


Christmas Thrills In A Haunted House With Nelson Lee —
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CHAPTER 1.
The House of Fear.
TR fizhis of many lanferns sicamed and
; flickered in the winter’s might., On all

~ides ~iretehed the  now-covered

corounds  of  Forest llouse, and the
lantern hghts, appearmmg and  disappearing

hehind the bushes and Slumps of woodland,
were like will-o’-the-wisps. '

I, was two o’clock 1 the moimng, and
the night was dark and still. This old man-
~fon, the ancestral home of Ladyv lustacia
Jowers, stood in the rugged wilderness of
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the New Torest. Tt would have been d:fli-

cilt 1o tind a more desolate stene,

There were severai parties witiv the lan-
torns:;  thevy  were  encirching  the  house,
exawmining the carden pathwayv<, the outhuill-
ines, and everything else connected with the
old house.

And 1t was evident thai an intensive seavceh
WOS N Progioss,

Two of tne parties met. One consisted of
Handforth and Churche and MeClure, of St
Frank’s, and Doris Bevkeley and  Marjorie
Temple: the otner pariy consisted of Reggiv
Pizt, Vivian  Travers,  Winnie ittt and
Viclet Watson.



—And The Chums Of St. Frank’s—Complete Thriller! _

SORCERER!
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of Forest House?

confronted with such a baffling and sinister mystery—never before has he been

called upon to show such skill and steadfast courage as now, when he sets
out to solve the mystery of ‘‘ Nerki the Sorcerer.’’

By EDWY
SEARLES
BROOKS.

Nerki, the worker of black magic, the
man possessed of dreadful power—
what has he to do with the haunting

Never before has Nelson Lee, the celebrated detective, been

“ Any luck ?”’ asked Handforth, his rugged
face haggard and worn. _

*“Nothing, old man—nothing at all,”’ said
Reggie Pitt, shaking his head.

“JI¢’'s awful! We’ve got to find her! W=
must!” said Edward Oswald Handforth, iu

anguish. ““Some of the chaps are saying
that she was spirited away by ghosts, but [
don’t believe 1t. That’s rot! That crooked
devil. Nerki, got hold of her somehow! If
cver I see him again——"

““Steady, Handy, old son!” interrupted
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cood going on like that. We
you feel. But 1t i1s more thau
for us to keep our heads.”

is missing!”’ said Handforth
“She’s gone! Vanished as
thin awr! And there’s not a

“Pitt, “If’s no
know just how
ever leeessary
“But Irene
$raptically.
though mto
trace left.”
His anguish could be easily understood;
for Irene Manners was his special girl chum;
and the very thought that anything dreadful
had happened to her drove him frantic.

-¢“Perhaps the other parties will have some
news?’ suggested Church hopefully. *“‘You
can never tell, Handy. We'd better be get-
ting back to the house. It’s a waste of time
Deing out here.”

“Yes, yes—let's get back,” muttered Hand-
forth.

All these young people were the Christ-
mas - guests of Lady Eustacia Bowers. She
was Archie Glenthorne’s aunt, and it was
Archie, in fact, who had invited the meryy
party to Forest House for Christmas. Archie
had done so for a purposc—believing that the
noisy, light-hearted boys and girls would lift
Aunt Eustacia out of herself. For, for many
weeks past, she had been getting more and
more deeply under the influence of Professor
Ivan Nerki, the strange occultist who called
himself the ‘‘Sorcerer of the New Forest.”

Nerki’s loncly forest home was only a
mile or two along this desolate, snowbound
by-road.. Lady Bowers had always been an
eccentric—at least, since the death of her
husband., She had taken up cult after cuit,
and Archie had bemoaned the change in her.

His efforts to help her, it seemed, were to
be doomed to failure; for this Christmas
party had been fraught with mystery and
terror ever since the boys and girls had col-
lected under that strange roof.

‘The various search-partics came in from all
quarters; and, with snow clinging to their
stout shoes, they collected in the great hall
of the mansion, where the electric lights
were gleaming brightly. There was not a
servant in this house, for they had all fled
at the first ghostly manifestations—and there
had been many such during the past days.

Nevertheless, there were three men with
the boys and girls—three of the most deter-
mined of men, too. For they were none other
than Nelson Lee, the cclebrated detective,
Lord Dorrimore, the intrepid explorer-peer,
and Umlosi, the mighty King of Kutanaland.
The latter had had a strange experience this
night, and he had been badly shaken, and
he had even expressed a_view that Forest
House was genuinely haunted.

Umlosi feared no man—but he was super-
stitious, like many Africans.

‘“Well, boys, I'm afraid our efforts have
been useless,’”” said Nelson Lee, as he stood
at the foot of the great staircase. addressing
the guests. ‘““We have searched the house,
and we have searched the grounds Irene
has not been found—or any trace of her.
It i< a complete mystery -

- But we’ve got to do something, zuv’nor,”
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said  Nipper. She must be here some-
where,””

“We've got to search the house again——*
began ‘Handforth. . .

“No!” came an agitated voice from the
wide landing above. It is useless to search
for that poor girl. She is dead.” |

All eyes were turned upwards; and there,
standing against the balustrade was Lady
Lustacia Bowers herself. And the hostess of
this strange Christmas party was looking a
mere shadow of her own self. The tragedy
—or what she believed to be a tragedy—had
left her a haggard wreck.

‘“ Please, Lady Bowers, leave this to me,”
said Lee quickly., *‘The girl shall be
found—"

“She cannot be found, Mr. Lee,” inter-
rupted her ladyship, her voice harsh with
agony. “Do I not know? Nerki appearcd
to me to-night, and he gave me a terrible
warning. He knows that this house is
haunted by the evil spirit of an elemental—
a semi-materialised phantasm of the dead.”

‘““ But that i1s sheer nonsense, Lady Bowers,”’
said Lee sharply. ‘‘Nerki has been putting
these ridiculous ideas into your head——"

“Nerki is right!” said Lady Bowers
angrily. ‘“‘For a time, Mr. Lee, I allowed
myself to be swayed by your argumens.
But now I know the truth! Nerki warned
me that unless all my guests leave this housc,
one of them would be seized—killed by the
elemental, and carried away into the astrai
spaces, there to be .destroyed by the evii
spirits. Do not the facts prove that Nerki
was right? This girl has vanished—without
any apparent cause, You heard a scream,
and that is all. She was seized in the open
corridor, and thus she was carried away.
1t is folly to search, for she will never be
found. She is dead—dead!” ) :

Her ladyship’s voice was a wail now, and
she was sobbing. And before Nelson Lee
could speak she thrust out a shaky hand.

“Go!” she panted. ‘‘Please, please!
Everybody! Go away from this accursed
house, lest others of you should be killed by
the evil spirit which fxaunts it.”’

Archie Glenthorne ran up the stairs, and,
dceply touched, he gripped his aunt’s arm.

“Pull yourself together, aunt, old thing,”
he said earnestly. *‘Dash it, you can’t turn
our guests away in the middle of the nighst
like this! There’s nowhere for them to go,
or—or anything1”’ _

‘“Let them go!” whispered Lady Bowers. -
‘““Any place is better than this!”

VERYBODY'’S nerves were on edge.
The *“‘manifestations’ which had
been taking place: at Forest House
were so bizarre that even Nelson Lee
was forced to confess that he was baffed.
There was no ordinary ghost here, there was
nothing which could be seen or identified.
In this haunted house things—happened.
Furniture was suddenly Hung into the arr,
and smashed without any apparent cause.
Objects were hurled across rooms. Crockery
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was broken, and so forth. Any student of
the occult would have declared that the
house was haunted by an elemental, or semi-
materialised phantasm of the dead.

But Nelson Lee was convinced that the
¢“haunting ” was the result of trickery by
Professor Ivan Nerki.

It .was a significant fact that Professor
Nerki had obtained a firm hold over Lady
Bowers, and she was ' immensely wealthy.
Archie suspected that his aunt had already
paid Nerki heavy sums. It was easy cnough
for the mystic to get money out of his
victims—especially those victims who were
wholly under his ‘‘spell.”” And Nelson Lee
himself knew from ecxperience how easy it
‘is for lonely and wecalthy women to part with
fantastic sums to such charlatans. Even if
Lee could prove nothing against Nerki, he
was at least anxious to open Lady Bowers’
eyes to his rcal character. For Lee was
definitely of the opinion that Nerki was a
fake and a fraud.

He was a clever man, too—a brilliant con-
jurer, and what he did not know about the
art of the magician was not worth learning.

Nelson Lee had only come down to Forest
House for a brief holiday in answer to
Nipper’s invitation. And he- had found the
house upside down, with all the scrvants
gone. Lee had half a suspicion that the
servants had somehow been ‘*‘got at.”
Nerki was determined to rid the house of
Lady Bowers’ guests—and his object was
obvious. Their healthy influence was having
its cffect, and he was losing her. And in
losing her, perhaps, he was losing his most
prolific source of income.

Finding things so scrious in this old
country mansion, Nelson Lee had sent a
telegram to Lord Dorrimore, his old friend;
and Dorrie had come down poste-haste,
bringing Umlosi with him.

And still the mystery remained as baffling
as ever,

L ISTEN !’ said Nipper suddenly.

He was in that crowd in the big
hall, And it so happened that he
was nearest to the great door.

“What is 1t?” asked Mary Summers, who
was near him.

“Footsteps!” said Nipper.

C‘Oh!” '

“Who can be outside at this hour of ‘the
night ?”’ |

runch, crunch, erunch!

In the momentary silence which ensued,
the footsteps could be distinctly heard
crunching over the frozen snow. The boys
and girls looked at one another askance.

“Nothin’ to be afraid of,” said Lord
Dorrimore briskly.  “Probably the local
hobby, wonderin’ why the lights are on. It
might be a good idea to invite him in.”

Rap, rap! Rap, rap! |

It was Nipper who flung the door open, and
then he uttered an exclamation. For it was
no rural constable outside, but the sinister
figzure of Professor Ivan Nerki,

b

LEE LIBRARY

“There is trouble here, I believe,” said the
mysiic i1mpressively.

He walked straight in past Nipper, and the
others fell away as he advanced, for there
was something cerie in his very appearance,
and they shrank away. Nerki advanced to
the very centre of the hall, and stood look-
ing up at Lady Bowers. She herself seemed
relieved, and a little colour came back into
her cheeks.

“Ah, my good Nerki!” she exclaimed. “I
am glad you have come. Perhaps you, with
vour wisdom, will be abie to convince these
foolish people how wrong they are to stay
in this house.”

If Nelson Lee had needed any evidence to
show him how completely Lady Bowers was
in Nerki’s grip, that evidence was now
supplied. The man positively held her under
a kind of hypnotic spell. Yet there was
rcally no suggestion of hypnotism in it. He
had won her over by his mysticism, and this
strange “cult ”’ had gripped her as though
in a vice. The extraordinary happenings at
Forest House had satisfied Lady Bowers that
Nerki’s warnings were justified. He was a
“gseer”; he had known of what would
happen, and she believed in him implicitly.

He secmed to be an elderly man, with a
long white beard. He was dressed in a black
cloak which reached to his very ankles, and
on his head there was a shapeless black cap.
The boys knew that the beard was false—and
he had even explained to them that he only
wore 1t for the sake of appearances, since
people expected a magician to look his part.
The man’s audacity was startling.

“You are bold, Professor Nerki, to come
here to-night!” said Nelson Lee steadily.

“No, sir; I am here because I feel that
my presence 1is needed,” replied the mystic.
“To-night I have had a vision; 1 believe
that a tragedy has bcen enacted here. And
I have come to offer Lady Bowers my
protection.”

Handforth strode up to him, and his eyves
were blazing.

“You mcan you’ve come here to play some
more of your dirty tricks!” he said
ferociously.  “You humbug! You tricky
crook! What have vou done with Irene?”

Nerk: looked at him coldly.

“Have you taken leave of your senses?”
he asked. “I do not know what you are
talking about.”

“Yes, you do!” shouted Handforth pas-
sionately. “You spirited Ircne away—and
now you’ve got the nerve to come here and
pretend to know nothing about it! By
George! I’ll smash you up! I—-I'll—”

He was preparing to hurl himself upon
Nerki, for he was aﬁnost beside himself with
anxiety and worry; but Church and McClure
and Travers and one or two of the other
fellows held him back. Meanwhile, Nelson
Lec had advanced, and the detective was now
facing the visitor.

“Just why have yon come here, Professor
Nerki ?” asked the detective.

“I came to offer my services to Lady
Bowers—and I will address myself to Lady
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Bowers,” replied Nerki. “You are an un-
heliever, sir. You have even cast doubts
upon my own integrity. I feel no animosity
against you for that, for all sceptics insult
me. But 1 am pained. Indced, I am sorry
for you.”

This was Nerky’s favourite pose. Nipper
and many of the other boys had actually
seized him in his own house, and had locked
him up in a shed. It was this trick, in fact,
which had brought about the Christmas party.
For Nipper had impersonated Nerki, and had
advised Lady Bowers to invite the young
guests. And Nerki, at that time, had merely
expressed his sadness that the boys could be
so misguided. It was clever of him to refrain
from open anger.

“You say that you
occurred here ?” asked Nelson Lee.
did you know ?” -

Nerki ignored him.

“I am distressed, Lady Bowers, that this
dreadful thing should have happened,” he
saidd. “I do not know how I knew of it, but
in my own home a vision camec to me. 1
saw. And I was impelled to come.”

“Tell them of the danger,” said Lady
Bowers urgently. “Oh, do tell them!”

“I tell them, but they heed not,” replied
the mystic with a shrug. **An innocent
young girl has been gpirited away by the
dread elemental which haunts this house. By
now shé has been taken to the astral spaces,
and is no more. Let these people remain,
and another of them might be seized. It i1s
imposstble for me to say. I only know that
the peril 1s ghastly. 1t is hideous. Even
now, as we talk, the elemental might strike.”

The boys and girls were looking at omne
“another in a scared sort of way. There was
certainly  something  extraordinarily 1m-
pressive in Nerki’s manner. He positively
exuded an aura of ghostliness. But Nelson
Lee, at least, took no notice of this. It was
Nerki’s stock-in-trade.

“You have heard?”’ asked Lady Bowers.
**Ol, boys and girls! I beg of you to leave
this house! Nerki is right! JMr. Lee, please
see reason!”

“I think I sec something else!” snapped
Nelson Lee.

And, with a sudden movement, he leapt
forward, and from Professor Nerki’s coat he
took two golden hairs!

know that tragedy
“How

CHAPTER 2.
The Footprints of the Monster.

ROFESSOR NERKIT, quite unaware of
Nelson Lee’s 1ntention,” had backed
away in sudden fear. Perhaps he
believed that the detective was about

to attack him.

“What do you do?” he asked breathlessly.

Lee held the golden hairs up to the light,
and his expression was hard. Not much
more than an hour before Irene Manncrs had
left the. others, and had gone back to her
bed-room for some shoes. A scream had
been heard—and that was all. She had

}'anished. And her hair was fair—golden, in
act.

*Perhaps you will tell me, Professor Nerki,
how it is that I find two golden hairs—girl’s
hairs—on your black coat?” asked Lee
ominously. |

“What!” shouted Handforth, running up.

“Keep back, young ’un,” said Lee. “Let
me deal with this matter.”

Nerki was dumbfounded.

“But, no! It is impossible!” he exclaimed
in confusion. “What do you try to do?
Trick me? Bah! Do you think you can
force me te speak——"

“I.am asking you, Professor Nerki, to ex-
plain the presence of these golden hairs on
your jacket!” insisted Lee. I am making
no accusation, but the -hair of the missing
girl 18 precisely this colour.”

Nerki recovered himself; for he knew that
this “clue ? was no clue at all. Lee could
prove nothing by it. But his momentary
confusion had becn quite sufficient to convince
Nelson Lee of the man’s gult.

“I know nothing!” said Nerki angrily.
“This evening a client came; she brought her
child. I am fond of children, and thec little
girl climbed upon my knee.”

““ And do you expect me to bclieve that?”
asked Nelson Lee contemptuously. ’

“Sir! You insult me!” said the mystic.

““And you insult my inteclligence!” retorted
Nelson Lee. ‘Do you expect mc to believe
that you were scated at home, by your fire-
side, wearing that great overcoat? No, Pro-
fessor Nerki; I cannot compliment you upon
that hurriedly invented explanation. It 1s
excecdingly feeble.” o

Nelson ILecec’s tone was scathing, and the
man almost visibly writhed. ,

“I am the fool to give any explanation
at all!” he said curtly. “I came here to
give warning to Lady Bowers ”

“No, Nerki, this won’t do!”’ broke in Lec,
reaching forward and seizing the man by
both arms. “We have had enough of your
shilly-shallying, my friend! Where is that
girl? I should advise you to tell the truth!”

“It will be—healthy!”’ said Lord Dorri-
more, moving nearer.

Nerki looked like a caged tiger, and his
eyes burned with hatred. Lady Botvers stood
looking on, a new flush coming into her face.
Pcrhaps Nerki’s behaviour was bringing {resh
doubt into her mind.

‘““ Gentlemen—please!”” she begged. ¢ This
conduct 1s most unseemingly.’’

“I am very sorry, Lady Bowers—but I do
not hold this man in the same esteem as you
do,” replied Lece. ““Now, Necrki, are you
going to tell me the truth about these golden
hairs?”

“T shall tell you nothing!” snarled the
other, wrenching himself back.

Lee scornfuliv tugged at the fulse beard
and pulled it clean away. ‘
. “Must you wear this make-up, even when
you go, abroad?”’ he asked scathingly. ‘“Or
are you afraid that Lady Bowers might sus-
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pect you of being the trickster you are? You
have not fooled me. lvan Nerki.”

“Oh!” came an cxclamation from Lady
Bowers. |

And it was obvious that she was startled.
Nerki, hearing that “Oh!” uttered a cry of
uncontrollable rage, and he tore himsclf free.

“I will not stay to be further insulted!”
he almost screamed. ’

And with a sudden run
front door and was gone.

““Come on—after him!” yelled Handiorth.

‘“ Rather!”

“Let’s grab himr!” |

The boys were thoroughly excited. Hand-
forth, in particular, did not wish to sece Nerki
escape. For the finding of those hairs on
the man’s coat  was sufficient evidence for
‘Edward Oswald. |

“Come back, you young idiots!” called
Nelson Lee. “I don’t mind Nerki knowing
what 1 think of him; but we have no evi-
dence against him. The hairs cannot be
used as evidence. The man can snap his
fingers at us.”

But Handforth and several of the others
had snatched up their lanterns and were well
away by now. It 1s doubtful if they hcard
Nelson Lee’s words. Not that their chase
was of any use.

Nerki had obtained a fairly good start, and
it was not even possible to follow his foot-
prints on the frozen snow. For there had
been such a lot of trampling round and about
the house during the past hour that Nerki’s
footprints were not distinguishable from any
of the others.

“It’s no good, Handy,” said Church, at
last, as he paused for breath. ‘The rotter
has got away. There’s no telling where he
is now. He might have dodged behind any
of these trees, and we can’t scarch all the
grounds.”

Haudforth was breathing hard.

“Think of it,” he muttered. ‘Irenc’s hairs
on his coat! That means that the rotter
must have grabbed her, and carried her off

he reached the

somewhere. T'll bet he’s holding her a
prisoder.”
" “It’s no good guessing!” said McClure.
“Besides, we've got to leave this to
Mr. Lee.”

Even Handforth realised the futility of

further search. So he and the others took
a short cut back towards the house, crossing
the big lawns, where the snow was more or
less unbroken.

“Hallo!”” said 'Travers, holding his own
lamp high. *‘ \What’s that trail over therc—
by the rose garden? Rummy-looking foot-
prints, aren’t they?”

“Where ?” asked Handforth, straining his
eyes.

They all moved over, and presently they
saw .the trail which Vivian Travers had in-
dicated. And the boys came to a halt, staring
at the snow in wonder—and in some un-
easiness.

For the footprints they saw werc unnatural.
They were great sprawly things, neither

hwinan nor animal. But the creature which
had made them was undoubtedly two-legged,
and the strides were enormous. The foot-
prints themselves were almost as wide as
they were long, and there was no mark of
any hecl or toe. They were just great oblong
splodges.

“Well, I'm jiggered!” said Handforth in
an awed voice, .

“I don’t like the look of ’em!” muttered

Church, with an uncasy glance over his
shoulder. *Great Scott! Nothing human

could have made such footprints!”
““Nothing animai, either,” said McClure.

“Then what did, dear old fellows?” asked
Travers. ‘“A ghost? The elemental itself?
I’ve always understood that those johnnies
were more or less vapourish.” |

“But they say that this elemental .is half-
materialised,” said Church. ‘I don’t know
what to belicve—-" '

“Well, you needn’t believe that rot!”
growled Handforth. ‘ Whatever made these
footprints was solid—and beastly solid at
that. Look how big they are! And they
weren’t made more than a few minutes ago,
by the fresh look of them! Come on! We’ll
follow them, and sce where they lead us.”

They moved forward in a body, keeping
close together—and they took care not to
disturb the footprints of the ‘ monster.”
Neison Lee would want to seec them.

The trail led away across the unbroken
snow of the lawns, and Travers suddenly
uttered an amused chuckle.

“What’s the maticr?” Handforth,
looking at him.

““It only struck me, dear old fellow, that
we're mugs,” said Travers calmly.

“Mugs? How?”

“Well, look at this trail!”

“I’'m looking at it! What of it?”

“Doesn’t it strike you that it was made
deliberately—so that we should see it?™
asked Travers. ‘*‘It's well clcar of all the
other footprints. The man—or thing—which
made the trail took care to make it with
odd clarity. And it seems to me that we're
walking right into the trap.”

“Trap!”’ -almost yelled Handforth.

“We're following the trail, aren’t we?”
retorted Travers. *“ Before we go any farther,
I think we’d better sing out to the others.
Mr. Lee ought to be in on this, anyhow.
It’s only fair. He’ll be as wild as the
dickens if we don’t tell him.”

asked

“Rot! We ought to follow the trail while
it’s hot!” growled Handforth. ‘Why waste
time ?” _

But the others demurred. Travers was
right. And Church, without any further

ado, broke into a run and made straight for
the house, shoutinz as he went. -

N the hall, Nelson Lee was facing Lady
Bowers.

“I don’t Lknow what to think,

Mr. Lee,” the good lady was saying.

“1 believed so implicitly in Professor Nerki.
He has advised me for many months—I
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have ruled my very life upon his injunctions.
I believe he 1s right about this house; I
belicve he came here honestly, to give me
an earnest warning. Yet, when I think of
his behaviour just now—"’

“I found it difficult, Lady Bowers, to con-
vince you of the truth,” said Nelson Leec, as
she paused. “It was too brutal a truth to
tell you bluntly. It was necessary, more or
less, that you should find out for yourself.
But\I am certain that Nerki is a fraund—a
humbug. He has been preying upon you,
deluding you. He knew that this Christmas
party would make such a change in you that
he could no longer claim you as a victim.
That is why he has been at such pains to
frighten the boys and girls away.”

““And then you came, guv’nor,” said
Nipper. ‘Nerki had started then, and ~he
couldn’t very well back out. Then, after-
wards, Dorrie and Umlosi turned up, and that
made it worse. Worse for Nerki, I mean.”

“That he should wear a false beard,” said
Lady Bowers, with scorn in her voice. ‘I
never suspected that!” )

“(Qdds surprises and startlers!” said Archie.
“We knew it long ago, Aunt Eustacia, old
girl. Naturally, we didn’t tell you. The
hlighter had the nerve to say that he wore it
for effect.”

The snatching of Nerki’s beard had been a
simple enough action on Lee’s part—and, in
fact, purely impulsive. But it had done much
to convince Lady Bowers of the man’s
treachery.  For some reason her ladyship
was looking not ouly startled, but almost
frichtened. '

“If he is false!” she almost whispered.
“Qh, if he is false! 1t is almost too terrible
to believe.”

“Why do you. speak in that way, Lady
Bowers ?”’ asked Nelson Lee, looking at her
scarchingly. : ,

“‘Because Professor Nerki has persuaded
me—— But, no! I .cannot betray a con-

fidence,” said Aunt Eustacia, suddenly com-

pressing her lips. “I am not yet satisfied
that the professor is—is insincere. Oh, 1
cannot believe it!” '

““1f T can prove to you that it was he who
engincered the kidnapping of Irene Manners,
and that he caused all the so-called spirit
manifestations in this house, will you be
satisfied then?’’ asked Lee. ‘‘And, being
satisfied, will you give me your full con-

fidence 7’ .
“Yes, yes said Lad

12

Bowers eagerly.
“Prove this to me, Mr. Lee—and I will teli
you everything!  But until then—until I
know for certain that Nerki is false, my
lips are sealed.”’

There was some secret here—some secret
which Lee vaguely suspected. But he did
not press his questions. Already he had got
Lady Bowers doubting—and that was good
progress. Nerki’s visit had been ill-timed,
indeed—for he had done himself an enormous
amount of harm by coming. And he had
thought, no doubt, to strengthen his own
position with Lady Bowers,

"no other trail—and

“Mr. Lee—Myr. Lee!” '

The voice sounded vaguely from some-
urgency. _ : .
. ““Oh! Perhaps they’ve found Rene!”
cricd Doris, running to:the door.

Nelson-'Lee and Lord Dorrimore. were at
the door in a moment, and they could see
Church in the distance, waving his Jantern.

“What 1s it ?”’ called Lee. .
came Church’s

‘““Can  you come, sir?”’
shout. <

‘““Have you discovered somethin’?”’ yelled
Dorrie.

““No, sir—not about* Irene!”’ replied

Church, to the chagrin of tho other girls.
“It’s—it’s  something else. We only want
you,. Mr. Lee! Don’t let any of the girls
come. :

“Young ass!” muttered Lee. ‘‘That’s the
very way to bring the whole crowd.”

And he was right. The schoolgirls, who
had been searching with the others, and who
were wearing their thick coats, came out
at once, eager and curious. So 1t-was that
a considerable crowd gathered on the lawns, -
looking at those extraordinary splodgy foot-
prints. : «

“We found them after we had chased
Nerki—and after he had got away from us,”
explained Handforth. ‘“What do you make
of ’em, sir? I never saw any footprints like
’am in all my life!”

‘““They are certainly—unusual,” agreed
Nelson Lee, as he bent over the strange foot-
prints. -

“Do you know where they started ?” asked
Dorrie. |

“We saw them, for the first time, near tho
terrace,” replied Travers. “I think they
were all mixed up with the other footprints,
higher up. The snow is tremendously dis-
turbed there, and I dare say it’ll be i1mpos-
sible to follow the trail. But this way there’s
this 1s the way the
monster went.’’

‘““Really, Travers, thcre is no reason f{o
refer to it as a ‘monster,’’’ said Nelson
Lee, almost sharply. ‘‘Nerves are on edge
enough. There is not the slightest evidence
of a monster. Footprints are the easlest
things in the world to fake. A man wearing
padded sacking on his shoes could make just
such footprints as these. So plecase keep
your imaginations within a reasonable limit.

The boys and girls had a suspicion that
Nelson Lee made that remark to allay their
qualms. It was all very well to say that a
man with padded feet could have made the
marks; but they were quite clear-cut, and ob-
viously the footprints of some enormous
creature. No man could have made such a
stride. i

With Nelson Lee leading the way, the
party followed the trail. It led right across
the lower lawns, out. beyond the orchards
and the vegetable gardens. And soon the
party found itself up against a low hrick
wall. The monster’s footprints led right
up to this brick wall, but when Tee and
Dorrie prepared to scramble over the wall,
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thevy paused, their lanterns held high. For
on the other side the snow lay unbrokemn.
The trail was ended.

““Hallo! This is infernally . queer,"”
Dorrie, in a low voice,

He was amazed. There was snow on the
top of the wall—it was quite undisturbed.
So was the snow to left and to right—and
on the other side of the wall. How, then,
had this weird creature continued its pro-
uress? Where had it gone to? Why had
it left no further trail ?

“Oh, my goodness!’ said Handforth, with
a gulp.

said

“Well, it’s a graveyard.”
““What!” exclaimed Nelson Lee and loed
Dorrimore 1n one voice.

“Fact, sir,” said Nipper. ‘““That oid
building is a chapel. It hasu’t been used fot
over a hundred years, I understand. But
in the old days, this was the family burial
ground.”

’

““ And—and those awful footprints come
here, right to this wall—and then they
vanish !’ said Church, with a shiver. *Oh,

let’s get back to the house! I'm scared—and

I don’t mind admitting it!"”’

'\\\_\\"“.‘\\ N N\

Irene Manners stopped short with a sudden gasp of terror.
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There before her in the under-

ground vaults a flickering light moved steadily forward, and behind the light showed an enor-
mous black Shape—she was trapped !

He was staring straight ahcad—at a low
building just visible at the outskirts of the
lights’ radius—a building which was par-
tially concealed by thick trees.

“What 1s it, Handforth?"” asked Lee
quickly.

“That--that  Dbuilding, siv,”  muttered
Handforth.

“What about it ?”

““ Archic was telhng us, o day or two
ago "

“Good gad!” broke in Avchic. ““That’s

richt, Handy, cld thing! 1
how frightfully frightful!”

““What are you boys talking about?” de-
manded Nelson Lee impatiently.

“I think I understand,” said Nipper, a
queer look in his eyes. “You sec this spuce
on the other side of the wall, guv'nor—
where the snow is unbrolken?”’

“lfes.’i

mcan to say,

There was a silence. They were all look-
g at one another in dread. And they
looked, too. at that undisturbed snow—and
their thoughts were alarming.

“They say that elementals are phantasms
of the dead!” muttered Church. ‘‘Oh, my
goodness! Supposing  that chap, Nerki, is

right? This awful thing can have come
from one of these graves! It steals out after
dark, and——"

“That’s enough, Church.,” said l.ce
sharply.

“I'm sorry, sir——-"

“You should be!" snapped Lee.  “ You are
talking absolute nonscusc!™

“Yes, sir,” said Church meckly.

“We will all get _back to the house—and
I will examine this spot more thoroughly
when daylight comes,”” continued Lee.
“There must be some logical explanation.
Why should this--this thing leave footprints
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in one place, and not in another? Cannot
vou see that it is another dodge, to work
upon your imaginations? I’'m sorry you
came here.”’

He turned abruptly, and walked away.
And the others lost no time in accompanying
him. Nobody wanted to be left until tho
last—with their backs turned to that silent
graveyard.

—— e

CHAPTER 3.
The Prisoner.
ROFESSOR IVAN YNERKI, the so-

P mitted himself into his lonely house.
He had deliberately walked back by
road, although it was very much nearer
across the park. In fact, it was astonish-
ingly nearer, if one took the trouble to obtain
a bird’s-eye view, from the topmost path
of the Forest House roof. But there were
%0 inany little spinneys intervening, with
hillocks and gulleys, that one was apt to be
deceived. By road, the distance was prac-
tically two miles. But as the crow flies, the
1wo houses were not separated by more than
three-quarters of a mile. -
But Nerki had stuck to the road.

For he had a suspicion that Nelson Lee
would [follow his trail—perhaps look for his
very footprints. And during that walk
Nerki had come to more than one conclusion.
He was frightened. He was thoroughly
alarmed.

He strode into his “mystery” room—that
room with the domed ceiling, showing ail
the signs of the Zodiac. 'There were no black
curtains round it now, and 1t was revealed
as; a comfortably furnished sitting-room.
Nerki switched on all the lights, and Hung
aside his great black coat.

“Ezra!”’ he called <harpiy.
thunder are you, you fool?”

An inner door opened, and Nerki’s man-
servant appeared. He was small and slightly
wizened, with close-set, cunning eyves. Those
eyes opened wide as he now beheld his master
—beardless. - .

"~ “What’s happened?”’ he asked.
beard! Has something gone wrong?”’

“Don’t stand there asking idiotic ques-
tions!” snapped Nerki. *‘Get me a drink!”

The man hastened to obey.

“Things are getting hot, Ezra—brutally
hot!”” said Nerki, glowering. “If only I
could ¢ get’ that interfering gilound, Lee, the
situation might yet be saved. The kids don’t
matter now. It's Lee—and that fellow, Dor-
rimore—who do matter. They’re getting the
old girl -round on their side. I'm losing my
grip.”’

“But you can’t do that!”’ said Eazra,. in
alarm. “1I mean, just when things are coming
right. You had her eating out of your hand
before Christmas.”

Nerki gulped down the drink, and such was
his rage that he sent the glass crashing into
the fender,

“Where 1in

“Your

called Sorcerer of the New Forest, ad-

““Those kids!” he snarled. ‘I could have
dealt with them! How could I possibly pre-
pare for i man like Lee? 1 was in the game
up to my neck before I knew that he was on
the scene.”

“Things broke badly, and no. mistake,”.
said Ezra gloomily.

“Now there are these others—I.ord Dorri-
more and that accursed nigger!” went on
Nerki, in savage tones. *‘It’s dangerous to
go on, Ezra, but what else can I do? I can’c
draw back mnow—without: letting the old
woman know definitely, that I am a fake.
I’'ve got to go on. And in going on I stand
a chance of Lee nailing me!”

Ezra was looking uncomfortable.

““There’s that girl,” too,” he said. ‘‘You
nmust have been pretty desperate when you
grabbed her, Nerki. Don’t you think it was
a fool thing to do? What are you going to
do with her?” ‘

“I don’t know,” replied Nerki, pacing up
and down. ‘Don’t bother me with fool ques-
tions! When I ‘appeared’ beforo Lady
Bowers, I told her that one of the guests
would vanish. I had to keep the thing up,
hadn’t I? I thought she "would collapse
after the girl had. gone—I thought she would
send everybody away. But they’re still there
—and it’s Lee’s fault! My plan was to leu
the girl go afterwards. It wouldn’t have mat-
tered then.” :

“And as it is, we've got to keep her,” said
the other. ‘‘And that’s awkward, isn’t i1t?
Seems to me, Nerki, that you've got things
into a fine old mess.”

There was mnothing of the mystic about
Professor Ivan Nerki now. He was just an
ordinary man—and a very angry man at that.
With all his trappings cast aside, he stood
revealed as a commcnplace ciook.

“We shall have to think of somecthing,
that’s all,” he said. ‘“I'm not admitting
dgefeat. Perhaps those ‘ monster’ footprints
will have some effect. I don’t know. I’m un-
certain of everything now. With Lee search-
ing into every hole and corner—— Bah!
Give me another drink!”

He gulped it down, and then told his
assistant of his misadventure at Forest House,

““The man has got eyes like a lynx!” he
snapped. “Actually saw two of the girl’s
hairs on my coat! What was the good of
denying it? He can’t prove anything, of
course. But he knows. That’s the trouble,
Ezra. He knows—and he’ll pry aboyt and
probe about, until he has discovered somec-
thing else.” -

‘“Seems to me you’ve gone too far already,”
said Ezra, shaking his head. It's not too late
for ns ta holt.” .

“Without the main prize ?”’ snapped Nerki.
“Not me! I'm no quitter! Where’s the girl
now? Sure she’s all right?”,

‘“Better come and have a look at her,”
said the other. ‘“I’'m hanged if I know what
to do with her—now.”

Nerki passed through the inner doorway,
and having gone along a narrow passage, he
soon turned into a small room at the back.
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And here, lying on a couch, was Irene Man-
ners.  The girl was quite unharmed. She
was fully dressed, and a rug had been laid
over her, and ehe appeared to be slceping
quite peacefully.

“She’s all right,” said Nerki, as he gently
lifted her eyelids. ““The stuff won't do her
any harm.”

‘When do you reckon she’ll comne round ?”

“In about a couple of hours, I expect—but
I shall have to give her another dose,” said
Nerki. ‘It would be fatal for her to wake up
here—and find out where she is. In fact, we
ought to get rid of her—take her somewhere
clse, in case the house is searched. I don’t
trust Lee.”

“But he’ll have to get a scarch warrant
first,” said the othenr.

“Don’t you believe it! I.ce isn't an official
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that I thiought things would break differentiy ?
Where's the infant?”

‘“‘Hasn’t got back yet.”

‘““He ought to have been back long ago,”
grumbled Nerki. ‘I hope nothing’s happened
to him. What a fool the fellow is! He
nceds looking after all the time.™

He went across to a corner of the wall
where there was no furniture—where the wall,
in fact, was of bare stonework. He reached to
the mantelpiece, and pulled against a projee-
tion; and, instantly, a part of the barc wall
fell back, revealing a black cavity. A cold,
dank draught blew upwards into his face.

“They’ll never find this, anyway!” he mut-
tered. |

He pulled a powerful electric torch from
his pocket, and flashed it on, and passed down
some steep stone steps. Presently, he came

detective—and he into a low stone
doesn’t use official chamb_er, and in
lr{wtlll\Ods’”Hs aid . : one sidc of :lns -
Nerki., “He's got T h —opposite t L e
all those con- The Most Thn'hng Story stairs—there  was

founded boys be-
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hind him.- What's - . tunnel. Nerki
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all swooping flashing . his torch
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house and search- ‘THE GREEN BUTTON' “Hallo, there!”
ifng t.-)he }\)\lracl-e b}'; ° he sang out.

orce . La Then he  lis-
could we do? Starring the mystery men of tened intently.
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when she awakened she would be suffering
from nothing more scrious than a blinding
headache.

“I tried to keep her quict—but the little

spitfire had plenty of courage,” growled
Nerki. “She strugzied hard. and screamed,
too. It was a lucky thing I got her away

in time.”

“It was while she was struggling, I sup-
posc, that those hairs got on your coat?”
asked Ezra. “Gosh! Lce must have sharp
eyes.”’

‘“Are you surprised?”” esnapped Nerki.
“Don’t you know his reputation? Of all the
men to come down to this (vod-forsaken spot,
it has to be Nelson Lee! What do you call
that for cursed luck?”

“It was a risky thing
said Ezra, troubled ‘That’s kidnapping,
Nerki—and that means a long stretch. Until
vou did this there wasn’t much against you—
very little that could be proved, anyway. But
:}b seems to me that you've gone a step too
ar——

“I know it, don’t I?” snarled Nerki, swing-
ing round on him. ‘“Shut up, you fool! I
krow I’ve made a mistake! But what am I
going to do about it? Haven't I told you

to grab this girl,”

strange tunnecl.
He went back up the steps, closed thc stone
door, and looked at Ezra unceriainly.

““I ought to have kept my eye on him!”
he said  “‘Until he gets back I shan’t feel
safe. Confound the fool! 1 need him, too.
We've got to plan something—and it’s got
to be done to-night. There arc still some
hours of darkness left, and if ouly we¢ can
get a really big scare, we might win yet.”

He moved towards the door, and then
paused.

“You'd better stay here,” he said. *““Keep
your cye on the girl—and give me warning
the very instant she shows any sign of waking
up. If she does wake up, clap that rug over
her face, and hold her until I come. And
when the infant returns, send him to me.”_

“Supposing the kid spots me before I can
cover her up with the rug?” asked Ezra.
“Wouldn’t it be better to give her another
shot of the stuff now ?”

“Too risky,” replicd Nerki. ‘Do you think
I want her to die on my hands? Oh, no! I'm
not taking chances like that, my friend! And
girls are queer cattle to play around with.”

““She’s all right yet,” said Ezra, giving
Irene another look. “You're unnerved,
chief. Don't you think I'd better get you
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some hot black coffce? It'll steady you up

a bit.”

*“All right—that’s a guod 1dea,” said Nerki. -

“But make it quick.”

They went out—and never in all their ex-
perience had they fooled any of their vietims
s thoroughly as one of their victims had
now fooled them!

For the instant the door closed, Irenc
Manners sat up, her blue cyes wide open.

“Oh!” she breathed. *Queer cattle, are
we? I’ll remember that, Mr. Nerki!”

The girl was not only awake, but wide
awake.

It had required all
courage, to simulate
Nerki had hfted her eyelids.
succeeded—she had fooled him.

Either she was stronger than Nerki had
believed, or he had failed to give her a full
dose of the drug. At all events, she had been
partially recovering some minutes earlier—
hefore the two men had come into the room.
Very dazed, she had heard their earlier talk,
and yet she had succeeded in remaining per-
fectly still, as though sound aslecp. And,
alt the time, she was in dread, for it had
heen a terrible ordeal for her—to lie quiet
upon that couch, and to know that two
strange men were looking down upon her.

The room was in total darkness now, but
Irene acted decisively. Venturing to slightly
raise her eyelids wilen the two men had
moved away from the couch, she had seen
Nerki pull on the mantelpiece; and she had
seen the opening of that strange stone door
m the wall.

It was a way of escape!

She knew from what the
said that she would not be left alone for
more than a few nmunutes. But for the black
coffee she would not have been left alone at
all.  This would be her only chance.

Irene was exultant—if only for one reason.
She overlooked the fact that she was now
planning to outwit her kidnappers. She only
thought of the one important fact—that she
had seen Nerki as he really was. She knew
now—for certain—that he was a fraud and a
criminal. She had but to tell her story to
Lady Bowers, and Lady Bowers could do
nothing but believe it. And her cyes would
be for ever opeuned.

Irene was plucky. In the darkness she got
off the couch and stood on her feet. Then
she nearly fell, for she was dizzy, and her
head throbbed abominably. But, with an
effort, she pulled herself together and felt her
way across to the mantelpiece. She knew
that there was a window 1n this room, and
for an instant she thought of escaping by
that means. But it was probably fastened—
and perhaps barred. Many valuable minutes
might be wasted—and then Ezra would come
in and catch her red-handed., Better to use
that hidden doorway.

Her slim fingers gripped the mantelpiece;
she felt her way round, and her heart
throbbed as she felt the stonework move.
She heard a slight sound in the wall, too;
and when she felt her way along the wall,

her nerve, all her
unconsciousness when

But she had

two men had-
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she came to the epening. She could feel the
cold air blowing upon her.

She did not know what lay beyond—except
that there were same stone steps, for she
had heard Nerki descending. Perhaps it was
only a cellar down there. But there might
be a way out of it. She could not tell. She
had no lights—no torch or matches. It re-
quired all her courage for her to undertake
this step in the dark.

Having passed through the doorway, she
fclt carefully, and with a swing she closed
the door. She heard something click, and
her heart throbbed again. She had burned
her boats now! There could be no going
back. :

With great caution she felt her way down-
wards, step after step. 1t seemed ages before
she came to the bottom. And even then she
could not tell where she was, or determine
the character of this underground hole.

But, at least, she had escaped from Nerki’s
house; and she doubted if this black place
down here was an ordinary cellar. The- fact
that the doorway to it was so secrct looked
significant.

Besides, it was too far down to be an
ordinary cellar. She had lost count of the
steps; and now, too, she could feel a cold,
dank draught blowing mysteriously into her
face. Yet it wasn’t a draught. 1t was just
a coldness in the air.

She fought against the terror which her
surroundings created; she kept her head, and
she displayed rare pluck and resource. She
took a step forward into the darkness, feel-
ing her way carefully. There was nothing
but a blank void.

Then she suddenly halied and drew back,
her heart throbbing quickly. ,

“This won’t do!” she muttered. “I'd
better keep track of the wall, or something.”

She felt her way back to the steps, and
then, with outstretched hands, she found the
cold, damp wall close at hand. Knowing
nothing of her surroundings, it would be
better to keep the wall within touch. 1If
this place was a cellar, she would ultimately
work her way right round it; and by feeling
carefully and by remembering just where she
went, she would know whether there was
another opening or not.

It was a trying ordeal.

Never had Irene known such utter dark-
ness. It was like that of the Pyramids. A
darkness so dense as to have the quality
almost of being tangible. It seemed to Irene
that she could feel it. It hemmed her in.

And a few seconds after she had left the
stairway she lost complete track of‘her bear-
imgs. She knew that she came to an angle
of the wall, and, stepping carefully, she
edged her way onwards. But presently she
had completely lost her bearings. There was
only the wall at her left hand which kept her
at grips, as it were, with realities.

The wall was of stone, damp and cold,
and in some places slimy with the moisture.
Once, when she reached above her head, she
could feel nothing. She had no idea of her
progress, but after a while a little sense of
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panic took possession of her. She felt that
she was walking on indefinitely. There were
other angles. She had not the faintest idea
now where she was. This cellar, or crypt,
. had no ending.

Then her fingers encountered nothing.

There was an opening here. The girl ex-
perienced a sense of cold, bitter disappoint-
ment. She was back at her starting place!
She had made a complete circuit of the
cellar, and here were the steps again. And
it meant that there was no other exit.

- When Nerki and his assistant discovered
that she had gone they had but to come
down here and she would be trapped. So
her great eflort to escape would come to
nothing. ‘

A sudden wild desire for light came to
her. "Any light, no matter how small. Even
Nerki was not so terrible as this vile darknoss.

She made as if to mount the stairs, but
there were no stairs there.

“Oh!” breathed the girl with a catch in
her voice. ]

For new hope had come to her. She had
made a mistake. She had not made a com-
plete circuit of the cellar, as she had at first
supposed. This was no stairway, but a tunnel
of some kind! By stretching her hands out,
she could feel walls on either side. They
appeared to be circular. When she reached
up she could feel the roof, too. Yes, it was a
tunnel.

And now that she had made certain of
this, she could feel the faintest of draughts
blowing against her face. It was from this
tunnel, then, that the current of air had
come. And it indicated that there must be
an outlet somewherc—somewhere ‘beyond in
the black darkness.

Gathering all her conrage, Irene walked on.

CHAPTER 4.
Another Disappearance.

HEN the boys and girls arrived back
in Forest House after that strauge
cxperience of the disappearing foot-
prints, the warmth and the lights

made them fecel steadier.

The whole party gathcred together in the
great drawing-room, where a big fire was
blazing., and where the lights were glowing
comfortingly.

Some of the earlier terror had gone now.
Most of the boys and girls were convinced
that Professor Nerki was i1ndeed a fraud;
that there was nothing in this old house to
be really afraid of. Nelson Lee would, sooner
or later, fathom its secrets.

“I suppose it’s no good suggesting that you
voung people go to bed again,” said the
detective as he looked round.

“Not a bit, sir!” went up a chorus.

“But it’s an unearthly hour, you know—
between three and four o’clock,” said Lee.
“It’s most unlikely that any more ¢ manifesta-
tions’ will happen to-night. It would be
sensible of you all to get some hours of good
sleep.”
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“But we couldv’t sleep, Mr. Lee, even if
we went to bed,” said Doris Berkeley, her
brown eyes full of trouble. “What about
Irene? We must find her first!”

“Yes, rather!” said Archie Glenthorne. 1
mean to say, we’ve searched the grounds,
and we’ve been here, there, and everywhere.
But the dear girl must be somewhere
comparatively near.”

“I'll bet Nerki took her,” said Marjorie
Temple with conviction.

“Absolutely! My idea exactly, old girl!”
agreed Archie. | .

“I say. Why shouldn’t we all make a raid
on Nerki’s housc?”’ asked Reggie Pitt
cagerly. “There are plenty of us. We could
swoop down, surround the place, break the
doors down, and——’

“Steady, you young ass!” interrupted I.ee
almost sharply. *“‘You can’t go about in the
middle of the night doing things like that!
It would be an unlawful act, and Nerki could
lay a serious complaint——"

“But 1t was an unlawful
kidnap Irene, sir,” said Pitt.

“We have no proof that he did so,” re-
torted Lee. *“In any case, two wrongs do
not make a right. No, Pitt; we mustn’t
put ourselves in the wrong like that. We
thustn’t give Nerki a lever to use against
us.”’ : '

“But we must do something, sir.” said
Nipper. ‘“There’s no doubt about Trene’s dis-
appearance; and it’s just as certain that she
was collared either by Nerki or some of
Nerki’s agents. I believe he has people
working for him—just like any other con-
jurer.” ,

‘“ Anvbody scez Handforth?”

Before Nelson Lec could sav anything in
reply to Nipper, Church and McClure came
hurrying in. They were both looking worried.

act of his to

“Isn’t Hamdforth here?” asked Lee
sharvply.

There were some quick inquiries.

“I thought "he was with Church and

McClure, as we were coming in from that
old burial ground.” said Nipper. “When
did you fellows miss him?”

“We were talking with some of the cther
chaps,” replied Church. “And when we
looked round, Handy had gone. We’ve becn
scarching cvervwhere.” -~

““Oh, my goodness!”

‘“ Another one disappeared!™

“Handy has been grabbed, too!”

There were all sorts of excited comments.
Many of the young pcople felt nervous again.
I: secemed to them that none of them were
safe. At any moment something might
happen—and another of them would be
spiritead away.

Inquiries were quickly set afoot; the house
itself was scarched. But Edward Oswald
Handforth was nowhere to be found.

““Now, you youngsters, there’s no carthly
reason why you should assume that Hand-
forth has Eeen kidnapped,” said Lee. " We
all know Handforth, don’t we? We know
how impulsive he is. It’s any odds that he
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weant off alone, after getting one of his
‘ brain-waves.” He Is very anxious about

Irene, for she is a special friend of his. He’ll
turn up soomn.”

They were somewhat reassured; but that
sense of uneasiness had been revived, and
Nelson Lee could not quite stiflo it.

: UT XNelson Lee was perfectly right.
. - Handforth was not kidnapped; he had
gone off on a lone venture.

It was a foolish thing to do—a reck-
less-thing. But Handforth was celebrated for
doing foolish and reckless things. The
thought wsvhich kept drumming through his
head on the way back to the house was that
Irene was still missing. And Handforth had
already made up his mind that Professor
Nerki had kidnapped the girl. It was any
odds, therefore, that Irene was being held in
Nerki’s own house.

If the situation had not been quite so
-acute, the burly schoolboy would have dis-
cussed matters with Church and MecClure.
But for once he was cautious. He instine-
tively knew that his chums would veto any
plan which involved a raid upon the sorcerer’s
lonely house.

So Handforth did the obvious thing—and
gave Church and McClure the slip.

He would go to Nerki’s place alone. He
had unbounded faith in his abilities” as an
amateur detective; he really and truly be-
lieved that he was good at it. Church and
McClure were always telling him exactly the
opposite, but their caustic comments on his
methods always went in one ear and out at
the other. Handforth said they were jealous.

“I’ll show ’em!”’ he muttered, as he trudged
through the black night. “I’ll jolly well
rescuc Irene all on my own—and then cvery-
body will give me a bit of credit!”

Exactly how he was going to proceced he
did not know. The first thing, in any case,
was to get to the mystic’s house. Once there,
he might be able to hit upon some plan of
action. * Handforth was generally lucky.
was surprising how often events turned out
‘“just right ’ for him. .

He was prepared to break into the house
if necessary. He was in a fighting mood.
And if Nerki started any of his *““rot,” well,
Handforth had a couple of fists, and he could
usc them. He was sick of all this messing
about, he told himself. It was time some-
- body did something drastic.

“%y George!” he muttered.

He had turned a bend in the lonely road,
and, twinkling warmly in the distance, away
to the right, a gleam of light showed. It
was coming from one of the windows of
Nerki’s house. There was mnothing very re-
markable about that, for Handforth knew
that Nerki himself had been at Forest House
not so long ago. It was quite natural that
a light should be showing. But Handforth,
in his present mood, regarded it as somcthing
suspicious.

“T'Il bet Nerki has got poor old Irene
~in that spooky room of his, and he’s putting

farther away from her encmies.

It.
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her through a zort of third degree!” he
muttered fercely.  ““Questioning her—exam-
ining her. That's it! Trying to find out

. Just how much Mr. Lee knows, or suspects!

Well, T’ll give Nerki something to think
about!”

And he instinctively clenched his fists as
he broke mto a rua.

He was not nervous. The utter loneliness
of the countryside did not worry hLim at all.
He had no fear ofsanything mysterious hap-
pening to him; he was concentrating all his
thought and all his energies upon his task.
In some way or another, by hook or by crook,
he had to get into Nerki’s house.

Ho lost sight of the twinkling light once
or twice as clumps of trees intervened. But
very soon he had come out upon clear ground.
And now he could see the squat house stand-
ing out against the skyline, with the trees
blcak and eecric on either side. The light
was glowing from a side window—for Hand-
forth was approaching the house across the
bare countryside. He had long since left the
lonely road behind.

The close proximity of the house had some
cffect upon Handforth. Perhaps he remem-
Lered that other occasion, when he and his
chums had come here in the moonlight. Many
mysterious things had happened then.

But Handforth shook himself and crept on.
He wasn’t going to be scared with any silly
trickery! He had come here of a set purpose,
and he was going into action. '

ND, far below the ground, Irene Man-
ners was carcfully and cautiously fecl-
ing her way forward along the mys-
terious tunnel.

Some of the dread fear had left her now.
With cvery step she took she was getting
And she
was beginning to hope. They had not dis-
covered her escape yet, or they would have
been on her track. They would certainly
come down, and chase— _

Then her thoughts took another turn.

Perhaps they would not search the tunnel
at all! After all, how could they guess that
she knew the secret of the stone door? What
reason would they have for thinking that
she knew that the door could be opened by
touching a portion of the old mantelpiece?
The first thing they would do, upon finding
her gone, would be to look round the house
—-and outside, in the open. Very likely they
would believe that she liad run off into the
night.

These thoughts gave her much encourage-
ment. She even walked faster—although she
knew that it would:be dangerous to really
increase her spced. There might be pitfalls
}n]‘this strange old tunnel. She must go cave-
ully.

With every step she took she felt cautiously
with her small fect before venturing forward.
Even the darkness had lost some of its terrors.
Yet the uncertainty of the whole adventure
gripped the imagination, Where did this
tunnel lead to? Would she find an outlet,
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or would she learn that there was no possible
way of escape?

““Oh!” she exclaimed breathlessly.

For a moment she did not know whether
she was dreaming or whether the darkness
ahead had recally changed. It scemed to her
that something was glowing Yes, there
was a light, and it shifted cerily. Yet she
could not see the source of the light. She
only knew that the darkness was not so
intense——

And then she understood.

For suddenly the light itself came into

view—and she knew, earlier, it had been
hidden by a bend in the tunnel. She heard
sounds now—strange, shuffling sounds, as
though the creature which held the light was
shambling along. And Irenc’s hcart scemed
to come into her mouth.
_ The man who was approaching was carry-
ing an clectric torch—and the torch was held
downwards, at an angle. so that the light
splashed on the damp floor of the tunnel.
If the man had held the torch more level,
he would certainly have scen Irene’s figure
before now. She had halted, irresolute,
hardly knowing what to do.

But she sudf‘enly came to a decision. She
must retrcat! There was no possibility of this
man passing her in that narrow tunnel—aud
lthe thought of ecncountering him terrified
1er.

For there was something strange, something
unnatural, in that shuffling, shambling sound.

Furthermore, she fancied she could see
something behind the light—something dim,
vague, shapeless. And it was big. Tt was
enormous; nearly filling the tunnel. It was
as much as Irene could do to prevent hersclf
from screaming. An unnameable terror took
possession of her. She was suddenly afraid.

And yet she knew that she was foolish.
Ghosts do not carry electric torches! Who-
ever held that light was a man—one of
Nerki’s assistants. Irene was well aware—
she had reason to be!—that Nerki was a fraud
and a crook!

Yet, in spite of this knowledge, she was un-
accountably afraid. Perhaps it was the
strangeness of this tunnel, and the thought of
being trapped.

And cven as she turned, intending to flee
back into the cellar, she caught sight of some-
thing on the other side of the tunnel—some-
thing she had missed earlier, in the darkness.
She had not cven felt it, for her hand had
been in contact with the other wall.

It was a wooden ladder!

She caught her breath in, for her quick
wits had told her that here, perhaps, was a
way of escape! For a ladder meant that there
must be some opening in the tunnel roof.
There was not a second to waste, for the man
with the torch was getting perilously near.
With a quick intake of breath, Ircne grasped
the ladder and ran lightly upwards.

Yes, there was a shaft going straight up
ito the solid earth—out of the tunncl. No
sooner had she entered this shaft, and was
safely above the roof of the tunnel itself, than
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she halted. pressing herself flat against the
ladder. And there she clung, hardly daring
to breathe, listening to the thumping of her
heart—and the shuffling sounds of the man
below.

She craned her head so that she could stare
down. She saw the torch go past—and, be-
hind it, something huge, cumbersome. She
thought she saw a head, but she was not sure.
Whatever the thing was, it was of enormous
size. Much bigger than a man. Again Irene
felt strangely afraid.

And then the darkness enclosed her again.
The mystery creature had gone; she listened
to the shuflling footsteps as they grew fainter
and fainter. The man—if it was a man—had
not even seen her, or sensed her. He had
walked straight on, teneath her, leaving her
in that narrow shaft. The girl could scarcely
believe in this extraordinary picce of good
fortune. If that shaft had not been close at
hand——- .

But there was no sense in conjecturing.
She had escaped—for the moment.

And now a new hope was coming to her.
What could this ladder mean? This shaft?
Surely there was an opening at the top of it—
and that meant a way or escape.

She ciimbed higher, feeling her way with
excessive caution. Up and up. Would she
never get to the top?

She felt the sides of the shaft pressing
closer upon her. She believed that she was
mounting through a circular opening, and it
was of brick., or stone. Above this, however,
there was no stonework. Her fingers en-
countered wood—rotting wood.

And she could smell the unmistakable odour
of dead wood, too. Was it possible that this
shaft actually led right up into a dcad
tree ?

The very thought sent a thrill through the
girl. An old hollow tree! Yes, that was it!
There must be some cunning exit here,
cleverly concealed—— But then Irene’s hopes
were dashed. For, feeling above herc, there
wa? no exit at all. This shaft had a dead
end.

Standing on the ladder, and feeling cauti-
ously, her fingers cncountered cold metal.
She felt two rods, apparently rusty; and some
flat pieces of metal, too. She tugged at them,
half belicving that there was some secret
mechanism here.

Something clicked, and the girl found her-
self looking out through two strange holes,
and she could see, faintly, the snow-covercd
ground!

CHAPTER 5.

Handforth Looks for Trouble and Finds
Plenty.

ROFESSOR NERKI set his cup down
P and made a gesture of impatience.

“We’re wasting time here.” he said

curtly. “Why doesn’t the Infant comne

back? I'm getting worried about him."
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“But you feel better for the coffee, don’t
you, chief ? ’asked Ezra. *‘You needed some-
thing to steady your nerve.”

““There’s that girl, too,” went on Nerki,

frowning. ‘“We can’t leave her here, it’s too
dangerous. 'If Lee should come nosing
around——""> He paused, and a new light

came into his eyes. ‘“I’ve got it!” he went
on. “I think 1 know where I can put the
girl—and she’ll be safe there, too.”

He rose abruptly to his feet, and went out
of the room. It was his intention to give the
fair-prisoner another ‘‘shot > of drug at once,
so that there would be no danger of her
awakening. He went down the short passage,
took a lamp from a ledge, and entered the
rear room. But as he looked at the couch
his jaw dropped, and his eyes opened wider.

“Say, what’s this?” he demanded hrashly.

The couch was occupied—but not by Irene
Manners. N

A man was sitting upon it, and he was
vawning. He was dressed in black from head
to foot, even his hands being enclosed in
black, shapeless coverings. There was a kind
of hood, hanging at the back of his neck—a
hood which could easily be pulled over, so
that his face would be concealed.

He. started to lhis feet as Neyrki appeared,
and so enormous was his size that his head
almost reached the ceiling. He was a giant
of a man—a hulking mass of brawn and
muscle. He was nearly seven feet in height,
‘and broad in proportion; his great face was
bland and childlike, however, and his eyes
wide open and inoffensive. His high cheek
_bones told of Slav blood. He was, in fact, a
Russian named Petroviich, and he was of
Cossack descent.

“J am tired, Master,” he zaid, 11 his own
language, and yawned again.

“Tired!” shouted Nerki, also in Russian,
“What of the girl? Where is she?”

The Infant—for this giant of humanity
answered to that name—Jooked atv Nerki help-
lessly.

“I know not, master,” he replied. ‘I have
seen no girl.” T

“You big fool! She was here—on that
couch!”” snapped Nerki.

Petrovitch backed away, cowering visibly.
He was like a great “dog, in mortal fear of
his master.

“How long have you been here?” asked
Nerki sharply.

“I come one minute ago, master.”

‘ And this room was empty then?”

‘“Yes, master.”

Nerki did not doubt him. Petrovitch was
too much of a child to tell lies. He was a
curious mixture, this Slav giant. He possessed
the strength of half a dozen .ordinary men,
but he was as harmless as a kitten. He
would not wilfully have harmed a fly. There
was not an ounce of viciousness in his whole
make-up; but he was Professor Nerki’s slave,
and no matter what Nerki told him to do, he
did. His growth had gone to muscle and
brawn, leaving his brain semi-dormant. He
was no half-wit, but he was as obedient as a
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dumb animal. And such a man was very
useful to a dealer in black magic and sorcery!
Over a year ago, Nerki had picked him up m
a circus, and had kept him ever since. .

But not a eoul in this part of the country
had ever set eyes on Petrovitch. By day-
light he remamed indoors; and he only
ventured abroad on the darkest of nights, and
only when Nerki allowed him.

The giant’s presence in this mystery house
was suspected by nowe.- It waq of the utmost
importance,. indeed, that the Infant’s presence
here should pot be known.

There was a secret' room in this house which
was Petrovitch’s own- special den. He only
cmerged from it when he was told. He was
Nerkr’s slave in all things; and in fairness
to Nerki it must be said that he generally
treated Petrovitch kindly.

“You came up through the tunnel?” asked
Nerki suddenly.

““Yes, master,” ~ ,

“You saw. nothing suspicious?”

““No, master.” .

“The girl must have come round just before
vou arrived,”” muttered Nerki, his eyes aglow
with alarm. “That means she escaped into
the house. By this time, perhaps, she has got
away. Ten thousand curses! Every one of
my plans will be ruined!”

He dashed out, but suddenly turned back,
and examined the window. The fastenings
were intact, and it was impossible that they
could have been disturbed.

He hurried out into the passage, and cx-
amined a rear door. It was bolted on the in-
side. He went into a kitchen, and here, too,
the window was sccurely fastened.

““ Anything wrong?” asked Ezra, coming
in.

“We've got to search the house—every
inch!”’  snapped Nerki. “That girl has
gone.””

““CGione !’ repeated Ezra stupidly.

““She can’t have got far—she’s probably
in the house still,”” went on the mystic.
‘“ Anyhow, we shall have to make a careful
search, and—"’

Zurrrrrhh—zurrrrrh!

They stood silent, listening.

“The warning!” whispered Ezra.

They both knew what it meant.  There

“were many such buzzers fitted up in this

house of mystery. Somebody had trodden
upon a concealed contact, giving warning
of his approach. It was worked on the samo
principle as a shop electric bell, the contact
of which is concealed beneath the door mat.

But in Nerki’s case, the hidden contact
was some distance from the house. There
were many of them, and each buzzer had a
different tone. So Nerki knew, in a moment,
in which direction to look. And a prowler
at this hour of the night could mean only
one thing. Either Nelson Lee, or some of
those confouuded boys, were scouting round!

“Come!” said Nerki briefly. )

Petrovitch made no move, for Nerki had
spoken in English—and the ‘‘Infant’ un-
derstood only * Russian. Nerki and his
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The black Shape swept ruthlessly down on Handforth, and held him in a powerful grip.

never for a moment in his dreadful plight,

But

did the burly schoolboy lose his head, He

fought to free himself with desperate but hopeless efforts !

assistant went to the front of the house, and,
euntering a dark room, Nerki opened a cou-
cealed door in the solid wall. It came
mwards silently, and the two men crouched

there, watching. They could sce out dis-
tinctly, and there was no fear of the in-
truder seeing them—for this wall of the

house was in dense black shadow,

Even as they watched, the figure advanced
cautiously, tip-toeing. They could sce it
faintly.

“One of the boys,”” breathed Nerki 1nt0

his assistant’s ear.
“*Shall we get him”” whispered Iizra.
‘““Not yet!” said the other. * Wait!”

Handforth fondly imagined that he had
approached the house so silently that his
movements werc enfirely secret. And
now that he was here he scarcely knew what

to do. The first- thing, of course, was to
cet in. But how could he get in without
aftracting attention ?

Theory and practice are two dilferent
things—as Handforth waz bheginning to
realise. It was all very well to tell himseif
boldly enough, that he would come to
Nerki’s house, break in, and rescue lrene.

But when Handforth found himself face to
face with realitics, he was more or less help-
less. When it came to details, he realised
the difficulties. He might try one of the
windows, but it was any odds that all the
windows of this house were protected—either
by bars or by secret alarin devices.

“IH’m! Looks a bit awkward,” muttered
Haudforth. as he halted, and starced at tho
dark housc.

He could no longer sce the lighted win-
dow; he had, in fact, purposely come round

to this side, in the hope of finding a way
of cntry. But the more he looked at the
house, the less he liked it.

“By George! What about the roof?” he
muttered. ‘‘There’s a skvlight up there!”

““Oh!” came a soft exclamation,

Handforth jumped. He spun round. Not
a living soul was necar him. e felt bewil-
dered—and just a little scared. Ho wa:z
certain that a voice had sounded, and yet
it seemed impossible.  He was still some
distance from the houze, and standing quite
in the open, with oulv one or two scraggy

bushes near by, and the dead stump of an
old tree.

My only sainted aunt!”™ he ejaculated
suddeuly.

For he remembered that tree-stump. He
remembered that he and Church and McClure
had come here on one other night—and it
seemed to them that they had seen the trec
moving, as though endowed with some horrid
life. This was the same stump!

He came to the conclusion that his imagina-
tion had been playing tricks. He gave his

attention to the roof again There was a
square patch which looked as though it
might be a skylight of some kind. It was

difficult to tell in the gloom. But Hand-
forth saw that two trces, at least, grew quite
near the ‘house. If he climbed one of thoso
trees, he might be able to worm his wav
along one of the branches, and then got on
to the roof. After that

“Ted!”
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This time Handforth started violently. The
.voice. was a whisper, but i1t was unmistak-
able. Irene’s voice! And she had spoken
his name! :

He- looked round, bewildered, more startled
than he would have cared to admit. ‘'T'he
voice seemed to have come out of -the very
air, and it was like a spirit voice, unreal,
vague—— T

*“Ted—Ted !’ it sounded again. “Oh, I'm
here—near you." © T L

“Renie!” muttered Handforth, nearly
choking. : '
. He turned a complete circle, ‘staring hard
i all directions. But there was no living
thing. near him-—not near enough, at all
evenits, to account for the close proximity
of that voice. And a wild, awful idea camec
to Handforth that Irene was dead—that she
had been killed by the evil spirit, just as
Lady Bowers had predicted—and it was her
spirit speaking to him now. How else was
1t possible to account for the voice?

He pulled himself together with an effort.

“Fool—fathead!” he muttered fiercely.
“You’re going dotty! Renie Renie! Where
are you?” :

“Here!”
tree!”

And then Handforth saw something which
almost. made his hair stand on end. One
of the dead branches of the tree-trunk was
moving! He believed he had seen it move
once before—on that other alarming occasion.
‘And his chief desire, now. was to bolt.
There was something indescribably frighten-
ing in the sight of that inanimate thing
becoming animate.

“Ted! It’s a fake!” came Irene’s eager
voice. -“Don’t you understand? I’'m in the
tree! It’s hollow!”’

“Oh!”’ exclaimed Handforth hoarsely.

And all his terror left him. The one word
“fake’> had been enough. In a flood, he
realised what it all meant. Nerki, or onec
of his assistants, must have been i1n that tree
on the other occasion. Irene was in it now.

He moved nearer, and was even reckless
enough to bring out his electric torch and
flash it upon the tree. -

““Oh, you’ve got a light!”’ came a thankful
voice. ‘‘Thank goodness, Ted! This hor-
rible darkness terrifies me!®”’

Even now Handforth found it difficult to
control himself. For as he flashed his light
upon that dead tree-stump, he saw two
mossy knot holes. They were deep, and in
their very depths he could see two eyes, and
they seemed to glow in the light of his torch.
And that crooked limb. too, was moving.

““Of all the horrible contrivances!’ mut.
tered Handforth.

But as he came nearer he saw that the
eyes in the tree were Irene’s eyes. And the
girl, perched on-that ladder, at tlte top of
the underground shaft, knew .the truth, too.
There was no way of escape from this tree,
by all appearances—but. perhaps Handforth,

came the voice. ‘* Look—the

from: the outside, would be able to discover-

some secret which was hidden from the girl
within.

ZRA found a fierce grip upon his arm,
E . and the wizened man winced.
~ ““Hold on, chief—no . need
me!”’ he muttered, trying
himself, - '
“Don’t you understand ?”’ asked Nerki, his
mouth against the man’s ear. “You heard
the girl’s voice, didn’t you? Look! Thas
infernal boy is againsi the tree—flashing his
light upon it!”
“She’s in there!” muttered Ezra, bewil-

3.

to hurt
to free

dered. *“*But how could she

“Never mind how!” interrupted Nerki.
‘“I can on]ly think of one explanation.. While
you and 1 were talking—while we thought

the girl to be helpless—she must have had
all her wits about her. She saw me move
that mantelpiece, and thus she knew the
secret of the tunnel. That’s how she escapced.
No need for us to search any further.’’

“You—you mean—"

‘“Come!” .

Nerki closed the unseen door, and they
both went back towards the rear of the house,
And now the mystic was looking exultant.

“That confounded boy has played righ$
into our hands!” he muttered. ‘‘We can
zet hold of him and keep him a prisoner
as well as the gil.” '

“There might bo other kids about,” said
Ezra shrewdly.

“Yes! I'd forgotten that!”’ snapped
Nerki. ‘“Wait here! I was a fool to leave
s0 soon.” - '

He hurried back to the front, and this time
he crept right out, moving in the darkness
with the silence ot a Red Indian. He wanted
to make sure that Handforth had no com-
panicns. And the unsuspicious Handforth
played right into his hands.

voice at first,”” Handiorth was saying

in a breathless whisper. ‘‘Oh, Renic!

It’s jolly good to know that you’ve
unharmed, anyway! But what are you doing
in this wretched tree ?”?

“I didn’t know it was a tree at first,”
replied Irene, from within. “I’m in a shaft
—there’s a ladder, and it leads right down
into an underground tunnel.”

“My goodness!”

“I can’t tell you everything now—it would
take too long,” went on the girl. “I don’t
think there’s any way out of this tree. It’s
just a fake, and I expect Nerki uses it to
scare people. Therc are some levers in here.
One of them opens the eye-spots, and another
works something else.”

“Yes—the branches,” replied Handforth,
“I saw one of them moving.”

“I don’t know how you can get in, but
there’s a room at- the back of the house,”
went on Irene. “I was carried into that
room after the men had captured me. They
drugged me,; 1 think, but I came to myself
before they expected.”

_“.][ NEARLY had a fit when I heard your
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“The beasts—the -brutes!” panted Hand-

f(})lrth. “By George! They shall pay for
this!” '

“You mustn’t speak so loud,” warned
Irene. “Listen! There’s a knob on the

mantelpiece 1n that back room—and when
you pull on it the secret door opens. You
can get to me in that way—by going down
into the tunnel.” '
. “T'll be with
Handforth. _ -

“But you can’t—it’s too dangerous!” urged
the girl. “Isn’t there anybody else with
you?”

“No; I came alone.”

““Oh, that was reckless of you, Ted!”

“I don’t- care—I . was getting fed up,” said
Handforth. “I knew jolly well that I could
find you. -And I have.- I’ve found you with-
out any help at all.” ~ | S

Trene had. not the heart to. mention that
he  had found her by accident. In fact, it
_;v.as\more correct tosay that she had found
him;

“But you didn’t tell anybody you were
coming here?’’ she asked.: |

“No fear! I -didn% tell a soul!” replied
Handforth—and Nerki was listening to every
word. “If I’d said anything they would have
stopped me. This is a lone hand I’m playing.
It won’t tuke me long to get into that back
room and find that. tunnel—" '

“You mustn’t, Ted,” urged Irenc in alarm.
“Oh, I wish'I hadn’t spoken to pou now!
I didn’t realise that you wele here all by
vourself. Promise me that yow’ll go back to
Forest House and get Mr. Lee: Get help!
It’s the only safe way.”

““And while I'm gone these crooks will
find out that you have slipped them, and
.they’'ll capture you again!” retorted Hand-
forth. “Not much! It’s up to me to rescue
vou, Renie, and I'm going to do it!”’ .

Nerki waited for no more. He had heard
enough. Like a shadow he crept back, and,
within the house, he gave his orders.
vitch obediently -slipped away. Nerki himself
and Ezra went down into -the mysterious
tunnel, X

And outside, Handforth was
valuable time in unnecessary talk.

“It’s no good, Renie—you can’t stop me!”

you in no time,” promised

wasting

he said. “You’re in danger, and I'm going
‘to save you.” . -
“But, please, Ted,” urged the girl.

““They haven’t really hurt me—and there’s
not one chance in a thousand that' they will
find me here up this shaft. They won’t even
suspect that I got into the tunnel. I don’t
mind staying here for half an hour. Nerki
is a dangerous man ” '

“ And yet you say that he won’t hurt you.”

“I mean, he is a criminal, and he has been
tricking Archie’s aunt,” said Irene. “If he

had mean to hurt me he would have hurt me

before now. And you can easily get back to
the house and give the warning—"
“Sorry, old girl, but I’'m not going to
waste time like that,” broke in Handforth.
“So-long! Tll be seeing vou soon. 1 want
to find out where that tunnel leads to. I'm

Petro-

19

going to solve this mysfery on my own—and
then I shall have the laugh ou Mr. Lee aud
the others.” '

“Oh, Ted, don’t be so foolish!” said Irene.
‘“Please—for my sake! I ask vou to go back
for the others——” ,

She broke off abruptlv—so abruptly that
Handforth felt that something was wrong.

“What is it ?”’ he asked.

And then a screamn came from within the

tree—and ncver i1n his life had Handforth

felt so hopeless.

“Oh! Something is pulling at my foot!”
came Irene’s anguished cry. “Ted—Ted!
Help! Something is pulling me down——"

Within the tree, Irene was indeed terrified.
Suddenly, dramatically, a hand had -closed
round one of her slim ankles. And she was
being pulled downwards. Craning her head.

. she could see a light below, and on the ladder

there: was another figure—just beneath her.

“It’s no good, young lady—you’d better
come quietly,” said Nerki’s mocking voice.
“There’s no outlet at the top. Will you come
obediently, or- shall I drag you down? It
might hurt—and I rcally don’t want to hurt

you.” :
Thud, thud, thud!
Handforth, 1in his helplessuess, was

hammering upon the outside of the dead tree.

“Ted!” eried Irveme. “It's Nerki! He
has got me!” ' o
“Shout away!” came  Nerki’s voice.
“Your young friend cannot help you. But

vou’ll see him again soon,
very shortly.”” . _

Handforth, outside, was almost in a frenzy.
He could guess what was happening—in fact,
he knew. Irene’s cries had been eloquent. He

He will join us

‘turned, intending to make his way to the

back of the house and smash his way in.

And then, as he was in the act of runniug,
he checked. There was something in front of
him—bearing down upon himn.  Something
huge and terrible. ,

At first Handforth did not realise that it
was the figure of a man. It was so vast:
And it came at him with whirling arms—a
thing of absolutc blackness. He was black

-all over, even to the face. And in that gloom

Handforth could be forgiven for believing, in
the first seconds, that it was some vile
crcature from another world.

It swept upon him, enveloping him. He
felt the grip of mighty hands—and at the
first touch he knew that this thing was
nothing supernatural.

In fact, he could hear the man’s deep
breathing.

“You—you fake!”’ pauted Handforth, as he
fought desperately. ““Let me go! I'm not
scared of you or Nerki, or all your rotten
tricks!” :

But he was startled, nevertheless. For,
strong as he was, he found that he could do
nothing against this mighty assailant. He
punched, but his blows seemed to sirike
against something solid. The. great man
uttered a soft laugh, and the next moment
Handforth was lifted completely off his feet.
With his arms -and legs wildly wueithing, he
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was held as helpless as an ordinary man holds
a chicken.. . :

As he  struggled again, he was pulled
round and drawn close against the chest of
the giant. And there he was held, half-stifled,
so that he could utter no outcry.

Petrovitch, laughing softly, strode towards
the house.

And every atom of the eerie atmosphere
had now gone; Handforth was-in a_world of
grim realities. He had come to this. place
to do big things—and he had not only got
himself captured by the enemy, but, through
his folly, he had told the enemy how Irene
had escaped. And Irene herself was now
once agamn in the enemy’s hands!

It was a pretty ugly state of affairs.

And Handforth was bewildered by his help-
lessness. He had never known a man to be
as strong as this, or as big, either. But he
was begmning to see da ‘ligﬁlt. This monster-
man was another of Nerki’s assistants—and
vaguely Handforth began to see daylight in
many directions. DBut he was far too
flustered just then to think clearly.

At last he found himself in that back room,
and Petrovitch, with the utmost calmness,
and quite good humour, procceded to place
ropes round Handforth’s ankles and to bind
his wrists behind his back. Handforth was
aghast. 'He bhegan to appreciate the feelings
of a rabbit it the hands of a human being.

And his wretchedness was increased soon
by the sound of voices and by the sight of
Irene Manners being forced into the room.

'~ “8o they got you, Ted,” said the girl with
regret. ‘I was afraid they would.”

- It was all my own silly fault!” groaned
Handforth. “If I had had my wits about
me, I could have cscaped—yes, and fetched
Mzyr. Lee, and everything. You knew what to
do. But I was so pigheaded that I ignored
your advice.”

“The less talk from vou two, the better,”
said Nerki bluntly. “Now you needn’t be
frightened—"’

“Who’s frightened ?” growled Handforth,
glaring.

“I’'m not going to do you any harm,” con-
tinued Nerki. “But you can be useful to me
—and you're going to be. I’'m going to keep
you both here.” '

“Suits me!” retorted Handforth recklessly.
“By this time Mr. Lee and the others will
have missed me—and they’ll guess that I came
here. They’ve only got to search this
house—"’ .

““ And they will find nothing,” interrupted
Nerki. “Oh, no, my young friend! I am
not quite so careless! You and this young
lady will be placed beyond the reach of your
friends. I can only hope that your captivity
will be bricf. It all depends.”

He moved across to Petrovitch, who was
Jooking as bland and as good-humoured as
ever. The Infant, in fact, appeared to re-
gard the whole affair.as a kind of parlour
game.

Nerki —poke.to the Russian giant at some
Acagth—in Petrovitch’»s own language. And
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the big man nodded and smiled and nodded
again,

Handforth’s ropes were unbound from his
ankles, although his arms remained secured.
Then he and Irene were marshalled by Petro-
vitch through the secret door—and taken down
into that tunnel. Nerki himself closed the

door,
“Now we are safe!” he .said, his cves
gleaming. ‘““Let Lee come! Let him scarch.

‘the house! Those twd youngsters are tho
only ones who know of the secret door—and
with them in my hands I am safe.”

“But what are you going to do
them 2’ asked Ezra uneasily.

“Don’t look so scared, you fool!” replied
Nerki. . “The boy had to be seized—after
what he had discovered. Now we must get
busy. Other members of that Christmas
party must vanish—silently, mysteriously.”

“You're mad!”’_ said Ezra, in alarm.

“Yes—mad with disappointment!”’ snapped
Professor Nerki. “Do you think I'm going
to be beaten at the post? 1If I can only
cause two or three more of those youngsters
to ‘vanish,” the rest will get into a panic.
And, once they have gonc—once I can get
Lady Bowers to herself—the rest will be
casy. We've got to make a last effort, Kzra,
and if we can only ¢click,” we can do the

with

vanishing act ourselves. The old givl is
ripe for plucking.”
CHAPTER 6.

Watchers in the Hall.

ELSON LEE had succceded in per-
suading- the girls to take possession
of the drawing-room. They flatly re- -
fused to go back to bed. But in the

drawing-room, with all the lights full on, and
a great fire blazing, they recovered some of
their normal confidence. But the continued

absence of Irene distressed them greatly.

Nipper and Reggie Pitt and Travers and
the other fellows joined the girls at first;
but presently they drifted out, remarking thas
it would be better for them to remain on
the watch.

As a maiter of fact, Nipper had sent the
word round. They were wanted. Lee was
intent upon some sort of activity.

The great detective was convinced that
something else would happen before the dawn
came—and he wanted to be ready. The boys
‘found him in the g dining-room, talking
earnestly with Lord Dorrimorc. Umlosi was
there, too, but for once the redoubtable
Kutana ‘chief was not happy This kind of
“fighting * did not appeal to him.

“ Anything fresh about Handy, sir?”’ asked
Church anxiously. _

““ Never mind Handy,” replied Nelson Lce.
““By all appearances, Handy has been whisked
away by the mysterious elemental which
haunts this old house,” he added, with an
eloquent wave of his hands, and an even
more eloquent note of mockery in his voice.
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“We're dealing with a clever man—and a
man, moreover, who is now becoming quite
desperate.”

" “You mean Nerki, of course, guv’nor?”’
asked Nipper.

‘““Nerki 1s the villain of the piece,” agreed
Lee calmly. “I’'m not sure that we are not
safe in talking in this room—but we must
chance it. Now, I am convinced that the
sceret of the old house lies in the hall.”

‘“But: we have explored the hall from top
to bottom,” put in Lord Dorrimore. ‘At
least, you have, Lece. You've examined
every panel, an’ tapped every flagstone, an’
measured up the walls, and you’ve proved
that there’s no possibility of a secret cham-
ber, or anythin’ of that sort.”

“I’ve also proved, Dorrie, that the * mani-
festations ’ either occur in the hall, or start
12 the hall,” replied Lee. “I have had
sealed threads on all the doors—across all the
corridors and the staircase. I have protected
every known entry and exit. And strange
things have happened in the hall, in the dark-
ness.
mained intact. That proves one of two
things—firstly, that Forest House is genuinely
haunted by a dangerous evil spirit; or,
secondly, that there is some cleverly concealed
doorway into the hall. I prefer to belicve the
latter.”

Lee was speaking in a very low voice, and
the boys had gathered closely round him.
They had the feeling, then, that even walls
can have ears.

“What are we going to do now, sir?” whis-
pered Travers eagerly.

“We are going to drift out into the hall.
and I am -going to get impatient with you,”
replied Lee. ‘“I’'m going to advise you to
go to bed—yes, and the girls, too. But once
the lower part of the housc is left in davk-
ness, half a dozen of you boys will crecep
downstairs.”

‘“That sounds good, sir,” said Pitt.

“I don’t nced more than six of you, so you
must fight it out between yourselves,” con-
tinued Lee. ‘Dorric and Umlosi and I will
crcep down, too. There will be nine of us
on the watch—stationed in different positions
in the hall. If anything further happens to-
night, it will happen there. And we must be
ready.”

The boys were thrilled. Here was a chance
of making some big discovery—of being in
the excitement.

“Once you are in your positions, you must
not move under any pretext,”” went on
Nelson Lee. “Make no sound or give no
signal—until you receive a sign from me.
That sign will be the sudden flashing of my
electric torch. Then, and not until then,
can you move. And be ready for instruc-
tions, I’'m telling you all this now because
it 18 unwise to_discuss anything of a private
nature in the hall itself. . And when we go
out into the hall, I will indicate to you boys
just where I want you to stand. Now, who
will volunteer?”

And yet the sealed thrcads have re-
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They all did. Nelson Lee had some little
difficulty in selecting the six he required. In
the end the watchers were—Nipper. Pitt,
Travers, Church, McClure and Archie.

HE little comedy was quickly played.
Nelson Lee, in an.impatient voice,
advised the boys to go to bed. The
girls were brought out of the drawing-
room, and they, too, were treated to
sample of the detective’s acidity.

“This is sheer nonsense—all of you!” he
said sharply. ‘Do you realisc that it is just
upon four o’clock? Nothing further will
happen to-night. Get back to bed, and have
some sound sleep.”

“But it doesn’t get light before seven, sir.”
said Nipper. ‘“Not even then, at this time
of the year. There arc three hours of dark-
ness yet, and anything is likely to happen in
this house.” :

There was a murmur of agrcement.

‘““Nonsense!” snapped ILee. “I waunt you
all to go to bed. There has been quite
cnough disturbance to-night.”

5o, at length, they all went trooping up-
stairs.. Lee, by various signs, had indicated
to the six where they were to stand. And
presently, after there had been a good deai
of talking in the upper corridors, and closing
of doors, the lights were all extinguished:
and stillness and silénce descended upon the
mansion. ,

But, like shadows in the darkness, figures
were creeping downstairs. Nelson Lee and
Lord Dorrimore’ and Umlosi were the first.
They took up their positions in absolute
silence. And it was not long beforc they
heard .the boys creeping down. Not a whis-
per was exchanged. Every boy knew his own
station, and he went to it unerringly.

Four o’clock boomed out as the hoys were
taking their places, and the sound secmed
uncannily loud amid all that silence. The
gongs vibrated and reverberated strangely.
It scemed ages before the vibrations comn-
pletely died away, lcaving the silence more
solid than ever.

The minutes ticked away.

Now and again a mysterious ercak would
sound—perhaps from the floor, perhaps from
one of the walls, or from the staircase. The
darkness was so intense that the watchers,
standing motionless, and straining their eyes,
could sec nothing. And it wasn’t long before
the boys, at least, began to feel the effects.
It was a nerve-trying ordeal.

Tick-tock! Tick-tock! Tick-tock!

The solemn ticking of the grandfather’s
clock, at first a part of the silence itself,
seemed to obtrude like something tangible.
Nipper, who was nearcst the clock, could even
hear the creaking and occasional squeaking
of the centuries-old works.

Once the others believed that they heard
the tiny sounds of a faint scufle—and per-
haps a mufflcd exclamation. But there came
no signal from Lee! And as there was no
repetition of the sound, there seemed to be



22 THE NELSON LEE LIBRIRY

nothing to worry albw . Oue of the watchers,
perhaps, had smothercd a <neeze, or the ex-
planation was equally oitline,

*“Good gad!i”

It was an audible nnvnur Drom Archie
(ilenthorne. and the others thought perhaps,
that something was happening on that side
of the hall. Somethinge was.  Archie had
felt, rather than seen, the prezence of a figure
quite near him. The next second two strong
hands gripped his <houlders,
and a voice whispered 1 hes
car.

“Be quiet, voa young ass
Not a sound!”

Archie was relicved 1o e
coenise Lee’s whisper,

“Sorry, sir!” he breathed.
“ Didn’t know 1t was yoin.
saw  a frightful shape --—
At Jeast—--"

"Th;lt"H do!™”  whisjeered
Lee. Stick to your nost,

Archie.”
SO silently id Nelson e
move about that nobody ¢l

knew of his activities. Bu
the detective was  busy.

Like a shadow in the dark-
ness, he was shippimg fromn
door to door, stretehine
threads across  them  and
scaling  the threads.  He
was, in fact, making certan
that nothing material could

cnter the hall by any of the
recognised  openings, He
had not been able to do this
carlier, for he wished the
encmy to believe—iif  the
enemy  was  watching  or

listening—that the hall wus
empiy. Lee did net want
Nerkt to know that any
special precautions had beern

taken. So he thitted abour,
sure-footed, his hands ever
active.

Whirr - whiimn! Thud-
thud!

The old clock was prepar-
inge to strike the quarter. As
a preliminary, 1t made all
sorts of peculiar sounds, as
such grandfather’s clocks will.

3 Then
the chiming of the gong, and after that—
silence.

But it seemed {0 ome ol
watchers tnas ihere had bheen other sounds.
The fainiest of faint scuflles, and again 2

came

(he motioniess

muflied exelamation. But as the vibrations of
the gong died away, the silence was resumed.
It was difficulty, in that blackness, to tell 1
anything unusual was happening. Every tiny
sound was cxageerated. The watchers were
finding ome difliculty, even, in controlling
their breathing. Every one feft that his own
breathing was idiotically loud,

At last Nel:on Lee had completed his work,
and he retnrned o his own gation, And here

he rematned pesfectly <l his ecars on 1he
stretch. A slight wind was moaning ontside,
and,  occasionaliv. 1t would come  flurrying
agamss the windows, causing the old case-
ments to rattrle,

It was a lonciv. cerie vigil,

But nothing happened--—-at  least, nothing
that any of the watchers could see. And after
n internnnable age. 1t seemed there agam
came the whirring and thudding of the clock.
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Even as :
fusilade (
‘The haltf-hour ehnmed.
Lord Dorrimore was frankly fed up. e

had kept night vigils 1 many parts of the
world—in festering jungles, in dense forests;
but never had he experienced such a nerve-
trying ordeal as this. As he afterwards said,
he would rather have been surrounded by a
howling mob ot cannibals than go througn
such an ordeal again. Al the watchers, 1n
fact, would have welcomed some dramatic
happening. The continued silence, the absence
of anyvthing definitely uncanny, was a sore
trial wo the nerves,

Thoze watchers i the hall were waiting for
things to happen—they believed, indeed, that
r.umclhing i }ulppc:lc(l—but in the darkness
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sts had run the crooks to earth at last !
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they could not be sure. They could only wait,
‘And their minds, meanwhile, were conjur-
ing up all sorts of fantastic things. At any
moment  some heavy article of furniture
might lift itself from the floor, and ecrash
against the wall.  Such things had happened
previously—so why not now? If there was

really a ghost in this house, there could be
no better opportunity for manifesting itself.
But Nelson Lee, for one, was grimly certain

Ehis confederate made a desperate rush for their car, a deadly
Archie’s Christmas

Whiz ! Whiz! Thud !

that no such manifestation would take place.
Ghosts—particularly faked ghosts—preferred
to operate when their victims were not alert.
There were too many people in the hall for
anything iricky to be attempied. Anything
in the nature of smashing furniture, at all
events. I.ce had half an idea that something
else would happen. But the silence was main-
tained, the ticking of the clock was as
monotonous as ever. The gusts of wind,
striking the old cazements, caused them to
rattle and shake. But within the hall itself
there was—nothing. The fire had long since
died down, and there was not even a glow
from it now. At times a faint erackle wonld
come, as the contracting ashes would break.

Suddenly, the light from Nelson Lee’s torch
flashed out—and the others heaved universal’
sighs of relief.

“It scems,” said ILee, with regret, “that
we are wasting our time. Sorry it has been
a frost, Dorrie. Nipper, switch on the main
lights, will yon?”

But no reply came from Nipper.

- Lee flashed his torch about, and he saw
Archie blinking; he saw Church and McClure
: and Umlosi——

“In Heaven’s name, what
is this?” shouted [T.ce, s
voice acute with alarm.

I{e dashed at the switches

and rammmed them  down.
The huall became f{looded
with dazzling hght.

~"Ye  gods  and  little
fishes!”  e¢jaculated  loird

Dorrimore, staring.

He saw lLec hy the
switches; he saw Umlosi—
and Church and McClare and
. Archie. But he saw none of
the others.

“They’ve gone!” gasped
(‘huarch, his voice sounding
shrill with alarm.  * Nipper
and  DPite and Travers!
Theyv’ve gone!”

It was a fact.

Three of the watchers,
during  that vigil in  the
darkness, had  completely
vanished!  The other boys
were  almost  panie-strcken,
but Nelson lee ran forward,
and he was angry and -
patient.

“ Keep your heads he
commanded curtly. “‘There’s
nothing mysterious in this.
It’s 1impossible! Nipper and
the other boys must have
rone upstairs, or down one
of the corridors.  Anyhow,
we shall soon be certam.”

“Why do you say that?”
asked Dorrie.

“Because 1 stretched
threads across ecvery door-
way—and across the stair-
case!” snapped Lee. *‘'Those
boys could not have left this hall without
breaking the threads. For goodness sake
keep cuhn.”

But even Lee himself, a minute later, was
far from calm. Ile had gone round to his
sealed threads—and he had found every one
intact!

“But—hut this is impossible!” he exclaimed
hoavseiy. *“*The boys have gone—and they
could not have left the hall by any of the
ordinary means.  They must inevitably have
broken the threads.”

“Tt was the ghost!” sereamed McClure
wildly. *We were all wrong about tricksters,
Mr. Tee! This house -is really haunted!
Three more chaps have been spirited away}”

1»
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“Hold that Dboy!” said Lee angrily.
““McClure, have you gone mad?”

AMcClure, usually so steady, so dour, had
rushed to the front door, and was tcaung at
the bolts.

“Let me out—let me out!” he shouted.
“I'm not going to stay iu this house another
minute!”

““Good gad!
“I’ve had
haunted!”

Footsteps sounded from the landing. Lady
Bowers herself appeared, agitated, trembling.

“Oh! What is happening now ?” she asked
h‘emu]ously. “Mr. Lee! I warned you——-7"

*“What's wrong?”’

‘““Has anything fresh happenecd?”

-¢“Oh, tell us—tell us!”

Sorne of the other fellows, and most of the
girls, were crowding on the landing now,
and everybody was shouting at once.

“It’s . Nipper—and Pitt and Travers!”
shouted Church, staring up. ‘‘They’ve gone!

I’m off, too!” gasped Archie.
enough! The bally place is

THE PHANTOM OF THE HIGHLANDS !
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We were—we were watching in the hall, here,
and everything was dark. “And in the dark-
ness they vanished! They couldn’t have got
away by any ordinary means. They were
seized by the ghost!”

Nelson Lee stood helpless. The panic was
spreading. It was running through the young
guests: like a fever.

“Wait—wait!”’  shouted the
““There may be some logical explanation——

But nobody would listen to him. Already,
the panic was getting beyond his control.
The young people were dashing downstairs,
almost fighting one another in their frantic
efforts to get out of this house of mystery and
horror.
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CHAPTER 1.
Panic!
T was a startiing scene—even a painful
s¢ene.

Up till now, the boys and girls had
kept their heads they had acted pluckily.
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But now, after this long night of uncertainty
and. terror, they could no longer keep control.
They went rushing out into the night, their
one desire being to reach the open air. They
wanted to get out of the atmosphere of Forest
House. :

And who could blame them?

First of all, Trene Manners had vanished
in mysterious circumstances. Then Handforth
—and, after Handforth, three more! All had
gone mysteriously, uncannily, without leaving
a- trace. The last three had vanished within
arm’s length, almost, of their companions.
Small wonder that the rest took fright.

The exodus was complete. Not a boy or
girl was left in the house after the first
panic-stricken rush. All of them had gone
rushing out, and many, indeed, would have
run until they were exhausted, but the others,
restored somewhat by the cold night air,
took a grip on themselves. So, at length,
they wero all standing out on the drive, in
the snow—within sight of the flood of light
which streamed out from the open doorway.
"And there they stood, in a grecat crowd,
shivering, talking hysterically, the boys doing
their best to calm the girls. It was not, in
fact, a particularly brave show. C

“Boys! Girls!” shouted Nelson Lee,
coming out on the steps. ‘'You must not
hehave like this. There is no sense im——"

“Tt’s “no good, sir—wc’re not coming
back!” shouted Watson. - g

‘¢ Absolutely not!”’ declared Archie.  *‘I
mean to say, I was the chappie who brought
everybody here, and I thought it was a
priceless sort of game. But I was a chump.
We're going to Fordingbridge, sir—back to
that hotel, where we stayed at first. We
shall be safe enough there.”

“*Hear, hear!”

“J.et’s be going!”

“Yes, yes.” :

They were all very much excited; and their
chief desire, 1t seemed, was to bolt. Even
now, after they had got out into the open,
they had not recovered their balance.

Nelson Lee was looking angry and exas-
perated; once or twice he looked at Dorrie
in a helpless sort of way, for he could sece
that the young people were determined.

“‘What’s next?”’ asked Dorrie.
- “We shall have to let them go, I sup-
pose,’’ replied Nelson Lee, with an impatient
shrug. = ‘“It’s idiotic, at this hour of tho
morning. The pcople in Fordingbridge will
wonder what on earth is the matter. There’il
be rumours—stories will get about—this
housg,will get a more sinister reputation than
ever.

“Well, it’s no good kickin’,” said his lord-
ship. “The kids have made up their minds.
You can glare at me if you like, but I don’t
blame them.”’

““But, man alive, you don’t seem to under-
stand——'> Lee paused, compressing his lips.
“All right! They can go!” he said curtly.

’

““ And you’ll oblige me, Dorrie, By going with,

them *
“Here, I say

. guest.
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“I mean it!” broke in Lee. “TI'm mnot
going to have those hysterical youngsters
walking through the night by themselves.
You take charge of them, pleasc—and.you’d
better let Umlosi go with you, too. This
aﬂ"z}ir is getting on my nerves, I'm tired of
1t.

““Well, you’re not the only one,” retorted
Dorrie, with some heat,

All their nérves were getting on edge, ap-
parently. TLord Dorrimore motioned 1o
Umlosi, and they both went out into the
night. The boys and girls, who had heard
some of that dialoguo on the steps, were not
feeling too comfortable, judging by the looks
they exchanged. But they said  nothing.
‘Perhaps they were glad that Dorrie and
Umlost were to accompany them. .

“And you, Mr. Lee?” asked a cold voice.

Nelson '‘Lee swung round on the doorstep.
He was watching the crowd as i1t went oif
into the darkness of the night. ILady Bowers
was- standing ‘in the middle of the now de-
serted hall; and she made a dignified figure.
Her face was set with unusual determination,

“T am remaining here, Lady Bowers,’”

“said Lee, turning abruptly. "

““Not against my wish, surely ?’ asked her
ladyship. *‘*Need I remind you, sir, that you
and I are now ecuntirely alone in this house?
There is not a servant with us—mnot another
Even my nephew, in spite of his pro-
testations of yesterday, has gone.” -
- “They are young—susceptible—imagina-
tive,” replied Lee, making excuses. * Per-
haps I expected too much of them. Weli
Lady Bowers, they have gone. You and.l
remain. Y hope you will permit me to stay
in, this house. so that I may afford you the
protection—"" -~ _

““No, Mr. Lee, you are quite wrong,”

in-

“terrupted her ladyship. “It is more likely

that you will bring danger to this house~
and you have -alrcady brought it. 1 shall
be far better protected if you go.” .
“But I cannot go,”’ insisted Lee, aimost
sternly. ‘‘Therc are the young people who
have disappecared—-"" =~ | '
"% You will never find them,”’ said Lady
Bowers .ivagically. “Oh, Mr. Lee, when will
you. believe? With your matériaiistic ideas;
with your fantastic stories. of trickery, you
have brought disaster upon my poor home.
One innocént girl, and four equally innocent
boys, have fallen victims to the deadly earth-
bound phantasm which haunts this house.
You will never see them again. Their
parents will never see them again—and that
thought horrifies me. You may search, you
may tear the house down, and rip open its
foundations—but you will find nothing.
Those poor young people have been carriéd
off and out of this world.” 3
Nelson Lee looked. at. her hard. .
“In Heaven’s name, Lady Bowers, you
cannot really believe that,” he said earnestly.
“I do not merely believe it—I know iti’
said her ladyship. *‘It is a dreadful, dread-
ful tragedy. Did not Nerki warn me? O,
I was a fool not to heed him! Nerki knows!
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e always knows! His wisdom is infinite.”
She broke off, and before Nelson Lee could
say anything, she pointed to the open door.
““(¥0!” she went on. “Go now, Mr, Lee!
And, I beg of you, do not return.”

“You will at least permit me to come with
the daylight, and—" .

““No! Never come near this house again!”
she broke in. “And, I beg of you, sec to
it that nobody comes to this house during
the next thirty-six hours. Let me be alone—
so that I may meditate in peace. A day
and a night of solitude may appease the
spirits, and bring an atmosphere of repose,
once again to this house of tragedy.”’

Nelson Lee shrugged.

“Very well, Lady Bowers,”” he said quietly.
‘It is your house, and in face of your wishes
I cannot remain.”’ '

Without another word, he turned on his
heel and strode out into the night,

ND Professor Ivan Nerki, in a strange
chamber underground, uttered an ex-
clamation of satisfaction. He had
carphones fixed to his head—and he

had heard every word that had passed in the
hall of Forest House.
““‘Success!” he breathed.
gone!
He had heard every word of that conver-
sation between Lady Bowers and Nelson
Lee; he had heard the boys and girls saying
that they were going to Fordingbridge. That
last ‘*stunt >’ had brought complete and over-
whelming success. N
FForest House was left descrted—save, only,
for Lady Eustacia Bowers. And this was
what Nerki had been planning for days.
His success had come late, and he had
five prisoners on his hands—but, if he played
his cards carefully, he would still be able to
achieve a partial, if not complete success.

So sensitive were the microphones that he
distinctly hcard . Lady Bowers closing the
front door; he hcard the clicks as the hail
lights were switched off; he heard Lady
Bowers’ footsteps as she ascended the stairs.

Not until then did Nerki remove the car-
phones. '

He turned and looked at the strange scene.
The apartment and its contents provided a
qucer contrast; for this place was a centuries’
old underground crypt—a long-forgotten bolt-
hole or dungeon. The roof was arched, and
in places there were crumbling stone pillars.

But overhead hung electric lights; there
was an iron ladder leading upwards against
one of the walls. A low tunnel showed, with
other lights gleaming in the roof. And there
was a bench, containing odd-looking clectrical
contrivances, with switches, dials and levers.
In one of these valves were glowing.

And In a row, with their backs to the wall,
sat four boys and a girl. Their ankles were
bound, and' their hands were tied behind
their backs, and fastened to iron rings in the
wall. As if this was not sufficient security,
the giant Petrovitch sat on a great stool,
ncarby, watching. In the full light from

““They have

All of them—including Lee himself!”
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the electricity, there was nothing fearful in
the appearance of the Infant. He was, on
the contrary, beaming with good nature.
This enormous Russian with the body of a
giant, and the mind-of a child, was, indced,
one of the most harmless of men—and, by
nature, one of the most kindly and likeabie.
A queer mixture and more to be pitied thaun
blamed. Actually, he had done no wrong;
he was merely Nerki’s slave.

“Well, my fine young people, I don’t think
your captivity will be of any great length,”
said Nerki, as he surveyed his prisoncis. I
am sorry to keep you like - this, in such dis-
comfort——""

. “You needn’t be a humbug as well as a
crook!” growled Handforth, glaring.

“Youre not sorry at all—and you know it.
.This is just what you were aiming for, isu’t’

it 2’

“Well, since you are my prisoners, and
there is no hope of escape for you, I might
as well be frank,” said Nerki. “You know

3

.

me now for what I am '

“We knew you for what you are all
along,” said Nipper. “We knew it when we
first grabbed you—even before "the party
started.”

Nerki frowned.

“I hope, for your own sakes, that it wili
not be necessary to keep you here for long,”
he said. “It all depends upon Lady Bowers.
After what has happened, I think she will be
reasonable.” ' '

“You mean you’re going to rob her, you
swindling faker!” said Nipper.  “What fools
we were to allow ourselves to be grabbed in
the dark—"

“No! Den’t put the blame on yourselves,”
sald Nerki. “Rather, give me the credit for
being clever. However, I cannot waste time
by talking to you.”

He turned abruptly and walked across to
the infant. -

“You will stay here, Petrovitch, and you
will watch the prisoners,” he said in Russian.
~ “I will stay, master,” replicd Petroviich,
simmiling.

“See that they do not trick you.”

“Master, I am big, and I am strong,” said
the Russian. “If you say they shall not
leave this room, then they shall not leave.”

“I-am trusting you,” said Nerki. *‘Later
on you can feed them—but feed them oune at
a time, and do not let them have the use of
more than one hand. I am taking no chances
with tHe youngsters.”

“I obey, master,” said the Infant.

And Professor Nerki, with a nod, passed
out of the crypt and went along the tunnel.

And presently he came to those stone steps
which led up to the back room of his own
lonely home. He found Ezra waiting—an
anxious and frightened Ezra. '

“What has happencd ?”” he asked.
have been a long time, chief.”

“The best has happened,” replied Nerki
briskly. “Lee and all his infernal brood
have gone._ The house is empty, save for the
old girl. It’s my chance, Ezra.”

“You
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As he talked he went through into the
other room—that room with the black-domed
roof with the Zodiac signs. .

*“‘But what are you going to do now?”
asked Ezra. ,

“Get the papers ready for me,” replied
the other. “I must fix on another beard—
make myself as presentable as ever. I can
think of some excuse to offer the old lady.
She’ll follow anything. T’'m going back to
Forest House, and I'm going to clinch this
‘ deal ’ before daylight comes.”
~“But I don’t understand—"’

“And who wants you to understand?”
snapped Nerki. “I tefl you this thing must
be put through at once. The banks are
open to-day, aren’t they? You and I must
be 1in, Southampton as soon as the banks
open—before Lee can get to know what has
happened. All we neced is a good start—and
we shall get it.”

And that little speech proved that Professor
Ivan Nerki was a dead failure as a “seer”
into the future.

CHAPTER 8.
Nelson Lee in Action.

EN Nelson Lec left Forest House
he did not go far.

. Half-way down the drive he
turned aside, skirting some laurel
bushes, and came to a halt behind the
sheltered bulk of a big holly-trce. A dim
figure was standing there, waiting. "
“You haven’t been long,” said a
voice.
“No; I got away quite easily,” replied
Lee. ‘‘How are you feeling, Dorrie?”
““Cold,” said his lordship promptly.
“We’ll soon remedy that, for we’re going
into action,” said Lee, and there was a grim
note in his voice. “Upon my word, it’s
time, too! It distresses me deeply to see such
a charming lady so completely duped. That’s

soft

the worst of it, Dorrie—Lady Bowers 1s
absolutely in earnest. She believes all this
twaddle. She actually thinks that the

youngsters are dead, and their remains will
never be found. She believed the house to
be haunted by an earth-bound spirit. She
thinks that Nerki is the most wonderful man
on carth.”

“It'll give a big shock when her eyes
are opened, won’t 1t?” asked Dorrie
dubiously.

“The bigger the shock, the better,” re-
torted Lee. “It’s just what she needs—a con-
foundedly big jolt. I'm hopini that it will
knock all this nonsense out of her for good.
At heart, she is a sensible woman—a charm-
ing woman. And if it’s within my power,
I’m going to bring her back to normal before
daylight comes.”

“By puttin’ a spoke into Nerki’s wheel, 1
suppose ?’ asked Donrrie.

“Yes, by exposing him completely, and by
providing Lady Bowers with such proof that
even her reinforced steel armour will be
pierced. What about the boys and girls?”
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“They went off—accordin’ to plan—all
mightily excited.”

“ And Umlos 7

“He’s with them.” _

“I’'m glad of that—he'll be useful,” said
Lee. “ By Jove, Dorrie, it worked well,
didn’t it? Those youngsters did that panic
stunt perfectly.”

“So perfectly that _at one time I half-
believed that they really were in a panic,”
replied his lordship. “You're a cunnin’ old
fox, Lee! All the same, I've got to hand
it. to you. You’re workin’ this thing
famously, an’ it looks like ending up in a
hot climax.”

“It’ll do that all night, for, if I'm not
much mistaken, Nerki will lose. no time in
playing his trump card,” said Lee. ‘He
heard everything I said to Lady Bowers, I
am convinced—and he will take action at
once.”

“You don’t think he’ll do her any harm?”

“Oh, no—he’s not that sort!”’ replied Lee.
“There’s nothing violent about Nerki. But
he’s cunning and tricky, and he means to
rob her to the full extent of his power. He
knows that I suspect him, and his one
thought now is to grab all he can and bolt.”

“Even now I’'m in a bit of a muddle,”
complained his lordship. ** How were those
kids grabbed i the hall ?”

“.Come with me, and I’ll show you,’
Lee briskly.

They went towards the house silently, for
Nelson Lee .was taking no chances. The great
detective had been serving Professor Nerki
with some of his own medicine; he had béen
playing trick for trick. And 1t was an un-
doubted fact that he had succeeded in
fooling Nerki up to the cyes. .

Nerki believed that the boys and girls had
fled in panic, and that Nelson Lee and Dorrie
bad gone with them. -

Never had Nerki made a great mistake!

That panic had been carefully organised—
by Lee. The word had been whispered round
from boy to boy and from gitl to girl. Each
onc had known what to do—and each one
had done his or her part splendidly. It
was Nelson Lee’s way of unmasking the
trickster.

Lee had little fear that his movements
would now be under observations. Nerki was
satisied—and Nerki was busy with other
things.

The detective and his companion walked
silently round the empty terrace until they
came to the French windows of the drawing-
room. Lee had purposely left these only half-
latched. It was a moment’s work for him
to slip the latch, and he and Dorrie entered.
They closed the French windows, and then,
without showing any light, crept across the
soft carpet. - '

A minute later they were in the dark hall.

Everything was silent and still. Lee boldly
flashed his electric torch on, and after listen-
ing carefully for some moments, he nodded.

“The coast 13 quite clear, I think,” he
whispered. “Come  and look  here, Dorrie,
and I'l show you the sccret.”

> replied
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His lordship was intiigued. For he, too,
had searched the hall; with Liee, he had gone
over cvery inch of the walls and flooring, and
nothing unusual had been discoverdd.

But now Nelson lLec¢ led the way over to
the heavy grandfather's,clock.

“*You don't mean that?”
staving.

“I do.”

“Good glory! T vemember seeing some-
ithin’ like it in a play—* RafHes,” 1 think it
was——"’ : '

* My dear Dorrie, that was merely a stage
(ffect,” said Nelson Lee. " Any cursory ex-
amination would have revealed the door.
But I will defy you to discover the secret
of this clock.here. And, in case of accidents,
keep your voice down to a whisper.”

Lord Dorrimore watched fascinatedly.
The clock, to all appearances, was an extra
Jarge instrument of  conventional type.
Owing to the loftiness of the hall, and the
wide stretch of the wall against which 1t
stood, its real size was not at first apparent.

asked Dorrie,

It was dwarfed by its surroundings. In an

ordinary room, that grandfather’s clock

would have looked enormous; in this great
hall it looked normal.

© “Just a minute!” said Dorrie.  ** Didn’t
we shift this clock ounce—we an’ a crowd of
boys? You thought there might be some-
thin’ underneath it——"

“That’s right,” said Lee. “We lifted it
bodily from the wall, and 1 was satishied that
there was no sceret door in the rear—a la
the Raffles clock. The floor was sohid, too.
In a word, it seemed that we could dismiss
the clock without another examination.™

“Exactly.” .

“But 1 did examine it again—for the
simple reason that I eclinunated every othev
part of this hall,” replied ILee. I made
certain that there was no possibility of a
secret door, or trapdoor existing in any other
spot. This was the only one. Thercfore, the
‘ ghost * must have entered here. For I gave
the clock much closer attention. And I cau
assure you, Dorrie, that it is a real conjurer’s
piece of work. No trick chest or cabinet at
Maskelyne’s is constructed with greater in-
genuity than' this old-time clock-case.”’

“I’m bubblin’ with impaticnee,.”” whispered
Dorvie.

“The clock itself is genuine—a fine old
timepicce,” continued ILce. ‘It it comes to
that, the clock-case is equally genuine—it was
faked up, no doubt, by conjurers of the past,
who were every bit as clever as their modern
colleagues. . Now, if you examine this clock
closely, you will find that it is built solidly,
the front dove-tailing perfectly into the sides.
Nincty-nine cabinet-makers,
case, would declare it to be solid. The door,
vou will observe, is quite narrow.”

He opened the door as he spoke. It was
the usual kind of door, such as is fitted to
most grandfather’s clocks. It opened readily
enough, revealing an empty black cavity.
The heavy weights-were swinging within, and
the pendulum was going solemmnly to and fro.

examining this

The doorway itself was so narcow that no
human being could have pasesd through--
not even a child.
“Well, 1 can’t sec anything funny about
it,” said Dorric. :
“Don’t you think the pendulum is extra-
ordinarily short for such a clock?”

““Perhaps so; but there’s a little glass panel
near the top,” said Dorrie. * The pendulum
shows through it, and it was nade short on
purpose.”’

“No; the glass panel could have been put
lower, if neccessary,” replied I.ee. ‘The
penduluin i3 high, so that the lower part
of the clock case is free of any obstruction—
and you’ll observe that there is ample room
for three men to stand within this case. It
is unusually big.” .

“But the doorway’s tiny,” objected
Dorric.- ‘“ Besides, what about the weights?
They’re swingin’ in the middle, in the
ordinary way. If any man attempted to
squeeze himself into here—providing that he
could get through the doorway—he would
stop the clock by puttin’ the weights out of
position.”

“That is the natural conclusion one would
arrive at—and, at first, I was fooled,” ad-
mitted Nelson Lee. ‘Then, when 1 looked
at the clock more closely, I saw these little
staples in the sides, one opposite the other.”™

He showed them up with his torch, aud

Dorrie nodded.
“What are they for?”’ he asked.

‘““Ah, that’s just the point,” replied Lee.
“What ave they for? Apparently they have
no usc whatever. But when 1 examined
them carefully, I found that the metalwork
of the staples, on the inner side, is quite
bright. The weights, you will observe, are
hung on steel cables—mot on chains. Look
here.”

With a quick movement he swung one of
the weights to the side and hooked the cable
round the staple. Then he did the same with
the other. Both weights were now lying
close to the inncr sides of the clock-case,
leaving the interior completely free. The
clock continued its solemn ticking, for the
utility of the weights was in no way affected.

“Well, I'm hanged!” said Dorrie.

“Obviously, I had got on the track,” con-
tinued Nelson Lee. ‘“The next thing was
to discover how the clock-case could be
opened.”’

He pushed on a part of the woodwork—
a part which looked just like the rest—and
instantly the entire front of the clock-case
swung open. It did so silently, without the
ghost of a creak or the sound of a hinge.
Not only the front came away, but a portion
of the side, too. Thus the dovetailing meant
nothing.

“You see, the actual join is along the
ornamental line in- the side,” explained Leec.
“That’s how ninety per cent of conjurer’s
trick cabinets are made. The casual observer
pays great attention to the obvious joins, and
he finds them genuine enough. That’s the
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seceret,  The hinge, you will see, exactly
corresponds to the opening. When the clock
is closed there is not a vestige of a sign
of the real sceret. In a word, two men,
abreast, could walk out of this clock in abso-
lute silence.”

““You mean that Nerki was hiding in the
clock all the time?” asked Dorrie incredu-
lously. “But surely he would not have taken
sur‘h a risk?”

*“There’s another sceret,’” replied Lee dryly.

He was wasting very little time, for he
was speaking lapldl)——and now, with the
clock wide open, he pressed on another section
of the inner woodwork. T.ord Dorrimore was
astonished to sce the stone slab below—for
the clock had no actual bottom—slide silently
away into a void. And when Nelson Lce
{lashed his torch downwards, a deep shaft was
revealed, with an iron ladder fixed. to onc
side of it.

“Ye gods and fishes!”

DOlllC‘

90 here we na\e the secret of the ¢ haunt-
ings,” old man,” said Lece. ‘The ° ghost’
came up this shaft, and entered the hall by
way of the clock, and escaped in the same
way. Thus all m) carefully prepared traps—
my sealed threads, and so forth—were use-
less. Naturally, I never thought of sealing
the clock.”

“But where on
asked Dorrie.

“That!’s what

littie ojaculutod

carth does 1t lead to?”

we've got to find out,”
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replied Lee grimly.,  ** That’s why we’re here

now. Are you game? Cornered, Nerki might
show fight—and he might become really
violent. In a word, 1t’s any odds that he
carries a gun.”’

“We carry guns, too—and we’re preity
quick on the draw,” said Dorrie. "“Come
on! Let’s go!”’

He was preparing to get in, but Lee pulled
him back.

“T’lIl go first, if you don’t mind,” said the
dotecti\'e. *This is really my job, you kuow,
Dorrie.’

“Oh, all right!” growled his lordship.

“You remember the skeleton hand which
grabbed Handfonth ankle one night?” went
on Lee. “Well, I’ve no doubt that that was
merely a mechanical contrivance held by
Nerki. He dodged underncath the staircase,
and escaped into another part of the housc.
Then, when evervihing was quiet, he slipped
back through the clock. In an old house
like this it’s easy enough to play hide-and-
seck—and to remain undiscovered.”

“Especially when you’ve got a pal, some-
where in the oflin’, workm’ the electrie
lights,” nodded Dorrie. * That’s what’s hap-
pened here, eh?”’

“I believe you’re right.” said Lee. ** When
I examined the mains, of course, I found
nothing wrong. But 1 have no doubt that
Nerkt “has somnhov. tapped the mains wire,
and has fitted in a nnmber of master switches,
so that he can put off the lights in any
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part of the house he wishes. " But that’s an
electrician’s job. Come on.”
-““How long have you known about
clock 77 ‘

““Since yesterday,” replied Lee. “But I did
not know the actual secret as to how it could
‘be opened until to-night. That’s why 1
could not immediately go to Ireme’s help.
But I don’t think for a moment that the
girl has come to any harm. Nerki would
never dare.”

““And Nipper and the other youngsters who
vanished ?”

“I arranged it with them,” veplied Lee
blandly. “Didn’t you know? Being certain
~that Nerki was listening, I arranged, in
quite a loud ‘voice, that we should all be
watching in the dark ”» ‘

“Wait a minute! You did that talking
in the dining-room.”

“Yes; and there are hidden microphones
in the dining-room.”

“Great Scott!”

“I told the boys to ¢ casually ’ wander, just
before the clock was due to strike, near it.
"I expeeted that Nipper, and, perhaps, one
other, would be scized and carried off. As
you know, I warned everybody else not to
take any notice if they heard any sounds—
not to do anything until I flashed my light.”

“Deucedly clever!” said Dorrie, with
grudging admiration. ‘1 mean, I'll bet the
youngsters were bagged just as the clock
was makin’ it’s whirrin’, an’ then chimin’.
The sounds of the clock muffled the sounds
of the youngsters bein’ grabbed.”

“Yes, that was certainly how it was done,”
agreed Nelson Lee. I was cuite near at the

this

’

time, in the darkness, and I heard the
scufies.  Incidentally, T’ll tell you now,
Dorrie—just to relieve your mind about

Irenec—that I've already been down this shaft
and have found a tunnel. Furthermore, I’ve
satisfied myself that the girl is in no danger.
But if T had rescued her, then I should have
jeopardized my chances of capturing Nerki.
For he might have taken fright and boltedl.
As matters now stand, I think I can grab
him with ease.”

“He’s cunnin’,” said Dorrie,
glory. you’re his master!”

““This thing has gone far enough now,”
said Nelson Lee. ‘“We're going to put an
cnd to it—definitely.”

He led the way down the shaft—which was
surprisingly roomy. Nelson Lee warned his
companion to make no sound: so they went
lower and lower in complete silence. Lee did
not even show his torch. They went down in
darkness.

But in spite of this darkness, Lee knew
exactly where he was. For on that earlier
descent he had taken the precaution to count
the iron rungs of the ladder. He knew exactly
when he would set his foot upon the solid
ground of the shaft bottom.

He reached it at last, and Dorric stepped
down beside him. They could both see a
tunngl, for there was a dim glow of light

“But, by

"interrupted Handforth.
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some distance down; and they could hear,
too, a murmur of voices. _

Nelson Lee crept forward like a shadow,
and when, at length, he reached an opening
in the tunnel, he found himself looking into
the strange crypt. He saw Irenc and the four
boys sitting helpless against the wall, nearly
opposite, half-hidden by one of the intervening
pillars.

“It’s no good going on like that, Handy,”
Nipper . was saying. ‘‘These ropes arc too
tight. We can’t get away. Leave it to the
guv'nor. I’'ve already told you that he's
on the job, and he’ll be down here soon—"

“But something may have gone wrong,”
“That beastly giant
has gone away, and we’re here by ourselves,
and——"’ .

“That’s all I wanted to hear, young ’un,”
saild Lee, as he softly advanced. ‘No, not
a sound!”’

Handforth had been preparing to yell; and
the others, flushed and excited, would have
burst into a chorus of acclamation, too. But
Lee's finger went to his lips. He and Lord
Dorrimore advanced into the crypt; and now
they were bending right over the captives.

“Oh, thank goodness!” breathed Irene, her
blue eyes sparkling. :

“All right, young lady ?”’ asked Lee. “Not
scared, or anything? They haven’t hurt you,
I hope ?” .

““They’ve only hurt my wrists a bit with
these ropes,”’ replied Irene.

“We’ll soon see to that,”
crisply.

His knife was out—and Dorrie’s knife was
out,” too. Quickly, they slashed through the
bonds of the young captives. All were re-
leased.

“What’s the next thing, guv’nor?” asked
Nipper eagerly. ‘“We did our bit all right,
didn’t we?”’

“Famously.”

“When I was grabbed, I could have yelled
eagerly,” continued Nipper. “But I remem-
bered what you said—and I pretended to be
so scared that I couldn’t utter a sound. A
blanket was flung over my head, and drawn
tight. Then I was held, and dragged back
into the clock. The other chaps wore treated
in just the same way.” |

““Nerki took an absurd chance,” said ILee
grimly. ‘“If T had flashed my torch on—as 1
might easily have done—the open clock would
have been revealed, and the attackers, too.
But during this last hour or two, Nerki has
become reckless with desperation—and when
a man is in that condition he loses his caution.
And such a man as Nerki is arrogant, too—
he is certain of his own cleverncss. "He
thinks that he has played a master card—
whilst, all the time, that card is lying on
the table, waiting to be trumped.”

“Listen!” said Reggie Pitt quickly.

They all stood quite still. Tiey could hear
soft footsteps from the passage.

“It’s that big giant!” whispered Travers.
“He went off about ten minutes ago—and I’ll
bet he’s fetching us some food. He seems a

replied Lce
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decent sort of chap. I mean, he looked at us
in the friendliest possible manner.”

‘““All the same, we must get hold of him—

and see that he does not make any outery,”
said Lee. ‘‘Here, you youngsters! Quick!”
. He toid them to return to the bend with
their bonds arranged around them. Then he
and Dorrie took up their own positions. Sure
cnough, Petrovitch came into the erypt carry-
ing a big tray. .

And no sooner had he entered than Travers
ran forward, and pulled the tray forcibly out
of his hand. This was donc so that the tray
should not fall, making a great clatter. '

The Infant uttered a thick cry, but he was
so startled that he could not put up any kind
of a fight. Handforth threw himself at the
big man’s legs, and he was tripped. At the
same moment Nelson Lee and Dorrie attacked
from cither side. The Infant went down.
In spite of his bulk, and his almost super-
human strength, he was held. There were
half a dozen on him, including two strong
men. And in a very short time, ropes were
passed round his legs and body and arms.

The unfortunate: giant
wildered and frightened—but there was no
ferocity in him. He spoke volubly in his
own language, and Lee, who knew a bit of
Russian, answered him.

“We are your friends,” he said. “We do
not intend to harm you. Tell us where we
can find Nerki, your master ?”’ ,

But the big man loyally shook his head,
and remained dumb. ‘

“It doesn’t matter,” said Lece. I think
we know where to find. him, Dorrie. Now,
boys, we’re going to leave this man with
you.”

" No need for us all to stop, is there, sir?”
asked Nipper. “We want to be in at the
death.”” . ‘

In the end it was decided that Church and
McClure should remain to guard Petrovitch
—and Irene would stay, too. There was little
or no danger that the big Cossdck would cause
any trouble. '

“Here we have a solution of the mysterious
‘monster,” ”’ said Lee dryly. ‘““I’ve no doubt
that the man was wearing some specially pre-
pared pads on his big feet—and that accounts
for the strange footprints.”

“But what about when they disappeared,
sir, ncar that graveyard?” asked Church.

“Oh, that’s an easy one,” laughed Lee.
““Didn’t you boys notice that the trce, almost
overhanging the graveyard, was innocent of
snow ?”’ :

“We didn’t even look at the tree, sir,”
said McClure.

““No; you were far too worried about the
vanished footprints,”” retorted Il.ee. *‘But
every other tree was snow covered. This one
wasn’t. That proved that it had been
shaken. In a word, a rope was left danglirg
from that tree; the man flung himself upon
the rope, and so his footprints disappeared.

He climbed into the tree, and was no doubt .

hidden in it while we were actually. on the
spot. A very simple trick—but baffling at
the time.”
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was looking ‘be-

.family, centuries ago—conspirators.
found more’ than one reference to such con-
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“It must have been this giant who attacked
Umlosi, too,” said Dorrie. “I1 don’t think
there’s another man in the world who could

tackle Umlosi, an’ get the better of him.”

Lee was genuinely sorry for Petrovitch.
The man was so obviously a. tool—a harmless
freak of nature, such as one finds in side-
shows. Even now that he had been captured
and roped, the Infant was in no way vicious.
He accepted his capture calmly and stoldly.

With Nelson Lee leading the way, the party
went down the tunnel. Lee was ready for
any emergency now. He was half expecting
to meet Nerki on the way—for he did not
doubt that Nerki would show himself again
to Lady Bowers at the .earliest possible
moment.

““What do you make of this place?” whis-
pered Dorrie, as they walked. *‘This tunnel,
I mean?”

“I’ve no doubt that it was constructed in
the reign of Charles the First,” replied Lee.
“I’ve been dipping into history, Dorrie—
particularly the Bowers’ -family history.
There are many quaint and interesting books
in the library. But you’re not very interested
in books, are you?”

© “Go on,” said Dorrie. ‘““You seem to know

everything !”

“T’ve also been inspecting other old records.
Ordnance maps, and so forth,” continuecd Lee.
4 : -~y - : 5 3

One discovery ‘I made is that Nerki’s house
was, at one time, on the Bowers’ estate. But
about a hundred years ago, the estatc was
broken up. It!s my private opinion that there
were some dangerous people in the Bowers
I have

spiracies, particularly in Charles the TFirst’s
reign.. One plot was broken up, and two
or three heads were lopped off in consequence,
including a Bower’s head. I’ve no doubt that
this tunnel was made at the time of those
conspiracies. The Bowers of the period held
secret parties in this house—and the tunnel
had been built so that the plotters should
have a way of escape, in case of surprise.
There are any amount of such ¢ back exits’?
up and down England, connected with famous
old houses.” ‘
“The good old times!” sighed Dorrie.
“Nowadays, tumnels’ like this are used by
cheap crooks.” .
“Perhaps Nerki found the tunnel by acci-
dent—perhaps he knew of it even before he
took the old house, and established himself in
the New Forest as a sorcerer,” continued
Lee. “We can’t tell—and it doesn’t really
matter. The main thing is that he planted
himself here, and not only fooled a great
many society people, but he singled Lady
Bowers out as a singularly luerative vietim..
Well, he’s at the end of his tether now.’”
Lee enjoined complete silence when, at
length, they recached the end of the tunne].
They mounted the ciumbling stone steps in
single file. Lee had no difficulty in finding
the catch which opened the secret door. Ho
swung it open, and, to his satisfaction, he
found that the room, bevond, was empty.
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“In here, all of you—quick!”’ he whispered.
“And not a sound.”

They came in, one after the other. And
hardly the last one passed through before a

il quick step sounded in the passage. beyond—

and then the door was suddenly thrown wide
open.

“Why can’t you hurry up, Ezra?”’ said
Nerki savagely. *“I tell you it will be dawn
soon, and the old girl—"

He broke off abruptly, his jaw dropping.
For the lights from four or five electric
torches flashed out, concentrating their beams
upon him. He was revecaled in his flowing
robes of “state,”” and he was now wearing a
long, impressive beard. On his head was
perched a conical hat. He was Nerki, the
Sorcerer again—the mystic, the worker of
black magie. .

“Just a little surprise, professor,” said Lee
calmly. )

And as the detective spoke, he took a
step forward—and the automatic pistol in his
hand gleamed in the beams of light.

““In case you’re thinkin’ of any funny busi-
ness—don’t!” said Dorrie. °*‘lorget it.
armed, too, and if you make any false move,
I shall shoot. I’'m not so squeamish as Lce.
In fact, I’ve had a good deal of experience
of shooting reptiles.”

“What—what does this. mean?”
Nerki, attempting, even then, to bluff,

“I'll tell you,” said Lee crisply. “Your
unfortunate dupe,; Petrovitch, 1s a prisoner.
Your secrets are known to me, Nerki—the
clock, the microphones, the hidden wires,
cverything! And, although I have no oflicial
warrant, I’m going to arrest you on a charge
of criminal conspiracy. Added to that charge
will be the more serious one of kidnapping.
Matters will no doubt be straightened out
at the police-station afterwards. I might
get into hot water for taking things into my
own hands—but I'll take the risk. What are
you going to do—act scnsibly, and surrender,
01‘___”

“You haven’t got
Nerki, mad with rage.

But Nelson Lee had been right., This
trickster was no gunman. He made no
attempt to fire—for, indecd, he carrvied no
weapon. But, with a single leap, he fled
backwards through the doorway.

Slam !

At the same time he crashed the door to,
and shot two heavy bolts on the outside.
He found Ezra beside him—pale, stricken.

“We’re too late!” snarled Nerki. ‘‘Lec’s
here. The game’s up! Our only chance now
is to bolt.”

He flung his hat aside—and his robe, too.
Ezra, galvanised into action, leapt to the
back door, and flung it open. They both
knew that it would take Nelson Lee a con-
siderable time to smash the door down—
for it was of heavy oak. The window was
fitted with iron bars, and there was no escape
that way. It would take many valuable
minutes to escape by the tunnel. And Nerki
had a car. He and Ezra could gect a good

me yet!” screamet

I'm-

panted
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start, and could be well away before there
was any orgnised hunt.

But again Professor Nerki made a mistake.

He and Erza raced over the snow-covered
ground to the shed where the car was kept.
The first gleam of dawn was showing in the
sky. For now it was quite early morning.
Thunderous bangs, and loud shouts were
sounding from the house. But out here, in
the Forest, who could hear?

Nerki himself unlocked the doors of the
shed and swung them open. He and Ezra
dashed in, to start up the car.

But suddenly Ezra uttered an alarmed
shout.

“‘Look!”’ he almost screamed. ¢ There are
figures running up, Nerki. There must have
been others on the watch——"’ '

Nerki spun round, and, sure enough, he:
saw a dozen or more active figures—and, to
his amazement, he saw that some of them
were feminine figures! In a flash he knew
the truth. The boys and girls! They had
not gone off to Fordingbridge, as he had
believed—as they had stated—but, by pre-
arrangement with Neison Lece, they had come
to this old house, and had surrounded it in
the distance—waiting for some such moment
as this.

Whizz! Whizzzz! Thud! Thud!

*“Go it!” yelled a voice. “Come on,” givls
—you can do your bit, too!”

Nerki and Ezra tried to get out; but they
were met by a deadly fusillade of snowballs.
They were smothered from head to foot.
blinded, and the shower of snowballs con.
tinued. ‘

There was a rush of feet, a crashing slam,
and the doors of the shed were closed, and
then locked.

“Got ’em!”’ sang out Jimmy Potts. “‘Me.
Lee was right all along the line!”

CHAPTER 9.
Explanations.

OMI of the excited boys dashed to the
house, and Nelson l.ce and the others
were quickly released. Lee imme-
diately took charge.

A search of the house proved that
there were no other crooks.
and Petrovitch worked all the *‘stunts’ be-
tween the threc of them.

Lee went out to the shed, and he found
Nerki beaten. There was not an ounce of
ficht in the man now. He had, indeed, shot
his bolt.

Both the prisoners were handcuffed. Izra
was nearly weeping, and he was wailing out
that he had done nothing criminal. He was
only Nerki’s servant, and he had only obeyed
orders. Nelson Lee ignored him.

Nerki himself, to his credit, displayed some
kind of futile dignity.

“I am not fool enongh to make matters
worsc by making futile efforts to escape,”
he said quietly. ‘“You have won. Lee. 1

Nerki and Ezra .
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might have known, from the first, that you
would. For once you came down here and
took charge of the case I was beaten.”
“You s%muld have thought of that ecarlier,
my friend,” said Lee. ‘“If you had aban-
doned your folly some days ago and quietly
disappeared, I doubt if Lady Bowers would
have prosecuted. For she would never have
been fully convinced you are the criminal
you are.
{]{ou’s;e now—and you are going to confront
er.
A light of hope came into Nerki’s eyes.
*““All right,” he said quietly. *‘I am in
your hands. You must do as you think fit.”
Before leaving Nerki’s house, Lee had
another look round. He made some interest-
ing discoveries. In some of the other sheds
he found an extraordinary collection of
pigeons. They were highly-trained birds,
and their feathers had been dyed jet black—
and their wings were cleverly faked so that,
in the gloom, the pigeons almost exactly
rescmbled bats. So here-were the giant bats
Archie Glenthorne had seen on his first visit!

In another shed, confined in a cage, were
three little monkeys. They ere highly-
trained creatures. In a cupboard, near by,
were some quaint miniature head-dresses of
hideous design.  There was even clothing,
too. ILece was convinced that these monkeys
all dressed up—so that they resembled gnomes
or pixies—were used by Nerki. They were
sent out when visitors were expected—so that
they would be seen. Handforth & Co. had
scen them—and had been scared.

The secret of the hollow tree was already
known; and Lee found many of the hedges,

round and about the house, fitted with cun--

ningly-concealed electric wires. These wires
looked exactly like creepers, so cleverly were
they faked. And, in places, there were dis-
ruised electric lamps. The luminous eyes
~which Archie had once beheld!

Ormrre hedge was particularly interesting, for
in what appeared to be a dense clump of im-
penetrable brambles, a brilliant fake was dis-
covered. It was, in fact, the almost lifelike
representation of a traditional witch. By
means of concealed rods it could be lifted
silently upwards, out of the hedge top, when
trailing garments would float eerily in the
breeze. It was, in fact, a true magician’s
“prop,”’ and operated by clectricity.

“Frightfully ridic., really,”” eaid Archie
Glenthorne, with a sniff. *‘This is the bally
thing which gave me such & frightful turn
when 1 first visited Nerki:Z:;But how did it
manage to disappear, Mr. Poe? What about
the hidecus cackle, too, which somewhat
ruined the night?”’ _

‘‘There’s no mystery about either, Archie,”
replied Nelson Lee.  “Didn’t some black
clouds suddenly obscure the moon just after
the ¢ witch’ had commenced her journey on
the broom?” . _

“Good gad, yes,” said Archie, with a
start. . - 8

““Actually the ¢apparition’ merely rose
up from the hedge, started off, and then the

I am going to take you to Korest -
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’

explained Lee. “The whole
whisked back into its

darkness came,’
apparatus was then
hiding place.”

“But doesn’t that seem dashed risky, old
thing ?”’ asked Archie sceptically. ‘I mecan,
supposing there wasn’t any handy black
cloud? Clever as this blighter is, he couldn’t
wangle the clouds, could he ?”’

Nelson Lee smiled.

“If there had been no cloud, I have no
doubt that your attention would have been
distracted in some other way,’”’ he replied.
““These fellows are up to all the tricks,
Archie. As for the voice, there’s a loud-
speaker hidden in the witch’s headpiece.”

There were loud-speakers, in fact, m several
parts of the hedge. Everything was elec-
trically operated; and in the house itself
there was an claborate radio set, with many
switches, which could be operated at will.
Nerkl, sitting there, could fake all manner
of “black magic.” It was Nelson Lee’s
belief that the ‘‘skeleton hands ”’ not yet
spoken of had been operated by Izra. ho
door, of course, was electrically controlled,
and the curtains in that mystery room were
cunningly operated—as are the curtains of
any magician’s scene of operations.

In the house, too, Lee found a strange

black robe. In the folds of it were a number
of concealed electric lamps—so cunningly
hidden that they were quite invisible,

although they cast their light downwards at
an angle. A miniature switchboard, at the
waist, could operate these lights, so that any
nuimber of them could be brought into play
at once.

Here was the explanation of that strange
occurrence when Handforth & Co. had seen
Nerki standing ‘in the moonlight—and Nerki
had cast no shadow.

Actually, Nerki had cast a shadow, just
the same as Handforth & Co.; but, by switch-
ing those lights on, he had illuminated his
shadow with bluish light so that it was vir-
tually cut out. The lamps themselves had
been unseen by the boys; and, at a little
distance, it had seemed just as though Nerki
had cast no shadow at all. Like all conjur-
ing tricks, the explanation was childishly
simple. .

On that occasion, too, Handforth had dis-
covered that Nerki’s footprints suddenly
ceased. But it was obvious enough that
Nerki, thinking, perhaps that Handforth
would return, had smoothed over the snow, so
that his footprints, were no longer in evi-
dence.  Another simple dodge, equaily
baflling at the time, and equally simple of
explanation.

Indeed, once one piece of trickery was dis-
covercd, everything else was revealed.
Nerki’s only chance of keeping up the game
was to defy discovery. Fraudulent spiritualist
mediums practised for months—ycars—and "all
their effects have been produced by the
simplest and crudest of devices. " And then,
suddenly, something has gone wrong—some-
body has become suspicious. Like the falling
of a house of cards, the fake medium’s tricks
have been exposed,

l
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It was just the same with Nerki, the Sor-
cerer—but Nerki was far cleverer than the
average “dud ”’ medium.

HE daylight was strengthening when the

Il party arrived at Forest House. Nelson
Lee took his prisoners by road; and

that procession, as it marched along.

was a quaint one. Nerki and his assistant,

‘in handcuffs, led. the way, with Nelson Lee.

And bchind came the young guests of Forest
At last they were feeling safe. The
‘““haunting ”’ was over. B

Lord Dorrimore had left the main partry,
and had gone back, alone, through the
tunnel. . He was going to fetch Irene and
the boys, and bring the thid prisoner up
the iron ladder.

In fact, when the main party arrived, the
front door was standing wide open, and Lord
Dorrimore {vas there. His own journey had
been shorter.

“Everything’s all rignt,” he said. “That
Russian chap is locked in one of the cellars.
Ircne has gone upstairs to arouse her lady-
<hip, an' she’ll be here ‘at any minute.”

“That was a good idca,” said Nelson Lee.
“I’'m glad Irene went to Lady Bowers. For
her ladyship believed that Irene was dead—
killed by the spirits. And the girl’s presence
in the ﬂ)esh will do much to lessen the greater
shock which is to immediately follow.”

They were all crowding into the hall now,

and at that moment Lady Bowers herself,

fully dressed, came almost running along the
landing and then down the stairs. Irenc was
with her. -

“Mr. Lee!” cried Aunt Eustacia. ‘“What
does this mean? Thank Heaven the girl is
safe! She has been telling me some extra-
ordinary things—— Oh! What—what does
this mean?”

“I am afraid it means that Nervki is a
handcuffed prisoner,” replied Lee quietly.
“I have brought him here, Lady Bowers, be-
causc I think it is necessary that you should

‘have your eyes completely and fully opened.

This mau is nothing but a cheat and an in-
postor. His one aim has been to hoodwink
yvou—and I do not doubt that he has bcen
attempting to obtain moncy from you.”
““Nerki—Nerki! I cannot believe it!" ex-
claimed Lady Bowers, as she ran down.

Fortunately, Nerki himself, by his very
words, convinced her.
“What’s the good?’ he asked, almost

roughly. . “Can’t we get this over and donc
with? Do you think I like standing here,
with these things on my wrists—and with all
these boys and girls looking on? I'm
through, and I know it. If I saw any loop-
hole, I’d take it. But I’m through.”

As Aunt Eustacia stood staring in
stupefaction at Nerki, Archie Glenthorne
zlmost murmured, ‘I told you so’; but he
was far too much of a sportsman to do so.

“Then—then you admit that it was all—
trickery ?”’ asked her ladyship. * The haunt-
img of this housec—the smashing of the fur-
niture—the elemental ——"
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“If T had xou alone, Lady Bowers, I would
talk to you in a different way,” said Nerki,
with astonishing frankness. *““But Mr. Lee
13 here, listening to every word I say. 1
might be able to dcceive you, but I can’t
deceive him. So what’s the use? We’re just
wasting time. If I’m to be taken to the
police-station, why can't I be taken? You’'re
going to prosccute me, aren’t you?”

““This 1s dreadful!” murmured Archic’s

aunt. “And I thought—— No, no! I
won't prosecute. Let him go, Mr. Leec! Oh,
that any man could be so deceitful, so

wicked! But no. I won’t nrosecute. It would
be too, too awful.” :

“Got your key, Iec?’ azked Necrki, hold-
ing out his wrists.

“Oh, no, my friend, vou’re not going to
get away as easily as that,” replied Lee
grimly. ‘Lady Bower:, I'm afraid I must
insist upon you prosecuting this man. There
is not only yowrself to think about—there are
otlicrs. He has duped many such ladies as
vourself. Many gentletnen, too. His visitors,
during the last few months, have been
numerous. 1)o not, I beg of you, imagine
that you will be sending a first offender to
prison.”

S#*What do you mean, Mr. Lee?” asked
Aunt Eustacia, looking at him in wonder.

“I mecan, that this man is not Professor
Ivan Nerki at all,” replied Nelson Lee. “The
name, I will adinit, is picturesque. But his
real name is Rod Davenby, and he hails from
Springfield, Ilinois, in the United States of
America.” |

Nerki started, and then he shrugged.

“Clever guy, aren’t you, Lee?”’ he asked
bitterly.

“For some years Rod Davenby was known
as one of the most remarvkable spiritualistic
mediums,” continued Lee. ‘“‘He did things
on a big scale; his séance chambers were
colossal in  their extravagance and their
luxury. But in 1924, at a sensational séance
at Jersey City, he was exposed by news-
paper men, and he was sentenced to five
vears’ imprisonment. I have taken the
trouble to look up his record—for I recog-
nised him as soon as I saw him without his
beard. If you care to go to Scotland Yard,
they will tell you that Davenby was put in
prison 1n 1918 for forging a cheque; he was
in prison again in 1921, for forming a fraudu-
lent company to build a great institution for
the furtherancce of spiritualism »

“I—I have heard enough,” said Lady
Bowers fainutly,  *““Please, Mr. Lee!”

Her eyes were wide open, and she knew that
the amiable Archie Lad becn right fromn the
very first,

switches down below in that old crypt.
Nerki had tapped the electric wires, and

it was possible for him to
extinguish any.lights he pleased.
Nelson Lee also found a cunning device,
something after the fashion of an electro-

(Centinued on page 44.) .

][T was found that there were some secrct

dim and



Full Of Long Laughs—This Rousing Story Of St. Frank’s!

COCK O

is a hopeless failure.

THE

Edward Oswald Handforth is junior skipper of St. Frank’s. But as a skipper he
All the schemes that have been concocted to force him to

resign have met with failure, and have made Handy all the more determined to

Now comes the quéstion : ‘ What can the Remove do now ?”’

Reggie Pitt's ldea.

IS worse than ever!” said Doyle

stick to his post.
indignantly. “It doesn’t matter
what we do, we can’t squash him.

“H
He’s ec¢ven more violent, and he

won’t tell us anything about the football
fixtures, or anything.”

“We can’t kick him out, and we can’t
make him resign!”’ said Fullwood desperately.
“So what the dickens are we going to do?
He’s getting on our nerves!”

“ Absolutely !” said Archie Glenthorne with
a nod. “I don’t like to say it, but the old
fright 1s absolutely a smu({e on the good
old face of the Remove! fife, I mean, 1is
becoming too dashed ghastly for words! We
oo thither, and we go thither, and this foul
chappie haunts us like a family specire!”

Reggie Pitt grinned.

“I1t’s chiefly our own fault,” he said.
haven’t used the right tactics.”

“There aren’t any more tactics!” growled
Doyle. “We’ve used ’em all up!”’

“Don’t you believe it!” smiled Reggie.
“What about our little experience a quarter
of an hour ago? Two of you fellows went
into Handy’s office and came out in a state of
wreckage. I went-in, and came out whole.”

“Just your luck!” said Bob Churistine.

“Yes, you had a taste of hin, too, didn’t
vou?” said Reggie. “But it wasn’t luck,

“We

Bob—it was tact. Handy is one of the best
chaps in the world at heart, but since he
became skipper he’s made himself about as
popular as a prefect at a dormitory spread.
He’s lost his balance, you know. This
captaincy has got into his head, and his mind
is filled with one idea. He thinks he’s a
dictator, and that he’s got to dictate. He
thinks the whole Remove 1s against him, and
that his only policy is to use force. He was
always a forceful bounder.”

“Then - what the dickens can we do?”
demanded Fullwood.

They were standing in the Ancient House
lobby, discussing" the fresh situation, and
wondering how they could achieve the end
they desired—the deposing of Edward Oswald
Handforth. _

“What can we do?” repeated Reggie-
“We can use tact. We’ve been blind, my
sons. Instead of taking a lesson from Church
and McClure, we’ve used our own methods,
and Handy 1s just as arrogant as ever. He
knows we want to get rid of him, so he
meant to stick in power.”

“In that case, we'd better tell him to hold
the captainey!” said Doyle sarcastically.

“ Exactly ! -

“What ?” gasped the juniors.

“That’s the exact idea!” grinned Reggie.
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“You know what a contrary mule he is. If
he thinks we all want him as skipper, his
one desire will be to abandon us, aud leave
us in the lurch.” : :

“It’s too .risky,” said Fullwood, shaking
his head. ““These things don’t always pan
out in practice. If we do a thing like that,
he’ll only be more triumphant than ever, and
we shall have done ourselves in.”

Reggie Pitt was quite serene.

“Of course, we shall have to do it cun-
ningly,” he went on. “I've got a few ideas
in my head now—and if they can only be
welded together properly, we ought to be
able to knock Handy off his perch. But the
first thing to do is to try a little experiment.”

‘““An experiment?”’ :
. “Yes,” nodded Reggie. “I shan’t tell yvou
‘what it is -yet. If it succeeds, I'll go ahead
with my plan—and if I know anything about
Handy, it will succeed. We’ll go to-his office
now as a deputation, and ask him to resign.”

“My hat!” said Fullwood, staring: “Is
that what you call an idea?”

“Yes—and I don’t apologise for it.”

“But, you idiot, haven’t we tried it
before?’”’ asked De Valerie. “Haven’t we
asked him to resign scores of times? Haven't

”

we sent deputations to him——"

- “But this one’s different,” interrupted Pilt.
“You won't see much difference, perhaps,
and you’d better be prepared for ructions.
But I'll do the talking. and it won’t be many
hours before you see thc results. They won’t
come at once—they’ll develop during the
cvening.” .

Reggie Pitt had succeeded in mystifying
his companions, but he would not go into
any explanations. So the deputation was
f(;rli'med, and off it marched to Handforth’s
office.

Pitt halted, and hammered on the door.
Within, Handforth & Co. looked.up. Edward
Oswald frowned, but his chums expressed
their relief. An interruption was just what
they required, for it would give them an
excuse to escape.

“Come in!” said Handforth grufily.

The deputation went in, and there was
just sufficient room for it on the outer side
of the barrier. .

“What’s all Handforth
suspiciously.

“Just a hittle deputation,” said Pitt gently.
“] see you’ve got a ncw gadget for your
wireless, Handy.”

“You fathead—this is a typewriter!” said
Handforth. :

“Sorry!” said Pitt calmly. ‘I thought it
was a condenser, or a mnew kind of loud
speaker, or something. So you’re going in
for typewriting? I’m not at all surprisea—
it’s just .what we might have expected.”

“What do you mean?” asked Handforth,
glaring,

“My dear chap, you mustn’t blame us for
taking these things for granted,” said
Reggie with a smile. “Aven’t you always
up to date? Always bobbing up with the
very latest? Aad now that you're skipper,
you secm to be more abreast of the times

this ?”’ aszkeéd
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than ever. You're certainly full of go, old

man.” .
Handforih  thawed, and shrugged his
shoulders.

*“A Form captain has got to always be on
the go,” he agreed.

“That’s just the trouble!” murmured Irull-
wood. “We only wish you were on the go,
Handy! But you’re not—you stick in one
place!” .

“Don’t take any notiee,” advised Pitt.
“We represent the Remove, Handy. Wc've
just come along to put a few facts beforo
vou, and we want a fair hearing. Every
Form captain ought to grant his critics a
fair hearing.” -

“Critics ?”” snapped Handforth aggressively.

“Well, you can’t get away from the fact
that the bulk of the fellows are discontented,”
said Pitt sorvowfully. *“They don’t mind you
being skipper so much. Handy, but they
don’t like all this displayv.”™

“What display ?”

“Well, this office, and vour methods,” re-
plied Pitt. “You seem to think that a
captain of a Form is like the captain of

ship. You're the master, and we’re the

. - - 9

crew. 'That seems to be your attitude.”
“Se it 1s!” agreed Handforth grimly.

“ Anything else?”

“Before long you’ll cxpect us to call you
Captain Handforth, and salute you every
time we come ncar you'!” went on Reggie
in a complaining voice. “You’ll be order-
ing us outside for dress Inspection, or somc-
thing!”’

Handforth started.

“There’s no telling what I'll do,” he re-
plied davkly. “Anyhow, I’m captain. So
vouw’d better understand that I’m not here to
listen to any more rot. If you want trouble,
just make a few more complaints.”

Reggie Pitt grinned.

“Well, as we shall get trouble in any case,
it won’t make much difference,” he said.
“The fact is, Handy, there’s a growing feel-
ing in the Form that it would be a ripe idea
for you to resign. Perhaps you don’t think
much of it, though?”

“You silly chump!
anybody!”’

“Not if
eves 7%

“I won't resign if you all go down on your
knees and beg me to!’”’ rctorted Handforth
curtly. “You elected me, and I got every
vote in the Form. There’s never been an
eleclion like it before—I swept the board!”

“Yes, you ass, but that was only a spoof,”
snorted Fullwood angrily. “If you had an
ounce of sense, youw’d know that we're all
fed-up with yvou. You’ve either got to resign,
or w¢'ll—”

“Steady, old man,” interrupted Pitt.
“ After all, it’s for Handy to say. If he
doesn’t want to resign, there’s an end of it.
Our only course is to accept the inevitable
and do our duty.”

“QOur duty?’” repeated the deputation.

“Of course!” said Reggie. “Our duty to
the captain. JXf we only please him, he’ll
probably show us that we’ve been misjudg-

I'm not resigning for

we ask you with tears in our
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ing him. He won’t resign, so we’ll try to be
loyal to him. Good old Handy! Always

sticking to your guns, -and always firm!
Dash 1t all, they’re qualities we can’t help
admiring !’ ‘

“If you’re rotting——" began Handforth.

“Rotting ?”’ repeated Pitt, pained. “My
dear chap, haven’t I shown you how earnest
I am? You're the captain—you’re at the
helm of the Remove. We want to be able
to come to our skipper with our little
troubles. We want to ask him for advice,
and to guide us into the true path of right.
We need harmony in the Form. So if you
intend to cling ‘to the captaincy, we can only
resign ourselves and knuckle under. You’re
the great man, and we’re only your subjects.”

Handforth smiled rather indulgently.

“I didn’t know you had so - much sense,
Pitt,”” he said with frank surprise.

“We’re always learning  things,” replied
Reggie. 1
would be heaps better if you resigned, old
man.”

“What 7%

““Speaking quite candidly, the Remove is
just about fed-up to the neck with you,” said
Reggie coolly. “The Remove is so tired of
you that it hasn’t got much strength left.
As a skippper, you’re a rank failure, and
several kinds of a dud. It’s high time you
were knocked off your perch!”

Handforth uttered such a bellow of rage
that Pitt beat a hasty retreat, and the de-
putation scuttled into the passage. Then it
hurried off to the lobby once more—where it
was comparatively sate. Pitt was looking
highly satisfied. But his companions were
flushed with impatience and mndignation.

“Is that what you call smart?” asked
Fullwood fiercely.

“My dear fellow——"

“You just went there- to be funny!”
snapped Fullwood, his eyes glittering. ¢ But
what, else could we expect from a West
House lunatic ?
of wasting all that time kidding Handforth
and achieving nothing? You knew jolly well
he’ll never agree to resign!”

“Pecace, O loud one!” said Reggie quietly.
“You may not see the inner workings of the
idea yet, but I don’t expect too much from
Ancient House chaps. We all know they're
rather weak-minded——-”’ .

“Smash him!”’ roared the Ancient House
juniors.

“You can’t touch me—I’ve got my fingers
crossed,” said Pitt calmly. “Joking aside,
though, that little - deputation wasn’t so
objectless as you might think. Wait, my
lads! Just wait until after tea, and your
uncle won’t disappoint you.”

And they had to be satisfied with that—
although they were more puzzled than ever.

Handforth’s' New Policy!

6 URRAH!”
“Here he is!”

“Speech, Handy, speech!”
Edward Oswald Handforth paused
just inside the doorway of the Lecture Hall

“Of course, at the samc time, it:

What on €arth was the idea.
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that evening, and the roar of cheering
startled him. He hadn’t cxpected it. 1n
fact, he hadn’t expected to find many fellows
present. He certainly had called this meet-
g, but the Remove had a habit of ignoring
his orders. ‘

He had just looked in to ascertain the
absentees, only to find that there weren’t .
any! With Church and McClure, just be-
hind him, the entire Remove was present!
As far as Handforth’s amazed eyes could
see, there wasn’t one absentee.

““My only hat!” ‘he muttered dazedly.

A full meeting was surprising enough, but
this enthusiastic cheering was even more
extraordinary. Another fellow might have
suspected somecthing. But Handforth, after
the first moment of stupefaction, jumped to
the conclusion that the Remove was at last
appreciating him at his true worth!

He had been expecting this all along; he
had been wondering why the fellows had
failed to come up to the scratch. Surely
they couldn’t hope for a more cnergetic
skipper than he? And at last they realised
1t !

Reggie, Pitt had counted upon this charac-
teristic of Handforth’s to the full. It was
so easy to pull his leg! -

“Alf right—all right!” roared Handforth,
as he strode down the hall towards the raised

platform. = “Don’t make ‘so much noise,
you chumps! I want this meceting to bhe
peaceful and serious. 1’ve - got some new
ideas.”

“Hurrah!”

“Let’s hear them, Handy!”

Edward Oswald mounted the platform and
faced the throng. And a less innocent fellow
than he might casily have been deceived.
There wasn’t’ a sign of dissension.” All the
juniors in the hall were loocking eager and
excited, and their enthusiasm had the stamp
of sincerity. Reggic Pitt was highly de-
lighted by the loyal way in which the Remove
was backing him up.

“(ientlemen " began Handforth,

“Hear, hear!”

“Go it, Handy!”

“(entlemen—-"

“Hurrah!”

“(Gentlemen——" ‘

“Bravo!”

“Am I going to speak, or am I not?”
roared Handforth, glaring. *“If any fathead
interrupts, I’ll chuck him out of the meet-
ing! 1I’'m here to announce some new idcas,
and I’m not going to be interrupted!”

The Remove became obediently silent, as
though awed.

“I’'m the captain!” roared Handforth,
warming up to his work. “The captain of
any ship is the supreme master of his crew!
W}‘;at happens if a member of that crew
mutinies? He’s dealt with drastically! So
take warning, my lads! If there’s any sign
of mutiny, there’ll be big trouble. I’m ‘the
captain, and you’re the crew. That’s under-
stood !” |

“ A sound argument, old man!”’ said Reggie
Pitt heartily.

“Hear, hear!”
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“Aud there’s something else!” continued
Hundforth. “Something I thought of’ this
evening. The captain of the ship is entitled
to respect, and he gets it, A member of his
crew doesn’t go up to him and say ‘ How are
vou, Jones?’ He calls him ¢ Captain Jones ’!
Aund that’s what you’ve got to call me, or Il
know the reason why! I'm captain of the
Form, and from this minute I'm going to
be known as Captain Handforth!”

“It’s working!” breathed Jack Grey
ecstatically. - o
“Dry up, you ass!” murmured FPitt.

“Didn’t I say it would ?”’ .

“So, from now on, you’ve got to call me
‘ captain’ whenever you address me,” said
Handforth, highly satisfied with the Remove’s
attitude. “I’ve made up my mind on this
point, and I’m going to be hard and fast in
enforcing it. At the first sign of disrespect
I shall act firmly!”
~ “You’re the -captain,
shouted Reggie promptly.
Go ahead!”

“Ha, ha, ha!” -
- All right, captain!™ roared the Remove.

Handforth found it rather difficult to con-
tinue for a moment. He had never really
anticipated that that suggestion of his would
be put into operation. He had anticipated
a storm of derision, and had already glowed
at -the thought of wiping up a few of the
objectors. But there was nobody to wipe
up! .
“You—you mcan you agree to 1t?" he
asked blankly.

“Agree to what, captain?” uazked Tull-
wood.

“ About ecalling me——  Why., yes. of
course!” said Handforth hastily. “You
can’t do anything else but agree, my lads!
You’re just beginning to understand that
my iron rule is made of concrete! It's hard
and fast!”

‘““Ha, ha, ha!”

“Silence!” thundered Handforth, “ What
do -the members of a ship’s crew do when
they happen to meet their skipper? Answer
‘me that! What do they do?” :

‘““Salute him, I suppose,” said Reggie Pitt
innocently. '

“Yes!” roared Handforth. “They salule
him! And you fellows have got to salute
me! I'm the captain of this Form, and
I’ve got to have that token of respect from
all of you! In future, you’ll salute whenever
you see me!”’

“You're mad!”

“You’re getting worse every day, Handy!”

But the forgetful fellows, who shouted
their real thoughts, were drowned by the
shouts of mock approval. The Lecture Hall
was a scene of wildly-exaggerated en-
thusiasm for a minute or two.

“There’s just one question, Captain Hand-
forth,” said Pitt, during a lull. “Have I
your permission to ask a question?’’

“Yes, if 1it’s not uervy!” said Handforth
suspiciously. . ’

“I wouldn’t be nervy with you, captain.”
replicd Pitt, with an air of shocked surprise,

")

o we'll obéj‘
“ All right, cap’n!
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“You say
We

and szluting at the same moment,
ihat we’ve got to always salute you?
want te get this clear.”

“You've got {o salute me every time you
pass me and cvery time vou speak to me,”

sutd  Handforth lotuly.  =Is  that clear
enough ?” )
“And you'll salute back ?” asked Piit.
“Salute back?™
“Every ship’s captain acknowledges the

salutes of his crew,” explained Pitt. **That’s

a recognised custom——7
.- “Don’t be a chump!’ iuterrupted Hand-
forth gruffly.

“Of course. T shall acknow-
ledge every salute! What do you take me
for? That point’s settled.”

“Yes, captain!” said Pitt, saluting.

“Ha, ha, ha!” : '

“Not so much noise!” roared ¥Handforth.

“No, captain!” chorused the Remove,
saluting.

Handforth was so astonished that he neg-
lectedd to acknowledge it, but, as the idea
was his own, he would probably get into the
habit in time. He was full of eagerness to
get on to the next point.

“Starting with to-morrow morning, there’s
going to be a daily inspection!” he con-
tinued grimly. “I'm not satisfied with the
appearance of some of you chaps! Most of
vou are all right—and one or two go to the
other extreme. But there’s too much sloven-
liness—too many dirty collars and baggy
trousers. So I'm going to hold a daily dress
inspection in the West Rquare. Eight-thirty,
prompt ! Do don’t  forget  to-morrow
morning "

“Orders are ordevs, captain!” said Pitt,
saluting. “I’ll tell Mr, Stokes that breakfast
will have to be altered. At half-past eight
we’re all in the dining-hall, but that can
eusily be altered——”

“Eh?” interrupted Handforth with a start.
“Half-past eight? My hat! I’d forgotten
about breakfast! We'll say a quarter-past
nine, and leave it at that. Remember—nine-
fifteen in the West Square!” o

“Hear, hear!”

“(vood old Handforth'!”

“Say the word, old man, aud we’ll agree
to anvthing!”

The Remove expressed 1its
exaggerated heartiness.

“You see how peaccful this meeting is?”
went on Handforth impressively. “Instead
of opposing me, you're agreeing with ine.
Look at the result—nothing but harmony all
along the line! As captain of the Form, I
regard myself as a leadér and a pal. And if
any of you have any little troubles, bring
them to me, and I’ll settle them for you.”

“Good old skipper!”

“If vou can’t agree in an argument. bring
the argument to me, and I'll polish it off,”
said Handforth gencrously. “If you need any
help, I’m here to help you! If you’re in
trouble, confide in me. I hold that a Form
captain has something else to think of besides
sports. He’s the Form’s guiding star! He’s

approval with
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got to lead the Form in the way it should go!
So if you come to me with your worries and
problems, I'll settle them for you. Come
when you like, and as often as you like.
You’ll never be refused.”

“Is that a promise, captain?” asked Pitt,
saluting.

“Yes, it is—a promise!” said Handforth
stifly. “Do you expect a Form captain to
utter hollow words? I’ve always meant what
I've said, and I mean what I say now!”

“Hear, hear!”

““Good old guide and philosopher!”

“Hurrah!”

““Three cheers for Captain Handforth!”

And the meeting broke up amid scenes of
renewed enthusiasm. \

“Yes, how shall we benefit?” demanded
Hubbard. .

‘“Hear, hear!”

“Steady on!” warned Pitt. “This idea is
a corker. All you'’ve got to do is to do
exactly as Handforth has ordered, and he
will soon be sick of the captaincy! But
we.,can’t jaw here—he’ll probably overhear
us.’

And the puzzled Remove went indoors—
some Iinto the West House, and some into
the Ancient House. Within half an hour,
however, Pitt had been round to the various
sutdies, and the full mecaning of the plot
was madec clear.

Reggie Pitt had made a true shot—and by
all appearances, Handforth was booked for a
rather lively twenty-four hours! |

Not Quite So Good!

ECIL DE VALERIE came hurrying
down the Remove passage just as
Handforth was emerging from Study

D. He saluted smartly, and passed
Handforth started after him.
a bit too bad, Handy,”

on.

“T say, that's
protested Church.

“Eh? What’s too bad?”

“Why, vou didn’t acknowledge his salute,”
said Church.

“By George, no!” said Handforth with a
start. “I'd forgottien!”

“Forgotten?’. echoed Church, aghast.
“You, the captain! You can’t kid me like
that, old son.”

“Nunno! I—I mean——" Handforth
paused in confusion and glared. ‘“And none
of your ‘old son’! - And none of your

‘Handy ’! Haven’t I told you to address me
as captain, blow you?”
“Yes, captain,” said Church humbly.

“Just because you’re my study chums, I’'m
not going to have you taking advantage of
me!” :

“No, captain!”

“You two fellows are just as much in the
Remove as the rest!” snapped Handforth.
“So don’t forget it! And I'm not permitting
any laxity !”

“No, captain!”? said his
voice,

“That’s settled!”

chums in one
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“Yes, captain!”

“And I don’t
Handforth.

“No, captain!”

“Don’t keep saying ‘No, captain,”’ and
‘Yes, captain’!” roared Handforth exas-
peratedly. “And don’t keep messing about
with your arms! What’s the idea of pushing
them up and down like that?”

want any rot!” growled

“We're saluting, captain,” explained
Church.
“Saluting ?”’ gasped Handforth. “Oh, I

forgot——"

“Yes, and you haven’t acknowledged us
once,” complained McClure bitterly. ‘““ We're
members of your crew, captain, and we’ve
got to obey orders!” he added with another
salute. “That’s what you told us, captain,
and we're doing it!”’

“Yes, captain,” said Church, saluting in

tuimn. . 0
Handforth breathed hard and saluted
twice.

“ All right—but there’s no need to make
such a fuss,” he growled. :“Of course, you’re
right, now I come to think of it. And I
like to see you fellows practising obedience
for once.”

Fullwood came by and .smartly saluted.

“My only hat!”’ breathed Handforth.

He acknbwledged the salute long after Full-
wood had passed, and was just in time to
salute back to Archie Glenthorne, Watson,
Russell, and Brent as they went down the
passage, one after the other. Handforth’s
arm was kept going briskly.

“By George! This is jolly good!” he said
with satisfaction. ‘“They’re all obeying m
orders without question! Didn’t I always teﬁ
vou chaps that I'd make them eat out of my
hand before I'd done ?”’ ‘

“Yes, captain,” said Church, saluting.
Handforth saluted back grudgingly.

“Well, you stay here—I don’t want you
with me, saluting me every giddy time you
speak,” he growled. “I'm going to fetch my
typewriter, and I’'m going to do some work!
My hat! The time’s getting on, too!” he
added anxiously. “I was gomng to type the
first ten pages of that manuscript this
evening, too!” '

“Which  manuscript, asked
McClure, saluting.

“Eh?” said Edward Oswald, raising his
hand to his head. "It’s none of -your busi-
ness! You'd better go to the Common-room
—hoth of you! I don’t want to be bothered
with you!”’

He did not want them to know that he
had promised to type a story for Irene
Manners of Moor View School and get it
finished before Tuesday.

He strode off and went to his office. But
before he got to the end of the passage he
passed no fewer than ten different Remove
fellows, and every one saluted him in strict
obedience to his orders. And whereas they
only saluted once each. Handforth was obliged
to salute ten times. But he didn’t notice this

captain ?”
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little detail at present. His chief sensation
was one of supreme satisfaction.

He carried his typewriter out of the office
and went back to Study D. The passage
secmed to be swarming with fellows to-night.
He no sooner came along than study doors
opened up and down the corridor, and the
juniors came along, and everybody saluted
him, whether they spoke or mnot. Quite a
number addressed him as “captain,” much to
his satisfaction. But by the time he had got
into his study with the typewriter his arms
were aching—his left arm from carrying the
typewriter, and his right arm from:the effects
of continuous saluting. ‘

“Thank goodness for some peace!” he mut-
tered, as he sat down at the table with the
typewriter in front of him. “Now I can get
busy on this job for Irene! Once I get the
hang of this giddy machine—-"

The door opencd, and De Valerie looked fn.

“Got the right time, captain?”’ he asked,
saluting. ‘ '

“IKh?”

“The right time, captain?”
Valeric, repeating ‘the movement.

. “What’s the matter with the school clock?”
demanded Handforth.

“Nothing that I know of, captain, but I
thought I'd beiter come to you,” replied De
Valerie with a third salute. “The school
clock might be wrong, but you being the
Yorm skipper, you can’t be wrong.”

Handforth pulled out his watch,

“Twenty minutes to nine!” he said briefly.

De

said

“'Ijhank's, captain,” said De Valerie,
saluting. “Haven’t you forgotten some-
thing ?”’

“What do you mean—forgotten some-
thing ?”.

“You didn’t acknowledge my salute,
captain.”

. Handforth breathed hard.

“Clear out!” he snorted, saluting. “It’s

all very well to obey my orders like this—
I'm glad to see it—but there’s no need to
come here asking me the giddy time!”

De Valerie looked very pained.

“Oh, captain, but didn’t you tell us to come
to you for advice?” he asked, saluting.
“Didn’t we understand that you would help
us in everything—no matter how small or
how big?” _

Handforth saluted stiffly.

“Yes, of course,” he replied. “Sorry!”

“Thank you, captain.”

De Valerie saluted again and withdrew.
Handforth allowed his hand to drop as the
door closed. Somehow, this saluting business
wasn’t quite so ideal as he had expected it

to be.
“I shall have to be careful!” he murmured.
“T can’t tell the chaps to clear out after I've

asked them to come to me for advice! A
Form captain must remember his duties——
Yes, and there’s this manuscript, too! I dis-

tinctly promised Irene she should have it—
and she’s more tmportant than the whole
Remove put together!”

all right—I'm
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He settled himself down to the labour -of
love—at least, he prepared to settle down.
But within the space of five minutes no less
than three juniors had looked in, and had
asked various trivial questions in the politest
of voices. During the brief period, Hand-
forth  had found it necessary to salute no less
than forty-seven.times. So far, he hadn’t
even looked at the typewriter.

“Oh, crumbs!” he murmured, resting his
saluting arm. o :

And then Church and B¥cClure came in.
Handforth ‘leapt to his feet.

“I don’t want any saluting!” he
hoarsely.

“Why
saluting.

Edward Oswald’s hand automatically shot
up. '

“Because I'm fed-up with it!” he snapped
fiercely. .
~ “Fed-up with it, captain?” asked McClure
i amazement as he touched his forelock.
“But the new order-hasn’t been in force for
more than an hour, captain. We all thought
you were tremendously pleased, captain.’”

“Don’t keep calling me ‘captain’!” hooted
Handforth.
His chums backed away, saluting.

“But—but vou told us to, captain!” said

.

Church unhappily.
Handforth gulped and recovered himself.

“Yes, I know I did!” he muttered. “It’s
a bit worried this -evening.
I’ve got some typewriting to do, and during
the last half-hour I've been pestered—— I—
I mean, I've been giving advice,” he said
hastily. “I’'m going along to the oflice to do
that typewriting.”

“The office, captain?” asked Church.

“Yes-—I shall be quiet there,” said his
leader. * This manuscript has got to be ready
for Irecne—" :

“Irene!” interrupted McClure. “And
vou're going to use the captain’s office for a
purely personal job like that, captain? It
wouldn’t be fair!”

“IEh? What the dickens—’

*As Form captain, captain, you ought to
know!” went on McClure severely. “That
office’ is only for strictly official business.
And you’re proposing to go there to. type
out a manuscript for Irene? Why, it’s un-

said

not, captain?”’ asked Church,

bl

fair to the Form! You can’t allow your
conscience to agree fo such a thing! Such a

private matter ought to be done here in the
study, captaimn.” -

Handforth ackrowledged two salutes and,
ground his tecth.

“But I'll. lock 1myzelf in, anyhow!” he
vowed.
“Lock yourself in, caplain?” repeated

Church, shocked. “Then how can the chaps
come to you for advice, and fo tell you their
troubles? This has got to be an ever-open
door, captain—as you ought to know without
any telling.”

(Continued on pane 42.)
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Great New Year Programme !

My DEAR CHUMS,— r
This i1s the last !
weck of the old |
year, and as this 1s |
the last oppor-
tunity 1 shall have /4%
of writing to you
m 1932, let me £\
here and now wish R
you all a Happy
and  Prosperous
New Year.

1933 is going to
be another year of
triumph for the NELsoN Lee. Upon that 1
have fully made up my mind. And you can
do your bit towards making 1933 a greater
year than ever for the Old Paper by intro-
ducing it to those pals of yours who do not
at present read it. Let them know what they
have been missing; it won’t be long before
they will be as keen as you are on the Old
Papecr.. That can be your little job for the
new year. Mine will be to provide you
recaders with the very best programmes
possible.

Already I have started on a special cam-
paign. Mr. E. S. Brooks, who is undoubtedly
the mest popular writer of boys’ stories, has
written a new series of yarns which will start
in the early 1933 issues. This series will deal
with Nelson Lee, the detective; Nipper; and
the chums of St. Frank’s. A strong dectective
theme will be running through the . stories,
and "the scenes will be laid at St. Frank’s
and in other parts of the country. I neced
hardly tell you that this series 1is simply
magnificent. | '

Then we have that wonderful war story,
“The Green Button!” about which I said a
few words last week. Here, indeed, is a
hundred-per-cent treat.

“The Green Bution!” is
deals with the adventures of the British
Secret Service during the Great War of
1914-18. As you can imagine, this offers great
scope for thrilling and unusual adventures.
And when I tell .you that most of the ad-
ventures will take place behind the German
lines, you wili be doubly eager to start read-
ing 1t. This story starts in the Nelson Leec
in. two weels' time, so look out for it.

to NELSON

a story which

READERS’ PRIZE JCKES,

“ Good morning, Mr. Ilanagan, and how’s
business with you ? ”

“Bad! Even the people who never pay have
stopped buying.” '

(J. Dagley, 390, Swindon Road, Cheltenham—
a penknife.)

First Strong Man : “ Every morning at six 1
get up and run into a field, and put my arms
round a tree and pull until T have pulled the
tree up.”

Second ditto: ‘ Every morning at six I get

Letters to the Editor 1 . ;
should be addressed Z

i LEE LIBRARY, Fleetway House,
Farringdon Street, London, E.C.4.

up and run down to
the river. I get into
a boat and pull -at

pulled up the river.”

. (C. FKames, 24,
Howsman Road,
| Barnes, Surrey,
S.W.13.)—a pen-
knife.)

The town dweller
had been peppering
the old farmer with
questions about everything he did, and at last
the old man was completely fed-up. |

As he was rolling a field the nuisance asked.
- “Now, farmer, tell me, why do you use such
a heavy roller for your potato field ?

‘““ Ah,” replied the farmer, ‘ I'm going to
grow mashed potatoes this year.”

(M. E. Marx, Southfield, Bloomfield Road,
Bath, Somerset—a pociet walle?.)

A Scotsman approached the attendant of a
bowling green and handed him twopence.

“ What’s tlfis for ? ’’ asked the attendant,

““ A game of bowls,” replied the Scot.

“Yes, but the fee is sixpence. Read the
board ? 7 *  ° - §

““I have done,” nodded the Scot. ‘It says,
‘ Fees for the Green, sixpence a game,” but 1'm
not green.’’. ' :
(P, Aino, 11, St. Agnes Place, Kenninglon,
S.E.11—a penknife.)

PEN PALS.

Ernest W. Jennings, 40, Dudley Street,
Coogee, New South Wales, Australia, wants

correspondents, 12-14, interested in cricket,
swimming, and all sports.
Eric March, 16, Tripney Avcnue, Peter-

horough, South Australia, wants to exchange
stamps and cigarette cards.

Audrey Sullivan, Olive Decne, Rossall
Beach, Fleetwpod, Lancs, wants corre~
spondents.

Miss Joan Coy, Hinton, Rugby, wauts girl
correspondents in South Africa, Australia and
Canada. .

Miss Edith Morse, Parsons Street, Wood-

ford Halse, Rugby, wants girl correspondents
in Canada; ages 15-17.
" Geoffrey Webb, 424, Walford Avenue,
Birches Barn Estate, Wolverhampton, Staffs,
wants Scout correspondents in China, India
and Hungary. o

H. J. Haycock, the Butts, Oughterside,
Maryport, Cumberland, wants correspondents
outside Scotland; ages 17-19,

Miss V. Baynes, Hinton, Woodford Halse,
Rugby, wants girl correspondents in Canada;
ages 13—14.

James Hutt (same address) wants to hear
from stamp collectors; ages 12—16

the oars until I have .
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(Continued from puge 40.)

“Well, there goes the bell for bed!” said
McClure with a grin. *‘That’s settled all
the argument for to-night, captain.”

He saluted and went out. Church saluted
and went out. And Handforth stood there,
breathing heavily. He caught sight of him-
self in the mirror, and automatically saluted.
And as his reflection naturally saluted simul-
taneously, he did it three times before he
realised the situation.

“Bah!” he panted. “They’re all mad!”

But he realised, with a fearful shock, that
it was impossible for him to complain.
Remove was simply obeying his orders. And
he ought, strictly speaking, to be filled with
satisfaction, '

But for
satisfied !

some reason he wasn’t at all

Piling It On!

HAT night Handforth
{1 - with many nightmares. Ie dreamed
that his right arm had swollen to

about five times its usual size, and St.
Frank’s, instead of being a school, was u
huge ship. Not merely the Remove, but
everybody else constantly passed up and down
before him in a kind of parade, and he was
kept at his saluting job until he fell over-
board from sheer exhaustion.

He awoke in a perspiration, and discovered
that the unweicome note of the rising-bell
was clanging out. -He lounged in bed, im-
mensely relieved to find that everything was
normal. But it was a fact that his arm cer-
tainly did ache a little. He examined it, and
thought he detected one or two signs of
swelling, too.

He remembered the orgy of saluting the
previous night. He had not been spared, even
after the bed-time bell had rung. On his way
up to the dormitory he had passed through
thousands of juniors, who were all saluting.
Actually, there had not been more than
twenty or twenty-five, but many of them had
made a point of passing Handforth three or
four times by devious subterfuges, and Hand-
forth had finally sought refuge in the dor-
mitory, only to discover his chums saluting
him with every word they said.

“There’s got to be a change!” he muttered
firmly. |

But how? He was rather uneasy about it.
These were the very' first orders that the
Remove had ever accepted without jibbing,
So how could he possibly cancel them and
retain his dignity.

Naturally, the idiots would only jump to
the conclusion that he was canelling the new
order because it was too much trouble to
acknowledge their salutes! They were bound
to think something dotty like that!

“Human npature’s a rummy thing!”
thought Handforth bitterly. “If I rescind
this order for their sakes, they’ll think I'm
doing it for my own! It’s funny how people
always misunderstand you! And this giddy

was troubled
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‘captain’ business, too! It's getting on my
nerves! I wouldn’t mind if they did 1t 1n

reason, but it’s all rot!”

Still, he had suggested it himself, so how
could he get out of it?”

Church yawned, sat up, and glanced at the
window.

* Another fine day!” he said drowsily. A
bit chilly, though, by the look of the wind.”

“Don’t be silly!” said Handforth crossly.-
“You can’t see the wind!”

“No, but I can see the way it’s moving all
the trees and bringing down the leaves!”
replied Church, getting out of bed. ™ Any-
thing wrong, Handy? You’re looking a bit
peevish this mormng.” ’ ‘

“Well, you're wrong!”
very peevishly.

said Handforth

“After yesterday, you ought to be—-"
Church  paused, rememberin himself.
“Sorry, captain!” he added, saluting.

“Good-morning, captain!”

“Good-morning !” snarled Handforth.

“Good-morning, captain!” said McClure—
saluting in turn. -
. “Look here, you chaps!” said Handforth
thickly. “I'm fed-up with this! Remember,
I'm talking to you in #rivate! 1'm fed-up to
the neck! If cither ol you salute me again,
I'll slaughter you! And don’t call me
captain, either.” .

His chums looked amazed.

“But you distinctly said——" began Mac.

“I don’t care what I distinctly said!”’ raved
Handforth. " I'mm not going to have you
saluting me every minute of tEe day! Under-
stand that!” _

Church breathed a sigh of relief.

“Well, thank goodness it’s over,” he said
with relief. ‘ But there’s never any satisfy-
ing some pcople. My only hat! 'This is a
lesson for us, Mac, if you like!”

“One that we shan’t forget in a hurry,”
agreed McClure, nodding.

“What do you mean?” demanded Hand-
forth.

“What do we mean?” repeated Church, his
voice quivering with wrath. “You’re never
satisfied, you discontented fathead! That’s
what 1 mecan. And 1if you don’t like it, we’ll
put your head under the tap, and half-drown
you!” '

“Quick!” added McClure grimly.

Handforth was startled by the aggressive
tones.

“Why. you insubordinate mutineers o
he began. _ '

“That’s enough!” interrupted Church
curtly. ’

“Wha-a-at?”’

“I say, that’s enough!” repeated Church.
“You’re a fine chap to give us orders, aren’t
ou? You're a fine kind of skipper! The

emove jibs at everything you suggest, and
vou get wild, and distribute black ecyves and
thick cars until further orders! You'rc not
satisficd with a discontented Remove!”

“Well 27 . '
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“Well, the Remove agrees to your sugges-
tions, and gives you a frce haud to do just
as you like, and even that’s not goad enough
for you! You order us all to call you cap-
tain, you order us to salute: yoi, and within
twelve hours vou’re fed-up! What you need
is your own way cvery time—with full per-
mission to change vour mind twice an hour!
You can mess about with Mac and me, per-
haps, but you can’t mess about with the
Remove!”

“QOh, can’t I?” roared ITandforih.

“Oh, well, do as you like, of course!”
snapped Church. © “But what’s going to
happen {o a Form captain who gives an order
one day, and withdraws it the next. You’ll
forfeit all respect, and you’ll be the laughing-
stock of the school!”

“He’s that now!” said McClure ficrcely.

“Well, he’ll be the yclling-stock of the
school,” amended Church. “My hat! Won’t
everybody yell if he abandons this saluting
business—just to save his own arm! Why,
Handy, you ass, youw’ll be ridiculed so much
that you’ll have to resign from sheer shame.”

“I won'’t -resign!” hissed Handforth,

“Then stick in the captainey, and do your
worst!” shouted Church. “You won’t resign,
and you won’t abide by your own orders, and
you're just as discontenged when the Remove
obeys you as when it déesn’t!” You’re like a
baby that’s been robbed of its rattle!”

Church went on dressing, and Handforth
was so staggered by this rank mmutiny that he
hadn’t sufliciens strength to smash his chums
to pulp. Besides, his conscience was pricking
him. Ile bhad a most uncomfortable feeling
that his chums were right. It had been bad
enough while the Remove was opposed to
him. But now that the Remove was doing
exactly as he had ordered, everything was
going wrong! '

That was the rumnmy part of it. He had
enjoyed himself thoroughly while the Form
was jibbing at his orders. He didn’t rcalise
that opposition was the breath of life to him.
He failed to understand that a mecek Remove
was the very last thing he desired in his
heart. It left him nothing to shout about!
There weren’t any noses to punch! Robbed
of any arguments, Handforth was like a lost
sheep.

Chuich and McClure were dressed before
he was, and- when they went downstairs they
found FKullwood and Reggie Pitt.

“Well, how’s the patient?” asked Pitt.

*“ Peevish,” zaid Church with a grin. “DBy
jingo, Reggie, you're a cuming beggar!
You couldn’t do anything with Handy while
you opposed him—but now he’s nearly ready
to kunuckle under! He’s fed-up with this
saluting business, and he’s itke a bear with a
sore head.” '

“He’s fed-up. is he? Good egg! Rush
round and tell the fellows to be ready! We'll
give him another dose of it before breakfast!
We’ll make his arm ache so much that he
won’t be able to use his knife and fork!”

~
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And when Handforth came down, he walked
into the thick of it. He was cautious, too.
He came out of the dormitory quietly, mean-
ing to steal down aud lock hixnseh in Study D
so that he could do some of that typewriting
for Irene. He was very worried about it. It
was Friday alrcady, and he had definitely
promised the complete MS. for Tuesday. 1t
weould take every minute of his spare-timel °

Brent came out of his own dormitory, saw
Handforth, and saluted. S

“'Morning, Captain MHandforth!’” he, said
cheerfully. “ Any fresh orders to-day?” =

“No!” said Handforth, saluting in return.

“We're all cager to obey, captain!” said
Brent, saluting again. '

“Go and-euat.coke!” hooted the leader of
Study D. ' - '

“Thanks!” grvinned Brent, saluting for the
third time. “But when I said we were will-
ing to obey orders, captain, I meant anything
within reason.” _ |

Handforth strode on, and that nightmare of
his was a pleasant memory compared to the
experience he went through now. DBefore he
rcached Study D, he had passed everybody
in the Remove, and some of them twice. And
they had all said ‘“Good-morning, Captain
Handforth!” with the utmost cheeriness, and
they had all saluted. His arm was as heavy
as Jlead by the time he found refuge in his
study. ,

And then Chureh and McClure came iu.

“Get out!” howled Handforth dangerously.

“But, my dear chap—-"’

“I’m busy!”’ raved Edward Oswald.

They backed out, and he slammed the door.
The whole affair was getting on his nerves.
Well, thank goodness he could get ahead with
that typewriting now! If he didu’t get ahead
with 1t he would disappoint Irene, he would
break his promise, and——

“Blow the Remove!” he muttered.
the captaincy!”

He sat himself in front of the typewriter,
and feverishly attempted to worl it. And.
naturally, being agitated, the thing jammed
and. jibbed worse than ever. The cleverness
of Regpgie Pitt’s plan was nowebvious. With
the Remove docile, Handforth’s position
would have been quite aggravating enough—
but this typewriting job made it a hundred-
fold more so. That manuscript had to be
typcd—there was ounly a limited amount of
time—and 1t was for Irene! . S

“Good !’ breathed Handforth at last. “I’m
just getting the hang of it. Now I can settle
~down, and—-"

Clang-clang!

“Breakfast!’” roared Church through the
door as he thumped the panel.

Edward Oswald Handforth sagged down in
his chair. ’

“What’s the usze?” he muttered dismally,

“Blow

(The recign of Handforth, as skipper o)
the Lower School is drawing to a close.
Just how it finishes you will read in next
weeli’s exciting chapters of this fine School
Story.) '
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