforc, but neverihcless in
quite a promineni position.

“Well 27
...The voice came from bhis elbow. He
had got out into the road, and he sud-
denly became aware of the facl that
Church and McClure werc beside him.
They had crept out of the hedge, and
they looked at their leader with in-
terest, failing 1o notice, at the moment,
that his wrists were manacled.

‘“ We're going to the police-station'”
grunted Handforth. *“ The rotter’s in
there. I bearded him in his den——"’

‘“Rals!”’

“T tell you I did!"”’" snapned Hand-
forth. ‘“* We've been jawing all the
time, Bul he didn’'t admit he was
Heath. He kept up a smooth, genial
style all the time, and it got on my
nerves. I bdlieve he pulled my lee a
bit, but you ncedn’t tell that to any-
body else, And—and he put thesc

A

rotten things on my hunds!

Edward Oswald extended his fists, and
his chums stared dumbly at the glitter-
mg bracclets for a moment or two.
Then the humour of the silualion burst
upon them, and Lheir startled looks gave
way to grins. They chuckled, they
laughed, and finally they howled.

““You—you cackling as:es——
- “Ha. ha, ha!”

LEL LIBRARY

|

‘“ You dotty lunatica—'

“Ha, ha, ha!”

“You burbling blockheads-—-"*

‘““Ha, ha, ha!"

Church and McClure held their sides,
and yelled loudly.

‘““Ha, ha, ha! Oh, my only hat!”
gasped Church. ‘“ You—you went in
there—ha, ha!—to arrest the chap—ha,
ha!—and he—ha, ha!—handcuffed you'
Ha, ha, ha!”

‘ Ha, ha, ha!'’ echooed McClure.

Handforth glared ficreely.

“You—you silly lunatics® ho
shouled, in a thick voice. ‘““ Can’t you
do anything else but yell? Do you cal'
it funny o be handcuffed like this?”

“ Ha, ha, ha!" sobbed Church. “ Ye,,

rather!”
‘“You've gol to do greal things,
Haundy,” grinned McClure. * Oh, mx
I'm doubled up! Mr.

goodncas:
Icath’s a wonder! Anyhow, he’s taught
you a leason, and vou ought to be wary

““ Taught me a lesson!” roared Hand-
forth. ‘‘ I'll show you what he's done!
He’s put the noose round his own neck, -
and "when I tell the police all I know

“Cave!”
‘““There’s somebody coming

“I don’t care!”

‘“ But you can't be seen with Lhose

Py

handcuffs on, you ass'

gasped Church abruplly.

"’

“Oh, corks! I—I forgoi— I—T
~ Handforth’s voice trailed away. For
in that second he had recognised the
identity of Lhe mewcomer. Church and
MoClure were also enlightened, and

they stood frozen to the spot.

The man who had walked up was
Nelson lee!

““ Good gracious!' Whatl is the mean-
ing of this?”’ demanded the schoolmaster-
delective gevcerely. ‘“ Handforth !
Church! McClure! What on carth are
‘ou doing here in Bannington at this
Lour of the night?"”’

“ We—we I—]—

Church paused, tongue-tied.

“I'm afraid that 13 not very luctd,
Church.” said Nelson Lec grimly.

‘“ Ask—ask Haudforth, air,”’
Church, with a gulp.

Butl Hand[orlﬁ lfid not need {o be
asked. He recalised very suddenly that
Nelson Lee’s arrival was amazingly
lucky, and he babbled out his story a3

You—you

Sélld
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quickly as possible, one sentence foliow-
ing another so rapidly that Nelson Lee
had great difficulty in following  the
narrative,

** And—and so, sir, I want you to]

arrest the rotter,"r finished up Handforth
breathlessly. ‘‘ He’s Mr. Heath, and
he’s a forger! He’s terrificaily dis-
guiSc’a’d, and you wouldn’t recognize him

““ One moment., Handforth—one
moment!”’ interrupted Nelson Lee.
‘“ Before we proceed further I will
relieve you of those bracelets,”

** Oh, thanks awfully, sir!”’

Nelson Lee examined the handcuffs,
took out a bunch of keys, and a moment
Jater Handforlth was free. Nelson Lee
pocketed the bracelets, and then looked
at Handforth with real amusement.

““I should be very severe with vyou,
sirictly speeking,’”’ he said. * You have
made yourself look very foolish, Hand-
forth, and you have been repcaledly told
that 1t 18 fulile for you to attempt eny
detective work. You are not cut out
for the lask, and you- only succeed in

blundering headlong - into the most
appalling mistakes.”

‘** Bl—bl—blundering, sir!” stuitered
Handforth,

* Exactly!” -

‘(‘lBut’—’—buL this chap is Mr. Heath,
and—

‘ Nonsense, Handforth!"”" said Nelson
I.ee crisply. ‘‘ He's no more Mr. Heith
than I am, and you have simply made
yourself look extremely foolish by acting
mm this preposterous manner'"

““ Not—not Mr. Heath, sir!”’ gasped
Handforth. .

** Of course he’s nol!”’ retorted l.ee.

‘“ But he limps, sir, and—"’

“ And simply because of that, do {ou

Mo,
Ison Lee, with a

assume that eve?‘;bod who limps is
d I&Ve
““When I tell you the

Heath?'’ deman

touch of sarcasm.

truth, Handforth, you will realise more
than ever the terrible nature of your
mistake. I am not at all surprised to
hear your account of what happened in
this house, for the gentleman i1s quite a
untque character. e i3 not wearing a
disguise, as you imagined, and he 1is

undoubtedly elderly.””
Hendforth felt too weak to make any
comment,

*““ Who is he, &ir?”’ asked Church ner-
vously.
‘“ Although he

) _ aks ,perféct, English,
and has lived in

nglard for a greal

many years, I have reason {o Leheve he
is a Frenchman,’”’ said Nelson Lee, * Ot,

to be more ‘exact, a French noblema:n!”
‘“ A nobleman !’ gasped Handforth.

‘““ His name i3 the Comle de Ples-
signy,’’ said Nelson Lee quietly.
" said Handforth weakly.

* Great pip:

‘“ A—a count!”

‘““Yes, Handfortai—the Count of
lessigny,’”’ replied Nelson Lee. ‘' He’
has not {)een in Bannington long, and 1s
a man of most quaint habits, and s
considerably rich. Everybody who meets
him 13 chermed with his wonderful per-
sonalily, and he i1s apparently staying in
Bannington for a little holiday.”

*“ Oh, my goodness!”

“T understand that he has taken (his
house for a short period, furnished,’”
went on Nelson Lee. ‘‘ He’s a naturalist
—merely a hobby—and he performs all
sorts of curious actions. That you
should have followed the Comte home is
preposterous, but the affair is lifted out
of the commonplace by the Comte's
amusing action. You have only vourse:f
to thank, Handforth, for your late pre-
dicament.”

Handforth was flabbergasted.

*“ And—and I called him a thief and a
forger, and all sorts of other things!”’ he
exclaimed. *‘‘ I—I say, sir, I hope the
whele yeighbourhood won't gel (o hear
about 1t!

‘““ You may rest assured, my boy, that
the matter will be kept quiet,”” suid’
Nekon Lee, ** And now I will refer
back to somelhing which has been over-

looked. Why,6 were you following M,

Heath?”’ .

“ We—we suspected him of—of being:
a crook, su,”’ said Handforth lameiv.
4 So"wc gol up and kept our eye on him

‘“Let me lell you, Handforth, that

you have no right whatever to keep yvour
cye on Mrv. th!” said Nelson Lee
ceverely. ‘' If I did not know you for

what you are, I should punish you with
the utmost severity. But seeing that
you are a very foolish boy, and that you
enter into these escapadcs quite inno-

cently, I will merely ‘give you au impbsi-

t:on of five hundred hnes.”
*“ Thank you, sir!” said Haudfor:h
meckly.
‘““ Church . and McClure wiil
punished al all,”” went on Lee.

quile convinced that they left
dormitery against their will, and

not be
“T am
their
they
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took no willing part in this ridiculous
affair.  You had better get back 1o
school as quickiy as possible.”

The juniors were only loo glad lo
escape, and Church and M«Clure voted
thal Nelson Lee was the finest school-
master 1n the world. Handforth was not
quile so certain aboul that—unti! Church
and MeClure promised to help him with
his lines.

Haundforth, although he had received a | not merely a passing character.

terrific shock, still had a lingering idea
in his mind that the Comle de Plessigny
was Frobably Mr. Heath, after all
Church aud McClure refused to argue on
the point. |

But when they got back to the Remove
dormilory I was able to setile the ques-
tion once and for all. I proved to
Handforth that Mr. Heath was at Grey-
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hurst Coltage during the time Handforil
was with the Comte. _

Nothing particular had happened 1n
Edgemore, and Sir Montie and Tommy
and I had returned to bed feeling ratner
disappoinled. But Handforth’s story
cenlivened us a great deal, and we wero
greatly amuseod.

Very shortly, however, we were to dizs-
cover that the Comte de Plessigny was
He was
destined to appear vory prominentiy in
many adventures, and there would be
further developments in the Greyvhurst
Cottage affair.

Handforth and Co. had attempted {o
solve the puzzle, but had only succeeded
in decpening the mystery.

‘Ib What was the next turn in affairs (o
c?

THE END,

TO MY READERS.

ELLTON WOOD seems to be very much alive with mysteries just now.
Is there any connection between the Comte de Plessigny and Mr. Heath ?

Have they

any common interests al stake, or is ¥ merely a matter of

coincidence that both should be found indulging in nocturnal and secretive

jaunts into the wood ?

These questions I must leave to you, my chums, lo

ponder over during the interval Lelween this and the next story, " THE RIDDLE
OF BELLTON WOOD'!” when a little more light will be thrown on the

mystery. QOne thing 1s clear, however.

distinct personalities,
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A Tale of sze and Adventure in the North-West.

INTRODUCTION.

JACK ROYCE, returned from C’aamda:, has
called to see his brother,

TEDDY ROYCE, a clerk in London. While
the brothers are togetker they are aroused by a
- loud summons at the door., -

GERALD TELFORD 72as been set upon by
~ roughs, and seeks assistance of the Royces.
The roughs are driven off. Laler, Gerald is

" - informed by' his guardian, BMr, Cardone, that
* the money which the lad was to inherit is lost,
with the exception of £50. The three lads agree

- to try thewr luck in Canada. They set sail for
. Montreal, and eventually reach Winnipey.
Tkrmtghout the journey they are shadowed by

a man named Obed Snaith, one of the ruffians
who had attacked Gerald in London, and who 18
beliered to be in the pay of Mr. Cardone.
While in Winnipeg, the chums rescue a man,

- “micknamed the Mad Prospector, from ruffians.
The man, however, dies of his injuries, but

- geves the lads a secret chart of a rich gold dis-
- * eovery. Thethreelads proceed to Medicine Hat,
south of Alberta, and after some exciting times at
St. Pierre, 1.)0 miles further N.W., they are
offered work in connection with the openmg Up
of @ new line from Edmonion, N.W. of the

_ Rockies, through the Grand Cougar Pass, and |
' wmhmg Dead Breed Lake, which latter place,
being in the vicinity of the Mad Prospector’'s
gold mine, the three youny adventurer's were
an luck’s way. While bivouacking, the chart
i stolen by Connell, a rascally cook to the party.
He 8 observed and followed by Teddy and
Gerald, who track him to his accomplices, and
these prove to be none other than Snauh and
Olesen, beth old enemies of the boys.

- listening to the rogues in consultation, arn unfor-
seen occurrence causes the lads to be discovered

- and captured by the villains. (Now read on.)

“In a Predicament.

TEDDY looked on at the scene help-

lessl It seemed .just then as

" though he had been forgotten by
the scoundrels,

- Connell was hard at work trying to re-

5tqre Spaith’ to “his senses, The big

While .

Swede was makmg it his ob to Le
Gerald pinned down; and the welghly
man was doing that very thoroughly,
making Gerald writhe beneath the huwo
foot like a caterpillar on a pin,

Then the sharp eyes of the boy caught
sight of the rifle that a lewolvel bullet
had torn out of Gerald’s hands. It was
lying there, well within the hrrut of tho
camp-fire.

Teddy dropped to hrs stomach and de-
cided to take the risk. He was himself
unarmed, and he knew these men to ke
dcqpuate with, in the case of one of
them, a great amount of feeling agamat

Ger dld

The boy could not keep lumself luddun
He had. to creep right through the fire-
light. But his outstretched hand seizr.d
the shattered rifle. The butt and stock
were splintered, and there was a hole
right through the ‘thinner part .of
the woodwork. . But i1t was a weapon,
‘and though Teddy was not used to hand-
ling firearms, he felt a glow of pleasure
thiill thmugh him on feeling this ally.

But, even as he seized the weapon. lie
was scen; and by the huge Swede. The
big man gave out a roar akin to that

of an angry grizaly.
‘He pressed down heavily on (-“ld]c1 S
'| body wnt.h his foot, squeezing out of ‘it

what wind there had been left in. Gerai.l
was rendered a heap of gasping help-
lessness.

The Swede* fired pomt blank at tle
plut ky Teddy with his revolver. 1le
must have been a poor shot, for his
bullet went wide. But it caused T cddy
to start and throw the shattered rifle -to
his shoulder, presenting the muzzle of it
at the Swede. ‘
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Hank Olesen was a- man with nn pav-
ticular courage. When he saw the grim,
sugueslive’ ring of steel with ‘T'cddy's
cyes behind it, he gave a yell, and
dodged.

At the same moment, Teddy, his teeth
sel, his heart slogging painfully, pulled
the trigger.

Click !

That was all the sound that came {rom

the rifle. Teudy guve a gusp of dismay,
and felt for the lever of the riflc. He
pulled at it, ‘but without resuit. The

revoiyer-bullet that had shattered the
stock” of the rifle appcared also to have
disorzanigsed the ejector,

And the Swede was quick to see his
opportunity. He knew that Teddy was
harmless cnough. He fired again, and
the bullet stirred Teddy’s hair. Then
he gave a roar like a bull, and dashed
straight at the younger Royce.

Teddy- pluckily aimed a sweeping blow | .

at him with the riflec as he charged.

The weapon caught the man fairly in
the ribs, fetching out a yelp. But,
shaking himsclf fike a great dog, the
Swede reached oul and caught the rifle
in bis huge hand.

Teddv was ouly about sixteen. His
muscles were not vet set. In a test of
strepgth between lumself and this huge
mountain of beef and muscle, - he was
outmatched. Ho hung gamely on to
the rifle for a moment. But the Swede
gave it another tug and that literally
pulled Teddy off his fect. The boy was
swung round; then his hold on the rifle

relaxed, and he felt himself flying
through the air. .
He fell right across the crackling

camp-fire, sending the embers scattering.
The red-hot cinders clung to his clothes,
his hands, his hair, '

Hec cried out aloud in the pain of it.
He struggled clear of the Aumes, but
before he could come to his feet, the
vig Swede was on him again.

Ho was seized by the collar, was
dragged to his feet, and was shaken
till his leeth rattled. Then, using his
flat band, the bullying squarehead began
“to ram swift, merciless blows on the
Loy’s unprotected head and face, accom-
panying the blows with more violent
shakiug. |
Soon Toddy was gasping for breath,
nis head was reeling. But the Swede
kopt up his punishment until, at length,

Teddy lav limp in the Dbrute's grasp ;
L Y
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and when the Swede relcased his hold of
him, he slipped into an inantmate heap lo
tho ground, close alongsidec the equally
unfortunate Gerald.

Gerald was the firsl Lo recover him-
self. He sat up, feeling himself ten.
derly dll over.

"““You big cad!” he panted. ¢ What
have wo done {o you that you should
knock us about like that!'”’

“ Dot boy.” said tho Swede, pointing
to Teddy, ‘ him bosh mec in der body
mid der goon! Dot vos enough. Ya!’

Gerald turned {o the cook, who now
had managed to makce Obed Snaith sit
up. - '
“Connell,” he said, ‘ you'd betler tell
this fellow to let us go, or, when we're
missed at camp, there'll be a row. Jack
Rovceo will soon get after us, and Heaven
help you when ho finds out how you've
treated his brother and me!”

Connell laughed.

‘““ Guess Jack Rovce'll want all his
time to get over his own clip on the
head,”” he said; and this was the first
inlimation Gerald had that Jack had
not been left in the camp sleeping peace-
fully, as he and Teddy had fondly
thought they had left him.

‘“ Just you wait Lill my head’s stopped
buzzin’, sonny,” said Obed Snaith. stae-
goring lo his feet, ‘“ an’ then we’ll talk
to you properly!”

Gerald looked around for some moans
of cscape. But Teddy was lying thore
like a log beside him, and, even had
thero been a chance to make a dash for
frcedom, he could not have taken it and
left his young pal in the hands of these
utter blackguards.

“Ho sighed, and tried {o wait with re-
stignation for what was to follow.

He knew these men were unscrupulous.
He know that the presence of this little
camp was entirely unsuspected by the

eople up at the surveying camp. And
10 knew—he had overheard Snaith say it
—that Snaith was quite ready to do
away with him—and wilh Teddy. too.
Truly the position was desperate enough.
Ho wondered exactly what these men
would do to him and Teddy.

He had not long to wait before he
knew.

Obed Snaith’s head must have stopped
buzzing at length, for he stagecred over
to Gerald's side a few minutos later.

(Continuod on page Iv of cover.)
n
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Gierald, still feeling limp from his rough
handling, crouched on the ground and
looked up at the ruffian; the man whom,
he knew now, his- guardian, Septimus
Cardone, had hired to put him out of the
way, though why, Gerald did not yet
know.x ~_ S TENE

Snaith opened up his conversation with
the hapless lad by-a savage kick in the
ribs that made Gerald groan. "He was
not feeling™any too fit before it, now he
wag “reduced .. to gasping helplessness,
though he was able to understand the
words Snaith said jeeringly to him, -

““ You were spyin’ on us, weren't you,
kid?"” Snaith said. * It was a pity—for
yvou, I guess. S'pose you found out some-
thin’ by listenin’ to our talk, eh?” |

“Y.yes!" Gerald gasped. * You—
you hound!"” .- Ll -

““Well, that don't matter. You've only
done yourself -harm by spyin’ on us!”
Snaith > growled. ** Honest,: I've been
followin’ you about, quite a bit lately,
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but I'd made up my mind to lot you
alone for the future, Got a botter payin'- -
proposition on hand, seein’ your pal's
brother was so good as to let us have
the Mad Prospector’s map. But ye know
too much, Telford, as a result o’ your .
listenin’, and, as I came out to Canada
after you to put you out o' Cardone's
road, I might as well carry on with the
good work now, to put you out o' my
road! BSavvy?' e  T0osl e g

Gerald began to recover his wind and
his nerve. Teddy Royce also, by this
time, was sitting .up, panting, feeling
himself all over. =:The Big Swede had
been ~thorough.in_his treatment of the
younger Royce, * - = == . - . B

He understood what Snaith was say-
ing, certainly.®*And he guessed Snaith
to .be quite capable of putting him—and
Teddy, too—out of the way to suit his
own ends, ) i

.' E
. (To be continued.)
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