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BY
MARJORIE STANTON.

A Charming Story of the Early Adventures of BETTY BARTON and Co.,
of Morcove School, on Holiday.

CHAPTER 1.
The Home of the Mannerings.
ORTER !
“Yes, niiss?"” .
“How long is this train
to bo before it gets to

“ P
vale?”

** Next station, miss!” sang ont the aged

. porter at whomn Betty Barton had ulmu_tml
that guestion just as the train was pufiing
out again,

*“Thanks |”

And Betty, drawing in her pret:ly head
at the carringe window, turned with
smiles of delight to the schoolgirl chums
rallo were making this tedious journey with
hor,

“Next station, girls—thank goodness!”

“Hurrah!” cried Polly Linton. “It will
be jolly to be out of this stuffly carriage
at last and faced with a nice walk on a
glorious day like this!”

“Ripping breeze!” chimed in Tess
Trelawney, sitting in a corner where the

* fresh wind blew in upon her face and
sported with her hair. * And there will be
lcafy lanes, of course, where we shall
out of the broiling sun.”

“¥Yes, wather!” 5

8o cheer up, Trixie dear | Betty cried,

* with a laugh, to the -only member of the

oing
Cromn-

A AN NS

party who was keeping silent. *““Vou know
very well, dear, you are guin;i to enjoy the
holiday with us at Herons'’ Haunt far
better than you would ever have cnjoyed
that trip to France.”

Trixic Hopo shrugged ber shoulders. It
was one of the shrugs she had practised,
ulong with a good deal of French con-
versation, in cxpectation of being taken to
the Continent by her parents for the
sunimer holidays,

Only & few days since a hitch had
occurred, making tﬁia projected trip out of
the question, and so v Trixie had not
yet quite rccovered from her disappoint-
ment,

Sho had gone to such a lot of trouble
during the last fow wecks learning to
speak the language like a native.

“Eh, bien—ah, well!” she sighed, with
another shrug. “Cela ne fait rien—it
doesn’t matter!”

“Tell you what,” chuckled Polly.
“Whenever you want to talk French,
Trixie, have » go at me. F'm tho onc—
oui, oui! KExerciso ninety-one. Have you
seen the gardener’s watering-can? Non,
non! But there are lemonades on the hat-
rack, and T vote we finish them!”

‘' Hear, hear!” A ]

“Yes, wather!”

So up jumped the merry holidav-makers,
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to reach down the last unopened bottles
of fizzy refreshment,

hore was just one apiece, and when the
gluss stoppers had been pushed in these

i?yous voung ladies out of the TFourth
orm at Morcove School made no bones
about the al of cups or tumbl

“Here’s to our holiday at Herons'
Haunt—hooray! ” proposed Tess Tro-
lawne: E

“Hurrah! Hooray!”

“Geals,” said Pauls Creal, “T weally
cannot wefwain fwom addwessing a fow
wemarks to you. Heah we are, bai Jove,
fwiends all wound—weally gweat fwiends
—what " :

“¥es, wa-ther!” they laughed, mimick-
ing her,

“And what is the pwospect with which
we are confwonted?” went on Paula, who
really had quite a happy kneck of talking
like a platform speaker, *Wo have comne
fwom all parts of the countwy, bai Jove!
Only a fow hours ago we met at the june-
tion, after f,mwellmi fwom ' our wespeo-
tive homes, and—cr—heah we are—what 7"

“Oui, ouil” said Trixie, beginning to
enter into the holiday mood.

“Exercisc one hundred and one,” said,
Polly Linton. “Huave you seen the gar-
dener’s—"

“Pway wefwain fwom fwivolous
wemarks,” said Paula Creel, with much
dignity. “Heah wo are, goals, and we
twust to be at Hewons’ Haunt in the
course of an hour. Awwived theah, bai
Jove, we—er—we—"

“Bhall have tea, let's hopo!™

“Yes, wather! I twust tes will bo
weady,” said Paula, *“Howevah, we have
come pwepared to wougl it, "we must
nevah forget that, gealsT But I am con-
vinced we are going to have a downwight
wipping time, and so—"

“Once again 4

“Hurrah for the holidays!”
checred and had  another
lemonade.

“Now I feel better,” chuckled Doliy,
rolliug the cmpty bottle under tho scat.
*“My word, though, it is going to be jolly,
our getting together like this for a whole
fortmight of the hols. !”

“We have your dad to thank for it all,”
said Betty Barton. ‘It is awfully - kind

They all
drink of

of him to lhave made arrangements for us
to go-to Herons' Haunt.” .

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS HAUNT!

“Oh, well,” said Polly, “I don't know!
Perhaps some of you may find Ierons'
Haunt a bit tamo after all. Tt i5 a grand
old place—no mistake about that! Tut
there is only poor Mrs. Mannering living
there, with” her daughter, and just ona :
maid  to help  with tho work, b
will bo rather _like spending holidays with
a carctaker, instead of with the sctual
owner of the house.”

“Cela no fait rien—it docsn’t matter,”
Trixic said again, “Nous avons beau
temps—we have lovely weather 17

o }fes, wather! And—= Hello, geals

“Hurrah! Hoeronvale—at last!” went
up glecful cries from the girls as the slow
train cruwled zlongside a tiny station, tho
platform of which was utterly deserted.
“Hete we are! Hooray !”

Then, for the one be-whiskered indi-
vidual who was porter, ticket clerk, and
station-master all in one, there was a
moment of exeitement to which he was not
at_all used.

Ho camo lumbering out from his little
shanty, 1o find a party of boisterous school-
girls, all in a madeap holiday mood,
swarming along his platform,

To add to this worthy's agitation, the
guard of the train was bundling ont quite
& mountain of luggage—most. of it Paula's,
by the way—which luggage the girls began
o give instructions about, all speaking at
once.

“That's our property, porter!”

“Yes, wather ! And, I say, portah!”

“You'll send it up to Herons' Haunt,
won't you 77

“See that we got it carly this evening I'"

“And, portal, will you have a lifile
wegard for my hathox?” pleaded Paula,
slipping_a shilling into the dazed -man’s
brown “hand,  “I shall twuly wegwet
having te bwing any
wailw company

against tho
damages—yes,

action
for

“ Er—er—lemme sec!” stammered the
,lmwildlcr’url official. “Luggage—all yours!
Erons'

“Oui, oui!” said Trixio Hope.
“I beg parding, miss?”
. #Tres bien !” Trizio seid. “ Very well 1

“I'm quite well myself, I thank ’ce,

mi'es." stammered the porter,

Ha, ha, ha! Excrcise one hundred nnd
fitty,” chuckled Polly. = ““Have you scon
the gardeuer’s wateri r
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“No, miss, not me; I sin’t,” sighnd ihe
porter, “Has he lorst one, then?™”

“Yes, wather!” said Paula, - How-
evah, we will wise from tho widiculous to
the sublime ! How far to Hewons’ Haunt,
portah 2”

“Well, young ladies, some say a matter
of ‘two mile—"

“Whe-n-a-at I

“ And ‘some say three.”

“Uwacious! Bai Jove, geals—"

“Put that's by road,” said the porter
ponclerously.  “If you care to cut across

the field aml down the lane—it's downhill

all tho way—you can do it in half an

bour.”

“Loud cheers!” laughed Beity DBarton.
“Clome on then, girls! Best foot forward I"

“¥es, wather!"”

Anid away they went,

Nor, whether they had wanted to walk
or not, could the girls have found any
other means of geliing to their destina-

tion,

The station was a little wayside one, on
a branch line, and outside it the girls
found lardly another building in sight.

Such a thing as a waiting cab was evi-
dently unheard of, and they could see that
the porter would bave to trundle the
lnggage along by-and-by on a ramshackle
barrow.

“What_an out-of-the-world spot!"” ex-

i ¥ they were half-way
ross the sanpy field following a little-

_footpath. ~“Have you ever scon o
Jonelier spot than this?” =
“Jamais, jamais—never, never!” said

Trixie.
. “Glorious country, though!” chimed in
s,

“Yes, wather!”

Thoy were, in fact, amidst some of the
most lovely scencry in the heart of
England—some of the wildest, too. At the
end of the footpath they clambered over a
stile, and then giant trees embowered them
as they went down the shady lane of which
the porter had spoken.

High banks, all smothered with ferns,
shut. them in on either side, whilst over-
hoad the trees ' inferlaced their great
branches, hardly letting through a shaft of
sunlight.

How little this part of the world saw of
human beings was evident from ths num-
ber of usually shy ecrcatures that caught
the girls' eyes. Rabbits bobbed off by the

dozen at the approach of the chattering
holiday-makers; there were squirrels, too,
and rare birds only secn in very remote
places,

The aiv was full of the ecarolling of the
little songsters, and suddenly, to add to
this melody, Betty Barton and Co. heard
the tinkle of falling water,

Down and down they wended their way
to the bottom of the Jane, and thero
sight met them that d murmurs  of
ecitasy from the whole party.

A little streamlet ran along the bottom
of the valley, felling here and there in
tiny cataracts, Standing on the rostic
bridge which they had to cross, the girls
saw a kinglisher and also several herous.

“The haunt of the heron,” murmurcd
Betty. “That's how the house we are
going to gets ifs name, of course—Herons’
Haunt !”

*“Oh, T sce!” said Tess Trelawney. “I
had a sort of idea that a chap named
Heron haunted it; but now I under-
stand 1"

“Well, the place is  haunted right
cnough. so dad iold me,” said Pelly Lin-
ton,  *But, mind yon, he may have been

pulling my leg! "How much farther, I
wonder 7"

They roamed on, feeling that such a
glorions walk might last enother hour and
they would not be a bit tired.

Suddenly a twist in the winding lane
placed them in sight of a very high, mossy
old wall, with a gateway that had onco
been very handsome. Drawing level with
this gateway, they peered into spacious
grounds that were all gone to rack and
yuin; and there, in the very contre of this
lonely wilderness, stood Herons’ Haunt !

“Cwacious ! gasped Panla Creel, as she
and her chums stared towards the vast old
house. “I weally didn’t think it would bo
quite such a dweadful wuin!"

And tho others’ wide eyes and dropped
jaws showed how they, ton, were almost
dismayed by the appearance of the place.

Never had they set eyes on what, at one
time, musé have been snch a stately man-
sion; and never had thoy seen a house,
still supposed to be hospitable, in such a
forlorn state.

It was more than out of repair. With so
many ancient trecs standing sentincl-like
around it, the great old place looked so
desolate and ruinous, the sight of it sent &
erecpy thrill through the girls.
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They feit that it was liko some picture
of Castlo Dangerous, in a fairy tale,

“Look, Trixie!” said Polly Linton, as
they all walked forward rather hesitantly
up the weed-grown avenue. “If you were
in France you wouldn’t sce more turrets to
2 house than that! It's quite the French
style—a sort of old chateau !”

“Oui!” said Trixie. “Clest bon—that
is good!”

* Look, there’s the lady who lives here,
waiting to receive us!” Polly struck in,
“So tEiugs are looking up!”

Then they stopped their chatter whilst
they hurried along, full of cagerness to
micet the lady who—as- the rosult of a
letter from her distant relation, Polly’s
father—liad said she would be only foo
glad to havo the party of girls as her
guests,

Directly they
tance of her the

at_ease.

Middle-aged and handsome, she looked
very stately in her black dress, whilst her
swect face had the most kind cxpression.
One could not say that she was smiling.
She scemed, indeed, like ene whose lige
had been so shadowed with trouble that
she had almost forgotten how to smile.
Bt there was a sweet gentleness and good-
will in her eyes, and t.'!zus and the way she
shook hands with cach girl in turn, simply
won their heaits in a moment.

And now they took note of Mrs. Manner-
ing’s daughter, who had come out from tho
house-porch fo take part in the informal
welcome to Herons' Haunt,

She was a girl of about fourteen, ver:
beautiful, but with, oh, such a fragile loo
about her whele slender figure,

They could see she was lame. Although
sho scomed able to make quite rapid move-
ments, it was all too evident that the
trouble in her lame foot was serious,
accounting for her wasted looks.

How large and dark were thoso eyes
that looked out from a face all so thin and
pale, a face in striking contrast with the
Morcove girls' healthful features and rosy
cheeks !

“I am so glad you have come to stay
with me and mother for a little while,” she
raid half shyly. “It is such a change for

th of us!” 5
., “Well, I sheuldn’t think you have much
co;npar[:y, " Tess Trelawney remarked, with
a laugh.

ot within speaking dis-
oliday-makers felt quite

“No,” said tho lame Eirl,, with a smile
that was very pathetic. “It’s just a week
to-day eince anyome camo up that path,
And then it was only the doctor.”

In her stately way Mrs. Mannering
made a move towards the house entrance,
whero a big stone portico made the door-
way very dark and wninviting.

“Comae in, girl,” she looked round to say
softly, And then, as she rcached the
threshold, she added in that same whis-
pering tone which the girls were to find
she hardly ever departed from:

“Nell and T welcome you to a house that
is still the home of the Mannorings, ovon
as it was their home conturies ago! VYou
find it in a sad state of ruin and decay, but
the day may got come when you will see
some of the departed glory of the place
braught back again. FLife has served us
very cruelly; but, who kmnows, perhaps
some day—""

8he checked herself with an abruptness
that startled the girls, and then sighed
sharply. It was as if a wave of despair
had suddenly rushed over her,

“It_will_ecome, mother darling—it will
come,” said “the crippled girl, limping
close to the lady’s Si(ﬁ‘_ “That day you
spoke of then. Oh. I am sure it will come
to ns in the end !

“Ah, Nell, Nell!” answered the mother,
kissing her, “What should I do withont
fnfv ’li.l.t-le girl to share this sad and lonely
ifo 2"

CHAPTER 2.
Who is Esther Hone?

RE they had been five minutes inside
E this utn-ang old house the chums of
Morcove School felt that this was
more than a holiday they were

going to enjoy.

It was a wonderful adventure!

There was 2 thrill for them in the mere
act of being shown up to the rooms they
were to ocoupy.,

The .whole house was furnished in keep-
ing with a place of such stately dignity,
but the furniturc was old—ages cld,

And so the girls went up a grand stair-
ecase which—wide enough to take a coach
and pair, as the |a¥5ng used to be—was all
rich panelling, with massive pictures, and
mapy a bit of furniture that inust have
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been in the same spot for soveral genera-
tions.

Oaken coffers and high-backed chairs
stood about on the spacious landings, the
sunlight shining in upen them through
stained-glass windows. Aud then in the
bedreoms which had been set apart for the
girls at the end of one dim corridor, there

wooden stools that scemed as heavy as
iron, and wonderful picces of old tapestry.

It was Mrs. Mamnering who showed the
ﬁirls up to these rooms, Nell remaining

ownstairs bocause of her lame foot.

Although the rooms were so grimly
ancient, there was every comfort for tho
holidey guests, and Mvs. Mannering was
able to return downstairs feeling sure that
the girls were going to be quite comfort-
able, for thoy declared that overything was
“ topping !

There were two bedrooms, lying next to
cach other, with a communicating door.
Betty and Polly had one room, whilst the
next, being slightly biggor, accommodated
Tess, Trixie, and 1'aula quite comfortably.

Pending the arrival of the luggage, the
girls {*ougl only just have a coaling wash,
and then ran a eomb through their hair;
but even this made them feel deliciously
fresh after the hot, tiring journey. Still in
a very thrilled state, feeling as if they had
been spirited back to the days of Queen
Flizabeth, they came away from the bed-
rooms, and started to “explore.”

“Here, where does this lead to, T won-
der 1" oxclaimed Polly Linton, starling off
along the corridor. “My word, what a
rabbit-warren of a place it is!”

“Goals ! whispered Paula Creel, in an
awestruck tone, “this is wather cweepy—
what 7"

“I'm_admiring the panclling,” mur-
mured Betty Barton, scanning the shining
ﬂ:lf”wnlls. “What acres of it thore must

“Dust—look at it!” pgrimaced Tess
Trelawney, drawing a finger along a ledge.
“But you can’t wonder at that, of course,
Fancy Mrs. Mauncring and her daughter
lwin? herc like this, with only one ser-
vant! How would you like to spring-clean
the house, Paunla dear?”

“Bai Jove——"" Paula began to answer;
but the rest of her remark never came.

All in an instant the girls were huddling
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together, startled by a strange scuffling
sound that came from—where?

“ Jove!" Paula breathed at last
kily. *“Weally geals, that was wather
cuwious—what? Gweat ness—""

“There must be rats!” shuddered Tess.
“Oh, dear, I do detest rats!”

“Rats to them!” scoffed Polly Linton
holdly. *“How can you cxpect to spend a
holiday at a house that’s in this state with-
]nut Inlnrlmg there a fl‘;‘: Immirod ]flolu';
egged guests running about in the wallst?
“Polly deah—"

“Bit of fun, I shall eall it, if wo find

"them scuttling over our heds in the night—

ha, he, ha!” chockled Polly.
there's another !”

*“Oh, good gwacious!” palpitated Paulz,
elinging hold of T “Weally, geals,

“Hark,

Tess,
that must have been a wather big wat [

“Lets go  back,” suggested Betty.
“This is the most out-of-the-way part of
tho house of any, I should think.”

“No, come on; I'm enjoying this!”
eried madenp Polly. “I—— Hallo!".

She stopped dead, and then backed into
the other girls, a startled expression om
her face, :

Just s startled were her chums. and not
without canse, ecither.

five of them had felt certain that they

were alone together in a corrvidor which had
a dead end only o few paces ahead of them.
And yet suddenly they found someane stand-
ing before them in the half darkness—a
maid in eap and apron!

The girls might not have been so startled
if this individnal had made any warning
sound when she appeared. :
But, having appeared hefore them nlmost
ike a silent spectre, she stared at them with
kod hostility, and the girls were be-
wildered.

“1I om Esther Hone, Mrs. Mannering’s

servant,”’ she introduced herself, rather
needlessly.  *“Ave you girls looking for
anything 1"’

“Oh, po!” they murmured. “We wero
only roaming round, exploring the house!”

“It is such an old, interesting one, you
see,’” added Betty.

“You had better tuvrn_back; theve ia
nothing to be scen here!’’ Esther Hone said
hestily.

Bhe was standing close to Tess and Trixie,
and she actually gave them a slight push,
ag if to send them to the right-about.
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This was too much for the girls. - They all
tood their ground.

“ “Perhaps you are not awave,”’ said Beity
Barton, "that Mrs. Mannering F.‘\vﬂ ns full
permission to go wherever weo like.”

“Yes; but"—Hsther Hone frowned
irritably-—""T am only teliing you; there is
nothing to be scen along here!"

“All the same, dou't
Pauln Creel, with o dra
obvionsly angerved the ma
to take orders from you!

Then Esther Hone scemed to realise that
she had handled the girls wrongly. She
forced a smile to her lips and cringed.

*1 am sure I don’t wish te give orders!"

“That’s all right,” Betty put in, anxions
to make peace, “Only you did seem a bit
domineering in trying to send us to
right-about like that.’” ;

“Yes, wather!” said Paula. *“Without
wishing 1o be wude, Esther Hone, I worwd
ike to wemark you are not the mistress of
this house !’

Esther Hone d
pursed hey thin lips.

Sho saill no more, but walked nway; and
then the givls—if only to assert their right
to enjoy privileges conferred by Mrs, Man-
nering—went right to the end of that corri-
dor bLefore turning back.
cere just going to try their luck in

ion when a gong boomed unt
calling them to the meal which
ring had hin would be ready
immediately. And so, filling the dark. old
house with sounds that must have heen
quite new to it—the happy sounds of light
laughter end talk—they went swarming
down the grand staircase to the living-rooms
below.

Esther Hone was there to fulfil her duties
during the hearty meal which the givls found
et before them; but towards the end of
that meal she was frec to go away, and in
a minute she was npstaics again, going
softly along that very corridor where the
girls had first eoncountered her.

With a stealthy step she went right to
the far end, stood there a foew moments,
listening, and then, finding that all was
utter silence, she seemed to feel relieved.

“What was it that dressy girl said to
me?"’ she muttered, going softly back to
the stairs. “I am not mistress of the
housat”

said
that
“we pweler not

(o

w a deep breath and

Her white teeth flashed in a very simister
smile s she raid those words.

“Not yet,”” she added to herself, in ‘a
hissing whisper. ““But the day is not ‘fac
off, perhaps, when Herons' Haunt will all
beloug to me!”

CHAPTER 3.
Is the Old House Haunted?

# H, what a quaint old piane 1

“Yes, her, bai Jove!”
inno—that’s not a piano at

all?”’ scoffed Volly Linton, follow-
ing Betty and Panly into a Faded érnwing—
room that could have known no cntertain-
ment of compauy for many a long yeur.
“That's a harpsichord?”

“Try it, anyhow, Detty!’ pleaded Tess
elawney.

“Shall T?"

““Yes, wather!”

Tea had ended half an hour ago, and the
pirls were again exploving, finding fresh
thrills in overy room that they peercd into.
dispersing  themselves over  this
blic apartment that was doubtless
biggest in the whoele great house,
Betty's ehums found seats for themselves,
whilst she herself sat down at the ancient
musical instrument,

Its keys were very yellow with age, and
yet when Betty nervously strack a few
chords the notes sounded quite in tune.

“We want Madge Minden herve,”" she
smiled across at the others. his hnl'gsi-

ight her when

chord will be something to de
she joins ns.™

“Meuntime, have a go at it,” said Polly.
“We don't want to wander from this room
until Mes. Mannering’s danghter is able fo
join us. Bhe snid she wouldn’t be long."”

So Betty called & simple piece of music to
mind, and started to play in ewrnest. Vory
strange the melody sounded to all who
listencd—very enchantiv .

Softly, sweetly, the sin
ling on, when the door s
poor, lnme Nell came i

“Oh, don’t stop pla
Betty. "It is a treat
one who can really play

“But I ean't.” Betty laughed modestly.
“You muat wait until Madge Minden turns
up in a day or two. h, she's a

air was tink-
g open, and
into the room.

! she begged of
ot me to hear some-

o

| marvel with her muysic, isn’t she, girls?"’
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“Yes, wather!”

“But you play, Nell?” guggested Tess
engerly.

“Just a little; not hulf so well as Betty
was playing then,” said the lume girl, drag-
ging across the r to a  vacant scat.
*Mother used to play often at one time;
but now-——"*

She broke off whilst she seated herself.

““I wonder what you think of everything
herc?’ she snid, looking from one to
another of the girls. “*Of the old house, in
such a state as it is; of mother, 80 quict
and—and tragic; and of me, so unlike other
girls of my age?"’ X

“I know what T think,” Betty said,
changing her soat so as to be a little closer
to the laume gil, “Your mother is a
darling !

“*Yes, wather!”

“And you, Nell—oh, how sorry we ail
feel for you,” Betty went on, with great
feeling. **I yemember when dad was hurt
in the old days when he worked at a cotton-
mill in Lancashive—that was before we be-
came better off; it used to make me cry to
see him limping about!"

“Well, don’t ery for me,” Nell said,
amiling bravely, and yet there was a little
catchiness in her voice that told of a heart
deeply stirved by the girls’ compassion for
her. ™‘After all, I may get better some day.
Mother is 80 good about it; she would go
without lier very bread, I know, to pay for
the doctor who ‘comes to sco me from “time

I can’t make out is this,” said
Tess, “Why do you and your mother live
here like this? e place is hers, and yot
it is miles too big for her and you; so why
not_sell it 7"

Nell smiled sadly.

“Tess, you forget,”” put in Betty quickly.
“Sometimes when e own a house that
has belonged to the family for af“ and
ages, they feel they would rather die than
give it up!”

* “Ah, but it is not that so much, in our
casé,” Nell said, shaking her head. ‘“Weo
couldn't sell ‘it, even if we wanted to.
Mother speaks of it as her house, and so it
ought to be by rights. But her claim to it
was dispn}f'.ed long ago, and it got ‘into
ancery.’! h ]

“What's Chancery "* exclaimed Trixie.

“I- don’t know that I can explain pro-

. perly,”” said Nell. *““‘But when two people

-

go to law against each other over a property,
and the lawyers and judges cung decide
thinge one way or the other, then the pro-
perty is taken over by the Law Courts.”

“‘And then it foea to rack and ruin!”’
added Polly bitterly. v

“That's the usual result, yes,” said Neil;
“‘and it has been so in this case, with a
vengeance! Mother is allowed to live here,
but only as a sort of caretaker, Not a penny
can be spent on the place, and it can't be
sold. Mother and I, we have no income at
all. We only keep going by taking paying
guests, when we can get them.”

“Then what a good job we camo along
this holiday-time!”” exclaimed Betty. “Oh,
if only we had known, we'd have got the
wholo” Fourth Form to join us, so that your
mother would have been in clover !’

“How kind you all are!”” Nell said.

“It's Polly’s father who was kind,” said
Betty, “It was he who arranged for us to
come heve 1"
dad is not a bad sort!’ grimaced
“But look here, Nell, we want fo
know more about the sty of Herons
Haunt. Who is the Jperson thut went to law
with your mother?”

“He must be a raseal, anyhow,” said

‘esa,

“I don’t want to he unfair to him,” said
Nell;. ““but_he really has been most cruel
over the whole husiness. It isn’t wise to
speak of him in front of mother; she is zo
bitterly heartbroken about the -matter,
Mother is quite certain there was a will
leaving the place to her; but it has never
heen found.” And this distant relation of
hers—his name is Julian Jenner—he has
tried to make out that there was no. will,
and that the property onght to go to him.'"

“And s0,” said Bettﬁ shrewdly, “if ever
the will should he found, it would settle the
whole dispute in five minutes !’

Nell's pule, drawn face suddenly lit up.

“Yes,” she said. “If only the will conid
bo brought to light—oh, it would be like
the woving of a fairy’s wand over mother’s
life and mine! Thousands of pounds wouid
come to us, and we could make the aid
home as sound and beantiful as it used to
be, long years ago! But time goes on, and
that will 1s still undiscovered,. and so, is it a
wonder that poor mother is full of despair ?’*

The ailing gifl saw how deeply hov
listeners were stirred by these pathetic
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words, and she scemed to be sorry at having
saddened them with the whole tragic story.
She stood up, forcing the old brave smile
to her wan face. y

““What a shame it is, my boring you with
that talk!"’ she said. “You are down here
for u,jnll holiday—""

“We shali have a jolly one, too, be sure
of that,” Betty made haste to assure her.
““At the same time—"'

“I know what Betty is going to say!”
Polly struck in boisterously. ™ 1f we do hap-
pen to come across that will, then that wiil
muke the holiday jollier than ever!”'

“¥Yes, wather, Dai Jove! Geals—""

““‘Nell must never despair,” Tess ox-
cluimed, laying a mtle hand upon the
pled girl’s shoulders.

Jamais, jamais!—never, never!” chimed
in Trixie. - s

“I don’t mean to despair,” said Nell; a
tinge of colour ereeping into her pule cheeks,
as ghe realised the warm friendship all these
jolly schoolgivls had for her. *“"I live in
hopes of the will coming to light some day,
and then—"" :

“Youwll come to Morcove School, and be
one of us. Hurrah!” Polly cried.

“How I should love that!” was Nell’s
wistful snurmur. :

Betty had ecrossed to the window, and was
unfastening the

Tt was a golden evening out of doors,
and, for all the novel sensations that the
girls had enjoyed, whilst they sat about in
that hundsoine drawing-room, they felt a
sort of relief at passing out into the fresh
air.

Mrs. Mannering joined them there, and
for more than an Lour they sauntered around
the spociouws grounds, g‘uingi’ from point to

int, always very slowly, because of poor

ell aud her dragging step.

The crippled givl, with an unselfishness
that was very beautiful to sce, would have
liked to dwcwg out of the happy party, but
Betty and Co. were not having anylhing of
that sort!

Aund so, now at her mother’s side, antl now
walking between a couple of the girls, she
stayed with them all, and what a joy it was
to her to know this sudden chango from
such blank days as made up her normal life
at Herons’ Haunt!

That first evening at the great old house
—never would- Betty and Co. forget it!

=

roamed, there was
eepen the semse of

No matter where the;
always something to
romance and mystery.

The massive wall that ran the round of
the whole grounds; the gardens that were
still so beautiful, in their sadly neglected
state; the great trees that studded the lawns,
casting long shadows mpon the grass—these
were things that set the girls’ imagination
on fire. i

Above all, how it thrilled them to stand
still and lovk towards the house itsclf, and
see the sunset light flaming upon those
ancient walls, and windows looking like
sheets of red flume, and the tull turvets show-
iﬂg like huge spearheads againgt the evening

Y.

“What a place for a holiday—it beats
everything ! was Betty’s verdict, when at
lnst they were making their way back to
the dingy porch. “I wouldn’t change
places with anybody at the seaside, or in
Switzerland or France, not for worlds!™

“I quite agwee,"” said Paula,

“And I! And I!"” cried Polly and Tess.

“Je suis forte contente—I am very con-
tent!”” Trixie remarked.

Which, considering Trixio’s recent disap-
pointment in connection with the grand trip
abroad, was quite a great compliment to
the charms of Herons’ Hunnt!

In a panelled dining-rcom that was only
lit with candles, the girls had a good sup-

per; and then, iurmg really very tired after
their day’s travelling, they sai od-night
to Mrs. Mannering and Nell, and went up

to their rooms.

“'Rather different from the old dormitory
at Morcove School I’ laughed Betty Barton,
setting a match to a couple of candles in
the bedchamber,

“Yes, wather!” said Paula. ' *Womance
with a wengeance, this is, geals! Only I
do hope there won’t be any wats!"’ <

‘“Rats or no rats, I’ll be asleop the moment
;lyil head touches the pillow!” declared

‘olly. %

And she was' almost as good as her word.
‘Within a few minutes of their all bein
in bed, Polly for one was fast asleep, an:
Betty's eyes were rcady to close at any
moment. In the adjoining room, with ther
mmmunicltin% door standing wide open,
the measured breathing of Tess, Trixie, and

Paula was the only sound to be heard.
¢ Buddenly, when another moment would
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hma found Betty as sound aslecp as her
chum, there was a noise that made her start
up in her bed.

Was somcebody opening the door and creep-
ing in?

That was. what she wondered, for it wos
like the creaking of hinges that she had
heard.

But no; the door opening on to the pas-
suge was sl.!Tl shut Fast.

She was going to settle down again, ha!fv
inclined to think she must have imagined
the noise, when again the deep silence was
broken,

This time it was the same sound that she
and her chum had heard in the corvidor,
just before tea-time; a gound like some
ereature seuttling about in the darkness.

Then a familiar voice wailed softly from
Hm other roon. .
* Gwacions, geals! Did
you heah 77

Betty sli poﬂ out of bed; and this action
i ne E

I say, bai Jove!

! t's up, Betty 1’ exclaimed
Polly, mde awake in an instant.

“Oh, it's nothing, surely,”” was Betty’s
reussuring answer. ~But 1*\1 wla and 1 heard
queer nowes—"

“‘Yes, wather! I say. geals—"

“Sh! Don’t let's make a row, or we ma;
distuxb  Mrs, Mannering,” Betty pleaded,
padding into the other iedrroom.

By now, Tess and Trixie were rousing up
in the bed which they \wrc sharing, Paula
being in a bed all by

“Geals,” uhnspered l’nulu. if that was a
wat, then it was a jolly big one! Yes,
wather! ‘Weally, I thought it was someone
stealing into the woom!”

“8o did I confessed Betty. “DBut—I
know! Perhaps it is an owl, fupping aboui
in the corridor.”

“Hark "
It was Polly who “]napeled that |n_|nnc-
tion, standing close to Betty.

. . All the more mmstar and unnerving,
" because of its faintnzss, there was a repeti-
llon of that faint scw@ing sound.
goodness me!” panted Tess,
out of bed. ‘““Someone is mov-
fro in the passage!”
‘“Heah,
gwacious!

pal] stafsd Paula.
Bai Jove
“Hush! 8hi" Betty whispered again.
All was deep silence now; but the ecarod

m-ruml:r \5
ing to ar
“What "
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girls could not think o{uﬁnmg back to bed
before they had tried to solve the mystery.

[ one accord thoy all started te zot on
their everyday clothes. When their ﬁqrru-d
dressing was completed, they assemblied at
ono of the doors opening on to the corsidor,
listening intently the while.

“Weo shall laugh at ourselves over this ia
the morning!” Betty said, with a grin. “I
don’t believe there is nn_ythmg the matter at
all. Herons’ Haunt is simply getting on vur
nerves 1"

" Still—"" said Polly.

“Yes, wather!” “hlspered Paula, *'Belty
doah, it wili be a gweut welief to have a luok
\M)llll(l bai Jove!”

right!"”

And Betty took hold of the knob of the
door and turned it softly.

‘reak, cr-r-r-reak! went the hinges; and
she and Paula could have declared that thern
was the same sound which had fist alarmed
them.

Out of doors there was a full moon in the
sky, but it was not shining on this side of
the old house. Forth from their darkencd
bed-rooms stepped the girls, to find them-
selves in just as dark a corridor.

Well,”” murmured Betty, nEter a moment,
“there is nothing here! e—r'?

““Oh, what's thut?”’ was the utmt]ﬂl oy
with which the others cut Betty short.

For all had heald a sound more I.errlfj'iug
than anything: that had gone hefore.

A monuning sound from somewhere in the
darkness, and then—

Thud!

It was like the dull noise of someonc
latnm'luling heavily, and then falling head:
ong !

CHAPTER 4.
What Does it Mean?
OR several moments the girls stood

F rooted to the floor.

All were seized with a dreadful sort
of fancy that the old house wus
haunted.

“Where did that moaning noise come
from 7" said Betty Barton. *‘I thought from
downstairs—""

Yes, wather!”” said Paula Creel,
knees were knocking togethe

“Then we'll go o

lown—-
“Yes, right you are!” Polly Linton broke
out excitedly.

whose
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‘“Come on, then !’

And now the whispered talk ceased.

Keeping close hoﬁthcr, cautiously the five
givls padded along the dark corridor, pausing
every few paces to listen.

Not a sound!
. Tord
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them, whilst they helped her to her fees,
“I did not fall down the stairs, if that
is what you think, I—I must havo fainted
augdenly,” ,

= 2

“We heard & moaning sound, and then
falling,” Betty said.

They came to o sp and
hore the groping darkness was relieved by
moonlight. For a great staircase window of
stained glass was before them, as they
started to go softly down the statre, and this
window was in the full light of the moon.

Eerily the bright beams struggled through
the coloured glass, throwing fantastic shapes
upen the wide stairs, and dappling the girls®
figures with light and shade. 'With such a
light as this shining into the house, it wounld
not have been surprising if Betty and her
chum had imagined all sorts of speotral
shapes were Inrking here and there. But
they showed no sign of fresh alarm wuntil
they had reached the half-landing, and weve
turning to go down the last Hight.

Then they huddled together again, with
good encugh excuse for being wildly scaved.

At the foot of the stairs—what was that
dark shape which all their eyes beheld?
No fanciful one, due to the play of moon-
light. No!

“Lnok—look!” Betly gasped out, point-
ing down the stairs. *It is a woman lying
there! Sce, it is— OH, it is Mrs. Man-
nering 1

Betty was right. The others knew it,
in the very instant that their pecring gaze
rested upon that prone figure.

In wild alarm the girls hastened down
to her.

“Mys, Mannering—oh, Mrs. Mannering I
breathed Betty and ber chums, “What has
happened? Why—why are you here?”

They could not help asking these excited
questions, as they saw that the poor lady
was suddenly stirring back to corisciousness,
and was even opening her eyes to stare ab
her schoolgirl guests.

“ Al, Betty—Polly—all of you!” she fal-
tered weakly. “I—I am so sorryl Did
you hear—I mean, did it give you a
fright?”

“Never mind about us,

lease I'" Betty

exclpimed.  *You, Mrs. Manneri on
have bad a bad fall surely? Only tell us
what we can do, and then—"

“No; I—I am going to be all right; 1
_am not hurt,” she made haste to assure

“I am sorry,” Mrs. Manunering faltered
again. *“*What a shame I should have
scared you like thisl But you sce, I am
beiter now, so—>*"

8he broke off abruptly, turning rather
unsteadily to gaze up the staircase.

Two persons were coming down. One waa
Noll, limping, and holding an to the banis-
ter-rail with both hands; tho other was the
maid, Esther Hone. -

“Oh, Nell darling,” the mother ex-
elaimed sadly, “you should not have left
your bed te bother about me! Think of
your poor foot!”

“Mother! Have you been taken ill, or
what? I was fast asleep, and did not wake
"P until these givls weve calling out in
alarm.”

“There is nothing anybody need be con-
corned about now,” Mrs. Mannering said,
speaking calmly. “I was at the foot of the
stairs, just here, when I—well, T had such
a sudden attack of faintness that I eried
out. at ery, and the noise of my falling,
reused the girls.”

“But before that,” broke out Detty, *we
had heard the most queor sounds.™

“Yos, wather!”

““Closc to our room,” said Polly. * Thore
were sounds as if somcone was moving softly
up and down the corridor!”

Mrs. Mannering gazed at them all with
wide eyes. 3

““So you were out of your beds before you
heard meo?” she exclaimed.

“Oh, yos C}

“Did you sce any—anything?"”

“No, Mrs. Mannering. We were looking
about i“ the darkness, but there was-

1! . .

“What could thero havo been?” Mrs,
Mannering rejoined, with a forded smile.
“No, girls; I can quite understand how the
noise of my fall startlod you. But as for
any other sounds—I have not been to your
corridor since you went to bed, and so.any
noises there must have beon fancied ones |’

Beity & Co. maintained a silence which
:Eowed that they could hardly accept this

eory, *
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T know what the old house is,” put n
Esther Hone softly, “for being full of queer
sounds at night-time, I used to be awlully
scared, thinking thero were ghosts and
things, when I fiest came here. But you
soon get used to it,” she fimished, wit
sic-kl\ sort of smile,

0o, have heard noises in the night,”
ﬁald “\cll “and it is only natural, I sup-

to foel a bit seared about them.
{I her, I'n afraid our guests will want
to be off in the morning!”

“0Oh, no; not a bit of it!” Betty Barlon
hastened to say. W h) it is the novelty
of staying in such a queer old house that
we like more than anything else!”

“I¢'1l be something to_talk ahout when
we get back to school !” Polly said, with a
grin. “Only, Mrs. Mannering, we do hone
any further scares won't end up by our
finding you in such a nasty plight!™

“ Tt has never ocenrred before, my dears,™
Mrs. Manne answered, “and it shall
not . ocour ng: T'll take good care! So
off to bed, mrls. and thank you cver so
much for—for being so good si‘)out it all!”

Estlier Honn stood aside on the staircase,
to make way for the girls.

“Can I do anything for you, ma’'am?”
they heard her asking Mrs. Mannering in
a smooth tone.

“0h, thank you, Esther,” was the
answer. “If I had needed any help, I
‘would have got these girls to ronder it.
So biek to your bed, and good-night ence
again.”

“ ($ood-night,
called softly,

“Good-night, my child—good-night "

Betty and her chums turncd back to
accompany the lame girl upstairs. She
seemed indisposed to talk about the strange
occurrence, and they did not like to pester
her with comments.

Nor, next morning, was thoro any scrious
talk about it all.

“Well, girls,” Mrs. Mannering greeled
them all at breakfast-time, with that sweet
expression which was as far as she ever
got in the direction of a smile, “I hope
you were not lmrt awoke by any more un-
canny noises in that corridor of yours, after
you went up?”

“Oh, no!” laughed Delty. “None of us
look as if we were any the wo=so for oir

no,

mother darling!” Nell
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scare, do we? Iut you, Mra, Mannering—
do you feel quite all right this morning?"

“ Quite, thank you for being so aunpn
thetic,” was the gentle answer.

Lsther, what is it?”

The one maidservant of the strange
housebold was hovering by the door, afier
bringing in the breakfast,

1 wondered it I nright make a sugges-
tion, ma’am,” she murmured, in that sa
suave tone which the girls somehow fel
tokened a sly disposition.” “If your visitor
would like to move out of the bed-room
they are in. I could casily got ot?wrs rendy
in another part of the house.”

“0h, fancy puiting you to so
trouble !” demurred Detty muchl\'
aro quite satisfed—aren’'t we, girls?”

“Yes, wathah!” said Paula..

“Pesides, we like
“It's all part of the ail

“I was only thin
scared some other night,
meckly.

. “Cula ne foit rien—that doesn’t mutter!”
said Trixio, sticking to her beloved Fre
“Voila!—behold,” sho went on, wavi
wards the window, "Il fait boau temps,
aujourd” is going to be a fine day!"

And after that the girls began their sul-
stantial breakfast, chatting the while aboat
what they meant to do with themselves,
this first day of their holiday at Hewons'

aunt,

Their idea was to keep about the grounds
during the morning, so that Nell could be
with them all. But she told them that it
was the day for tho doctor to call, and, as
he would turn ur during the morning, the,
must not keep about the place for her sa
Better to do that some other time, she said,
in her unselfish way, when she nnd mother
would both he frec.

So the upshot of it all was that the girls
put on their hats and s&t off for a rawmble
to the village.

Mrs. Mannering warned them that
Heronvale was really only a tiny hamlet,
half a mile from the wayside station, and
that they must not expeet to find any
grand shops there. But Botty & Co. were
sure that there would be a baker’s
and slso a confectioner's, and they v\nntml
nothing more than that.

“If only we can get hold of a nice box
of chocolates for Nell, we'll be all right,”

i

much
€A

it Pﬂllv grinned.
nt
i vou m:ght Lot
snid Fsther Houy
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Betty said, as they cume away from the
iron gates of Herons’ Haunt.

“Yes, wather!” said Paula, *Weally,
geals, I feel awlully sowwy for that poor
geal, and I do twust that you will lot me
pay for the choes.—what 7™

“Not at all,” said Polly. "I pay!”

“Neo, you don’t!"” objected Tess. *“I’'m
going to do that!” s 200

“J’ai beaucoup d'argent,” was Trixie's
way of remarking that she bad plenty of
money. ** Vouloz-vous—will you—--="="

“No; we won’t let you pay!” langhed
Betty.  “We'll all pay together—"

“¥os, wather!” Paula cried out, realis-
ing that this was perhaps the best plan.
st .iml then, geals, we shall wemain fwiends
all wound—what ¥

They rambled on, as happy a batch of
heliday-makers as anybody eould have
wished to see. There seemed to be a main
voad all the way to the village, and the
girls chose this ronte as a novelty, mcan-
ing to return by the pretty lane which they
had traversed yesterday.

Not a hundred yards had they gone along
the main road, however, belore they wished
themselves well off it.

A gusty wind was blowing, and the dust
flew along in clouds—sure sign of a falling
glass and rain before long.

Betty and Polly made up their minds o
£ and ar it, cvery time the wind
whirled the dust about them.

“Q0b, help, hore's a car cnmiluf. to make
matters worse!” exclaimed Polly Linton
suddenly.

“Wh-a-a-at1” cried Paula. ‘“‘Bai Jove!”

“Now for it, girls—look out!” laughed
Detty.

The car was a huge touring onc—a regu-
Jar leviathan of the highway. It came
surging along with much blaring of the
brass horn, whilsk behind it the dust arose
in thicker clouds than ever.

“Tr-r-r-rump, bte-r-rump!™
motor-harn,

The girls drew to the side of the road,
and were ready to shut their eyes to the
billowing dust, when they chanced to take
note of the car’s occupants.

““Hallo! Look!” yelled Polly.

“¥Yes, wather! Bai Jove!”

“Oh!™

“Just
are the

roared tho

fancy |” gasped Betty. "'Them
Grandways g?rln!”

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS' ITAUNT!

Ves; thero they were, surc cnonghl
There, with their wealthy parents, sat Cora
and Judith Grandways, the snobbish” sis.
ters who were Betty & Co.’s avowed
encniies at Morcove School.

Tho malicious couple had spotted their
schoolfellows standing beside the road, an.
they, too, were surprised. In a flash, how-
ever, surprise had given place to the desiro
10 use even this encounter as a mcans of
maeking Betty aud her chums feel small

‘ora, the elder sister, shouted * Faster!”
and the car seemed to leap to forty miles
an hour, raising still bigger elowds of dusk,
just as it was passing the schoolgirls. .

Whooo-oof! tho white clouds billowed
around them; and, whilst they were foreed
to stand amidst the needless smother, Cora
and Judith shricked with malicious glee.

“Just the sort of thing they would des
light in doing!” was Betty’s bitter- com-
ment, alter tho car had whirled on its way,
end was oub of sight. .

“Pway do not speak of it,” sighed Pauala,
beating the dust out of her elothes. *“You
know my opinion of those geals!™

“The old spite against us!” Polly said
fiereely. **So we know what to expect when
next term commences!”

“Cela ne fuit rien—that docsn’t matter,”
shrugged Trixie. *We'll keep oitr end up
somchow !™

“Yos, wather "

And Betty Barton, taking a quiet glance
at_the chums who were with her now, and
thinking of how many other chims whi
would be around her when schooldays |t

an again—DBetty Barton could walk on
with a light beart, nfter that, feeling that
Trixie had spoken aright,

Let Cora and Judith do their worst dur-
ing the term to come:; Retty and her loyal
chums of the Fourth Form would, through
thick and thin, manage to keop their end
up—somchow !

GCHAPTER 5.
The Man in the Rain.

HAT ovening, Betly Barton and
Polly Linton came hurrying back,
alene iogether, from o journey to
the village,

There had been a tolegram from Madga
Minden's cats. just after tea, asking
Mrs. Man g i it would be convenient
for Madge te join the IHerons’ Haunt party
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on tho morrow. And with what joy lad
the two churm !cnt off an nns\\crmg wire,

just now, saying “Quite convenient; do
come!"

Now the two girls were making for
Herons' Haunt in somo haste, for a heavy
storm was imminent.

Tho gusty wind had dropped; the sky
was darﬁc with massed rain clouds; at any

moment Betty and Polly cxpected to hear
the pattor. of rain on the great trees that
cmbowered their homeward way.

They were returning by the winding lane,
and betwoon thoso tall banks, with the treo
branches interlacing overhead, they felt
that night had already shut down,

“Pouf!” panted Polly, at last. “I can't

* go any farther at this™ [mco' Rain or no
rain, 1t is too jolly close for such hurry!™

“And the gnats!” laughed Betty, sweep-
ing n hand across her hot face, * How
they are biting this ev en:ug! 1f Paula had
come with us, she would have said they
were worse than wats!"”

““Yes, wather!” Polly mimicked Paula’s
familiar phrase.  “Wall Hurrnh'
There are the gates at last, and so—""

“Oh!” exclaimed Betty sharply, as the

figst flash of lightnin, o surldﬂﬂlr blazed
I:brm, leavi ing | tlmm half-blinded
“M * cried Polly. “Now for it

Bnrclv had she made that grim remark
when the storm burst upon them,

Ono tremendous peal of thunder crashed
out above their heads, and then the rain
strcamed down in torrents.

Flash after flash of lightning now lit up
a scene that was otherwise growing every
moment darker.

Again and agu.m the thunder rolled and
boomed, whilst the very drumming of the
rain upon the ground was almost an alarm-
lng sound.

onding their hoads, the girls pelted to-
wards the old iron gates of the ancient
house, and started to race up the weed-

* grown drive. But in a few moments they
Ielt the wisdom of darting aside for shelter.
Tt scemed foolish to run on throngh such

& tropical deluge as this, when peﬁmp@ in
& few minutes the rain would have cased

off,
“That hit. of ruin over there!" Batty
pnoted.  “It will give us shelter, Po]lyl;’
“Right-oh 1"
And so, lenving the weedy track,

they
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dashed across the grass to the nearest place
of refuge, Betty had tormed it a ruin, and
so it was—the ivy-clad relic of what had
once been a private chapel in the grounds.

Panting for breath, the two chums
fetched up at last close to a sheltering bit
of the ruined walls, and there they weco
glad enough to stay.

Every time the llghl:mng blazed in tne
inky sky, it scemed to light up a drowning
world,

The drenched trees, the rank grass, and
old houso in the distanee—all were only
o through a mist of pelting rain.

Now a cool wind suddenly arose, driving
the rain aslant, and adding to the hucly-
burly of the storm by tossing the trec.
branches wildly.

Of a sudden, Betty cried out excitedly:

“Why, Polly, look—look!” she had tu
shout, fo make hersclt heard abovo tho rear
of the storm, ‘“Scc—over there—making
for the house!”

“Goodness, who can he be—that man?”
I’ol]ﬁ' Lroke in, just as startled as hér chum

o

at the figure which she saw.
Through the blur of heavy rain, that
Tonely figure was_faintly  visible, like a

spectro moving swiftly towards the ancient
mansion.

Except that it was clearly the fgure of
a man, the girls could not be ecrtain who
ho was or where he had coms from. Thero
were no menfolk about the house—that they
knew—and Mrs. Mannering had not hinted
about expecting any,

“Somebody out walking, and caught by
the storm, I suppose,” Polly remarked, aa
the figure, after heing visible agnm in a
vivid flash of lightning, vanished into the
gloom.

“But who should he be—wandering about
the grounds, which are private, at a timo
like this?” demurred Betty, “I sax, Polly,
I think Mrs. Mannering ought to be told
about him 1"

Polly nodded her full approval of shap
suggestion, and half an hour later, when
the two girls rushed into the housc-porch,
aftor seizing their chance durin, lp in
the storm, they mentioned the slrnn,}u
occurrence.

Mrs. Mannering was saying she was glad
to find that the two glrln had not got wet
mmuih to need a chang

“0Oh, wo arc all nghtl" laughed Betty.
“But we rather expected to find someone
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clse taking shelter here, and asking for n
chance to dry himself!”

“Yos; he looked as if he was getting a
good drenching,” said Polly.

“Het” echoed Mrs, Mannering.
do you mean by ‘he, my dears?”

And then, with their chums standing by,
the two girls told of that vagne figure
which they had scen running hard through
the rain towards the house,

“ No one has been here for shelter,” Mrs,
Mannering suid. Have you seen anybody,
Esther?” she asked, turning to the maid,
who had just entered tho room.

“Np, ma'am,” Esther Hone answered
“1 cxpeet he was only a tramp,
making o short cut across the grounds to
the village.” = ;

Betty and Polly exchanged Fluncna.

They were both thinking that that sog-
gestion of Msther Hone's “was about ‘the
most. ridiculous one anybody could have
made!

In a vague way, Betty was heginning to
feel a strong strust of Esther Hone,
whilst oven the less observant girls, liko
Tanla aml Tess, felt that she was anything
but a pleasant chbaracter.

“Whom

CHAPTER 6.
Esther Hone's Secret.
# ALLO!  That's the
H Madge's train at last!
“Hurrah!™
“Yes, wather! Hooway, geals?”

Detty, Polly and Panla were standing to-
gether on ihg platform of the wayside
stalion of Heronvale the following day.

“1 wonder what Madge Minden will
think of the place when 'she gets out of the
train?” laughed Betty, *The same as we
thought, I dare say-—that Heronvale is aut
the world's_end_almost!"

“Ik cortainly is pretty well off the map!™
agreed IPolly Linton with a chuckle.

“Yes, wathah, hai Jove!” said Paala
Cireel, with that simpering air which was
rather engaging.

“Look, there it comes—the same fussy
little train that brought us here a day or
two age!” cried out Betty, as the tiny
eugine and its few carriages came inio
view round a curve.

“And there's Madge! Seel
Mudge! Hurrah!™

signal  for

Coa-ce,

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS HAUNT!

“Yes, wather! Hooway! Geals, how
glad T am to seo Madge again!™

“With Madge Minden as a member of
our holiday-party at Herons’ Haunt, we
shall be jollier than ever!” agreed Belty
heartily,

“I agwee,” said Paula, “ Ves, wather!?

The train slowed down and stopped along-
sido the platform, and, with a rush, the
threo g charged towards their c'hum,
who was making all haste to quit her comr
partment.

“Well, Madge?”

“How are you, girls? Where are all
the rest? Gracious, what a journcy it
is! And where in the world arc we?™

“Ha, ha, ha!”

“We thought you would feel it was a bit
lonesomie,” said Detty, as they all finished
their langh, “I say, do you mind walk-
ing to Herons® Haunt? It's not far.”
“0Oh, not”

“That’s a poad job,” grinned Polly, “Be-
caunse it would Le all the same if you did
mind!  Youw must cither walk or go in the
porter’s barvrow ! -

“That reminds me!"” exclaimed Madge.
And away she darted to exchange a fow
words with the aged porter about the de-
livery of ker luggage, hich had n
slung out of the van Ly this time.

In a irice she came running back.

“And now TI'm .ready!” announced
Madge, her protéy face wreathed in f#les.
“Lead on, girls, and tell me all .about
Herons' Haunt. beeanse ' simply longing
to know what the place is like I"”

““Madge, it's a_ weird old place,” said
Polly hreezily. “Not only is the house
ages old, with ancient furniture and all
?rtts of ‘dingy rooms, and dim corridors,

N L—

“Thore are wats—yes wats!” simpered
Paula. “ And, Madge, they are wather big
wats, too!"

“There are other thrilling things besides
rats,”” laughed Betty. “‘Oh, Madge, we've
such an exciting story to tell you! We've
had the most strange adventures since we

of to Herons® Haunt.™

“T want to hear that story!” eried Madge
eagerly. -

And so, as thg girls wended their way
down the shady Mo that would bring them
to Herons' unt, Betty told Madge of

their experience.
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“Tt's our opinion, Madge,” said DLolly,
when Betty had finished, “that we have
a clever scoundrel to deal with—a man who
is prowling about the house, trying to find
that will and destroy it, so that Mrs. Man-
nering and Nell can never win their case in
the law courts.”

“8o, if we upset his little game—""
began Madge.

“It will be a feather in our caps!” said
Betiy. “Oh, it will be somecthing to make
us happy for ages and ages! Just think,

Madge! How glorious to be the means of
making poor rs. Mannering and her
crippled daughter quite rich!  Their life

is 8o hard and loncly at present; they do
deserve a change of fortune [

“8&n our plan is,” Polly expluined, with
immense enthusiasm, “ to izeu our eyes and
cars open, and try to catch d’mt man when
he is up to his tricks. We are watching
Esther Hone, too, feeling sure that she is
helping him !

“You mean, she is supplying him with
food and .other necessaries 7'”

“Yest™

“Have you told Mrs. Mannering of your
icions 7' asked Mad%f.
he gitls shook their heads quickly.

““No, Madge; after talking it over, we de-
cided not to say a word, at present, about
our theory. Mrs. Mannering might feel un-
casy on our account, and want to bundle
us off home.”

“And we don’t want to be bundied off
home!”’ declured Polly. “We jolly well
want to stay at Herons’ Haunt, and solve
the whole jolly mystery!”

“Yos, wather!”

And so the talk flowed on, whilst Madge,
as she listencd cagerly, took note of the
marvellous beauty of this loncly lanc down
which they were wending their way.

In a little while the girls crossed 2 rustic
bridge that spanncd a tiny streamlet. There
was a waterfall here, and a kingfisher
fAashed by in the air, whilst several herons
rose up sharply, startled by the passers-by.

“It is simply enchanting !” was Madge's
comment on the whole scene. She was a girl
‘who loved nature, music, and art.

“Whait till you pget your first siglht of
Herons' Haunt,” said Polly. “It's like o
sort of Castle Dangerous, in a fairy story !”

“Like a chatesu in France, too,” said
Betty. “In fact, wo told Trixie Hope that
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the place is as good as any chateau that she
might have seen, if her parents had taken
her on that long-promised trip to France for
the summer holidays."” .

“Is Trixie still speaking French, like sho
was ab school all last term?” smiled
Madgo. %

“¥Yos, wathor!™ :

“Qui, ouni!” chuckled Polly, mimicking
Trixie. *Exercisc four-hundred-and-onc !
Havo._you seen the gardener's water-can?
non, non ! But there is Herons’ Haunt,
Madge, so—viola ! Behold I”

“Oh!"” said Madge.

Her haudsome face filled with an ecstatic
look as she took her first admiring goze at
the great old house. X

The girls had reached the main gateway
in the high we'l that encircled the estate,
and there stood the ancient habitation, in
the centre of timbered: grounds that had
grown rank with neglect.

“And there are the other girls—look!”
cricd Betty gaily, “There’s Trixie Hope

and Tess Trelawney, rushing to greet you,
Madge! They offered to stay behind to
keep Nell company.™
Madge Minden made a sprint “FL the
weedy carriage-drive, followed by Betty,
Polly and IP’aula, and in & few moments
more greetings were being exchenged.
Tess! Well, Trixie! How are
you?

“Tres bien —Very well{” gaid Trixie,
“Et vous—And yout”

“ All the happier fmﬁgcinq here with you
giris!” Madge declared. *'I suppose this
1s Nell?”

Yes, this was Nell—poor, ailing Nell,

coming forward with her limping step.

On her thin, wan face there was a smile
of welcome for Madge. The crippic:l il
held out her hand to the new acrival : but
handshakes were not good cnough, Madge
felt. 8he kissed Nell as if she was dlready
quite in love with her, And perhaps she
was ! 3

“Here's Mrs. Mannering, too,’” said
Betty, as a tall lady in black came from the
house-porch with a slow, majestie step.

“Yes, this is my mother, and now you
have met all the household!” Nell said,
with a shy laugh. “Not a very big family,
are wel” .
“Welcome to Herons’ Haunt, my dear,”
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murmured Mrs Manmnoring, kissing Madge,
and stroking her glossy brown bair, *“Bo
you are another Morcove scholar ! Dear e,
‘what splendid girls the school cun boust I"*

“Yos, wather—I mean,”” Paula cor recke[!
herself, as the others began to langh, “we
do nulher pwide oursclves on keeping fit,
bai Jove !’

“ Jusk feel as it you were qu\ at home,"”
Mrs. Masnaoring said to Madge. “ our churs
will al = 7am to the bed-room I have given
you ad aty” ;ef: are free, of course, to roum
w IINOVQI‘ you ploase. DBut I expect you aro
hungry,” she added, with that winning lock
which was as near s she ever scem to
get to smiling. “ Well, tea will be ready in
n few minutes.”

“Come on, Madge! Come indoots and np-
!I.l.us. and ]umt sec_how it feels to be living
in_a house with walls as thick as a castle’s !’
eried madeap Polly.

Then, I'm the next few niinutes, there was
for Madge Minden just the same thrill of
delight that had come to the other givls
when they ficst arrived at Herons’ Haunt.

She was taken through the great old
raftered lall, and up the handsome stair-
cuse, whare there werd stained glass win-
dows as big as those in a church. She wont
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along ditn pariclied passages, and camc to
the two hed-rooms which the party of givls
oceupied.

These {wo rooms had a door of communi-

- cation, and this door the girls were keeping

wide opea day and night. Intead of papered

walls, thero was shmv oak panclling, and

the furniture wad all old-fashioned, and
doubtless very valuable.

Madge Minden, with most of her chums
sitting about, talking in checrful tones, bad
a relreshing wash after ber journey, and
ran a comb through her bair, Shc was just
turning away from the dressing-table, when
a tep came at the door, and Betty, being
nearest, jumped up to answer the summons.

It was the maid, Esther Hone, who had

J!emc, she said, when the door
WAS OO *“I've brought up tho luggage
that has come from the station,”

“Oh, thanks!” cvied Madge, crossing to-
wards the sly-looking maid. “In this room
—yes, please. I'm going o share this room
with Betty Barton and Polly Linton, as

* there are already three girls in the other
room.”

HERONS' ITAUNT!

Esther Hone took up the two picces of
luggage, giving a smui’mg sort cf smilo to
Macdge whon that girl offered to help.

“Yd rather do it mysclf, thank you,
miss 1”7 she said, in a fawning tone, as if
trying to ingratiate herself with the latest
eddition to the scheolgivl-party.

So Madgr, -having nothing else to do,
took out hot pu

“That’s for your tiouble,”’
ing a silver coin wnostenta
maid,

“You are voery good, miss, I'm sur«"’
said Esther Hone, slmrkmg aguin.

She backed out of the voem. closed the
door after her, aud wont with her silent
step along the dim corridor.

Then suddenly she halted, looked 'Im.ek to-
wards the girls’ bed-reom, “and s cn at the
coin_in her hand,

“How_ amusing ! she smiled to herself
sneeringly.  “A tip for t ]!Il‘l who may
one day nustress of Herons’ Hauntl A
shilling tip for the daughter of Julian
Jenner ! JI)*Iow father will langh about it
when I telt him!”

And she continued on her way through
the great okl house, looking as if she her-
sclf was on the verge of scornful laugnter.

“It's cap and apron for me to-day |” she
was musing. “But only let father get hold
of that missing will, and I')l soon be wear-
ing ‘better clothes ‘than any of you, my
dears! Ay,” he added, suddenly flinging tho
silver tip out of an open window, “what is
.a_shilling to me, when all the fortunc of
l’ic:]-nm? Haunt is coming to mo and Father
a ast

she said, hand-
sly to the

GHAPTER T.
Paula in a Plight.
L OW, Madge dear, we'vo got some-
N !hmg to show you that we know
thl gwo you another great
thr

“What’s thut mirls?"

“This way, and you will sco!” said Betty
Barton.

Tea was over. The happy band of chumns
had just come away from the dining-room,
with hours of daylight st.\ll in front of them,
to be spent just as they ple

“You see,” said Betty, lcadm tho way
into ono of the hendsome public rooms,
*“this was the drawing-room, Madge. And

-
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did you ever seo such wonderful bits of
furniture? They aro all old and dusty now,
and the carpets and curtains are terribly
faded, aren’t they? But—"

“What a gorgeous scene it must have
made in the old days when the roomn was
fu of brilliant company!"" exclaimed
Madge. “Oh, and here’s a harpischord I”

“That’s the thrill we have kept in store
for you!” chuckled Polly. “ Knowing how
crazed you are on musie, ~‘Z’v!aclgc, we guessed
that you would rave about an old-fashioned
instrument of that sort.”

A harpischord—just fancy! They are
awfully rare nowadays,’’ Madge said, cross-
ing to the antique- mnusical instrument,

She put her hands to the piano-like keys,
and struck a chord.

“What a quaint tone—just like a tink-
ling musical-box !

“That's what we said,”” smiled Betty.
“But play a pieca for us, Madge! Nell is
longing to hear you play.”

“Yes, do ! pleaded Nell, as she sat down
on ono of the faded couches. “The girls
have told mo what a brilliant player you
are!”

“Brilliant Gddleticks!” laughed Madge
modestly. )

But the | ichord had a fasci for
hor, and she drew a chair to it, and sat

Wi,

“I see that onc leg of the instrmment is
a bit groggy!” lho romarked. “I wonder
how long that book has been used to keep
the whole thing steady?

For a moment she remained looking down
at the :ge-old volame which somcone, ycavs
ago, had placed under one leg of the harpsi-
chord, to keep it from rocking about. For
that leg was a short one, having lost some
of its proper length by being mended at
some time or other.

“Firo away!"” urged Polly. “Lot’s have
* Swance River’ I”

“Catch Madge playing ‘' Swanco River'!”
chuckled T'ess. “It is going to be somo won-
derful sonata, moroe hkely.”
no,”’ answered Madge. “Only a noc-

It was wonderful. No other word could
have done justico to her playing. Sitting
there at the ancient Harpsichord, her deft
fingers drew jhe most enchanting melody
from the& yellow keya.
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On and on_ flowed tho simple, exquisite

piece of musie, with Betly, Polly, Tess,
rixic and Nell, all listening enraptured.

Prula Creel wns not here, having drifted
off in quest of a book from the library ; but,
if she had been on hand to heur, thero is
not the least doubt that she, too, woild
have sat enthralled.

Suddenly, however, a thing happened that
brought Madge’s music to en abrupt finish.

Above the tinkle of tho sweet notes there
came a most alarming outburst of ecries.

Madgo Mindon took her hands from the
notes, and jumped up. Her school chums
did the same.

“Gracious !”

A 'L'Ddlll,"ss i
“Why—"

“Oh, it'’s Panla! Tt must be Paula !” two
or three of the schoolgirls eried out together,
as they listened to the yelps, and wails, and
piercing cries that sonnded so distressful.

“Geals—geals I"* was the shrick that now
cleared up any doubt as to who was making
the outery. ““CGiwacious, geals—heah, help!
Bai Jove, this is dweadful !"” 3

“Come cn!” exclaimed Polly, darting
away. "Th’l,\t duffer is in the library.”

L

“Geals—-geals| Come to my wescue,
quick1” ’

This was a dismal cry that fairly stam-
peded the chums.

Out of the drawing-room they charged,
and, streaking across the hall, cherged into
the iihrury.

One step acros the threshold of that room
was all they took, however. cn they
fetched np sharply, bunching together in
the doorway, whilst Paula’s crics and yells
were suddenly Jost in peals of laughter.

“Ha, ha, ha!’

“0h, dear—"

‘“He, he, he!”

“Don’t laugh, geals! Help, help I” wailed
Paula.

For there she was, in the most comical
of plights.

The room contained hundreds of books,
stacked in shelves that covered almost all
four walls. Somo of the shelves were high
up, and the girls could only concludo that
that was why a pair of ordinary kitchen
steps stood ianr.ly. Those steps were at
presont in_ the contre of the room
there, on the top of them, was poor
Creel, taking uge from—rets|

and
&’ay la
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Tho sudden appearance of the other girls
scomed to fluster the rats, for they seurried
off to the corners of the room.

But one rat remained—standing quite un-
conéerned a yard or o from the steps on
which Paula was standing.

“Shoo! Goawny, you horrid eweature!”
i

wailed Paula, “Shoo!

In the doorway, the girls fairly yelled
with laughter,

“Ha, ha, ha! It'll bite you, Paula ! Look
out!””

Pauala cast another shuddering glance at
the rodent, And then——

Then the steps fell over!

Crash, bang—fop!

“Ha, ha, ha!”

“Help! Oh, deah!

oV

“Ha, ha, ha!”

Paula floundered about on_the fioor, her

“ dainty figure all mixed up with the ladder.

“Weally, geals, you haven’t a scwap of
wegard for my safety I she said.

By now, Jame Nell had arrived upon the
scene, and her laughter was as hearty as the
rest of tho girls', as sho beheld the whole
comical spoctacle.

“Geals I P'aula began afresh; but now
Polly Linton prapced forwnrd, aud started
bauling the hapless P'aula to her feet.

“0h, you wsre not g bad as all that!”
Tolly declared, beating the dust . out of
Paula’s clothes. “No bones broken, ‘any-

ow. . Ha, ha, ha!"’

“Weally, geals, I have had a dweadful
time!"” said Paula dismally. “Gwacioust
Look at my fwockl  Wuined!  Clean
wuined !"”

“Ha, ha, ha!”

“ And then tho shock to my nerves, bai
Jove !” Paula drew a decp breath. “1I ask
you, geals, how would you like to find your-
gclves attacked by hundweds of wats?"

“Ha, ha, ha 1=

“] only saw twol” said Tess Trelawney.

“There were not more than three, any-
how!" chuckled Polly Linton.

“Ceals, I wegret to contwadict you, but
shero were hundweds ! That was before you
came in, howevah. 1 was going to use the
ladder, to get a book from an upper shelf,
and, bai Jove, the wats wushed out, don’t
you “know, like & wegular armyl  Yes,

Geals, T say—bai

wather !"

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS' IIAUNTI

But it was no use; Paula could win no
sympathy from her chums!

They rcfused to ireat it as anything but
a joke, and for at least two minutes longer
they remained chuckling. %

If Paula had anything to console her, it
was in sceing Nell just as amused as any
of them—poor Nell, whose dull, loncly life,
before the girls came to'Herons” Haunt, had
had little cnough nierriment in it, as they
all knew.

“What surprises me,” said Nell, of a
sudden, “is that this pair of steps should
have been ready to hand, Paula, for you to
scramble up them!”

“Aren’t they always in here, to cnable
anybody to reach the higher shelves?™
asked Betty Barton.

“Oh, no,”” Nell answered, shaking her
head.  “They are not pro
Theso are just steps brought from an out.
house in. the kitchen yard, apd I'm still
bothered to know how or wlfn)' they come to
be in this room !” :

. “Perhaps——" Betty bhegan, but she
broke off abruptly, suddenly aware of
Esther Hone hovering by the doorway.

All the girls looked round at the slink-
ing maid, who came forward, smirking.

“Were you talking about those kitchens
steps?” she said meckly. “1 brought the
]ndd’e'l- here; I thought I had better tell
you.

“Qh!" said Nell. *DBut why ™"

“Well, miss, T thought T wquld—thought
T would dust somo of the books, when
had time to sparc ! was the smooth reply.

Nell was obviously surprised: but sho only
nodded, and Esther Hone withdrew, silent-
footed as ever.

“Dust the books! Did you ever hear of
such an idea?” Nell exclaimed, turning to

her schoolgirl chums. “Mother has never
given any hint about wanting tho books to
be dusted! As you know, we have had to

give up attending to any of the rooms ex-
cept the ones we use for living purposesd’

“ Fsther Hone would have had a nice bi
job from her odd half-hours, dustin
these books !” smiled Betty, casting a glance
at the crowded shelves. “Thero must bo
thousands of volumes 1"

“Oh, ygs, thousands—and somc of them
are pretifold, too,” Nell said. *“But—hark1
Madge has gone back to the -harpsichord t*

r library-steps. .
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“Trust Madgo to do' that!” chuckled
Polly. “Well, come on, and wc'll Jisten to
the band! Tell you what, we might have
a bit of a dance, if Madgo will rattle off a
waltz "

“Omi, oui!™ eried Trixie delightedly.

“How I should love to sce you all dane-
ing!” Nell oxelaimed, limping with them
back to the drawing-room. “1t's one of the
‘things I do love—I suppose, because 1 shall
never be able to dance mysclf I”

And then Betty Barton drew close to the
lame girl,

“You and I, Nell, will sit out the dance,
shall we?” said the captain of the Fourth
Form at Morcove School, with all that
tonder sympathy which she possessed.

Nell did not answer; but the shinin
eyes she turnod upon hev schoolgirl fricn
told of that gratitude which filled her
heart—s gratitude too deep for words,

Not an hour of the day but what the

irls were all showing their kindly thought
or her in her afllicted stato; but somehow
it was Detty Barton who seemed to give
expression oftencst to feelings of pity,
And how tactfully, how geutly that pity
was always manifested !

“Now then, the band!” Tolly was cry-
-ing at Madge, as Betty and Nell camo last

into the room. “Play some nice bits of

“TIl play & minuet,” said -Madge. “A
minuct 13 just the thing for a harpsichord.
So get ready, girls!”

The quaint, old-fashioned dJdance, so
pretty and dainty in all its movements, was
one that the girls had been taught at
school. 8o, as soon ns Madge began to
$1I' the big room with the slow, lilting
melody, Polly, Paule, and Trixic started
the first graceful movements,

“Bai Jove, it's gweat!”
Panls, linking hands with Trixie,
twuly gwaccful, bai Jovel”

“Not enough go in it for me!” said
Polly, giving up in disgust, “I want a
wal or anything else with some go in

it!"”
“Start away, thon!” laughed Madge.
And all in a moment she changed from
the slow, dignified minuet into a lively
waltz,
“Hooray! That’s better!”
Polly, starting to whirl around.

. exclaimed

ey

declared
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“Yes, wather! Geals, this is gweat !

Paula was still Trixic's partner, and now
Polly and Tess formed into a couple for
the  waltz. Madge, looking over one
shoulder as she played, rushed the musio
faster and faster, hoping to beat the
dancers. But they were not to be beaten!

Round the big room they whirled, keep-
ing time to the music.

They began to get a bit giddy, but. there
was no thought of giving up, Paula fell
over a chair, yet she scrumbled np and
wont on again without any cry of distross.
As for Polly, she seemed to keen on
whisking Tess off her fect!

* Faster, Madge!”

“Ha, ha, hal” :

“All right!” eriod Madge, accepting the

challenge. “Ts that fast enough? If not,
I'll soon— 'Oh!”
Crash !

And down on the floor fell Polly and
Tess, sereaming with laughter, after col-
luling with the harpsichord,

“Ha, ha, ha!” they laughed breath-
lessly, sernmbling to their fect. “Auy
damages to the !f).-nnl, Madge?”

“Pm all right,” Inughed Madge.

“ But
you've fairly jiggered ug"lhc harpsichord !

The game leg—look !
it on to thut book ag:

Betty joined the gro vhich gathered
round thoe old-fashiened musical  instru-
ment, whilst Nell kept to her seat, hoping
to sne the dancing resumed, Tt was only
a question of two or three of the girls
lifting the harpsichord at one corner, so
as to place the short log in position again,

“What an ancient-looking  volume!
laughed Betty, stooping down to pick up
the book and look ab it more intently.
“Why, it has got quite stuck to the floor
with damp "

She pulled it away genily, and straight-
ened herself up, twirling the thick pages
which were enclosed between half-rotted
leathern covors.

“I expect,” said Polly Linton, “that
book came ont of the library, once upon a

o1l have to lift
"

time. It's like all the rest in the library,
and—— allof What’s the mastor,
Botty 1”

“TLook !"” gasped Betly, for slie had come
upon a folded shect of parchment between
ﬂl:g pages of the “A legal docu-
ment, surely! Oh—
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“CGweat goodness, geals! I say, bai
Jove, perhaps—"

“It is—it is!” Betty almost shouted,
shaking the sheet of parchment open. * It
is the missing will 1"

‘Wild-cyed, and with months agape, the
astounded girls echoed that excited ery.

“The will—we've found the missing
will 1"
CHAPTER 8.

1s the Danger Past?

ETTY BARTON looked round and
across at Nell, who was sitting in a
far corner of the room.

“ Nell—Nell, darling! Oh, do
look at wlwat we've found!” Pl.nted Betty,
rushing towards the lame girl, “See, it
is a legal document, written on parchment!
Surely it is tho very will that nobody has
ever been ablo o find!"”

Nell Mannoring was looking pale with
excitement. 8ho took the sensational find
from Betty, and devourced & few lines of
the faded writing.

“Yea!” she ericd ont then. “Sce for
yourselves, girls! Oh, you really have
found it! At last—at last, mother will get
Jjustice 1"

Betty tock back the document, and, hold-
ing it open, read the first long lines of the
legal script,

“The last_will and testament of John
Mannering, Tsq., of Herons” Haunt,” sho
read alond. *I give and bequeath——"

And there Betty broke off, for she and
her chums were suddenly aware of Mrs.
Mannering's presence in the room.

“Oh, my dears,” eried the lady, coming
towards them in great agitation, “did I
hear some of you crying out about——"
't:.”Thc “missing will—yes! We've found
it!

“Yos, wather, bai Jove! Hooway!”

“We are so glad—oh, so delighted!”
cried Madge and Tess.

“Let me see it,” Mrs. Mannerin
pleaded, trembling from head to foot. “It
seems so wonderful, so ineredible ﬂm”nu
should find it, afier the fruitless searc®s I
have made ! But it really is the will—yes!”

She erushed the vital document to her
chest, whilst all the tragedy secemed to pass
from her looks in a single moment, leaving
her faen novfectly radiant with joy.

“Mother, darling—""

“Nell—oh, Nell, dear!"” the good woman
faltered, winding an arm about her loving
daughter, who had slipped into a chair at
her side. “I don’t know what to say! I
feel so overcome with joy! To think that
at long last the will should have been
found ! ‘ )

Shaking with excitement, she sank into
a chair, and for all in that room there fol-
lowed a few moments whilst they steadied
down, aftor experiencing such & big thrill.

“ You found it between the pages of that
book 2" Mrs. Mannoring broke out at last.

“Yes,” said Betty; and between them

the girls explained exactly how they had
chanced to make the great discovery.,
_ “It is marvellous!” was Mrs. Manner~
ing’s comment. * There has always been
an idea that the will would be fonnd in the
library, amongst the books. More than
once 1 have searched all the hooks in there,
But, don’t you see, thie will has n all
the time between the pages of the book
that was keeping the old Larpsichord
steady on its legs!”

“So wonder you never found it in
the lib 1” Retty cried, with a catchy
laugh betraying great excitement,  “Oh,
well, never mind! It’s found now!”

“Yeos, wather! Miss Mannering, pway
let ws geals be the vewy first to congwatu-
late -you ! cried Paunla, who was always
rather fond of speech-making. “It is a
matter of gweat joy to all of ms, Mrs.
Mannering; a matter . of—ah—extweme
pleasur r

“Hear, hear!” chimed in Polly, *“Oh,
iy word, what a jolly holiday we shall all
have now!"

“Yes, wather! Geals—""

“It means that you ean prove vour right
to Herons’ Haunt, doesn’t if, rs. an-
nering?” broke in Betty. “And you will
have all the fortune that goes with the
house 7 .

“Yos, my dears! Greatest joy of all to
me, there will be no lacl money for
Nell! Oh, Nell. darling, {o brave and
patient as you have always been during
our time of trial,” said the overjoyed

er, kissing her daughter, “now you
are to have the reward you have earned!
You shall have the greatest specialist in
the kingdom to sece your foot, and so, per-
haps, you will be ‘made well at last!
Never mind how much money the treat-
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ment may cost, we shall be able to afford
it now I i

*'Oh, what joy!"” Betty cried.

As for Noll, she was almost overcome
the thought of being able to walk and
dance someday, perhaps as well as any
other girl, and sho stood in a sort of
trance.

The happy mother brandished the will
before their eyes,

“Just think!” she cried. “T have 01\]5
to go_to London with this document, an
then Nell and I smrl’z into all the property
at once! This is the will that lpi.\\'nj'a
contended my father-in-law made, leaving
everything to me, his son’s widow. "

There were tears in her eyes, but they
were tears of jov.

None of the girls noticed that the door
had o(f)cncd silently and Esther Hone bad

ered into the room. Just as silently,
Bsther withdrew again, In the corridor
outside her cyes flashed,

“Beaten !” she gasped. “All is fost. I
had better hurry away!”

B0, when_tho Morcove girls laoked
arotnnd for Esthor Hone. sho was not to
be found. She had gone—but they wero
to meot her again in circumstances even
more dramatic!

GHAPTER 9.
An Adventurous Morning.

- AULA ™
P Polly Linton put her hands to
her mouth and outed. On

Polly’s pretty face there was a
look of amnoyance, for Polly was anxious to

gc out,
With Polly ‘were the rest of the girls, in-
cluding Mrs. Mannering’s daughter. A
irls looked slightly impatient, but not
nearly so cxcited as Polly,

It was the dny following the discovery of
the missing will, and the girls, in celebration
of that event, had planned a little trip to
Benley, a seaside resort not far away,

““ Hope sho won’t be long,” said Betty Bar-
ton, captain of the Fourth lform at Mor-
cove Hchool, the Form to which all thesc
girls Lielonged.

“8ho veally is a nuisance!” exelaimed
Madge Midden, *“Perhaps if we all shout
together, sho might take some notice.”

“¥Yes, let’s try that,” nodded Tess Tre-
lawney.
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8o, as the others seemed to think that the
best plan, Betty Barton counted:

“One, two, three—now! Paula!”

“Depechez-vous!” shouted Trixie Hope.

From wupstairs a response to these im-
patient cries, came a languid answer:

“All wight, geals! But you might give a
geal a chance, bai Jove!” .

Jt certainly did not scom as though Paula
Creel was patting hovself out at all.  Bub
then Paula was never a very energetic yous
lady, and it took her as long to dress os all
the others put together,

“Wo shall never get to Secaley to-day,”
groaned Polly Linton. “What a nuisanco
Paula is, to be sure.”

“I suppose,” said Tess Trelawney, with &
slight grin, “ she’s putting on her best clothos
to surprise the villagers.”

“And it is such a really topping day,
t0o,” raid Betty Barton, glancing up at the
sky. “If Bealvy is as splendid a scaside-
E?nce as Mrs, Kinnnering says, wo should
ave & good time. I suppose Mr. Topham
wo?l't take long to drive us there in the car,
Nell#?

The girl thus addressed shook her head.

“Oh, no!” she answered, rather shyly.

Just as the girls were about to give an-
other shout, Mrs. Mannering came down the
stairs towards the girls.

“Dear me,” she said, “I've heard you
shouting. Is not Paula Creel down yet?
You will not have much time, dears, if you
do not start scon—-"

“Here I am1”

All turned at tho sound of that drawling,
languid voice. Down the stairs, looking
very spick and span in her newest school
dress, came Paula Creel. In her hand she

eld a had £ hade of
simply startling hnes. At sight of it, Tess
Trelawney shielded her cyes, and pretended
to_faoint. .

But Polly, she was too angry to make
jokes.

“Oh, Paula, it is too Dbad,” she said,
“keeping us waiting like this! You kunow
we haven't much time—"

“Now, now!” said Mrs. Mannering
smilingly. “You ought to be glad .that
she's ready at all, you know, Polly.”

And Polly had to Jaugh. She was ver
fond of Mrs. Mannering, as indeed they nll
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were, and Polly always took Mrs. Manner-
ing’s decision as final. All the girls did,
g0 when that morning their hostess had
suggested that they should take a frip to
Scaley, a soaside town not fur away, there
diad been n regular chorus of approval.

“Since you're all ready,” said Mrs. Man-
nering, “you'd better not wait about.
Aren’t you going to put your hats on,
though 1" .

“Well,” said Detty, “T don’t think so,
not until we'ro out of the car. Hats are
such & nuisance in a car, aren’t they 7™

“Very well,” smiled the hostess.
“Just as you like, girls. T want you all to
onjoy vourselves thoroughly.” 8he turned
to Beity Barton. “And, Betty, if you
would look after Nell,” she whispered. The
woman was pressing Detty's hand, and tho
others, so as not to hear what they deemed
might be a private conversation, walked on.
“You have donc much for us both, Betty,”
went on Mrs, Manncring—"all of youw.
“Now that the missing will has been found,
and this house helongs to me, T hopo T can
make Nell happicr——"

*“And perhaps send her te Morcove?”
asked Doetty,

Mrs. Mannering smiled.

“We'll sce,” she said, ‘“But you go on
and* enjoy yourself now, Betty. 1 would
have come myself, but with Esther Tlone
gone, I bave no servant, and must work
harder. Dut run off now, dear; the others
are waiting.” )

So off went DBetty to hor waiting friends,
Mrs. Manncring’s eyes shone happily as she
gazed after the schoolgirl,  She liked Detty.
and she was gil\&ld that her daughter had
found, in the Morcove girls, friends with
whom she could be happy and at case,

As the girls waved a good-bye from the
gate and disappeared, Mrs, Ma ing went
hack to her work.

“Now for the car!” said Tess Trelawney.

“Oui, oui!” said Trixie Hope. ~

And Nell, knowing the way, took the
place of leader, and soon was knocking on
the door of the locel garage, of which Mr,
Tapham, the car-hire man, was proprictor.

A woman came to the door and said that
Me. Topham was out.

“Can wo hire the car, please?” asked
Nell. “We want to go to ley.”

“Well, now. that's a furdhy thing,” said
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the woman. “If two young ladies ain't
been here and asked the same thing! They
wanted to go to Sealey, but I told ‘em that,
Mr, Topham being out, the car couldn’t go.
One of the young Jadies said she could
drive. But I wouldn’t lot her take the car
—not me!”

While the woman halted breathlessly,
Detty took the opportunity to put in a
question,

“And when will Mr. Topham be back
again?” she asked.

“0h, be won’t be long, not more than a
quarter of an hour?” replicd the woman.

“Qh, then we'll wait—ch?” snid DBetty,
turning to her chums. “A quarier of an
hour isn't long.”

*0h, no!” said Polly.

“Yes, wather!”

“Olb, then, you'd better come into the
parlour,” said the woman; and she led them
into a small room of the house, there to-
await the return of Mxr. Topham.

The givls seated themselves—or some did.
The little parlour did not contain scating
secommodation for seven girls. tty- saw
that Nell had a chair, and stood beside her.

Tuss Trelawney took Paula on ber knee.
and Madge Mianden and Lrixie halved a
chawr.

They waited for what seemoad to thew
hours, but which in reality was only ten
minutes. At the end of that time & deep
voice and heavy, clumping footsteps an-
vounced the approach of Mr. Topham,

Into the room he came, and Betty went
forward. .

“Oh, are you Mr. T'opham !” she asked.

< ,om, missy. And what can I do for

“We'll waitt”

your

“We want to hire your car, please,” said
Betty. *“Could you take us to Sealey?”

The man nodded, and glanced at the
seven girls.

“Rathor a load,” he murmured. “8till,
the old car’ll do it, I fancy.”

At this the girls jumped up with murmurs
of delight.

“Now we shan't be long!” said Polly.
“YLead offf Macduff—I mean, Mr, Topham

In a chattering crowd they followed the
man to the door of the small garage, where
the car was kept, and waited while he
opened it.
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The lock was not fastened, and he had
only to pull the door aside. When he had
done so ho gave an exclamation of amaze-
ment,

“The car!” he cried. *“It's gonc!”

“Gone!” ejaculated Botty. *But how?”

The girls looked at one another in sur-
prise. -

“Do you mean that it has becn stolen,

" Mr. Topham ?” asked Madge Minden.

“8tolen—something’s happened !” said the
man excitedly, and without another word
dashed across the yard into the house to

. ask his wife if sho knew anything about it.

Chen in a moment he was back again.

“Theso two girls,” ho shouted—"them’s
the ones!”

“Girls!” said Polly. “What girls?”

“Them girls as was staying here—Grand-
ways their name was. Came and asked for
the car—must 'a’ taken it. Man said he
saw them hovering about.”

““Qh1” gasped Betty. “Then—then you
can't take us to-day?”

The man shrugged his shoulders.

“You'll kave to walk!” he grunted.
“Y?u’m all right. But what about my
car?’

“The trip to Bealey is off, then?” said
Madge Minden dismaliy.
e;cha, we can't go,” shrugged Betty hope-

lessly.
“Malhdur I sighed Trixic Hope. * What
bad luck!”

And with feelings that were far from
cheerful, the seven girls turned back to
make their way home, he car was gone,
and there was no other way of getting to
Scaley, unless they walked.

“Is it very far to Sealey, Nell?” asked
Betty. ‘I mean, could we walk, after all?*

Nell shook her head.

“You could,” she said, “but I could not.”

“Nor could L,” said Paula Creal, fanning
hervseli with a handkorchief, “But I have
an idea. Suppose we all go back and lie
in hammocks—*

At this there was a general roar of
laughter,

“I for one, am not going hack,” said
Polly Linton, * Why can’t wo walk part of
the way? There's sure to be some other
B]onm -where one can get a car on hi

't you know of any place, Nell?”
_The Tittle lame girl hesitated,
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“There should be some more places,” she
said, *'I’'m sure there are, in fact, although
I can’t say for certain just where the next
nearest one iz, Wait, I'll ask Mr. Top-
ham.”

And she hobbled across to the irate inn.
keeper, who was still standing in the samo
helpless attitude, gazing at the blank space
that had once been oecupied by his car.
He knew the Grandways girls would pay
for hiving his car, but he did not know
whether or not they might damage it.

“Nearest car-hire place?” ho asked, as the
glr]s followed Nell. “Why, yes—Bill

mith’s place !”

“Oh,” said Tess Trelawney, “but where is
Mr, Smith’s place?”

Then tho man realised that he had not
been explicit, taking it for granted, i the
country way, that strangers knew the name
and addross of overy inhabitant. J

‘When they had been told where to go,
tho girls marched off.

“Whait !” the man cried after them. “I'll
eomo with you. I want to find that car of
mine, so if you don’t mind I'll sit beside
the chauffeur.”

“Phew!” gasped Paula. “What a squeeze,
you know! Eight!”

And 50 it seemed. But when they ronched
the small town, a mile and a half away, they
found that the car for bire there was larger,
a six-cylinder car, that held them all easily.

Into it they packed, while Mr. Topham
sat beside the chauffeur. Of course, it would
be an expensive ride. But then, as Polly
explained, they were on holiday.

The hood of tho ear was down, and Paula
put up her sunshade, And very useful it
was, too, for the hot sun was shining down
upon them, and would have made their
heads acho. Most of them put their hats
on, for the broad-brimmed, comfortable
school-hat afforded ample shade, and they
could put up with the wind,

The car sped on, and the wind rushed into
the girls’ faces coolingly. But when they
had gone a mile or two, Polly, who was
facing the way they were going, gave a
shout,

“Look, there’s Cora!™

“Cora and Judith! Cogdness, yes!”

In an instant they were on their feet, look-
ing ahead. Sure enough, there was Mr.
Topham's car some distance in frent, by
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ihe rondside. They could sce a girl by the
car, twisting about as though she were in
pain, and in the car was Judith.

“What's wrong!” gasped Betty Barton.
“fr, Topham, look !”

But Mr. Topham had scen, and the car
was slowing up.

As 1t stopped, Detty, Polly, and Madge
jumped down, and ran forward to see what
was the matter with Cora.

“Cora, what is the matter 2 asked Bntt;,
stopping o few vards from the car. " Are
you burt? Judith, what is wrong?”

CHAPTER 10,
By the Sea,
IT, oh, oh!” sobbed Cma Grand-

O ways. “My poor wrist!”

ludith was jumping down from

the car, for Jud]tg had secn Mr.

Topham, and was afraid of his wrath, She

knew she had done wrong in lalklng the

car without obtaining the owuer's permis-
sion,

* Nieo t.lung, snorted Mr.
“taking a man’s ear!

“My wrist—is—sprained!” panted Cora.
“other your silly car! \\'}m don’t you
have a decent ear? Tt—it backlired when I
started it up again, and-—now—now I've
sprained my wrist |""

Betty, in _her kind-hearted way, was
already binding up her old encmy's wrist,
and Cora had stopped her moaning. Jud:th
with a sulky pout, was standing nea:—b;:

Mr, Topham shook his fist

Topham,
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fino car in which they rode, the bumps
passed unheeded and even had they not, it
is possible that Betty and her chums would
not have minded.

“What mpudence!” said Betty, still
thinking the Graudways sisters,

“ And she didn’t say a word to us,” said
Polly Linton, with a scornful smﬁ, i ¢
wouﬁ]n 't have donc her wrist—-"

“Oh, yes, you would bave, Polly!” said

Betty gently., “Only I got thero first.”

* Anyway, what does that matter to us?”
sighed Paula Creel, “Cowa makes me
tiwed, even the thought of her. Let's for-
get her !”

8o Cora and Judith were forgotten for
that morning. And when in a few moments
they got the first glimpse of the sca, thera
camo a whole-hearted yell of delight.

isn't it splr-mlild i

“The seal”
-sighed  Betty,
“You like the sea,

“Oh,

“I do,” said the lame girl. “DBut I cap-
not enjoy it like othér girls. You seo,”
she satd, with a sad grimace, “I cannot
swim, and I cannot even row—-at least, not
much,”

“No, of course not,” sympathised Betty.
“But we shan’t swim. We can go out in
l:oals though; there are cnough of us to
Tow,

«] shall paddle,” laughed Toss Trelawney.
2 Imvent a costumo with me, so I can’t
swim.*

The car drove wp before an imposing
building, and a uniformed man came to
open the door,

“Served you right if you'd ha’ met \\':ll:
a worse accident,” he sai “Takin' a man's
car like that!”

“Well, you wore out!” snapped Cora,
*We had an important appointment; and
now wo can’t keep it. You’re a nuisance!l
Anyway, drive us on now "—her tone soft-
“there’s a good man!”

And after several mmutcs discussion Mr.
Topham agrecd. he Grandways sisters
were well supplied mLh money, and the
payment they offered him was sufficient to
soften his hardness.

But Beity & Co. did not wait to hear the
end of the discussion. Already they were
well on the road to the sea.

T'he country lanes were bumpy, but, in the

“Cooad what's this?” exclaimed
Madge Minden. “What a fine building! T
lmd lnn idea Scaley had such & aplcndul

“It. is a very expensive place,” said Nell,
“You see, many motorists como here, and
they pay large prices, But there are small
hotels just as nice.”

“Then this is where Cora and Judith will
stup, said Polly.

“Well, we've got thc hampers, so we
don’t want any hotels,” said Betty.

They all crowded out of the car, u'ncl Detty
turned to the chauffeur.

“Will you meet us here this evening,
please,” she said, “at about six o’clock ?”

And the driver, having agrecd to do so,
put in the clutch. Of went the cer, and
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tbch girls watched till it had gome from

& N’ow, said Polly Linton, “here we are
at Sealey, with baggage n!l complr.te. What
does the programme say?

“I suggest a west,” said Paula, fanning
horself. 1 feol tired. The weather is we-
lnxin’, you know.”

*“1'd like to know when you're not tired,”
said Rolly.

“Jamais !” grinned Trixie, ¢ Never !”
She took in the whole scene gladly. “Why,
it couldn’t be better in France!” And that

- from Trixie was a high compliment.

“Not much good standing here,” said
Betty. “I volo we mako for the beach,”

So off they went, earrying the hampers,
one 'between two.

Down some scawcedy steps they went to
the sands. Paula Creel looked askance at
the sand, for in places it was wet, and thero
was seaweed about. I'aula ‘was wearing a
very dainty pair of shoes, which, though
very pretty in appearance, were not adapted
to seaside wear.

“There,” laughed Polly. “Why couldn’t
you como sensibly dressed, Paula? You'll
feel everything through thom thm shoes,
and they’ll get shockingly dirty.”

“Take them off, and the stockings, too,”
suggested Tess 'L'rolnwncy, with a wink at
the others, {Then you ean paddle.”

“No thanks,” said Pauln, glancing round
at the other people on the heach.  “ Do you
think I'm a Third Form kid?”

“ Better than getting those shoes wet,”
said Tess,

Nell was taking wo part in this banter,
but was walking by Betty's side. Botty was
looking after Nell, and had given her arm
to_the lame girl.

Nell’s eyes were shining with joy, and
the others could see how this outing glad-
dened her heart.

“Perbaps you'd like to go on the
Nell 27 suggunl:(lrl Madge Mmr.lon.
Tipping out there, you know.”

“T should like to go,” ndmltmd lﬂtle Nell,
“Mut, ns I told you, I can’t row.”

“There’s a fisherman- -looking chap,” said
Tess Trelawney, "“He's got a boat there.
He'll row us out.”

“We dow’t want a fisherman to row for

508,
“Tt looks

us. We want a boat to ourselves,”
grumbled Polly. “They'll let us have one,
now."
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“It's a bit choppy, tlbou h; there's an
awiul breeze bl.ow:ng sals Betty doubt-
fully. ““I—I don’t want to tako risks.””

“That’s all nghc " langhed Polly. “‘Don’t
be a silly, Betty

So_Betty went across to the fisherman,
and in a few moments came racing back lo
her chums,

“What' did he say?" asked Polly ex-
cltedl;y
“It’s all right,’” pnnied Betty. “‘We can

have three hoats.’”

“Hurrah!"

Polly Linton gave a delighted cheer, and
little Nell—her usually thin face was happy
and_smiling.

“You won't be frightened, Nell?” asked

Bet

grnp;htuneﬂ" "' exclaimed the little cripple.
““Not with you, Betty. I know you will be
careful.’”

And so when they went down to the boat
they were all happy and cheerful.

Paula was the first to get into the boat—
a dinghy it was—and took the front secat.
Bhe was going to mnke sure of an easy
time! With Paula went Toess Trelawney.

Into another boat Betty put little NB’I
then followed herself, with Polly Linton.

Betty somehow did not quite llko the idea
of taking the lame girl on the sea; it was
sucl a tremendous responsibility. But sho
knew that if the boat did upset she could
suve Nell, for Betty was a very good swim-
mer. Moreover, she could row well and
powerfully,

In the other hoat were Madge Minden and
Trixie Hope,

And they were the first to start. But
Betty was toking time to make little Nell
comfortnble in the bottom of the boat.

he old salt who owned the boats stood
watching them, but was soon reassured.
could tell at once that the girls were to be
trusted with the boats.

So he went back to his little shanty with
the girls’ hampers, which had becn left in

his charge,
me back!”” cried Polly
boat. “Start level,
easily.
o eut-cire " laughed Tiuixie.
haps not!”
at all the same, she and Madge slowed
up till Polly and léeﬂ:y rowed level.
‘“Where shall we rnce to?" asked Madge
Minden. “No good tearing nlnm: Tike any-
thing, wnthout a dr-ﬁmte ohject,

to Trixie’s
and \\a’ll race you

“And per-
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* Betty shielded her eyes with her hand,
and scanned the horizon,

“J don’t know,”” she eaid doubtfully.

Then she caught sight of something that
bobbed up and down in the water, disap-
pearing and rea i in a tantalising
manner,

“There!" cried Betty, “There’s a_bottle
floating out there. We’ll race you, Trixie.
The ones to get the bottle first win. Neil
will get the order to start.””

“One, two, three—go!"” cried Nell.

* And off with one accord went the three
boats, Trixie's leading by just a fraction.

Hard back on their cars lay the girls, and
their hodies moved in rhythm.

“PullI’! cried Bett!y. ““Pull, pull, pull!”

There was no “feathering’ or daint
rowing here, but just plain, straightforwar
pulling, and the chances were even.

Botty and Trixie wero rowing level now,
but Toss Trelawney's boat hung behind. A
gentle breezo twisted and twirled the bottle
in Trixie’s direction.

“"Pwo_more pulls!” eried Pellg Linton.
“Now, Betty—quick, pick it up?

By just the merest fraction of an inch
Trixie was before Betty, and reaching over
the side of the boat, Madge Minden had
the bottle in her hand.

“Oh, what a race!’” gasped Trixie, lying
back on her oars.

“ And what a prize!”’ grimaced Polly.  “A
divty old ginger-beer bottle. Nothing in i,

suppose 17’

Bhe laughed.

Madge shook her head, then almost
dropped the bottle in surprise,

“My word!” she cried. ‘‘There’s some-
thing in it, girls!”’

““A paper. A paper with something writ-
ten on it!”’ said Trixie, as Madge unscrewed
the stopper.

o essage!’’ exclaimed ‘nll;:. “I've
heard of things like that before.””
£ so have I’ nodded Tess Trelaw-

ney. "Open it, Madge. It's what they eall
a message from the sea, I've read about
it heaps of times.”

But Madge was as eager as any of them,
and now she had the paper in her hand.

In silence the others waited for her to read
aloud the memﬁ the wet scrap of paper
montained. But Madge said nothing.

She sat in silence, her brows puckered,
Lsaring at the sheet of paper—sandy, dirty;
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at the message, almost illegible, for it was
written in pencil.

“Read it slond, Madge,’”’ said Betty:
*“What does it say 1"’

Madge shook her head.

“J can’t say,”’ she said, in puzzled tones.
““It's in French.,”

There came a perfect shout of amazement.

“ French!”

“Then it’s come wight acwoss the chan-
nel,’”’ said Paula Creel, as Tess Trelawney
rowed their boat level with the others.

Madge shook her head.

*“No,"” she answered thoughtfully. “You
see, it’s in an English ginger-beer hottle.”” .

“Bai Jove!” gasped Paula. *‘I nevah
thought of that.”

all scemed to be talking at once,
but Trixic Hope, to make herself heard,
stood up in the boat. .

““Oh, yon silly, Madge !’ she cried. “Why
don’t you give it to me? You know how
good I am at French!”

And indeed she was, though in the excite-
ment the cthers had forgotten it. Trixie
was just the one to translate that message.

Madge Minden was just about to hand
the paper across when Betty Barton gave a
shout and pointed out to sca. %

Coming towards them at a terrific pace
was a fast motor-boat!

CHAPTER 11.
Betty Tries te Think Things Out.

L MOTOR-BOAT!” ;
Betty did not know why, but

she somehow felt that there was

danger ahead—that this motor=

boat boded no good. )

But_the mission of the occupants of that
boat did not remain a mystery long.

When the boat was within a few yards
of them it veered round uudduuhy in a swirl
of water, that rocked Betty’s dinghy from
side to side.

“Have you seen a bottle floating around

It was a woman’s voice, and Betty started.
Sho stared hard at the thin, angular face
that peered at her from the motor-boat.
There Were two women in it, and neither
impressed the girls favourably.

Not for some moments did the girls reply-
This sudden guery on top of theiv discovery
was rather surprising, and they scented a
myaberz. Bettg looked ab Polly, and Polly
shook her head. _
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Not even then did Betty reply, for she
realised that there was more in this affair
than might at first seem evident.

Bo, although the woman uttered an angry
exclamation, Betty said nothing until she
thought out her course.

“What sort of bottle?”’ she asked at
Jength. *“We have. seen dosens of bottles
to-day.”’

“Yes, wather! There's a cafe on the
pwomenade simply awPly full of bottles,
don't you know " simpered Paula Crecl.

“I do not usk that, I ask you have yon
séen ze hottle?”’ The woman gesticulated
and shook her head. “A bottle zut float
around in ze sen ?”’

Then it was as much as the girls could do
to conceal their nmazement. This woman
was French—the message in the bottle hud
been written in French,

Polly Linton spoke quickly, lest one of
the others showld reveal the fact that they
had _seen the bLuttle.

“To you want us to help you search for
it?"' asked Polly; and there was a slight
trace of contempt in her tone.

“If yon have not see it, zen it does not
muttair,” said the woman.

“Was it a full bottle?”’ asked Madge

Mindon.

“No, empty; but—""

“Then, surely,” said Madge, **it wouldl
sink without u stopper.”

“It had a stopper, Tt—""

The French woman, seeing that che was
being led into giving away information,
clicked her testh fogether, and without
another word being exchanged, the motor-
boat shot out to sea.

“Well,”” said Betty Barton, the first to
Bgenk after the women had disappeared on
the hovizon, ““whatever ean it mean?”’
jolly fishy?" said Polly Lin-
women kuew there had been
And why were

*Bomething
ton. '*
= bottle floating around.
they so eager?

““That’s the question,”’ said Tess Trelaw-
ney. “‘But instead of wasting time talk-
ing, supposs  we let Trixie translate the
message.”

And the wisdom of Tess’s advice was
quickly seen. The paper, still wet, was
handed to Trixie, and that girl, with a very
i rlant air indced, conned it.

Well 7! gaid the others expectantly.
“Ahem?!"' said Trixie, and stared closer.
Then she gave an exclamation. “I see it!"”
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she said. *‘This is what it means: L

iabrielle Lefroy, am prisoner And
theve,”” said Trixie, * the writing stops. She
has tried fo ite more, Fat someone has
interrupted her.”

“My word !’ gasped Polly *“A prisoner!”

For a few moments there was silence
amongst the girls.

“Well,” said Betty at last,
better do, girla? 1 think
solve this mystery. Mo

Gabrielle Lefroy.
ear!”’ chorused the girls excitediy.

7
“ Help!
3

)

“what had we
up to us to
ve will save

*‘Hear, h

Anything in the nature of adventure ap-
penled to the girls, and there wa3 no doubt
at_all about this being an adventure. Tho
gitls were all excitement at once, simply
brimming over with eagerness fo commence
the search for Gabrielle Lefroy.

“Whait a bhit?” said Betty, holding up her
hand for silence. * We can't go rushing into
this without thinking things out a bit to
begin with. Now, the first thing to decide
is—aro we going to help search for Gabrielle,
shall we keep it to ourselves, aud do it on
our awn-—="" ¢

“Oh, rather!” eried Polly,

::;nu. all say that " askcci Betty.

LN

Tven little Nell joined in this shout, and
Betty smiled,

“Then_we'd better work things out, you
know, like the detectives do,’" she said;
and the others gave a nod of approval.

“First;”” she added, “why did thoswe
women in the motor-boat ask about the
bottle 1'

“Because they wanted to know,”
Tess Trelowney.

“Yos, silly,’” said Betty. “But why did
they want to know? What did the hottlo
matter to them? And how did they know
it was in the water?"”

“My word!" breathed Polly. *You'ro
like n eross-examining counsel, Betty! How
should we know? .

“Well, guess! That's all we ecan do,”
Jaughed Betty. “I thiuk that they must
have seen the bottle thrown out. Thuy
must have known that it was in the sca,
anyway.""

“Then the prisoner is near here!” ex-
claimed Polly. ‘“She must be, at any raic,
else how ocmid the women see and chase the
baottle 7’

“"Yes,'”” said Paula, “but, as I said before.
it has dwifted fwom Fwance—-""

* grinned
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“Biliy, it's an English bottle, and it would

toke weeks to come across from France,
perhaps years,”” said Madge Minden. *'Be-

sides, that motor-boat would have caught it
soonor.”

“I say it came fwom Fwance,” said Paula,
with: an obstinate eniff.

And the others shrugged their sh

14,
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paper, Trixie. We've learnt all we can from
1%

Ho Trixie handed across the pioce of paper,
and Polly slid it into the bottle and serewed
down the stopper.

"Well, we've decided, then,”” said Betty,
““that the women have something to do with
tho bottle—that the prisoner is somewhere
near_heve.”

“‘Yes, that’s the idea,’”” said Tess Trelaw-
ney. “And I wouldn’t mind saying that
those women are keeping Gabrielle Lefroy a
prisoner.”

“My word, perha u're right!” said
Polly YLin{uu. p?"j‘hle’; Y;; pose chase
them, and make them tell us where they
have hidden her?”’

That was just like one of Polly’s hair-
brained schemes. And the others laughed.

“No good doing that,” smiled Betty.
“We must search for the Primncr’n hiding-
place—or, rather, prison, ™

“And won’t it be a job?"’ grimaced Tess
Treluwney. “‘I dou't see that we've any-
thing to” go upon. She might be any-
where.'”

“Not anywhere. As she threw the bottle
into the sea, she must be on the coast
somewhere.”

It was Nell who had spoken, and Betty
paited her on the shoulder.

“Bplendid, Nell!’” she cried. *‘How
obvions that seems, now that you have
pointed it out, and yet how much time we
might have wasted otherwise!"

Which was perfectly true, for they had
now some idea where to start their search.

“Then if Gubrielle Lefroy is hidden some-
where on the coast, and tﬁe women in the
motor-boat huve zomgthing to do with the
affaiv, why not folloW the women?” said
Polly Linton.

“¥Yes; but— Goodness, they’re follow-
ing us?”

It was true, and_the girls, turning their
heads, saw that Betty was right.
motor-boat and the occupants were oumin‘
towards them.

“Have you that bottle " demanded Polly
Linton quickly to Madge.

Polly tock the bottle, while the others
watched in amazement.

“We'll soon prove what theg know about
the bottle,” said Polly, ‘'Give me that

fhe watched the approaching motor-boat,
and saw that tho two women were not keep-
ing them uuder observation.

‘T’ll throw them off the ecent fivst,”’ said
Betty; and, waving first to the women, she
pointed out to’sen, far away to the left,

The women, thinking that Betly had seen
the bottle, wheeled round and made off in
the direction Betty had iudicated. And
then Polly slipped the bottle into the water.

“That’s right,”” said Madge. “Now hail
them and tell them that the bottle is here.”
_ Bo Polly, having the meost powerful voice,
mntua}l,r,inging shout across the water,

“Hi!

The women looked round, and their boat
slowed up.

“There’s a bottle floating around here,”
said Polly. “It may be the ene you are
looking for.”

“A bottle? Zunk youl!”

And once more the motor-boat turned.
The gitls did not go on, but waited until
the two women drew level with the bottle.

The thin-faced one, who had spoken to
them before, saw the bottle, and, reaching
over, picked it up. So eager was she to
examine its contents that ehe did not wait
even till the girls were out of sight, but
unscrewed the stopper "and pulled forth
the small piece of paper. x

Then she uttered an exclamation, which
made the Morcove girls smile. i

““Bon!"” cried the woman. *Zis is eet!”’

To the girls in the dinghics the woman’a
remark conveyed much. 1t told them that
the two women were interested in the
strange message from the sea, e

With n eurt “Thanks!’ to the girls for
their unid, the women went off, and disap-
peared from view,

“No good trying to follow that whizzog,’
said Polly Lin{on? referring to the mﬂ%’-
b

out.

“The point is,’* said Madge Minden, as
she pulled at the oars, ““whut shall we do
now '’

It certainly did ecem a poser, and for once
Betty Barton was puzzled. She had not
really worked out their next move.
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But Paula had a sugqaétinn ready.

“What about lunch?’ she eaid, and im-
mediately there was a chorus of upfruvul.

“Good old Paula!’ cheered Pally. “Bee
what the sea’s doue for her! She's actually
had an idea worth the name!”

And there was a langh.

“Then row for the shove,” said Betty.
suppose you all want lunch now 7’

““Yeg, rather!”

“QOui, certainement!"

*“Then lunch it is,”” snid Betty; and she
lay beck on her oars and pulled with all her
might and main.

They did not have an actual race, but
the three sets of rowers put their backs
into it.

But from their first race, quite enough
had transpired to make them satisfied for
the present with adventure.

“I

CHAPTER 12.
Met Again.

L ASS the hom, please!” }
Laumch had started, and the girls
were gathered vound the white
cloth that they huad spread on the
sandy beach. Mys. Mannering had packed
them some splendid hampers, and the givls
were having a first-class meal.

Therc was chicken, ham, salad, lemonade,
strawberries, cream, and a luscious fruit
galad that made the girls’ mouths water
to Jook at.

And what a time they had! What jolly
tonsts were proposed and dinnk with gusto
in the thivst-quenching lemonade!

Never had the girls enjoyed a meal o
much before. The sea stretched far away to
a perfectly gorgeous, blne-tinted horizon.

“This is topping!"’ said Polly Liuton, fan-
ning herself. "1 must say T like the sea.
What ean a girl wanf more than this?
And isn’t the san lovely, too?"

“It is,” nodded Betty, "I dare say after
a fewsdays of this we shall all be as brown
as berries.”-

“Browner,” said Polly.

“Nothing to be pwoud
Paula Croel. “I don’t think sunburn isH
Yudylike. How can a girl look at all nice
wilgl a red_nose and bwown cheeks?”

At this there was a Jaugh. For the girls
were always amused when Paula held forth

‘of in that!” eniffed |

yon the subject of personal appearance.
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“1 suppose it's all wight,” mused Taula,
"t'm;' « geal liko Polly Linton. Her face

“You leave my face alonme,” said Lolly.
“We can't worry about our appearances liko
you do, Paula,”

“Qh, weally! Well, anyway, I shall keep

my sunshade up so as not to get a burnt
neck. I still say a sunburnt girl looks per-
v howwid ! g

Never mind_about the sunburnt girl,”
said DBetty pacifically. **Have some ham,
Paula. Youw'll be grey-haired soon if you
go on Wnrryiy}F about what the sun's doing

her face,” laughed Madga
Minden. “What about her head ? Shouldn’s
be at all surprised if Paula gots sunstroke,
Keep the sunshade up, Paula dear, and
protect your head.””

“Yes, iather!” agreed Tess Trelawney.
“We don't want Paula to get a bronzed
complexion or sunstroke.”

Paula Creel's sunshade shiclded her from
the burning sun, although the gusts of wind
that camne across the sands proved most
annoying when they caught’ the sunshads
and cndeavoured to tear it from the languid
girl's grasp.

TPolly Linton was watching that sunshada
carcfully; she knew that soonor or later it
would blew right out to sea. But it was no
use telling Paula.

And, sare enough, one gust, more power-
ful than its predecessors, caught the sun-
shade faitly and squavely, awd lifted it
through Paula’s fingers. ;

Out to sca it sailed, and the languid girl
wailed in sheer surprise:

“0Oh, my sunshade [”

“There, silly, wh'v didn't yon look aficr
it more carofully " rebuked Polly, laugh-

ng.

Eut it was useless to ery over spilt milk.
Poula jumped to hor feet and conmmenced
to chase the parasol that bobbed about on
the water. £

“Take your shoes and stockings off and
paddle,” “urged Toss Trelawney; and,
really, if the sunshade was to bo regained,
it secmed. the only course Paula could ndopt.

So off came her shocs and her dainty
stockings, and, with an “Ool!” of unwau-
ranted surprise as the water swamped her
feet, the languid girl set off in chase of the
bobbing parasol.

The othors “were laughing merrily, for
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Pauln cortainly cut a queer figure, chasing
a recaleitrant parasol.

She walked gingerly, as though on hot
bricks, for the sand was dotted here and
there with littlo stones that were not com-
fortable to the feet. .

Suddenly as they watched, the other girls
saw Paula leap into the sir and commence
to shout.

“My word!” “What's
happened **

“It’s the sun affecting Paula,” said Toss
Trelawney sadly.

*No, it's a crab.”

Madgo Minden was right, and there was
o perfect shrick of laughter as 'aula came
hopping buck out of the shallow water with
a small erab gripping tightly to one toe.

Betty rushed to her rescuc and took held
of the crab. Dut Iaula eould not stand
still, amd before Betty could stop her, the
rl was again at the water’s edge.
y freed the crab, and then—

gasped TPolly.

Splash !

n into the water fell Paula, and rolled
over.  Shallow though it was, there was
enough water to sonkﬁlcr clothes, and, look-
ing indeed a sorry figure, she stood
with the wator dripping from her dress.

“Oh. denh!” she wailed. “Whatevai
shall I do now 1"’

“Ha, ha, ha!"* laughed Polly, holding her

up,

sides.  “ Oh, you great silly, Panla!  Get
the sunshade now; you can't get any
vettor "

And Paula retrieved tho object of her

quest, then returned to the hilarious Junch-

party, looking o very sorry figure,
*Whatevah shall I do!”” moaned Paula

again,

Betty grasped her arm and turned to the
A ho th ked quick,”” sh

“You pet tho thin cked quick,”” she
said. “T'Hl find n hogussu]?nan(i 32\: if Taula
can_get a change.”

The part of the beach where they had
lunched was very gquiet, and right away
1¥m tho ordinary part of the town. So
Bolty anticipated quite a long walk before
n house could be discovered.

Telling Paula to stay down on f.he%u:nc'h
in the sun until she could find & house,
Betty commenced to climb the slanting
¢

" The othevs, having packed the hampers,
wore following close behind, and were with
TPau'a when Detty came down at last.
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“There is a house,” she said. "It is
further along to tho left.” She looked
round searchingly. “DBut you can't get
those hampers up the cl‘:ll"s," she added
slowly. ““Surely there are some steps we
cun got up.”’

Madge Minden, had
ahead, gave an exclamution.

“Here is a way up!" she eried.

In o moment the others were alongside
her, and were clambering up the wooden,
mngh-imwn steps that led to the top.

“Bhan’t be long now,” said Detiy.
“You'ro sure to get a change of clothes
here, Paula.’’

And so they all thought. Though the
hampers wore heavy, all were as light-
hearted as when the adventure had begun.
Polly, indeed, was still chuckling at the
memory of Paula and the crab,

But Paula—she, with her wet dress, was
miserable and absolutely unhappy.

*“Cheer up!”’ smiled Detty. **Not much
further now, PPaula.”

But Panla did not cheer up, not even
when at last the solitary house on the eliff,
large and awdsome, stood reveulad.

Tp to it went the liHle party, Nell, limp-
ing, held on ecither side by the strong arm
of onc of the others,

Detty, being leader, took it upon horself
to make the request for a change of cloth-
ing, 5o she led the way.

Tho huge honse
deserted, and the girls glanced curiously at
the high walls, covered at tho top with
broken glass, to prevent anyone scaling
them.

The house itself was large, and reached
up three stories. But yet, though there
were curtains at tho windows, everything
secmied strangely uninhabited.

Clang, clang!

How cerily sounded that hell at the outer
gates! Ti cchoed throughout the whole
place uncannily,

No onc came. Betty rang again, and the
other girls shifted impatiently from foot to
foot, Paula shivering slightly, for the wind
seemed to cut through her like a knife.

No one came to answor tho ringing, and
Fthe girls begen to get rather impatient.

But presently Polly was struck by a
bright idea, and she pushed at the large
door. To her joy and the others’ amaze-

walked on

scemed  strangely

ment, the door awung back.
“There, Paula!" said Betty.
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Paula, looking to right and left rather
doubtfully, cntered, and the others .fol-
lowed her in.

Inside, o drive led up to the house, and
Panla commenced, rather nervously be it
snid, to walk up this, Hardly had she gone
three paces, however, than a huge dog
Ieaped out at her from behind a tree.

With a slight shrick Paula jumped back,
and tho others bohind stopped quite shill.

“It—it's inhabited, then,’’ said Detty.
“ As there’s a dog, perhaps—""

Sho was interrupted by what was nearly
a shriek from Tess Trelawney.

“My goodness! There's someone at the
window !”

It was all so cerie that Tess's shout
frightened them. But they locked up to
where sho pointed—to a small room at the
top of the house.

There, framed in that dirty window, stood
a girl, with long, dark hair hanging down
over_her shoulders.

“Bhall we call 1’ whispered Detty.

But before the others ecould reply some-
thing startling happened.

Tho girl in the window above waved her
arms, another figure appeared—a figure of
which only a lean arm could be scen—then
the girl disnppearad.

Onco more that cry camc.

The Moreave girls looked at onc another,
and all had white faces. Betty, clearing her
throat, was the first to speak.

“What—what can it mean?’” she said.

Tor answer, the dog snarled snvnlﬁsly and
bounded forward at them with wild eyes.
His chain pulled at the tree to which it was
fastened.

Then from high above camo antther ery,
even more unintelligible than tho others.
Had they listened more intently, they
would have known that it was spoken in
Tronch,

* But the girls were unnerved, and without
another thought they turned and fled. Not
#ill they were some hundred yards from the
house did they slow up into a walk. Nell,
as scared as any of them, had been half-
carried along by the two who held her

arms.
“That cry,’” gasped Detty Barton hoarsely
In

~—*whut cun it mean?”
But the others shook thoir heads.

silence they walked back to the hotel, Paula

shivering thmu;fh her wet clothes.

They reache

tho place w_h_cré the car
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should meet them, but they were early, far

too carly.

Outside the hotel, however, they saw &
car they knew well.

“That’s the Grandways’ car,” said Polly.
“T wonder why they took Mr. Topham’s
this morning?”

Just then, as they were staring ab _the
car, two women camo out and entered it.
But they were not the Grandways girls, and
to the best of Beity's knowledge they were
not relations of them, for they were the two
};‘renchwnmcn, the occupants of the motor-
oat.

But what surpriséd the girls more wa3
when, n moment Jater, tho Grandways girls
themsclves came out and spoke. to the
women. Betty Barton and the others,
they took not the slightest notice.

Then Cora and Judith went back into the
hotel, and one of the women started up the
car.

As the car moved off, Polly ran forward,
and, catching hold of the car’s hood, perched
herself in a rather precarious position behind
the car.

“I'm going to sce where they live,” she
whispered.

“Polly,” cricd Deity, “ come back—como

¢

But Polly Linton waved her hands, and
then the car disappeared round the corner,
with Polly still hanging on behind.

CHAPTER 13.
What Polly Saw.
OLLY LINTON'S position was indced
P a precarious one, But then Polly
was nlways reckless, and the danger
sho was running did not ocour to

er,

But her position was far from being com-
fortable, and as the car slowed up at a
corner, Poliy raised horself on to the hood,
cautiously though, so that she should not be
seoen.

As the corner was turned, and the car
shot forward, Polly all but fell off. But, hy
s stroko of fuck, she managed to holl on,
and all danger was past. 'or now she was
in the body of the car, Iying low so that she
should not be secn.

Suppose—the thought just occarred t2
her—supposc one of tho women should turn
round and see her? It was not inpossible.
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Tut as the car sped on, Polly beeame
surer of hecself, and less afraid that she
would be discoverced.

Tho car was a large one of modern
design, and the body was low. Thus from
her position on the floor she could ses the
tops of houses and hotels,

They wore passing along the cliff-head,
She could tell that. But as yet she had not
the slightest idea of her destination.

Zoep!

There was a skidding.sound as the brake
was applied, and the car skidded a little.
¥rom an angry shout that gquickly died
away, she know that the car had narrowly
missed running down some hapless passer-
by, And it was not surprising, for the
woman at the wheel was driving with
1§cklcsﬂ disregard of everyone and every-
thing.

But the car was slowing up now, and
tinally it stopped. Polly trembled with
excitement. Now was the crucial moment.
How her hoart was beating! Would she
be discovered? The taller of tho twa
women in front alighted. Polly knew it
was she—the one not driving.

There was o steady crunch of gravel as
the woman walked forward, then the bark
of a dog—a warnin vk, angry and
aggressive, Then she heard the woman's
acid tones.

Polly could not understand what the
woman said, for though Trixic had given
Polly a hand at Freach, the light-hearted
gir! was always at a loss when French
people were spenking.

From tho fact that the barking ceascd,
she guessed the woman had ordered the
animal to lic down.

Now the car moved forward, and the
schoolgirl in the back ' waited—oh, how
anxiously I—for some sight or sign of this
place to which sho hn«F been brought un-
wittingly by the women she suspected,

What would she find, or would she bersclf
be discoverod 7 Bhe must indeod be careful.

Sho eould not help wondering what sort
of place this could be; it all seemed so
strange. 1i her suspicions regarding theso
women were correct, then there was the
possibility that they might take her
prisoner, and she did not want that.

By the noise of the slow-moving, stecl
studded tyres she knew that they drove on
gravel.

XNow she could sce the house, and Polly
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caught her breath. Why, it was none other
thon the house on the cliff, tho houso they
had approached less than an - hour agel
And ;ttﬁnt dog, it must have been the same
as frightened Paula.

“@Goadness!"" she could not help mutter-

ing. *The plot thickens !
In another moment the car-engine
stopped, and both women went up the steps

to the house.

Cantiously, very cautiously, Polly peered
through the centre wind-sereen. It as
made of glass that in appearance strangely
resembled mica, and she could sco without
being scen.

Yos, it was the zame house, no doubt
about that. How high it scemed, and yeot
how bare! Right at the very top was an
attic under a queer-pointed gable.
window of that altic was dirty; and so
indeed, when she came to look at them,
were the others.

Polly could not help a slight shiver, [t
was not cxactly fcar. No, sho was not .
frightened. She was sure of that. Yet how
uncanny it seemed,

One minute, two minutes passed. Still no
sign of the women.

Then, very carefully, very  cautiously,
looking to right and to left, Polly stolo out
of the car even more surreptitiously than
she had stolen into it.

As hor feet toucbed the gravel she gave
a glad little sigh. Tha women had not yet
reappeared. Perhaps they were busy inside.
She looked round. WNo, there was no
gorago that she could see, so perchance the
car was lelt outsido all night. That being
so0, the women might not roturn at all.

Polly plucked up courage, and she walked
neare: to the house. Then she dashed for-
ward quickly, breathlessly, and waited, fear-
ing to hear an alarm; but no, she had not .
been seen.

How slowly the minutes passed! And
Polly took to observing littlo things—the

rass, unko) and straggly, the weedy .
paths, the dirty windows.

Creak! Oooooooh!

She started.

But_it_was only a great tree swaping in
' » wind® Poll gan to fecl nervous, and
bogan to wish the other girls were with her.

'{fuella heure est-il 1’
Polly drew back and clutched the wall,
as the figure of a_Frenchwoman appesred in
the porchwoay. Had she been seen? The
woman turned to someone behind her.
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Quickly, and as silently as she could,
though twigs scemed to bLreak beneath her
fect with & noise akin to thunder, Polly
moved to the safety of a neighbouring bush,
+And os the two figures again omer
together, she was safely concealed.

The women could not sco her; they did
not even glance in her direction, Sho was
salo—yos.

Then tho small woman got into the car.
The self-stdrter whizzed, and the engine
purred.

Another noise, which Polly, through a
slight sequaintance with cars, knew meant
a changing of gears, and the car went back-
wards down the drive. Tt stopped, again
the changing of gemrs, and then, with a

* slight jerk, 1% went forward by the side of

e house. K

There followed the slam of a shutting
oor. The womon returned and went into
¢he house. Then—silence!

Polly listened with burning cars and
bated breath,

But the only noise, save that of her own
rapidly beating heart, was of the sea.

The women were gone, and now she, too,

must go. How glad, too, she was to take
hor departure! But she must pass that dog
again, G

So very softly, for fear of alarming him,
she crept down the path.

How ehe began to wish that she had never
“eat g he should sudd

That dog—suppose he should suddenly
bark and arouse the houschold!

Snap! Another twig! Polly halted with
dismay, for she felt somchow that the dog
had heard her.

Woeof! Woof!

It was a fearful bark, and Polly shrank
back, hand to mouth. The dog had scen
or heard her, and now— e glanced
umsk at the house, DBut now all was guiet

ore. -

Sho could hear the dog snuffling, could
hear the clink of his chain, So long as he
yemained fastened ta the tree, all was well.
But »ur xe the chain should break ! It was
not unl it(l]ely that it might do so,

An yot she could not sce the dog, for he
way attached to a tree by the entrance to
the grounds, hidden from her by the inter-
vening foliago.

Clould she run, perhaps, thought the per-
verplexed and rether frichtened Polly; it

‘were posible.
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would be better to run right away, to
eseape, than risk the chance of being bitten
by the dog!

As she stood there still hesitating, a light
leamed in the bouse, and then ﬁ:c heard
the door open. Polly pressed her back hard
against the wall.

There were voices now, she could hear
them distinctly, though she could not gather
their meaning. But it was obvious what
had brought them on to the scene. Once
or twice sho heard the Freuch word
“‘chien,’” and that told her enough, fov
though Polly knew little of French, she
knew that *‘chien ™ meant dog.

Now, a3 she parted some of the foliuge
of the bush where she bad taken cover,
Polly could see one of the women, the
smiller one, framed in the doorwny.

From inside the house came the sound
of fi hoing footsteps ied
by steady creaks—someone was
downstuirs.

Now one of the women shouted angrily
at the dog, who had started again to bark.

he animal, with a growl, stopped,

The women came out of the house down
the path.

In an agony of suspense, Polly glanced up
at the wall, wondering, speculating if escape
She did not mind if they saw
her, so long as she cscaped. But she did
nf;c want to be kept a prisoner in this
Pl

coming

nce.

‘Woof, wool, woof!

Once again the dog commenced to bark,
and then Polly almost stopped breathing.
For ono of the women was coming towards

her, making, it seemcd, right for that
vel bush which Polly thought provided
such good cover.

But no, the woman turned off, and made
for the gates, where the dog was, and Polly
breathed again. But she knew that even
now she was not out of dunger. The woman
had gone to fetch the dog—Polly had no
doubt at all about that.

he other woman, tall and thin, stood in
the doorway, still surveying the seene.

“Why doesn’t she go?'” mutered Polly.
For, with the small woman out of sight
now, she could have gone from her covgr,
and perhaps slipped out by the back of the
house.

Whilst the woman in the doorway stood

hing, that was impoesible ; probably the
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keen eyes of the tall Frenchwoman were
even now searching every bush, and any
moment there might be an cxcited French
1 tion—then d iation, and 'im-
prisonment in this house.

But no. The moments passed slowly, and
Polly still remained in the security of her

s,

‘Woof, woof, woof!

The barks were shorter now, and nearer.

As she realised that, Polly gave a fright-
ened start. She had thought at last that
she was sale. But the Frenchwoman was
Lringing the dog!

The other woman in the doorway cameo
down the path now, and spoke rapidly.

How_Polly wished that sho could under-
stand French! At that moment she could
almost have kicked herself. She had been
told so ofton at school that French would
somo day be useful, and she, in her happy,
light-hearted way, had neglected her ¥rench
for tennis!

The rapid words meant nothing to her, yet
they might mean escape—or imprisonment.
Why wasn't Trixie here? Trixie would
know what they said.

Polly leaned forwurd and puzzled her
anxionus brain to know what those rapidly:
spoken words meant.

he sound of gravel erunched underfoot;
the panting of a dog straining at the end
of o chain—thosoe sounds warned her of the
searcher’s approach.

Nearer now! And if she moved that dog
might be released! That was what worried

her.

She held her breath, And the two women
and that eager, panting dog passed hy the
]mllpituting Polly. When they bad gone,
Polly glanced in their direction.

How to cseape? Hhe must think quickly.
For the women, she knew, puecssed that
someone was about, and Polly was sure,
morcover, that they would next search the
opposite side. Then she would have no
chance to escape.

With bated breath she watched the dog
as it pulled up by a bush near the house—
the bush where she had first of all taken
cover. Tho women were excited now, and
one of them searched in the foliage.

Polly Linton’s brain worked rapidly, de-
vising some scheme whercby she cou]}d put
At last she ('la_ppad her hands in her ex-

the women on a false scent and escape.
citement, forgetting that cven such a alight
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movement as that might reveal her pres-
once. Her eyes shone now, for she had
found the way out of her diflicult position.
Btooping, she picked up a small stone,
then watched the women, waiting for an
o;-wpu}:[:u:uty to carry out her plan.

1z !

She had flung tho stone hard and true
over the women's heads inte one of the
bushes at the back side of the liouse, right
back, but near enough to make the rastle
of the stono in the folinge audible to the
women.

CARYT

She heard the exclamation distinetly,
Then, as she watched, tho two women
turned quickly, led by the dog, and made
their way to the side of the house.

And as they went, Polly flow like the
wind for the door at the bottom of the
drive, and was through in & twinkling.

She was free. Through a erack in the
door she watched the women return to thé

ouse, leaving the dog to wander about
the grounds. The front door of the house
wns shut. Polly waited for a few minutes,
but the women dil not reappear, and at
length the plucky schoolgitl turned awny
from the house.

In the frosh air on the cliffhead she stood
for a moment, gazing out to sea.

How quiet it was herc! To the right
was a straggling fonce that went down at a
terrible slant to the beach far below, where
she could hear the seca.

For a-moment or so she paused. Then, ns
the dog barked again and she heard voices,
Polly was off like lightning, rushing along
the clill-top. And she did not stop till the
shops of the scaside town eame in sight.

Then at the hotel she found Betty and
the others waiting for her.

“Pol ly." exclaimed  Betty  Barton
anxiously, ““where have you been? We
have been waiting—""

“PBeen "’ cried the excited Polly. “*Oh,
Betty, we're on the track of a real mystery !”

The other girls gathered round her
cagerly, and there wero many excited ques-
tions. But Betty held up her hand. She
saw ihat they were altracting attention,
and Betty did not want a crowd of strangers
g“iorer] ronnd fo hear what Polly had
dist®brered. So Betty gave an order to get
into the car.

In jhe enr they got, the seven of them,
and the chaufleur started up the engino.
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When at last they were on their journey
Polly told them of her ride in the car and
the visit to the houso on the cliff.

“Gracious!” exclaimed Betty, when her
chum had finished. ““Then that house, it
is where the Frenchwomen live, and per-
haps—-""

Betty did not finish the sentence, but
the others undersiood well enouwgh what
Betty memt.

“Bai Jove, the geal Gabriclle Lefm)y;—
fou mean she may he a pwisonah at that
house, Betty ?’ asked Paula Creel.

And Betty Barton nodded,

“¥es,"” she said, ““I think she is. And
to-morrow we are going to find out for
sure if we arc right—if Gabrielle Lefroy
is really there, a prisoner!”

“Hurrah!” cried Polly, “That's the
idea, Betty!”

““Wos, wather!*

And there was a_wholchearted chorus of
approval, in which Nell’s voice was not the
lcast enthusiasic.

GHAPTER 14.
The Plans are Made.
“ ¥T is indeced a very peculiar affair,”

I rs. Mannering powred out the

coffee, nnd handed Betty Barton her
cup as she spoke.

“Yeos, rather. I should say it jolly well
is,”” agreed Polly Linton. “I don’t trust
these women at all.”

And from the other girls round the table
came a general murmur of nssent,

It was the following morning, and the
girls, who had returned to Herons’ Haunt

0 previous night, were discussing the
strange message they had found.

“What did you say that bottln con-
tained I"” asked Mrs. Mannering, the owner
of Herons’ Haunt, where the Morcove girls
were spending thewr nolidny. *'The one you
iouut"ll Jin the sea, with the strange message
in it -

* Trixie knows best,”” said Madge Minden,
and she nudged her chum’s arm.

Trixie Hope looked up, and Hushed.

“‘Oh, T'm sorry I"" she said. *‘I was think-
ing of my people—l didn’t hear. Pardon,
mille pardons.”

The hostess smiled.

“I understand,”” said Mrs. Mannering.
“I wanted to know, Trixie dear, what mes-
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sage was contained in the bottle you found
yosterday,”’

Trixie puckered her biows. .

“I can't romember the exact French
wording,” she  said tlmught{ully, then
shrugged her shonlders. “Celn ne fait
rien,’”” she said. It means *Help! I,
Gabrielle Lefroy, am a prisoner!” There
were some words after, but 1 could not
read them.”

“Pm-ha,pn they said where she was a
prisoner,’” suggested Mrs, Manmering.

Trixie nodded.

“'l’cut-ctre," she answered.
>

“And the women,” said Betty Barton.
“Don’t forget them, Trixie. That was the
most suspicious part, Mrs. Munnering.”
Then, with_interruptions from the others,
Trixic told Mrs, Maunering the story of
their adventures on the previous day.
When she had finished $Mrs. Maunering

““Perhaps
60,

dded,
“If—if you ean find anything definite,

 then you had befter tell the rpolice,” she

said,

“‘Oh, Mrs. Mannering,” protested Betty,
‘‘couldn’t we solve the mystery? 1 am suro
we could search the place and find the
girl. It would be wouderful !

And Betty’s eyes shone at the prospect of
tho adventure.

“Oh, rather!” cried Polly Linton, elap-
ping her hands.

But Mys. Mannering, though she smiled,
did not scem to like the idea at all, and
the Morcove girls looked glum, Mys. Man-
nering was their hostess, and while they
were on holiday she was in charge of them.
But had she asked them not to do a cer-
tain thing, not one of those six girls would
have disobeyed hev.

“But those women,” said Mrs. Manner-
ing, with a shake of the head. “Wo know
nothing about them. They may have
nothing to do with that bottle, although 1
must confess I think they have. If they
have, then they would take you prisoners
if they eaught you in the house.”

‘“We should not all go inside,”’ said Betty.
“If one went in, and t others waited
outside, then that would he all right.”

“Yes, pie;ﬁu," said Polly Linton plead-
ingly. ‘Mrs. Mannering, we would he
careful; and if the one who went was gone
too long we could go up tn the house. and,
if necessarv, call the police.”
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And so they all pleaded, even little Nell.
And at last Mrs. Mannering, rather against
her better judgment, deeided that they
might go.

“Turrah I' cried Polly, jumping up, when
that decision was given. nd she ran
across to Mrs. Mannering and kissed her
cheek. How the others laughed at Polly’s
excitement. But they were just as excited
themselves, and hardly gave time for their
breakfast to digest.

They dressed quickly in their hats and
scarves; for to get to Sealey they had to

ire a car. Mrs. Mannering insisted that,
when riding in the car, they should have
their necks wrapped up. Although to the
Morcove girls it scemed rather like molly-
coddling, they had not the heart to protest
after their hostess’ kindness in letting them
go to the house.

Nell went with them, and when at last
they were all dy to_go, Mrs. Mannerin
stood on the step and waved them good-

yo.
J“Be careful,”’ she called to them, "‘and
Jook after little Nell. Don't forget to have
lunch, you know. There are several nice
little places at Sealey.””

And  with merry good-hyes the girls
walked excitedly down the drive to the

gates.
“This is topping " said Polly Linton, and
skipped along the road. “Now .for a real
adventure.”

“Yes, wather! DBut I hope the house
won't be«dirty,”’ simpered Paula Creel. **
will make my dwess lk;ol: qguite untidy I

“You won't have to go into the house,”
said Polly. *“Betty is the omno to go!”

And thers was a cliorus of approval.

Betty smiled.

“I'd like to be the one,” she said. “I
ilu]lp?;qe as Form captain I ought to take the
ead.

““Yes, rather,” said Tess Trelawney.

Betty was glad they had elected her to
undertnke the task; she knew that Polly—
yes, and Trixie, and most of them, iu fact,
would like to have gove, but they had
chosen her, for she wasleader. .

The car they got from Mr. Topham, who
met them smilingly, was in splendid con-
dition, and ran so well that they were in
the seaside town in a surprisingly short
space of time.

“Even if we find out nothing we can have
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a splendid day here,” said Betty, shiclding
her eyes, and looking out to where the sea
spread out in a grey-groen expanse,

**A jolly good time,” said Polly Linton.
“But don’t you be so pessimistic, Betty.
‘We're going to find out a lot to-day.” .

They ordered the car to relurn for them
at the hotel in the evening, then proceeded
along the beach.

“It won’t be ensy to get into the house,”
said Betty, ““In tie first place it is broad
daylight, and we may be seen.”

“Well, it's no good knocking at the door,
and asking if we can sec the prisoner,”
smiled Tess Trelawney. 11l mean getting
in secretly, of course.’’

“Naturally,” said Polly. "It’ll be a nice
bit of work getting in that house without
being seen.””

For by now they had neared the house

on the cliff. They walked along, Betty and
Pol? leading, with Necll beiween them,
Ma Minden and Trixie }ope behind,

then Tess Trelawney and Paula Creel.

‘When they were still some yards from the
house Betty called a halt.

“It's no good rushing headlong into
things without making plans, is it?”’ she
said.

“Not a bit of good,”" assented Polly.
“ And, see here, Hetty, we ought all to be
prepared, We'll wait here until you
return.”’

But Betty Barton shook her head firmly.

“*Oh, no,” she sai “That won’t do at
all.” She looked at ihe house, then back
along the beach. “You can’t all shang
round the house; it will look for too sus-
picious. If they see a whole crowd of girls
here, they will suspect at once that we're
following them. And ihat won't do.””

Yolly pulled a long face.

“Then we shall be out «f it,”" she
grimuced. - .

Betty smiled, and took Poliy’s arm.

*Don’t such a silly, l‘olli,'." she said.
“You'll be near if I need help. But you
don’t know how long T may be goue, now
that I have to gearch the place.”

And Polly saW that Betty was right.

“Very well, then,” she shrugged, *‘ we'll
wait down on the beach. At any rate we
shall be fairly near at hand in case of an
emergency.’ *

““Gaod cnough,’ said Tess Trelawney.

And wher, ten minutes later, Betly made
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her way stealthily towards tho house on the
oliff, Polly and the others went below to
the sunny, sandy beach.

In preparation for a short stay there,
several girls had brought their bathing cos-
tumes and towels. Further along there
were bathing tents, that could be hived;
and there Tess and Madge and Paula en-
joyed themselves to the full in the luxurious
coolness of the sea.

CHAPTER 15.
) 8o it Is youl”
ETTY BARTON, in a thoughtful
B attitude, stood outside the house on
the cliff. Until this moment she had
not quite realised the enormity of the
task that lay before her.

She was about to hreak into this house
and search for a prisoner! After all, she
had not proved that the girl, Gabrielle,
who had sent the mssagg,e was there. 1t
was only surmise. Yet tty was sure—
almest sure,

She looked at the high walls, and at the
fragments of broken glass that had been
placed on top to prevent the intrusion of
strangers. That broken glass presented an
unpleasant obstacle; one which Betty did
not at all like.

DBefore deciding to make her entry, how-
ever, she took a walk round the outer walls
of the house.

As she reached the back, she gave a glad
cry, and her pretty face lit up. For lean-
ing over the wall was a tree, and that would
prove very useful to her.

Had she not been young and agile, how-
ever, Betty would never have accomplished
that difficult climb.

it was, in a single 'u:}: she had, with

hands, caught the projecting
and Hanging bough. For a second sho
swung to and fro, testing her weight. Yes,
it stood her weight.

8he knew then that the rest would be
comperatively easy. And it was. Holding
tight to the bough with both hands, she
placed her feet aganinst tho wall, and
“walked up.”  What a strain it was,
though! And Betty, when she reached the
top, had to stand, panting, while her arms
and legs trembled slightly from the exertion.
be'lrhm she jumped down into the grounds

ow. 5
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For n moment she stood staring round
her, rather awed. For it all seemud so
quiet, so strangely quiet, und somewhat
uncanny.

There was grass around, ragged and un-
kempt. Aund paths were overgrown with
woeds.

Betty sat down for a minute to plan
out her entry to the house. She looked
at that gaunt building for some time. The
windows she saw were divty still, and
though at the windows therc were curtains,
yet habitation had not appeared to have
wrought a noticeable improvement.

_How to break in?—that was tho gues-
tion. But it did not worry Betty long.
Keeping in the shade of the wall, she crept
round the house, watching for any sign of
the Frenchwomen.

At one point in the house’s structure
there were no windows, and lere she sprang
forward. Bhe was beside the house now,
and, as for-as she knew, unobserved.

he looked everywhere now; and listened,
too, lest her movement should have re-
vealed to some inside the fact that an
investigator wus abroad. '

What an adventure this was!  Her heart
thumped wildly with excitement, for every
moment she expected some strange voice to
hail her, :
When at last she realised that her move-
ments must bave gone undetected, Betty
crept round to the back of the house, Here
there was a lawn, or what had once been
a lawn, but which now, like its companion
in front, looked for all the world like a
rufled’ Persian cat.

And the windows here seemed even more
dirty than those at the front. Betty crept
up to one of them, and, wiping aside some
of the dirt, peered in. e

The large room, which looked like o
kitchen, was dirty, The floorboards were
covered with dust of years, and the range,
which stood in a far corner, was rusted and
dirty.

Could anyone really be living here? To
Bett}r] it seemed absurd and uncanny; yet
she had to get in, and make her search.
‘What better place than this could be found *
for concealing u kidnupped girl?~

This window—she felt sure it would
squeak were she to open it. She looked
at it, then passed on. Perhaps there was
some place better for her purpose. Perhaps
the occupants had left some window onen.

.
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Ho Betty went round farther, the gravel
scrunching slightly wnder her feet, though
she trod ever so lightly, It was the silence
of it all that mugnified every little scrunch
or syueak.

At last! Ilere was an open window.
Betty peered in. There was no one about.
Looking to right and left, she raised herself
on to the sill. Leaning n bit too far, she
fell lightly against’ the window; but what
a hang it seemed to make! And poor
Betty, she thought that -there would: be
eries and alavms iwside immediately.

But though she listened intently, no sound
came to her anxious ears. nd at last,
plucking up her courage, she crept through
the open window. It was a struggle, bub
soon she was inside.

The reom in which Betty found hevself
was small and dirty, yet she could tell from
the colour of the floorboards that they had
been recently serubbed.

In this part of the house there was, then,
someone—someone active enough to scrub
the floors. She lmd best move carelully.

8o it was on tiptoe that Betty, very cave-
fully and with thwmnping heart,” erept to the
door, which stood ajar.

Then. as she reached it, she almost fell
back. HSomewhere in the house someone was
singing “T Passed By Your Window.” And
the captain of the Fourth Form at Moy
cove School could almost have langhed,
That song—how gueer it seemed after what
had just happened!

But_this was not the timo for laughter,
andl Betty, holding her courage in both
hands, as it weve, proveeded along the
passage.

The face she remembered having seen
was on the top floor. And to the top floor
ghe must proceed. But what a diffieult
task, when there might be someone coming
down the stairs!

The singing had stopped now. And Betty
crept along the passage to ono of the front
yooms where she could hear voices. es,
there were two wdmen speaking there, and
they were speaking French.

Uunless the two women cams suddenly
from the room, she could go on safely.
Betty decided to risk it. And with as little
noise as possible she sped up the stairs. At
every step she took the stairs scemed to
groan and crenk complainingly, so that at
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overy creak Betty expected to hear the click
of a door-handle being turned, and an angry
French exclamation.

But no! When she had reached the fivst
lowding there caume still no sound. There
was a window on this landing, and from it
she peered. The sea could be seen dis-
tivetly, But this was net the window at
whicli they had seen the figure. Betty was
certain of that.

Ho, a3 thove was
stairs, she went up

And now she was

still another flight of
and n|
near th izoner; she
felt cevtain of that. But where exactly
was the prisoner? There were several rooms
here. She would try them all in turn.

But first she Jooked through the small
attic window, the oue above the one on
the other Hoor, out of which she hud glanced
ut_the sea.

Yes, this was the window from which
?huy had scen the figure; it must have
M.

She walked along the passage. Yes, it
was all right-—all She stopped. From
one of the rooms had come the sound of
breathing. On the tips of her toes, and
trembling violeutly with excitement, Betty-
approached one of the doors.

First looking round, she tapped upen it,
and med.  Yes, the breathing came
from within. She tapped aguin,

From inside came an eerie voice in a
shrill, discordant tone that made poor Betty
nenrly jump out of her skin, «

“A moi, moi! Ciel! moil!”

She tried the handle—the door was
locked, Aguin came the breathing.

Then a shriek!

Frantically Detty turned the handle.

So excited she was that she did not hear
the sbeall;hjr footstep on the stnir until, as
she stopped, breathless, the creak,of a stair-
hoard came to her enr. Without a second’s
hesitation she tried the handle of the next
room. of, ray! It turned, and she
was inside the“rooml .

In o second she wished she were not.
She wished that she were a thousand mijes
away. The window of this dirty rodm
was open n few inches at the top, and the
dark blind down. In the wind it tapped
and tapped eerily.

She turned to run from the room, risking
even capture to get out of the piace.

But too late! With a elick the key was
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turried’ in the lock! And she, too, was a
prisoner! She who had come to rescus u
prisoner was g prisoner herself! How
smmge this turn of fortune—how galling!

“Let me out! Oh, let me out!”
]-muhmli’y Betty bammemd at the panels.
Bang! ang! " Bang!

t me out!”
But the only reply she 1’ere|ved was a
laugh, and the ecveak, crenk of stair-
ards growing fainter m'ul fainter now ns
her captor went down the stairs.
imncmorl Betty looked round the room.
shifted her feet she sneezed, for a
l:loud of dust had r]sen. She went io the
window and sug at the blind. It re-
sisted, and she kuew that it had been tied
at the bottom. But she must get air into
the stuffy room, and she tugged and tugges
hl] vutl: o ripping sound, the blind emne
in. !wo pieces.

How the window squeaked as she pulled
the top half down! She could not move the
bottom, though. It was stuck fast.

This room looked out to the sea. Ry
shielding her eyes from the glaring sun
al;ehcould see the edge of the golden stretch
o

Could she attract attention? She stood
on the window-ledge and poked her head
through the open top half.

For some time she could not make out
anything in the distance.

Far away some black specks bobbed in
the foam, then something white approached
the berch. What coul they be? Why,
how foolish of her not to have thought of
it before! Those specks mmst be her friends,

* Polly and the others, bathing perhaps.

Betty almost shouted her relief. Now she
conld—

“Bo it ia you!™

CHAPTER 16,
Betty Meets an Oid Enemy,
ETTY BARTON almost dropped from
B the ledge, and wheeled round with a
start u mheer surprise.

the doorway of the small room,

which .'!llﬂ had ente quietly, stood the

thin-faced Frenchwoman, staring at Betty

with her small black eyes, which glittered
with anger,

““Eet ees you! I might have mness so!*

owN "

said the
Betty und
arm. Her grip was cruel—crueller even
than her glittering eyes. :

“It is 1, yes,” said Betty bravely, though
inward]; f1 ?’ghhumd Thety grip ony'her arm
was m tening, and she wanted to shriek.
But she knew she must be brave if
(}nlnm]le Lefroy were to be rescued. * What
of it ? she said " coolly.

“Moi!™ said the woman in a shiill voico.
“Y¥ou come, chez moi, in my ouse—! break
in eommo vt)]elu‘ tike a thief, and zon
she shook with rage— ‘zen you ask whn(:
ees it of me! Bahl”

She flung Betty away, and the girl fell
hnck against the wall.

“You are inquisitif 2 asked the French
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woman, She advanced towards
hed at the Fourth-F ’s

d | woman, with a green light m her eyes.

“You want to know about zis 'ouse? What
you_want to steal?”

“I—I haven’t come to stenl,” said Betty,
through her beeb]l “I came—" S o
stopped. Her mission, if it were ever to
be a success, must be kept a secret,

“You do not steal?” asked.the woman

keenly. *Zen what?” :
But Betly did not answer. She could
hear other footsteps now, and the French-

woman as she, too, heard them, turned
her head and waited.

Presently her companion, the woman who
had driven the motor-boat, entered. She
was o smaller woman, and prettier.

She started when she saw Betty, and made
an_exclamation.

“You were one the pgirls in the boat?”
she said in perfect English.

Betty nodded, but said nothing.

The “smaller of the two women turned
to someone who was outside,

“Come in!” she said.

Betty, who had imagined there were onlv
two in the house, looked amazed. She had
taken too much for granted.

“Esther, it’s all »ight,” said the m-mlle{
woman rather’ imperiously. *Come in!”

Betty craned her neck forward. Then, as
a girl in servant’s dress nppeéared hehmd
the two Frenchwomen, she fell back a pace
with surprise and dism

“Tisther Hone!” she cried. “You here!”

And Fsther Hone, the servant ‘who had
E]ohted to_prevent Mr. Mandering from in-

eriting Herons' Haunt, and had then run
away when she discovered that the girls
had beaten her, flushed.
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“I—T had no idea—" she stammered.

“You  know this girl?" exclaimed the
smaller of the two women.

“Y¥es, mademoiselle.”

“And I know her!” exclaimed Betty.
“Bhe is like yow both—crafty, unscrupu-
lous—"

**Silence !”

“T will not bo silent!” cried Betty. “You
are all unscrupunious, you—-"

Aguin she broke off, realising that once
more she had all but given away her secret
mission to this house.

“You ave a thief, and you shall he
arrested !” said one of the women. “You
hroke in  here—that is called house-
breaking.”

“If T ain arvested,” said Betty, “I shall
tell all T know—tell that in the next rocin
there is someone kept a prisoner. Someone
whom I can hear breathing, and—and—

Both women laughed, and Esther Hone

giggled. :

But Betty, she saw nothing funny in it.
Everything was very serious to her.

“You silly child! Had you not heen zn
curious,” said the small woman, *you might
have had an enjoyable holiday here by the
scn.  Now ""—she shrugged her shoulders—
*“vou, too, shall be a prisoner! We cannot
Iet you go!”

#I— But—"

Betty relapsed into. grim silence. They
thought they could keep her prisoner. A
ew hours more and her friends on the
heach would get anxious. Then they would
come to her rescue, and all would he well.

The small woman was eyeing her closely.

“Von think. you can escape,” she said
with a short lnugh.  “You are too hope-
ful, my child!” he woman came closer
now, and Betty could feel her breath upon
her cheek. “IE you do not consent to
silence—if you do not promise that you will
never say a word about this house, then
you shall become our prisoner!"

Betty kept her eyes upon those of the
Frenchwoman.

“I will not promise,” she said, though
huskily. “I_don’t eare if yon do make me
a prisoner. I know these are threats—empty
threats!” she finished scornfully. “So “do
what you will!”

“That is your lust word?" snopped the
little Frenchwoman.

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS' HAUNT!

“It is,” said Betty, and she drew herseir
erect. *“You cannot [righten me!”

The women looked at one another. What
their looks expressed Betty could not say,
but she knew, with sinking heart, that she
would not be allowed to go free. And her
friends—they were even now splashing about

in the sea, quite unaware of her pre-
dicament,

“Leave her here!” snnfped the small
woman. Then she turned upon . Betty.

“Here you shall remain,” she said, “‘a
prisoner. If you promise to keep silence,
vou shall go free. At present you shall
live on bread and water.”” Bhe turned to
Esther Hone, who had been standing by
the wall, eyeing Betty with cruel triumph,
“Esther, you shall fetch water and bread
for this girl!”

Then, without another word, the three
went_from the room, the door was locked,
amnd Betty was left alone.

When she was assured that they had gone
down the stairs, Betty crept to the opposite
wall, and listened intently. At first she
conld hear nothing, but atlength the sound
of suhdued, but regular, breathing came to
her ear.

But there were no other noises.

She returned to the window, thinking, .
for a moment, of shouting for help, ut
she realised that her chums would never
hear her, and perhaps the women would.
Then—-

Creak! 5

What was that? She listened, then almosg
laughed at her fears. She was getting
“nervy.” It was only a footstep on the

stairs.

Probably Esther returning. Yes,
course, with her bread and water. _And
Betty went silently to the door. Esther
coming! Perhaps she counld run out when
the door was opened,

No, that woud mgver do at all; Esther
would ery out, the women would hear, and
she would.be recaptured. No, there must
be some better way than that.

The footsteps were coming nearer. She
had not much time to think,

Then, even as the key was turned in the
lock, an idea occurred to her.

The door opened, and Betty stood behind
it breathlessly, her hands twitching.

Into the room came Esther Hone; then,
like a panther, Betty sprang forward.

of
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CHAPTER 17.
Turning the Tables.

e
O That was all the servant-girl had
time to exclaim before Betty Bar-
ton’s hand was over her mouth.
The tray was a handicap to the servant.
gha had not dropped it when Betty gripped
er.
Betty knew how difficult it was for anyone
to purposely releuse a luden tray. For when
lding such a tray one is” filled with a
peculinr desire to keep the articles on the
tray intact.
ty’s hand wans over the servant’s
mouth, but Esther was struggling.
Quickly Betty took the jug of water from
the tray, also the glass. Bhe flung the
water first into Esther’s face, and in the
shock of that the servaut ceased to struggle.
- It gave Betty time to place the jug and
i3

§lnsu u the fovr. Tt was then Esther
roppe: e treay. nt Bet! wi
dexter put her foot benea

its_fall

Three floors below they would never hear
that sound.

Now came the most difficult part of her
plun. She snatched off her scarf and wound
it round Esther’s face. How the servant
struggled. But DBetty had no sympathy
to extend to her.

How fortunate that, nnserapulouns though
she was, Esther was not clever. Had she
stamped on the floor the alarm would have
been given. But Esther's thoughts were
confined to frecing herself from the grasp
of her captor.

Her hands and feet were free still, and she
stru g

© “Keep quict!” hissed Betty. “T ghall
not hurt you if you do not strmggle.
Remember, Esther Ione, that T can get you
into very serious trouble—"
+ And Esther, realising perhaps that,
struggle though she might, she stood no
chance, subsided. Betty, slipping off her
own girdle, tied the servant’s ankles to-
gether,

Then Betty did something thot showed
how quickly she could think,

In a twinkling she had slipped off the
servaut’s blue print dress and ulpmn, while
Esther’s eyes glared and goggled ot her,
Betty donned that dress over her own.

+ Then, having used Esther’s handkerchief
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to bind that girl's hands together, slic
donned the small cap belonging to the
servant-girl.

Now she wus complete as a servant,
although with her pretty face and flushed
chee not at all like Esther Ione,

Y (iood-bye, Esther!” smiled Betty, ns she
made for the door. “I think I've turned
the tables rather well—eht”

But Esther Hone could only glare with
burning eyes ab the girl who had so cleverly
outwitted her. . "

Betty shut the door and locked it, She
would have taken the key, but she thought
of Esther lying there, and realised that it
might be many hours before she would be
reseued.

Now to get down. Tt would not be easy.
Betty realised that, and went carefally,
The stairs creaked, but she had no achul
eanse for fear. The women, at a glance,
might mistake Betty for the servant—they

t | might give the dress a casual glance, and

that would be guite sufficient.

Betty almost laughed at her own fear
safely was that journey down the
accomplished, But as she reached the
tom flight her heart gave a jump, for from
upstairs came a steady thump, thump! Aund
then— .

Then there came that shriek Betty had
heard hefore. Bhe paunsed for a moment.
aud then ran—ran along the side of the
staircase.

The door of the front room had opened,
and the two women came hurrying oub.

80

2

They spoke in French, but Betty fol-
lowed their meaning.
“The porrot—what has alarmed it?”

eried one.

“Has the prisoner got frec?”

Betty, crouching against the wall, they
did not_sce, but ran frantically up the
stairs. The shricking and thumping still
went on, oand Betty came to the foot
the stairs.

She waited no longer now, but opened
the front door, and fled down the long
drive in front of the house. At the hottom
of the drivo was the large dog. Aslecp!
Yes, he was asloep. How etty could
have laughed.

She crept past him, and opened the door
ot in the high wall.

But the sound of ;urninz the dusty key

awakened the animal,
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Woof Woof ! .

The dog barked savagely, and flew the
length of his rattling chain. DBut he was
too late. Betty Barton was free, and rac-
ing along tho cliff head,

%ut as yet the two French women knew
not of her ecscape.

s

CHAPTER 18,
* Leave it to mel”

# STHER
E The tall, thin-faced French
woman shouted out the servant's

name as she mounted the stairs.

“Where ces zat girl?"* she eried.  “ Esther
Hone!”

Dot no reply came.

The small woman was alrcady at the
Nioad of the stairs, and In another moment
sho had flung onen the door.

When she got inside she uttered a ery of
amazoment; then went back and called to
the woman below.

“That girl—she has escaped!” she cried.
“Took for her! We must search overy-
whore I

And though she knew that Esther Hene
Tuy there unahle to mave, she made no
attempt to Joosen her bonds.  Frantically
the two Frenchwomen together searched
that largoe houso for Betty.

How fortunate Betty bad not stayed to
resume her investigations! Had' they
caught her, tho French woman would bhave
made_gnite certain that she would get no
second chanco i escape.

“(one'” exclaimed the tall woman. And
her face was contorted with rage.

““Vanished I

Helpless their rage was, but none the
Jess savago.

“Tt is Fsther's fault! She
above, tied np!” exclnimed
woman throngh her tecth.

S0 now they wont unstairs to where
Esthor lay, helpless, on the dusty ficor of

- the small attie,

The tall woman untied the knots, and at
Tast set Isther Hone freo.
then stood up sulkily, and
‘wrists and nukles.

. “Where has that girl gono?” cried the
small woman.

is lying
the small

rubbed her

The - servant |,
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“How should I know?" snapped Esther,
her temper thoroughly out of control.
“She sprang upon me from behind the
door, and now she has escaped. It is you
who should have seen her, not I!”

“No insolence ! said the smaller of the
women. “You ave responsible for this.
Now the police will be told.” She lifted
her” shoulders with a Thelpless shrug.
“And we shall be caught!”

“Zore ces, no other hiding-place,”
claimed the other woman.

And the threc remained in silence.

“Only another two days, and all would
bo well,” muttered the litile Frenchwoman.
“ Another two days. Weo must stay here.
All would bo well if we conld only hide
that interfering detcetive girl somewhere
else.  If she gets free we are Jast.  She
knows our plans. Knows when the jowels
will arvive.” She stamped her small foob
imperionsly. “8he must not get freo at
any _cosf

“But if zosc girls go to ze police?” said
her friend querulously.

“If wo hide the detective girl elsewhere
—what matfers it?” said the other. *“The
police will think it a_pack of lies—eh?
mere girls' story.  Those girls must have
seen the bottle, T said at the time that
they had, And they know Gabrielle is
here.”

(3 4]

“Oni—yes: and what elso do they
know?” asked her Iriend, -
“Nothing. What can they know? We

mnst gof. Gabriclle removod to some other
hiding-place. Then, if the palice come—
well, we can deny everything.”

Esther Hone, swho had heen silent, spoke
now.

“You want that French girl hidden?”
asked Esther.

Noth Frenchwomen turned to her.

“Yes,” they answered togghor. * Why?”

Esther Hone’s cruel eyes wore a. eun-
ring look.

“1 know a placy those girls would never
scarch. I know them. They are the girls
I have mentioned; they live at Herons'
Haunt1” s

“Ah!" said the small woman, with keen
perception. “Yon bave & grudge against
them youuself?”

“T have.” confossed Bsther. “And they
will be bofled this time. Mere schoolgirly
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though they are, they nevertheless are
keen.  They will_come here, and  who
knows w hat W ill happen if tho prisoner

remains

“8he must not remnm"’
emall woman irrital

"'lhul leave it l:u me,” said the servant

know the proper place. shall
i d pleasure in outwitting them. I can-
not  get work without a reference—save
such a place as ihis. And it is through
them that T bave no refernce !
“Well, well, it shall bo left to you!”

Esther nodded.

“There are scveral things to work out,”
said Esther. “But you can help mo there,
mademoiselle.”

8he lowered her yoice and pronounced
her plan. The French woman started, then
patted the flushed Esther on the back.

“Ma cherie!” exclaimed the tall one.
*But you have brains!”

How much Retty and {he others would
bave given to have heard these plans!

snapped the

CHAPTER 18.
Betty’s Decision!
v AULA, vou look perfeetly untidy!”
laughed Volly Linton.
And  certainly the  usually
clegant and immaculate Paula did
look rather bedraggled.

Iler hair rung down her hack in siraight
streams, wet, and completely out of curl,
Her face had a slight shine, which, had
Panla been near enongh 1o a  mirvor,
:fhoull:i have given that young lady a severe

But somchow Tauls paid no heed to
Polly , Linton’s jesting remark.  The faet
that Her hair was wet and stragely worried

¢ not, nor was she concorned with the
shine that must be upon her face.

Paula was staring fixedly along the
bn:rll, her eyes moggling with surprise.

“Tess, Pollyg Madge—all of you!” sho
eviod,  Coma auickly, goals Whe cvah
is this coming along the beach?”

80 oxeited did Paula  seem  that_ tho
others, who were bathing in the ses, ceased
sudt to splash, and turned their heads.
" asked Tess.

wha lad

been sitting near
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Paula, bhad scen now the rumming figure
Paula had indicated.

“Why,” gasped Polly,
vant-girl {

All" the girls were stacing now, and so
were a number of other people on the
heach. For, to sce a servant-gitl running
like the wind, in which her cap streamera
flow, it was certainly a strange sight,

It was not until the figure of the servant
was within a few yards of them that tho
girls of Morcove were able to make oub
]u-r flxcn at all.

Why.” eried Polly,
if it isn't Bctlyt
“My gwacious, geals—Betty Barton!”
And Betty it wus, as the girls all realised

now.

“ Botty,” eriod Polly, “whatever—"

“What has happened?” came a chorus.

Betéy stopped, her breath coming
short gasps.

“Tell—you—in—a minute!” she gasped.
So bard had she run_that she was too
hmlthlc!i to explain all to them for some

i it isn't a ser-

as the girl came

in

l[mv Polly and the others stared at
Betty's attire!  They simply could not
wait in patience, snd at last Botty had te
tell them the whole story in a panting, al-
most incoherent monologne, to which her
friends listened almost as breathlessly,

“Then the prisoner is in the howse!”
exclaimed Polly, when Betty had finished.

“And the queer noise—how llnmnnv'
shinddered  Tess Trelawney. "1 don’t
ihmk I should have liked that at all, you
now.

“Well, it wasn't very cheerful,” ad-
mitted Detly.
There was a slight pause. The girls

wore all looking at ouc another, not know-
ing what to say.

‘Then—then what _had we better do
now?” asked Madge Minden,

“Yes, that's what we've got to decide,”
nodded Tolly. I

“The first thing Betty had bettah do,”
vouchsafed Paula Ureel, *is to change that
whetcher attwire! It is most unbecoming,
weally I

Ho Detty, with a laugh, took Paula’s
good advice, and retired to the bathing
tent. How fortunate that she had slipped
Esther Hone’s dress over her own with-
out taking off her gym dress!
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When she emerged from the small striped
tont she was dressed as sho had been That
morning, save, of course, that sho had-not
ber hat or scarf.

«Aftor all, the bhest thing to do,” said
Belty, “is to go along to tho police-station
and report everything.”

Polly Linton nodded

“Hear, lhicar!” she said.
way.”

S0 withont further ado they all made
thoir way to tho lecal police-station. Al
were excited, and not without cause.

Betty asked the way, and in a very fow
minutes they were inside the station.
Tetty went in, while the others waited out-
side.

Quickly, but very conciscly, Belty ex-
plained all she knew to the sergeunt in
charge. 'The sergeant grinned ab lirst, hut
then listened intently.

“Well, missie,” he said, whon Belly had
finished, *it’s a very strange business!”
ITe glanced through the indow at his
side. A very strange business!” ho re-
peated.  “But, in case thore's anylhing in
st—but I <don’t mind telling you I think
there iswt—I'll have the mattor looked
jnto. I know the house yon mean, though:
it has been cmipty for years.” A rmile lit
up his otherwise dull face, “And the
lceals say it's haunted.”

“Tut youll send a man along?” asked
Betty.

“Tn ten minutes’ time; he'll be outside.”™

And with that the sergeant made a sign
ihat the interview was over.

Botty roturned to her chums, and im-
patienily they waited. At length a plain-
clothes man, recognisable at once as such,
came down to them.

“You the girls that want the haunted
house investigated?” ho grinued, with a
rather grim look,

“Yes, please,” soid Detty, and the police-
man, flushing rather at being a cynosure
of so many eyes, got into the car.

Off they went, the girls and the plain-
rlothes policeman, till Betty, somo yards
from the house, stopped the car.

Then they all hgoe out, and in a hushed
erowil followed the guardian of the law.

The house looked the same as it had an
hour before. Nothing scomed altered, and

“It’s tho only

TIE MYSTERY OF HERONS' ITAUNT!

Betty, looking up, could- sce the attio
window from which she lad leaved carlier
that day.

The policeman pushed open the large

Fhe dog inside leaped out, and il
policeman drew back.

“IIallo > Tie <aill. “There's someone
afte afl™

! moment his  interest
seemed to deep He looked from right
to left keenly, and when in answer to his
tap the tall Fronchwoman opened the door,
his oyes senrched the place relentlessly.

ITow surprised the Trenchwoman looked,
too! And no wonder! The Morcove girls
looked frivmphant,

“Whet you want?’ asked the woman,
vallier nervously, “IF yon arc a tradess
man, I want nothing.”

Her eyes roved nervonsly over the erowd
till thoy alighted on Belfy. Then she
started,

“1 want to look over the honse,” said
the man wfernly. “llave you any objec-

|

Objection? Why, no, not a leetle hit.”
And the policeman. with n nod, tack off
his cap and enteved.  Betty & Co. followed.
“IU'm? said ilie policoman, glaneing

round. “Not over-furnished I”

“We 'ave not 'ad zo time” said the
woman, shrpging her shoulders,

“May as well begin hore,” said the

policeman, and he opened the first door.
1Te went from room to room, and with
baled breathi the givls followed.

Cnly two rooms on the first floor were
cecupied, and they were but scantily fur-
nished,

Then came the kitehen. Dut no one was
hidden there. .

The next floor was the same. Iivery
room, though dusty and divty with the
collection of wyears, was neverthcless empty.

But Betty did not mind. She did_riot
expect anything to be found on these
floors. Tt was the third floor that counted.
Wlhen they got to that sho became really
oxcited. . )

The policeman braced himself now, and
kept behind the Frenchwoman, for now the
smaller one had joined her companion.

First the room in which ‘Belty had been
n prisoner was scarched. But that room

. - 7
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had been cleared.  For now thers was not
the slightest sign to show whether or not
anyone had been in the room, for even the
dusty floor had been smoothed over.
Somchow Betty’s heart began to sink.
But there was still the next room, the
room from which the noises had emanated.
What a silence there was as, with
trembling hands but triumphant cyes, the
Trenchweman unlocked tho last door!
And how cagorly thoy all pressed into the
room !
Then Betty gave a startled ory.
room was cmpty !

Tho

CHAPTER 20.
Tricked !

MPTY!
E The_  Frenchwomen could hardly
conceal their smiles, but Betty, she

hardly knew what to do.

“Oh,” she cried, “we are trickedl
They ~ lave moved the girl some.
where else. They must have guessod I'd
};rin.l’z the police, and so they’ve moved
er.

8he turned to the policeman, but he was
solidly silent and grim.

“Nothing  here snid  grufily.
¥ Btrikes me, this 3s a joke. T it is—7

“A joke!” eried Detly wildly. “Oh. it
is't—it isn't! I tell you, T heard mnoises
up here—screechos and screams.”

8he broke off and darted forward,

“There I” she cried.

In her oxtended hand Betiy held o small
strip of bandage.

“8ee,” gho cried, “this room has been
vged I”

T

he poli took the band
exemined it carefully,

Betty, who now watched the Trench-
womnan, saw that they exchanged quick
looks. Then one of them spoke, the smaller

ge and

one.
“It is nothing,” she said, with a careless

shrag,  “We huave used this room. _This
inguisitive _girl, she says she heard
sorceches. It is true.”

The man uttered a curt “Ah!” and the
Morcove girls Fterally }&ng on the
woman’s next words.

"The screcches!” laughed the French-
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woman.  “They were the noises of a
parrot. Seo!”

In a stride she had crossed the room and
uncovered something that hung on the wall
--something’ that in the darkness of the
room bhad not been noticed.

“A—a parrot!” stammered Betty.

Then, as cvidenco of the truth of the
Frenchwoman's statement, the parrot let
forth a screech that was ccrie and un-

nerving.
“Is that the noise?” asked the policeman
sternly.
Poor Betty, she was nonplussed, and
guiped assent at the policeman’s query.
“But it is not irue what these women
sty about the prisoncr!” she burst out.

when her voice was steady. “The girl was

here. T am certnin of that. They have
moved her.” She turned to the smnall
Frenchwoman. “Why did yon take me

prisoner?” sho demanded.

The woman laughed, and shrugged het
shoulders.

You break in our 'ouse,” she said.
“Wo naturally take yon prisoncr.”

There was a silence then, an awkward
';;Ionoc, in which all stared at poor blushing

otty.

The policeman turned to her stornly.

“Look here, missy,” he said. “Tn
future yow'd beiter mind your own husi-
ness, and leave other people’s  alone.
There’s nothing wrong here—you licard
tho parrot, and made up the rest.”

“T dido’t!” cried Betty. *Polly, Paula,
Madge-—"

“OF conrse—" bhegan Polly.

Then sho stopped, 8he wanted to ho-
lieve Betty, and yot hew absurd her
friend's story seemed! Torhaps Botty had
been frightonod, and Iot her imagination
run loose. In such 2 house as this it would

o _easy.

Yot Tolly herself did mot trust the
Frenchwoman,

Yes, Betty,” she said, “and T believe

yow are right.” |

“And I,” added Madge Minden.

“Mon naussi!” chimed in Trixie Hope.

Tess and Paula nodded assent, and last
but not least, little Neli squeczed Betiy's
arm.

But_tho policeman, in a very huffy mood
indeed, was alresdy going downstairs,
apologising to #w» women.
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“You,” said the small Frenchwomen, as
Ietty stood in tho doorway, “we do not
expect you to apologise!”

1ler face woro an unpleasant sncer, and
Betty clenched her hand firmly.

“Tt is well you do not,” she answered,
fixing the woman with a keen glance. “I
have not finished yet. I shall not rest con-
tent till T have found Gabriclle Lefroy 1

The door was closed, and there was no-
thing for the girls to do but return home,
Then, in very sepressed moods indeed,
they left the house.

Aud on the way back to the hotel the
girls fell to discussing the affair,

“T1 am sure that Gabrielle is still in the
hoiize,” said DBetty. “Those women have
tricked ns, somehow.”

Polly Linton nodded.

“Yes, I, too am sure of that now,
Retty. Unless—"  Polly halted, *They
may have moved her!”

“Then _they've done it quickly,” smiled
Madge Minden.  “They conld hardly

carry the girl out:  You know we didn’t
wait long before going to the police.”

“There's the car, don’t forget,”
minded Tess Trelawney.

“The ear,” said Polly, *Yes, but that
belongs to the Gmm{wuyx. Have the
women still got it——"

Pclly. Linton broke off.

“(oodness!” cried Betty. “Why, there
it is, Betty—outside the hotel !

And there, sure enonugh, was the blue,
open  four-scater touring-car ‘which the
Frenchwomen had used.

In an exeited group, the seven gicls hur-
ricd forward, Polly Linton stooped down
and made a note of the ear’'s number.

“That may be nseful—"

Sho broke off sharply, for a voice, nn-
sleasant and sneering, had interrupted her,
t was the voice of Cora Grandways.

“Gracious, l’nliy Linton, what are you
doing to the car?” exclaimed Cora.

“F'you think we've stolen it?"-
's younger sister, Judith.

ought you’d lent it to those two
Frenchwomen,” said Polly. She was not,
as & rule, inquisitive, but now she bad
given the Grandways sisters an opening for
making some sneering comments.

“What business is it of yours?” eried
Cora; and then, turning to her sister, she
nddod : “ Lucky we don't wear our school
hats, Judith. Tcople might think we were
like these kids.”

re-
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“There is not the least need to be insult-
ing,” said Betty, and she gave the Grand-
ways sisters a very cold glance. *We
knew that you had lent the car to those
women, that is all.”

“Well, they haven't got it now,” said
Cora rudely.” “In fact, they were polite
i If there's

enough to roturn it last night.
anything else you'd like to E:mw-——”

“The car is forty horse-power,” put in
Judith, with a slight giggle,

“Oh, yes, and cost twn thousand
pounds |” “grinned Cora.  “'That’s all the
information I can think of at present,”

she finished, with a thoughtful
“Ah, here’s pater!”

Betty’s eyes were glinting angrily. She
knew that the two sisters had been only
too glad to give that information about the
car; it was typical of their wusual
“swanky " manner,

Mr, Grandways did not glance at them,
nor did his wife,

And when the wholo Grandways family
was safely ensconced in the car behind the
chauffenr, Cora turned round with a slight
sneer, and nade a disdainful wave of the
haund at the group of gitls. .

“Well,” said Detty, when at last the
large car had vanished out of sight.
“we've found out that those Frenchwomen
have not got. the use of the car now,”

“Cora said thoy haven’t had it to-day.”
said D'olly, “So that proves they cannot
have moved the girl from the house.”

“They may have carried her some-
where,'”” suggested Paula.

Betty shook her head.

“No,” she replied, “I do not think
that is possible. My theory is that Gab-
riclle is still hidden in the house.”

“Then we must rescue hor,” said Polly.

And it wns obvious from their nods of-
approval that the others agreed with that
decision,

frown.

“But the women are on their guard
now,” said Betty, “and I don’t think the
solice will do_anything more. We'll go
ome now and investigate to-morrow.”
They had only to wait another minute
or two, then Mr. Tcplmnbnrrivod with the

car.,

Into it thiey all erdwided. Tt was rather
a squeezo for seven of them. but at last
they were all inside, and Butty called out
“Right away!”

They wore off then, and racing along the
main street.
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lace this is!” ex-
how bracing! Just
I should think.”

“Look at all

“What a splendid
claimed Betty, *‘And
the place for invalids,

“Oh, rather!"” said Polly,
the bathehairs about!™

And indeed there were a great number
of them.

Suddenly Madge Minden gave an awed
whisper.

“Oh, Jook! That poor girl
simply covered in bandages!
And Betty and Co, saw that Madge was

her head is

right.
A nursemaid was pushing along a large,
flat pram used for invalids, In it there lay
a girl. Iler head, save only her eyes, and
hair was covered with bandages.

All the girls gave the figure a brief
glance, but did not stare closcly.

hey were past in a flash, and in the
ensual glance that they gave not one of
the girls took real heed of the nurscmaid
n.
a long eoat with the

usual nurse's hendgear, and she wore dark
blue smoked glasses.

How unfortunate that Betty and Co did
* not look for one second longer. They could

hardly have failed to note that walk—a
walk they should have known well. TFor
tho girl who pushed the pram was none
other than Esllmr Hone !

And the girl in the pram—she was the
object_of the Morcove girls' quest—Gab-
rielle Lefroy, who had heen the prisoner of
the two Frenchwomen in the house on the
eliff,

Bat, as it was, Betty and Co. were soon
maby hundreds of vards past the pram
and had all but forgotten the lmndngmi
figure. .

And once in Hepons'® Hannt they de-
scribed to their bos®ss all that had hap-
pened.

At supper that night Mrs. Mannering's
brow was_worried, and she was strangely
silent .as Betty, with an occasional gqueru-
lous sideglance, could not help noticing.
But Betty did not know what was worry-
ing her hostess,

Could it be the house—the will? Was
there some flaw oven yet that prevented
Mrs. Muannering and Nell from coming

the property? No: Betty dismissed
the ided from her mind as quickly as it
entered. It was not possible.

en no flaw,

into

There had
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Then what was worrying the kind woman
whe'd they loved so much?

The others, not so observant as Betty,
wero keoping up a merry cross-talk about
their doings that day. Bo lighthearted did
they scem that Betty, with a slight frown,
wondered whether or not they had  for.
gotien the case of Gabriclle and the house
on tne eliff.

Sho had not forgotten, and "nor had
Polly Linton,

“Wonder what_really is the mystery of
that girl’s imprisonment, Betty?” said
Lolly thoughtfully, between sips of cooling
lemonade.

So sudden was Polly’s interruption of
her thoughts that Betty started.

“Mystery 27 she said,  “I—I was just
thinking.”

“And o was I!”

It was Mrs, Mannering who had spoken.
8he leant forward, and Detty now knew
the rcason of the troubled Jook she had
noled in her hostess' eyes. Mrs, Manner-
ing was fiinking about the affair of that

av,

The other girls ccased their chatter, and
all eyes were turned upon Mrs, Mannering.

“I haxe been worrying rather, girla”
said their hostess. “This affaiv—it is all
so strange, that I cannot help wondering
what lies at the back of it.”

“That is just what T wondered,” nodded
Betty. “Why they are keeping the girl a
prisoner, and who she is?"

“Yes, it is vewy funnay,” said Paula,
with a shake of the head. “I am suah
now that Gabrielle is still theah,” .

“, T expect we shall find out!” said
Tess Trelawney.

“Probably the girl is an heiress,” said
Madge Minden thoughtiully,

“Nour verroms,” was Trixie's contribu-
tion. “We shall sce.”

“I am afraid,” smiled Mrs, Mannering.
“that we arc no nearer the solution now
than we—""

a sudden she stopped: her face went
w] g ith nervous, shaking hands she
pushed back her chair,

Blankly they looked at ono another. For
from somewhero without had come a
sercam.  And now frantically they could
hear shouting. :

“Fire! Fire! Fire!”

. Automatically the girls sniffed.
“My word!” cried Polly Linton ex-
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citedly, “Can you smell it? It’s a fire,
right enough, girls!”

And Polly made a rush for the door,
The others followed as quickly, leaving
Betty, with Nell at her side, and Mrs.
Mannering -to bring up the rear.

When they reached the front deor, which
Polly excitedly flung open, they saw what
was the matter. ut they rushed, tben
down the drive and into the road.

Tho road outside the house was narrow,
and on the other side was bordered by
orse-bushes. One of these bushes was in
ames, which leaped high.

“Is thero anyone there?” cried Polly,
rashing forward.

But thers was no roply. Save for the
small avea lit by the fire, =all was dark.
Na one was to be scon, -

“Tt is nothing serious,” said Mrs. Man-
nering; “but we had better extinguish it
before it spreads. Betiy—DPolly, get some
water I

But othors oboyed the order as well, and
soon a whole crowd of them was streaking
back to the house,

Then Madge Minden, the first to reach
the porchway, gave a shout.

"é‘nciom, he door—it's locked !”

Polly pushed forward, but though she
banged and thumped, and lcaned her
Lvoéght against it, the door would mnot
ndge.

“AMy word!” she exclaimed. “What's
to_be dono now "

Afrs. Mannering, who was coming up the
path towards them, stared, and Polly ex-
plained what was the matter,

“Dear me, how terribly annoying!” ex-
clpimied the woman. “You had better go
round the back way, one of you. No,
that, too, is locked. “Oh, what a nuisance?

there no window ?  SBurely—""

And then began a search for a window
h whiech entrance could be gained.

“It i3 mo use waiting,” said Mrs, Man-
nering. ' Polly, Betty, all of you, run and
get sticks or fern leaves. We must beat
out the flames.”

Ho the girls, nothing loth, gathered fern
leaves, and laid about them with a will in
an attempt to subdue the fire. And while
this was going on, someone else was at-
tempting to onter by the back door.

‘That someonc was Esther Hone, the girl
whom Betty and Co., unknowingly, had
scen in Sealey. The cunning servant had
wheeled that pram well out of the town,

th
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and had waited until some niinutes later

the two Frenchwomen arrived with a car
they had hired,
ery cleverly Esther had walked on

when the car approached, and there had
been some fine acting, too, between the
Frenchwomen and Estﬁm’.

The servant girl had preiended not to
know ihe women, and had said that the
pram contained an invalid girl, This had
been done for the benecfit of the chauffeur.

Then the Frenchwomen had offerod
Esther a lift, and she had ssked to be
dropped just before Herons'’ Haunt.

But for the presence of the chauffeur
things would have been ecasier for the
women; but it was impossible to hire a
car to drive onesclf; that was why,
hitherto, they had borrowed the Grand-
ways’ car, so that no driver of any soit
should be witness of their actions.

“And if you conld give me a lift back,
I should be pleased,” iLsther said,

Naturally, the women agreed. And
when at last Herons” Haunt was reached,
FEsther alighted, the invalid pram was
handed out of the car, and the girl placed
in it. Then the ear and the women had
gone off together.

Esther Hone’s next actions were amaz-
ing.  Quickly she had lit a small bush,
having first sprinkled round it the contents
of a small [ire-oxtinguisher she
brought to prevent the fire from spreading.

How cunningly that scheme had been
inid, thanks due to the small French-
woman,

And now, the bush afire, with Betty and
the others trying to snbdue it, Jisther Hone
wheeled the pram down the side entrance,
and stopped at the back door. &

That cunning ruse of the fire had
brought out the whole houschold. Now
Esther had but to get into the house, That
was simplicity itself, for tho scrvant hnow
the houso well, With her she bad a dupli-
cate key to the back door, and something
else, more useful, which the IFrenchwoman
had supplied—a pair of pincers,

Leaving her pram, the servant tried to
insert hor key in the hack door: keyhole.
But the door was lock®, and there was a
koy on the inside.

Then the pincers came into play. As is
cominon wit]: large keys, a portion of koy
stuck out on Esther's side of the door, Bhe
gripped this with the pincers. Tt was hard.
work, but she was eager, and soon she
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heard the weleome click of the key turn-
ing in the lock.

The door was open naw, and the eunning
servant was in the house. A draught blow-

ing down the main passage told her that
the front door, too, was open.
Hastily she shut the door. She heard

voices in the fromt of the houso, and she
almost laughed. The whole houschold of
Herons' Hauné was attending to the fire!

Now_to get the girl in the pram—Gab-
riclle Lefroy—inside the house. That was
the most diflicult part of all. But Esther,
she knew the house like a book.

Gabriclle, bound and gaggeﬂ, was &
heavy burden, especially as Isther had to
carsy somo of the girl’s food with her. It
would not do to leave the girl in the house
without food ! ’

Bho was going upstairs mow, quickly.
Her. movements were without hesitation,
and presently she stopped before a panel
at the head of the stairs.

Click

The panel was open, revealing a dark in-
teripr. ¥nside this, and along a small, dark
passage, listher led the girl. ~Another
click, and .a .dark, musty-smelling side
room was laid open,

This was to the girl’s hiding-place,
and Esther laid her upon the floor, settin|
beside her a tin of compressed liquid food,
Then sho loosened the girl’s arms slightly,
#0 that sho could move a little and reach
tho tin,  Although Gabriclle could not
open her jaws to speak, yet she could sip
through' her tecth from the tin,

There was no time to stop for more.
Esther .could do nothing further, Perhaps
she conld return during the night to com-
plete the arrangoinents for the girl’s feed-

ing.

""Bo Esther, vathes Tightenod, for she had

been what scemed lier a long time,

hastencd back, shutting the sliding panels

behind_her. .
The Morcove girls were at the front door

now, trying to got in,
8ho whisked down

But Esthor was free!
thoe corridor to tho back door, and locked
that behind her, with the key that was in
thé lock. Her mission was accomplished ;
Gabriella Lofroy was a prisoner in Herons"
Haunt—in tho very house where the girls
who sought her were staying. i
- And as the returning car, bearing the
Fronchwomen and Esther, swept through

the night, there was much iubiMtion.
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CHAPTER 21,

A A New Development.

BET‘TY BARTON could not sleep that
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night.
ong after she went to bed her
eyves remained open, and she turned
slecplessly from side to side. There was
o much on her mind that her brain kept
working, working ccasclessly.

Though she tried not_to, she could not
help her mind commencing to usravel the
mysteries of the day.

‘Outside, the wind was rustling the high
trees, and the branches wené tap, tapl
against the window-panes.

nt it was not the wind that kept her
awake. Sho looked round the small room
in which she and two of her Morcove school
frionds were sleeping, hoping to see some-
one else awake.

“PollyI"” she whispered to the girl who
shared her bed.

But Polly Linton was fast asleep, and,
though Betty would have liked to talk with
ger juw, she had not tho heart to awake

er,

In the next bed slept Trixie Hopo and
Madge Minden, and these girls were slecp-
‘ing soundly.

Eu the other side, too, in the bed shared
by Paula Creel and Tess Trelawney, all
was quict,

And Betty, with tired but sleepless eyes,
still tossed and turned in her hed.

‘Tap! Tap!

It was only the tree branches tap-tappillllg
against the window-pane, but it made
Betty peer over her bedclothes nervously.

he was listening intently now, her
thoughts centred on a noise she imagined
cameo from below.

So now Betty sat up in bed, and, thouih
it was quite a warm mnight, huddled the
clothes around her.

Creak !

It was undoubtedly a noise downstairs.
Botty's first impulse ‘was to get out of bed
and go downstairs with the idea of investi-
geting the strange noise. But then it was
probably nothing worth troubling about—
a loose window or unfastencd door, per-
haps. 4

There had been noises at Herons” Haunt
hefore, when Esther Hone had behaved so
mysteriously whilst attempting to find and
destroy a will; for with the will destroyed
he could have gained possession of the
house, which was then in Chancery.
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But all that, Betty told hersclf, was mow
cleared up.  The will had been found, the
house had come into the permanent posscs-
sion of Mrs. Manncring. With Esther Hene
gone, there was surely nothing elso to fear.

Esther Hone! Once again Betty fell to
thinking of the mystery :?anrin]lu and the
Frenchwowmen.

But suddenly she sat bolt wpright again,
for she had gradually sunk back on to her
pillows, and this time listened more in-
tently.

Yes, there was something going on down-
stairs! What it was she could not say. But
she was sure that the noise was not duoc to
the wind.

Moving_carefully. se as not to disturb the
elesping Polly, Betty arose and slipped on
her warm dressing-gown. Her slippers were
near by, and she slid her feet into them.

Now, with an indrawn breath, she moved
gquietly and quickly to tho door.

For a moment sho stopped, then looked
back at her slecping chums. Then she

ned ‘the door softly and went out on to
the Janding.

How gloomy it scomed when the moon
hid itmlgt hohind a cloud! Bhe glanced at
the leaded lights that bordered the sinall
passage, and shivered slightly.

To tho head of the wide flight of stairs
she went, then commenced to walk down
them slowly and quictly. Every now and
then she stopped to listen, tryving to locate
the mysterions sound.

Batt it had ceased now, and Betty stopped
short, drawing her dressing-gown round
her.. Perhaps she had been mistaken, after

* all. Perhaps it bad only been the wind.

‘Wind in the trees, she knew, was responsi-
ble for many of tho “ghosts” propla heard,
or aaid they heard.

She would go on, though, now she had
started, and make quite sure that all was
well below,

Down the stairs stc went, until the

round floor was reached. There sho halted

¥ a table, where sho knew was a candle
end some iatches. .

She felt over the table, and her heart
seemed to miss a beat. She could not find
the matches. They were gone! No, surely
not; they should be there! She looked
round her apprehensively.

Almost immediately she langhed at her
fears. Tho matches might have heen moved
s]mne time ago; they might bt somewhore
else.
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She groFed across to another small table,

a kind of butler's table, and there, sure

onoug‘ll, were the candlestick and matches
cr.

toy .

ifow glad she was when a match was
struck and gave forth a yellow gleam that
lit up the passage! She applied the match to
the candle, and, with that in her hand,
Betty Barton moved along the corridor.
5 She tried the room doors; they were all

ocked.

“She walked along the corridor to the
kitchen, Lolding the candle high over her
head, so that 1t did not dazzlo ber, but
threw a better and mere usciul gleam in
front.

Thinking that the sound she had heard
might have been ecaused by a cat jumphhg
on to the dresser, she glanced at that mas-
sive piecce of furniture. But the rows of
plates and dishes still remained intact; the
cups hung steadily in their usual position.

As she stood there a sudden, cool breeze
fanned Betty's check, and with a scarcely
perceptible flutter the candle that she held
i her hand went out, plunging the large
kitchen in darkness.

Betty stood quite still.

he moon, coming suddenly from beohind
a cloud, made light onco morc the large
kitchen, and showed Betty standing there,
the candlestick. still hell aloft, an expression
of wonderment on her face.

For that breeze—how could it have come
save through some open window or door?

Lest she should be too late to see the
cause of the open window or door—too late
to see the midnight intruder, whom she felt
must be now in the house, Betty hurried”

forward.

Flick! She had re-lit the candle.

Carefully she examined all the windows,
The catches were still secure, untouched.
‘Then only the deor remained to be scarched.

And Betty ran through the small scullery
to the door, wherc tradesmen came during
the day to get orders.

8he grabbed the handle quickly and gave
it a sharp turn. But it did not move.

he door was locked, ]

Betty groped for the key, but the key—the
key was gone! She bent low and examined
the lock with the candle. There was no key
there—no doubting that !I—yet the door was
indeed locked.
: Perhaps the key had been lost. Betty stood
there - not knowing quite what. to do. or
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think. That breeze—whero had it como
from unless from window or door?  And
they weiw all fastened !

There was nothing for it now but back to
bed, and Betty, her mind in a whirl, went
upstairs alowlg.

In the bed-room all was quiet; Polly
Linton and the othors still slept soundly, At
first she thought of waking Polly, but she
realisea thus until mofning, when she would
tell all, there was really nothing to be done.

Tired out now sho fell to slecp almost at
once, to desain of strange bottles, and can-
dles, of Frenchwomen, and lonely houses.

CHAPTER 22,
The Mystery Deepens.

w AIN ! Oh, what a puisance!”
Polly Linton, in her nightdress,
pressed her jolly, pretty face
against the leaded window-pano
of the bed-room. Polly’s expression was
ghim, and not unduly so, considering the
weathor conditions that reigned outside.
At last the glorious sunshine had fivm
.way to a drizzle of rain, and happy, light-
hesrted Polly Linton was downeast.
At her:ery the others had awakened, end
were turning drowsily to see what had
worried Polly.

“What's tho matter?” asked Madge
Minden' sleopily.
“Rain,” said Polly, with o long face.

“Not much good going out to-day. Wo
shall have ta stay indoors.”
“Dai Jove—yos, wather | How wetched !”
Languid Pnu!ﬂ Creel rubbed her sloopy
s,

But Botty, tired with her night escapade,
had closed her eyes again the second after
she opened them. DIolly looked round at

her,
“Hailo, Botty !’ she asked, * Tived?”
But Betty did not reply. Her breathing
was regular, for she was fast aslecp.
“Shush }” said Tess Trelawney. “Let her
sloep, girls. Probably she’s very tired.”
And the others nodded. So while they all
dressed, Detty was allowed to sleep on.
Paula was usualiy the last down, for she
was rather particular about her clothes.
According to Poliy Linton, it was a waste of
time for Pauln to go downstairs at all, since
by tlio time sho had finished dressing the
"¢ were all ready to go to bed. That
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was B gross exaggeralion on Polly’s part,
however.

But to-day DPauls, very spick and

an, her hair very neat and tidy, went
awn to breakfast, She was not tho last
one down. Betty Barton still remained in
bed asleep.

Paula was greeted with a fuint cheer when
sho entered the breakfast-room, for the
othors were at the table, waiting.

Mys. Manncring gave the new entrant o
gentle smile.

“Well, Paula " she greeted the languid
girl. “and ic Delty up yet?”

“No, Mrs. Mannering,” answered Paula
Crecl: “she was still asleep when I came
down.”

So Mrs, Mannering took out Detty's
breakiast and placed it in the oven to keep
it werm.

“Wonder what's made Belty so tired?"
said Tess Trelawney reflectively, sipping her

colfee,

“Well, she had a hard da;
know,’" mumbled Polly. *
she’ll be down soon.  Befty
in bed, as & rule.”

Mrs. ‘Manuncring returned, and took her
place at the table, There was a slight, puz-
zled frown on her wsually serene brow, and
the girls could not help wondering what
could be the matter.

But_Polly put it down to the fact that
Myrs. Maunering was thinking of the affair
of the, Frenchwomen and Usboelle Lefroy,
the prisoncr.

“J—1"m awlully sorry that I'm late for
breakfast 1" apologised Betty, when she camo
down some minutes Tater. “It's—it’s not
often that I get np late, but I think I must
have overslept myself this morning, Mrs.
Mannering.”

Mrs. Mannering gave the girl a sweet
smile.

“Why, Betty, dear,” she said, “surely
you did not think I was cross? Of course, 1
txcuse you for being late! You had a very
trying day yesterday, dear.”

And Totty sat down.

“Bai Jove, Relty, deah genl, how white
you look I exclaimed Paula Creel.

“Am I1?” laughed Detty. “Tt must be
beeanse of the adventure 1 had during tho
ni

yosterday, you

, I dare say
is hot one to lie

Adventure I
The word came from every throat, ond
Betty became the evnosure of all eyes.
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“Do tell us!” implored Polly, *What
sort of adventure, Betty!™

Then ]Seﬂy Barton iold them all about
the noiso sho had heard, about the candle
which, despite the locked doors and win-
dows, had %Eun blown out.

“How strange "' murmured Mrs, Manner-
ing, when the girl had finished.

Many suggestions were put forward, but
they were most of them irrolevant and use-
less. Tt seemed a mystery even deeper than
that of Gabrielle Lefroy and the French-
women in the house on the cliff.

Breakfast progressed in silence and almost
in gloom. From time to time Polly Linton
.glanced round at the windows, through
r-hich she could sed the rain-swept drive and
rees,

Mrs, Mannering noted those looks.

“I don’t think the rain will stop for some
time, Polly,” she smiled. ‘“Supose you'll
stay in to-day*’

Polly nofided glumly.

“There doesn’t scem much else to do,”
she enswered.  “Stay in and read, that’s all
there is for it.”

*“Well, there’s the mystery to solve,” re-
plied Mrs. Mannering. = And solving mys-
teries is_ what you would be doing out of
doors. I suppose yon would all go up to the
house on the cliff?’’

Paula Creel shuddered her contradiction
of that surmise. But the others nodded.

“1, for one, should have gone to the
house,” agreed Betty, “because I don’t like
the idea of that poor girl being kept a
prisoner. And, although the police say sho
15 not there, 1 am sure they are rmstaien.”

“Well, it may clear up this afternoon,”
suggested Mrs. Mannering brightly. *Then
you can go_and seal our heart’s con-
tent. But I should certainly advise you to
stay in this morning. It's really wvery wet
outside.”

“Woe can have a game of hide-and-seck,”
said Nell.

Little Nell kad not_taken a great part in
The conversation so far, but certainly hers
was the best suggestion yet put forward.

“Hurrah " eried Polly. “That's the idea!
Thero must be thousands of places here
where we can hide!”

“Places innumerable!” said Mrs. Man-
n]:-rjpg. “And even Nell doesn’t know them

“Plhien hide-and-seck it is1” cried Polly.
‘The meal finished, they all helped Mrs.
Mannering to clear away ; for now there was

no servant in the bouse, and it was a ot of
work for Mrs, Manncring to do single-
handed.

Then Betty suggested that they should
help wash-up, and naturally the su?gutinn
was acceded to. n they were all busy,
some washing, others wiping.

—_
CHAPTER 23.
Shut In.

* ERE!”
H Little Nell caught Betty’s arm
and dragged her towards tho wall,

The game in process was one of
the oldest known to civilisation, and one of
tho most popular, too. Paula at first thought
it too childish, but the others scon pooh-
poohed that suggestion.

In Herons’ Haunt there were many fine
hiding-places, and a girl could hide her-
self there without any great fear of dis-
covery.

Polly was the secker, having clected her-
self to that position, and now Betiy and
Nell were together on the upstairs landing.

Nell knew many places where hiding
would be & matter of casc and neckinf one
of the grealest difficulty, and she had found
one now. .

“ We'll go to the sceret pamage.’’ she sug-
Ees\‘.cﬂ. “All the girls know of it, but it

as never been properly cxplored.”

She referred to a passage in the old house
which she had shown the girls when they
first came to Herons' Haunt. The existence
of tho passage had been known for years,
but it was never exﬁiomd because ~ Mrs.
Mannering was afraid that the Hooring
might be dangerous.

ut the outor part of the passage was salfe,
and this was where I meant to hide.

Betty and Nell quickly made their way to
the panel which gave access to the secrot
passage, and Nell pressed the button ‘which
caused the panel to slide back, Then sho
and Bebty stepped throggh.

“How dark ib scemsT” whispered Betty.
“Do you think you ought to close that ,panel
Nell? Does it operi from the inside?”.

Little Nell was sather excited, for she was
not used to having companions, and it was
natural now that there were seven com
panions for her.

“It’ll be all right, BEH:?’," she answered ;
“we can got out. But I've always wanted




“THE SCHOOLGIRLS'

to explore thess passeges. There are sure to
be little by-passages off them.™

Betty was silont. She wondered whether
or not she ought to allow Ncll to scarch the
angns. She knew that in such an old
house as this it was probable that the foor-
ing of the passages might be broken ana
rotted.

But she gave in te her companion. Nell,
after all, was the daughter of the house, and
Betty had no right to take the lcad.

OWN* LIBRARY 53

. Close to the panelling Nelt stopped, and
put hor ear o the wall.

“Listen I” she whispered. “ Can you hear
that? Footsteps 1™

DBetty listened intently. Yes, they were,
foolsteps right enough. But strange foot-
stepa| They were getting fainter, and now,
sounded higl or,

“Why,™ she exclaimed, “that is someone,
oing upstairs! Nell, we must be near the
stairs hclra." i

8o Nell led now, and Betty foll 1. The
lame girl was trembling with excitement,
and Betty took hold of hor ars.

“ Not too fzst, Nell,”” she whispered—"'not

_too fast | Theso floorbonrds may be rothen;
there may bu a hole—anything. Do be
carcful I”

She did not mention the lame girls in-
firmity. for fear of hurting her feelings, and
Nell did not appear to seo any danger

cad. 5

“his way !” eried Nell excitedly; and
sho hobbled on quickly.

The air was daap rnd clammy, and tho
musty smell hung round. Betty found no
joy in this, although, as a rule, she had a
venturesome spirit.

Had her companion been Polly Linton,
Betty would not have minded so much. But
she was anxious for Nell's safety mnow.

“T wish we had thought {o bring a light
of some sort,” said Nell, *This is very
dark.”

And it cerfainly was.

“Shall T go and fetch & light?” said
Betty, in worried tones, and she stopped.

But Nell clutched her arm.

*Not now,’”’ sho whispered. “Can’t you
hoar her—Polly? She's outside! Shush!”

Sure enough, outside there were footsteps,
cautious footsteps, that told of a stealthy
spproach. Tho two hidden girls drew to-
gother: Would Polly como to the panel?

To Betty, it did not really matter whather
Polly came near or whether she didn’t. But
Nell did not want to be caught; she was
younger in most of her ways than her com-
panions.

But Pollg passed by, and Nell gave a
merry laugh, »

“She's gone!” she said.
Betty dear |

The passage along which they ran was
paralicl to the wall, and Betty began to take
more inferest in the venture now, although
sh? t'Fm:i not vet lost her feurs for Nell's
safetv.

“Come on,

G oss—yes |

Nell's eyes shone, and, although Betty.
could not s:e thio lamo givl, she scnsed her,
excitement. -

“And now,” said Nell, “wo are at tho,
par of the houso where there scems a wide,
blank wall.” Her tones pesitlvoly thrilled:
with tenso excitement. “And this placo, -
to the right—it must be a small,
room.™ -

But Betty pulled Nell’s arm.

“¥ shouldn’t try to search it,”’ she gaid
persuasively. It can’t bave been used for
years, yow know, and it is suro to have
rotted and sunk. It will be dangerous.”

“I don't think so, Betty,” said Nell,
“ Anyway, lei’s try it!” ;

Her tone was so gentie and pleading that
Befty had not the heari to refuss,

"'Xli—nll right,” she said, “if you like,
Noll | But l2t's be quick !” B

And much against her will, Betty waited
there _while Nell commenced to ta}) the
opposite side of the passage, looking for an
entrance.

Click !

It was so sharp and sudden, that noisc,
that Detty Barton junped.

“Oh, Nell,” she oxclaimed, “youw did
frighten me! Are you all right?”

“Vos, yes,” answered ibe other. “It's
all right, Betty! Quick, here is another
passage or room or something 1™

Betty ran forward, and followed Nell
into the other passage or room—they knew

not which,

“Well, and what now?” asked Betty.
She was thron%h the opening, having felt
her way in. ‘1t was a fluke that you dis-
covered the spring, Nell. .

She broke off, and whecled about sharply,
but too late! With a snap, tho panel that
Nell had accidentally opened swung to.

“Gracious !” gasped Betty. * Nell, Neil,
we're shut in!”

The younger girl turned,

“What do you mean, Botty 1" she asked,

sceret
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& more nervous tone noticeablo in her voice
now. “How can we be shut in? Wo got
m all right1”

“Don’t you \:ndurntund"' gasped poor
Betty, her face white. “That door- tho
ouc which you opencd just now—it is closed,
and we cannot get back !

Then, and only then, the true scriousnoss
of Hw situation dawned upon Nell.

Duot—but surely,” she said, **there must
be a way back? ]!ntu, we—we found the
cateh to get in——"

Beity did not reply, She would not
blame Nell, yet she could not help feeling
that but for her companion’s over.cagorness,
they might now be %we and in the open.

Closed in a sccret passago—o passage so
sceret that mo one elso knew of its cxis:
tence! They were trapped—trapped ! And
Betty Barton realised it nuly too cleariy.
Would they ever get oub

“ Hammer on the pam.!s 1" said Nell, now
thoroughly afraid. * Perhaps wo can make
them hear.  Oh, Detty dear, shout—shout 1

And Nell clenched her hands helplessiy.
Betty was ealm. They were in diflioulty,
]-u-rlmp.s in danger. Dut she did not lose

her head.  Shouting—it was not much use,
for the panelling was thick. Between them
and their friends there were two walls and
a small passage. Even then would Polly

Co. effect an entrance?

“I'm going to cxplore,” said Noll at last.
“Thero may be o way out here.” And,
despite Betty's protests, the lamne girl com-
menced to cross the room.

Crealk!

"Mmrl ™" eried Delly, in alarm. *¥ tell
you, Nell, thu floor may’ bo rotten! Do—do
S0 careful ”

“1 shall bho all right,” mtd Nell econfi-
genly. “I shall: Oh1"”

At that s!mrp cry Betty sprang forward,
and clutched at where sho expected ber
friend to bo; then she heard a thud, Nell
Tiad fallen. Her foot had gone through a
rolten ﬂnorboard

In that ery from bm’ companion Betty re-
cognised fear and pain,

“Nell,” she whispered hoarsely, * you are
hurt?""

Little Nell I:mgnn to whimper. Now sho
was thoroughly afraid. As Detty had pre-
dicted, the ﬁnonuF in parts had rotted,
and Nell, by not placing her feet with due
relrl:- had trodden on & weak board and
fallen,

“I—I'm not hurt,” she answered proudly,
but the pain in her arm told her that %
was strained.

“We must shout!” cricd Detty, in des-
paic.  “Shout to cther while I look for
that_secret eateh. Nell.”

“One, two, I.llmcfhcin"‘
Jy--Laula—Madge !”

Their cties vang out loudly, yot how

fot-h?v they must have sounded on the other

of the wall! [orcover, there may
ha iot been anyone near to hand. Polly
was upstairs, as they

Retty commenced to lmnum.-r the panels.

“Help! Help! Help!”

Again and again they shnutnd until their
throats ached. Tetty’s l]mmpu\g fists wero
bruised, but she paid no heed to that. They
could not stay here all night, They must
be reached and rescued somchow.

.‘ [t

The musty atmosphere of the room now
seomed to choke them, and it secmed to
the girls that they had been in the room
for years and years,

Betty would have gone across the ﬁunr.
but Nell's fall warned her that to do o
was not safe. And Nell, she stood quite
c'!olm to Betty, holding the girl’s arm
tightl

“Shush1” As she heard a muffled sound
on the other side of the panel, Betty held
up her forofinger, “What was that?™

Both listened with cars that scemed paine
fully strained. For from somewhere on the
opposite sldu of the wall had come an
5"!\Ve!l|lg ory

“Hallo! \thrc are you?”

“Here!” cried Betty, so oxcitedly that

| she forgot that her answer really convoyed

no information.

“Who is it?” came a voico they recog-
nised as Polly’s.

The voice sounded ncarer, and thoy
guessed that Polly must have come right
up to the outside wall. They could imagine
her surprise, too,

Polly’s voice had ceased now, and they
could hear distant mutterings that told
them there must he others arriving.

“Who is there?

It was Mrs. anor:nga voice that
shouted thag question, and Betty, though
her throat dched, raised her voice for an-
other shout :

“1t is Nell and I, Betty Barton. Wu are
in a secret room, and cannot get out!”

Once more thero.was silence.
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Qutside, Mrs. Mannering, with very white
face, was looking anxiously from one to the
other of the girls.

“(iracious!” sho gasped. “Those girls,
!.Il?e- are imprimn:f! What can we do?

ey must be relensed! This is terrible!”

“What can wo do?” asked Polly, with
a helpless gestuve. “We know tho sccret
panel, but they are far from that!”

It did not oceur to them in their excite-
ment that the passages might be connectet.

*These passages,” said the agitated Mrs.
Mannering. “I have often said I would
have them all blocked up! We must force

a ¥ .

Madge Minden nodded.

“They probably got in all right, but the
pancl swung o, and now they can’t get
out,” sho surmised. .

But Mrs. M ing was not listening

“How can we force a way in1” she eriad,

ressing her hands together. “Polly—

adge! Quick, get axes; there are two n
tho woodshed outside! It is the only way.
We must chop through the panels.” She

raisod her voica. “Betty—Nell " she
shouted. “Hold on, and don't get near
the wall. Wo are going to use axes!”

At that, Dotty and Nell cheered up.
Betty pressed Nell's hand excitedly,
“Nell,” sho whispered, *it's all rigat,
den;! Thoy are coming, and soon we shall
ree.’”

Polly and Madge did not take long in get-
l.ing the axes, for they wero eager to secure
their chums’ releasc.

“Oh, quick—quick!” Mrs. Manunering

said.

And Polly and Madge began. They
swung tho -axes high, and brought them
against the woodwork. Tess Trelawney,

rixie Hope, and Paula Creol stood by
silent, anxious, expectant, while Mrs. Man-
i the most agitated of them
all, stood almost on tiptoe, so eager was
she, Polly and Mndge, though they swung
thoir axes like professional woodeutters,
could not work fast enough to pleaso her.

+ CHAPTER 24.
The Mysterious Prisoner.

RASH! Crash! Crash! ;
‘ The axes fell with rhythm and

splintering force on the p;ng_ﬂing.
of the wall. i
fraduelly, painfully slow. it seemed,
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there came & gap in the wall, and Polly
and Madge ceased chopping to gaze throug]
the opening, which reprosented their
strenuous endeavour; bui naturally they
could not sece either Nell or Betty.

“Let me tako an axo!” cried Tess Tre-
lawney,

“Moi aussi!” ecried Trixie Hope.

“VYes, wather!”

But Trixie and Tess were firsh, and they
relieved Polly and Madge.

“Phew!’ said Polly, as she handed over
her axe. “This is real work. My word,
what a holiday we'ro having!”

While Madge and Polly eascd their tired
arms, Tess and Trixie swung their axes
with vim and vigour. Tho opening becaime
larger and larger, and now Tess and Trixio
ceased work,

“ Pelty 1” ealled Mrs. Mannering. “Nelil
Where are you?”

Tap tap! came Betty’s answer.

“We'ro just here!”

“They are near. Oh how glad I am!”
sighed the worried Mrs. Mannering.
“Qirls, just a few more-blows!"”

“Wait!” eried Betty, “This is a secrot
panel that slides open. See, first, if you
can find the catch.

But Mrs, Mannering shook her head.

“No, Betty,” she answered. *“The panel
does not matter, You must be released—
that iz essential. _Stand back from the
pancl, Betty dear. We will force the way.”
~ 80 once more Tess and 'Trixie, almosé
enjoying this new exercise, plied their axes
with .a will. But it was hard work, and
soon Paula relieved Tess, and Polly Trixie.

Only a few more blows, then Paula gave

a glad eory,

& Theah, that's enongh—what?”

A black, ﬂra.ping opening showed in the
inside panelling. .

“‘Stop a minute,” exclaimed Betty, “and
Tl sec if I can get through.”

Then—and what a glad moment it was!
—Betty’s head appeared through the aper-
ture. i .

Her face was covered with dust, and she
looked so eomical that Paula could not help
Jaughing. The tense strain had relaxed,
and the laugh did her good. he others
joined in, and Betty smiled horself.

“I can’t get through,” she said. *“Pass
mo in a candle and an axe, so that T ean
chop from this side. Tt will be casier.
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causo you have to reach across the passage
W, :

Trixiec Hope ran off and fetched a candle;
then an axe was passed through to Betty.
A momont elapsed, and she lit the candle,
which Nell held for her. Then, by tho
candle’s fitful gleam, DBetty n
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‘“Stand back!” came Betty’s voice from
within. “I cannot unde the binding here.
If you stand where vou are, I will pass
her through to youl”

Round the opening, in an  amazed,
anxious group, the five girls and Mra. Maa-

slashing with the axe. She slashed with
vigonr, and soon had_ereated an opening
suflicient for her and Nell to get through.

“Phew! That was hot workl” she
gasped, and rested her axe.

For the first time she glanced round the
small apartment in which she and Nell
were standing. Nell looked at her, and
saw in her eyes something startled—some-
thing that alarmed her. ell, too, looked
ro::uak '“-undcring what Betty had scen.

Nell almost dropped the candle with
shock,

For in a far corner of that small, dark,
musty apartment lay a figure of a girl,

“(iood gracious!” gasped Betty.

She took the eandle from Nell's now
nerveless fingers, held it high, so that she
could tread in safety, and crossed to that

figure,

The girl she saw was bandaged about the
head.  Her feet were tied together, and &2
were_her hands.  But the hands were tied
loosely, and ecould move a little. Of tho
head, only the eyes were to seen, but
they glittered brilliantly, though they
blinked at the candle light.

Detty gave a soft exclamation. Fven tn
thot momentary glance she recognised the
girl—the girl she and the other had seen
in the pram wheeled by a nursemaid last
night in Sealey.

From the girl’s mouth there were tuhes
to n basin of beef-tea mnd a tin of milk,
That was her food, then, Betty could not
help waiting to take jn those details, though
it needed only a glance to tell her how
this girl had been fed. DBut now ghe was
on her knees.

“What is it?” cried Polly, from outside,

“A prisoner!” came Betty's answer, in
hurried, excited tones. A girl here, Hed
hand and foot !”

“What!"

“A girl!”

It was all so m-erwhulminglly surprising®

that the girls’ faces were Dlan] Someone
a prisoner in the house! Mrs. Manner-

ing started forward.

nering gath d, waiting for Betty to hand
through to them the prisoner she had found
under such ext dinary ci

“Mind !" breathod Betty.

With a littlo aid from Nell, Betty raised
the girl from the floor, and dragged her
to the opening, through which in a moment
that bound figure was being paissed to
safoty.

Mrs, Mannering and those outside weve
full of wonderment, but they took tho
strango girl carefully and gently, and laid
her on the floor.

l\lftm:t through the opening came Nell and

Y.

“Thew!” said Botty. * Arent T dusty?"

8he turncd then to the girl on the floor,
and without another word to any of them,

d f: the bandages and

bindings that kept the poor girl so secure
a prisoner.

How quickly Betty’s fingers worked. And
now the others helped hor,

In this, it was = case of many hands

making light work, not too many cooks
spoiling the broth, for in ne time tg v had
the bandages undone, and soon the French

girl—for such she was—lay gasping but frea
on the floor.

Botty ran off and fetched her some water,
and the girl drank it eagerly. When she
had finished she put down the glass anf
rubbed her wrists and ankles where the
bindings had chafed.

“Libre!” she exclaimed.

The girls opened their eyes and blinked,
and_Trixia Hope gave a little whoop,

‘“Vous &tes froncaise?” she nsked.

The former prisoner nodded  dully. .

#“Je suis frencaise,” she nodded, *J’ai
faim!"” d
“What does she mcan, Trixie?" esked
Polly.

Trixie, now in the proud position of in-
terpreter, gave a nodpof the head.

“She’s hungry,” she said briefly.

*“Poor girl!” murmured Mrs. Manner-
ing. “How she must have suffered! Pick
her up, girls, and bring her to the dining-
room. I will get her some food.”

And off she went. .
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Of course, tho Morcove girls woro sll

. eageruess v hear this strange girl's story.

They wanted to know why she was a pri-

soncr, and, what interested thom more, how
ho came to be in the house.

““Wonder who she can be?"" mused Madye
Minden excitedly, while they were gelting
food for the girl. *She speaks French.
There seoms to be a quantity of French
prisoners——"

Bofore Madge could say another word,
Betty interrupted her.

“Aly word!” she gasped. “0Oh, why
didn’t ¥ think of it before? This girl--shoe
may be Clabriclle Lefroy!”

At this sudden new explanation of affaizs,
the girls were dumbfounded for a moment.

“Bui—but,” stammered DPolly, ‘“‘how
could they have got her in hero without
us._knowing, and what do they know about
this pluce?”

“0b, it was casy!” said the now wes-
cited Betty. “ Don’t you see, thiz explains
tho mystery about last might. They knew
of this place because of Fsther Hone.
$sther knows this house better thun any-
ono, perhaps.”

“My word!"” gasped Tess Trelawney.
“Antimshe probably got the girl in last

nighr 1

. %Not last night,” said Betty. “I should
think during the evening, just when that
call of fire came. It scemed strange at he
time that there shonld have been such an
alarm over a mere bush fire.” .

- “Well, it is all very strange and worry-
ing,” sighed Mrs. Mannering. “Thank
oodness, anyway, that you and Nell are
ree, Betty! Ncll has strained her arm,
thqugh.”

“Yeos, Mrs. Mannerjng, I am afraid so,”
said Betty.

Théy went to the dining-room now, and
the French girl, hor moal finished, sat talk-
ing in French with Trixie Hope. They
stood and listened, and Trixie—she almost
swelled with pride at being the only one
pruFurl able to understand what the givl
smid. 'But even Trixie could nobt. under-
stand every word the French girl said; but
she ynderstood enough.

“Whnt does she say?” asked Delty
engorly; and Trixie scttled hersclf down
to explain,

“¥irstly,” said Trixie, “she is the girl
who was a prisoner’ in the house on lhe
cliﬂ'fuaiwiclfc Lefroy her name is. She
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is a French girl-detective, and on the track
of jewel thieves, a gang of which these two
women . arc members. The jewels ure
being brought to the shore in a boat to-

night, and then the Frenchwomen will
clear, Gabriclle got on their track in a
boat, hut the Frenchwomen suspected she

was_after them, and they captured her and
made her their prisoner. '.l‘Een, bandaging
her as we saw, Esther Hone brought iwer
here last night, returning during the night
with food.”

“Bai Jove!” . .
It was -an astounding explanation, and
one of the last Betty & Co. had expected

hear,
“Jowel thieves!” exclaimed Tess Tre-

lawney. “ How tot})piug!”
The others laughed at this, but Mra.
Mennering did not even smile. She saw

the seriousness of the whole affair, She
guessod, too, that Betty & Co. would now
want to go on tho track of the French-
women, but thet was the last thing she her-
self wanted.

“Tell her, Trixie,” she sald, “that I will
send for the police at once.”

And in laboured sentences, Trixie con-
veyed the meaning of Mrs. Mannering’s ru-
marks to the French girl.

Then Gabriclle Lefroy shook her bead
excitedly and emphatically,

“Non!"” she eried—*mais non!”

And she explained to Trixie her rensons
for not wanting police intervention—yect.

“What does she say?” asked Mrs. Man-
nering.

Trixie frowned.

“ She says that the police must not inter-
fere yot; they can do nothing till she has
proof and a warrant. Sho must get the

jewels, though.”

Mrs. M ing's brow Tho
girls noted the troubled look in her eyes,
and all wondered the same thing—if she
would let them go with tho French girl cn
her chase.

But the French girl was talking and ges-
tirulntini to I'rixic again. She was a dark

irl, with fine, dark cyes, and long, black
hair. Not tall, nor yet small, she was aubout
the same height as Tess Trelawney, and
not unlike that girl in colouring.

The French girl had stopped talking now,
and dTrixio, ﬁushed and  excited, turned
round,

1 4.
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“Alys. Mannering,” ehe said, “I've told
her of our adventures, and now she wants
a disguise. Bhe suggests that five of us go
with her. and she gorruws the dress of tho
sixth girl. She says she can alter her com-
plexion and cyebrows so that the Irench-
women won't recognise her.”

For a moment or two Mrs. Manncring
hesitated, but at last she gave way.

“Very well,’”’ she sais

Trixie turned ta Gabrielle Lefroy and told
her thet the plan had met with approval.
Now the French girl pointed to Tess Tre-
lawney. Her oyes had heen wandering over
the faces of the schoolgirls, and, not under-
standing her meaning, Tess started now.
But Trixie, when she turned again, ex-
plained what Gabriclle Lefroy meant.

“She wants to borrow your dress and
hat, Tess,” said Trixie. ‘‘And—and she
wants you to stay bchind. Sho says she's
rather like you, and she can make-up to
look ‘more so.”

**Oh!" said poor Tess.

Her mouth half-opened to refuse, for sha
badly wanted to take part in this further
adventure.  But her better spirit got the
upper hand, and she nodded.

etty clapped her hands.

. “Hurrah?’ sho oried. “Then Gabriclle
it coming with us es a Morcove gitl,
Trixie?” .

Trixic Hopo, jmportant now in the rdle
of interpreter, nodded with solemnity due
to her office.

And then Tess end Gabrielle, with the
others, went upstairs to change their
clothes,

What = transformation there was, too,
when the Fre girl came down at last,
full of vivacity despite her imprisonment.
complete in garb as a Morcove echaolgirl!

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS' HAUNT!

Cora Grandways, for it was she, looked
up, and a smile of recognition lit up her

nce.

“Why, Mademoiselle Journee ! she said.
“Oh, X am glad!”

And the schoolgirl, with = slight simper,
took the outstretched hand of the smart
Frenchwoman, Judith, her sister, who sat
in the next chair, rose, too, and also shook
hands with the Frenchwoman; but Judith
affected an air of indifferenco.

Several othor people in the loungo glancod
curiously at tho strangely assorted three.

“YWe're staying here now,”’ said Cora
lightly, by way of conversation, “ Pater
agreed to us moving at last. We told him
we couldn’t stay n  that dead-and-alive
place, Heronvale. Didn't we, Judith?”

Judith nodded casually.

““So here we are,” went on Cora, “resi-
dents till the end of the—I mean, till our
holiday is finished.”

Judith coloured, for she had nearl
re_\'l(mlcd. the fact that they were school-
girls.

Had she heen more observant, Judith
would have scen the contemptuous twinkle
in the woman’s eyes. Yet when she spoke
again, Madcemoisclle Journee's tone was
even and smooth,

“My car has not arrived,’’ sho said, flick-
ing the carpeting with the end of her dainty
perasol.© Sho shrugged her shoulders in a
way that Cora was simply dying to imitate.
“Il n'y a pas de quoi.’ Sho gave the
sistors ‘a keen look. “If I can still rely
upon your superb generosity to supply pe
with the felicity of n car.”

This was said with a_ bow, & bow of
camaraderie that made the sisters simply
long to say: “‘ Pﬁ‘,-. oertainly, take the ecar,

Her hat was pulled down over her eyes,
and one could easily have mistaken her for
Tess Trelawney, who stood by her side in
a spare drill dress.

—_—

CHAPTER 15.
On the Track.

- ADEMOISELLE GRANDWAYS!”

M A short, smartly dressed woman

cutered the “lounge of tho lgrge

hotel at Sealey and went forwird

with band outstretched to 2 dark-haired

girl who sat in an_armchair perusing the
nage: of a fashion book,

o, v

4 What a pity your car has not arrived,”
said Cora, inwardly trembling with excite-
ment, but outwardly ealm. She glanced
round to see that all the other people were
listening. Thoy were. *8Still, no doubt
wo could let” you have ours—the o
touting-car, you know. The chauffeur can’t
come, though: the's out with the pater in
the coupe. '& think so—ech, Judith?"’

“Yes, the coupe,” said Judith, labouring
to give the impression that Mr. Grandways
had sixteen instead of two cars at his dis-

osal. -
E The Frenchwoman looked round. -

“That is good,” she said; “I am in &
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hurey! I have an appointment. My cousin.
le baron, arrives by the next hoat.”

“Oh.  well, better hurry ! said Cors
Ermdwuys, and she ran upstairs for the

oy,
f}xin ancther moment sho was down again,

nd, with Judith and the Frenchwornan,
she went to the garage. ]

The tank was filled up, and Cora tipped
the man who had cleaned the car for them.

Mademoiselle got in, closed the door, and
pulled out the self-starter kneh. The girls
could not help noticing how pleased
madomoiselle looked, but they thought that
was because now she would be in time to
meet the bout and her cousin, the baron.

1t did not occur to cither of them that
.the Frenchwoman might have an ulterior
motive. When, some days ago, tho French-
woman, with o companion, had first spoken
to the two 5il‘§s. they had been charmed
and honourcd. And what plausible tales
the Frenchwomen had told Cora and her
sister! Tho two Morcove gitls fully be-
lioved that Mademoiselles Journco and
Lofevre were  well-known  aristocratio
French, They little guessed that they were
jewel thieves—that they were the two
women referred to by Gabriclle Lefroy.

Hardly had Cora and Judith returned lo
their armchairs than there camc another
interruption, DMore visitors, too, but visitors
now that brought smiles to tho faces of the
women in thoﬁounge.

For these nmew visitors—they were none
other than Betty Barton & Co.

Betty, dircctly she got inside the hotel,
ran to Cora Grandways. Detty was excited,
and her eyes were gleaming.

“Cora!” she cricd. “Cora, those two
- Frenchwomen, the ones you lent your car
%o the other day. Have you seen them

lately 77

8o surprised was Cora that she dmpEed
her hook. The others in the lounge pricked
up their ears, and keen g'llmma were cast
at the girls over tops of books and papers.

“Secn them 1” frowned Cora, annoyed at
this-sudden entry. ‘“*What the dickens do
you_menn?”

"“Ves, Betty Barton,'’ snapped Judith
Cirandways, “I think it's like your check
to como thrusting yourself upon us. like
this| _Plesse keep your bad manners fo
yoursolt I”’

Betty suffercd this gibe in patience, Tt
was seldom that the Grandways sisters, who

59"

ever since DBoetly had come to Al
chool bad been down on her, could re

from making stinging refercnces to the fact

that peor Betty’s mother had, during hard
times, done “charing ”’ for n living.

But Dotty suffered it in paticnce.
must have the information.

“I asked you, Cora,” she said, as calmly
as she could, “if you huve scen those women
Intely. It is most important, please!'—and
Betty’s tone certainly sounded uvgent.
“Plense, don’t waste time.’’

Corn looked round and nodded eurtiy to
Judith. She could see that Betty was nob
to be baulked of the answer she required,
and Cora did not want a scene inside.

So, tugging her sister’s arm, she led the
¢ outside. Dotty, perfcmu, followed.
Now, what is it " snapped Cora.

Betiy very patiently repeated her ques-
tion. The other girls, who were sitting in
Mr. Topham’s car outside, listencd.

“Well, if you must know, she bas hor-
rowed the eir again,” said Cora. “She’s
gone to meet ber cousin by the next boat.”

“Thanks!”* said Detty.

Cloru, with a foss of the head, went inside,
and Judith followed her. °

After the sisters had gone, there was a
slight silence.

“Well?”’ said Polly Linton, “And where
now? We've tried the house on the cliffi—
that was empty, and we've drawn a blank
here,”

But Betty shook hor head.

“We've mnot drawn a blank,” she
answered slowly. *The car bas gone, and
wo can find where. We've all scen the car;
it's enamelled blue, SBome of these pcoplo
miust know.”’

She ran across to o seat ncar by, whes
several people were sitting, and asked &
old gentleman if he had scen a blue car

go_by.

The old ntleman nodded, and told
Betty how Cora and Judith had pone to
the garage. He said the car had gone off
in the dircction of the pier.

And Betty returned with that informa-
tion. Trixic Hope waved her hand excitedly
as Detty jumped into the car.

“One minute?” said Trixie excitedly.
“ Gabrielle Lefroy has a 5“5&',}’3""’“- 1 have
told her what has happencd.

So the girls listened, and Trixie went on:

“ Gabriclle says that the woman is prob-

She

Wi
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ably |ivuing ta meet the boat. She has gone
to teil the person who sent the jewels over
that it is all right,”

“

The jewels are here, then?" cried

Betiy.

Trixie Hope nodded vigorously.

*“Qabrielle thinks so,”” sho nodded. *‘She
says that they were probably dropped from
the boat and sent ashore by some means,
so that the women cculd pick them up.
Now they are gﬂinq to tell their confederate
that it 13 all right.”

“Oh ™

That explanation secmed guite simple, and
also obvious, now that it had been made.

“Then to the pier, Mr. Topham,” said
Betty, * And quick, please!”

The car shot forward and raced along the
sea-front, pulling up at last when the’ pier
entrance was reached.

Betty jumped out of the car and ran
acress to the pier entrance, There werc
several cars standing aboul, cars of varying
sizes and makes. ut there was no light-
blue car that she could see. i

She clutched at the arm of a pior-attea-
dant, and looked up at his sunburnt face.

“Have you seen & car—a blue car 1"’ she
asked excitedly.

“Bluc car, miss? ¥Yes, several.
two there now.”

“No, no!” cried Betty. “¥ meocan, a
light-blue car—a big one, with red wheels.

four-seater I”

“*Oh, that American ear!
with a squarish radiator!’’

“Yes, I think that’s the one,” said Detty;
but she had no idea whether the car was
English, French, or American.

“Well,” said the picr-attendant, “that
car, with fwo ladies and a rather stout gen-
tleman, went up the road about a minute
ago.’ -

“Which way 7'’

Tho man pointed up the road, and Betty,
with a word of thanks, ran quickly back

One or

A bluc one.

to the car. -
“Which way 7"’ asked Trixie. *Straight
oni”? -

Betty nodded. She got into the car, and
Mr. Topham sent the car forward. They
travelled fasl, but not fast enough to please
anl_hof the girls,

Through the High Street they raced,
until the houses and shops were passed and
a straipht road by the cliffside, with no
houses at all, Jay ahead of them,

THE MYSTERY OF HERONS' HAUNT!

Suddenly Gabriclle, who was looking
ahend kocnly, gave a shout.

“A eloud of dust!” cried Trixie, in trans-
lation. “ Look, Betty—look "

All the girls looked. Ahead was a dust-
cloud, whirling and twirling, and the girls
knew then that their quarry was in sight.

““We shall catch them yet! Oh, faster!™
cried Polly Linton. *““We shan't be long
now, girls!”’ :

The girls clutched one another and tha
side of tho ear, as it raced along, clearing
the road as the bumps were passed. But
now they could see the ear ahead, through
the cloud of dust which it left behind it

On, on they went, with their quarry get-
ting ncarcr and nearer. A

Now they could clearly discern the car—
could sce the two women and the man
behind. The man had turned his head, and
was now waving frantically to the French-
woman who was driving.

The tall woman, seated boside the small
one, who was driving, turned round, saw
the Morcove girls, then spoke rapidly 1o her
eompanion,

‘Without warning, the ear in front slowed
up, clonding up the dust behind, Then
came the grinding 'of brakes, hurriedly
applied,

‘The car in front was slowing down.

““Whet's the matter ?” exclaimed DBetty.

This change of their enemies’ tactics waa
rather dumbfounding. For guilty, chased
people, the Frenchwomen and their com-
panion were taking risks.

Why had they halted now ? Porhaps the
thought they would bo able to hoodwin
the schoolgirls, and throw them completely
off the track.

My, Topham had no room: to pass the car
in front, for the road was narrow here.
applied his brakes, and his face wore an
angry look. This run had not done his car
any good, and he was annoyed with the
French people.

Thoe small Frenchwoman leaned hack and
turned her head. She spoke in rapid French
to her companion, thinking that the girls
couid not possibly get her meaning.

Nor would they have done, not .evem

| Trixie, for that girl, though excellent at

Fronch, could not understand it properly
when spoken at such a rapid rate.

But Gabrielle was with them. The
Frenchwoman did not know that. Her
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casual glance at the gnrsu'm car had told
her that in it were schoolgirls, but she had
made no close inspection of their faces.
3:‘0“ Betty & Co. were springing to their
fect™ whilst Trixie asked Gabriclls what the
Frenchwoman had said, Gabricllo spoke
slowly, and Trixie nodded her head.
~“Qui, oui I she exclaimed, * Betty, they
say they can hoodwink us, so that wo shail
return, That Irenchwoman said we can’t
{ind the jewels; they are too well hidden.”

Betty Barton nodded, and went across to
the Frenchwomen.

“ Good-afternoon I'” said the small French.
woman. * What may you want, liLtle girl

“YWant?” said Detty. “ Vou think you
can deceive us. Let me tell you that you
canmot, You have those jewels with yon

The stout Frenchman changed colour, and

ave his companions a questioning look.
ut onco again the smaller of the iwo
. women took the lead.

“What jewels?'’ she a-ked insolently. *“I
do not understand you, girl. Why arc you
80 meddlesome ? If I have any more of this
persecution, I shall report tho matter to
the police.”

“¥es,” said the other woman. *“Firs',
you come to ze 'ouse; you are not aatis-
fied.” She shrugged her shoulders. “You
bring ze police, and zey kwow zab nozzing ab
all is wrong. Iz not zat enough?™”

“It is not cnough,’’ said Detty. “We
shall scarch the car. There are cnough of
us hero to do it, mademoiselle. And we
are determined. You shall not ‘trick us this

time.” :
The small Frehchwoman was looking
rather perturbed now. How did these girls

know about the jewels? That was a point
she could not understand.

So now she turned to the man, and spoko
in rapid French again. But suddenly she
stopped, her jaw dropped, and then she
govo n gasp of surprise.

For from the group of girls had stepped
somoone who spoke in porfect French. Tt
was (iabriclle Lefroy—Gabrielle, who should
hiso hggn & prisoner in Herons' Hoaunt |

And the French girl's eyes were flashing, |

as she faced the small, sharp-witted woman.
In rapid French, Gabrielle spoke.
“ Mademoiselle Journce, you have gone
too far,” she seid. *I have been released,
and your scheme is known. ' You spoke ‘n
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our langunge, thinking that no onc could
understand.” You have the jewels with you;
I know that now.”

The man and the two womeon were speech-
less ns they were suddenly confronted by
this French girl-detective, who had heard
their every word.

Betty & Co. looked triumphunt.

For a_moment the ¥rench people hesi- .
tatedd, Then the woman ab the wheel made
& motion, and they all got out of ths car.

“Search the car,’”’ said the woman i
French, making a contemptuous movement
of the hand.

Detty and Trixie and Gabrielle Lefroy
stepped forward. The French girl spoke to -
Trixic.

*¥You scarch,” she said in French; “I will
watch,”

So Gabrielle stood back while Detty and
the others rummaged in the car, = The
French girl was watching the man and the
two women keenly, watching their faces
lest any sign or movement should tell her
tllmt Betty & Co. were nearing tho hiding-

place. '

Yet the French girl was sure that the
jewcls were not in_the car, otherwise the
women would hardly have allowed tha
scarch to proceed without interference.

“Your bag,” said Gabrielle, in French,
stepping forward to the tall Frenchwoman.
b(‘]'he woman scowled, but passed over tho

ag.
“Here is my parasol,’” snid the smalier
woman, with a slight laugh,

Gabriclle searched both in turn, and re-
tarned them, But as she did so she watched
the women's faces. TFor an instant she
glanced at the Frenchman out of the corner
of her eye. She had felt his eyes upon her
as ehe searchéd the parasol, and until then
he had taken no iuterest in the procecdings.

The Frenchman, noting her looks, turned
out the contents of his pockets with an
angry cxclamation.

But there was no sign of any jewels.

Beity & Co. looked puszzled.

“'1 can't find anything,” said Polly.

“Nor 1,7 said Dotty,

Nor apparently had any of the others.
For a moment there was silence, whilt
the Trench girl's keen evos wandered from
one to the other of the French people.

“Do you think the jewrels are concealet
on them ™ asked Betty, And Trixie feuw
translated for Gabrielle’s benefit
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*No,” snswered the Fronch girl, *They
are too clever.””
And Betty & Co. gathered her meuning
without the aid of Trixie’s translation.
Thea —then they can't have the jowels

with them,” said Madge Minden in dismay.

And, indeed, that was what the Morcove
girls were beginning to think. $

Dut Cabrieflo Lefroy was not satisfied.

“Yoar handbag again,” she said to the
tall Frenchwoman, all the time kecping
her own eyes upon thoso of the women,

The handbag was ssed  over, and
scarched by Gabrielle and all the Morcove

irls.

“Now,” she asked ovenly, but very
keonly, “that sunshade.”

“Don’t be a fool!” snapped the French-
man. “You have searched that once!”
He snatched it from his companion, opened
it, nud held it aloft angrily.

"This conversation had been unintelligibic
to Detty & Co, Tho TFronchman's anger
therefore  surprised hor.  But Gabrielle
Lofroy now took the parasol from the man.

That littlo show of anger, that reluets
to let her scarch the parnsol, had given
Cabriclle the clue she needed.

Betty and Polly nudged onc another as
the Fronch girl examined the purasol with
minuta rare.

“This is o thick handle,” she said m
French to the small woman,

*It is stronger when the wind blows,™
answered the woman.

Then Gabriollo langhed.

“How foolish of me!” sho said. “This
is a metal handle, eleverly disguised.”

The Frenchman thrust out his arm to
regain the parasol, but Gabriclle jumped

bacl
“Bo this is it!” she exclaimed. *“The

jewels are in here,’
“Whit doca she Trixie 7"’ nsked

say,

Trixie translated, for she had understood

all. And Betty’s oyes shono with excite-
ment.

o, it she cricd. ®:Open it
Gabriclle I

The French girl Enve an exclamation,

then, noting a catch under the jewelled
handle, twisted it. To the delight of the
girls, and the absolute dismay of the

F¥renchwomen, Gabriello Lefroy unscrewed
the head, then upturned the parascl,

. Down into her hands tumbled sparkling
jewels. Sho upturncd the parasol, and re-
placed the jewels, turning to the French-
women with a smile.

“Tho case is over,” she said. “You had
better como quietly to itho police-atntion;
Eseape for you is impossible!” -

“My word!’ gasped DBelty as Trixie
translatod, *Then they are trapped now.™

“Huawwah!” cried I'aula Creel. “The
jewels are found, and all ends happily.””

“ Not for the Frenchwomen!”* said Madge
Minden.

And she was right. At first the French-
man was inclined to demur; then, with &
resigned shrug of the shoulders, he realised
the futility attempting escape. .

The French girl got inte tho driving seat
of the Grandways’ car, while the women sat
behind.  That she was accustomed to
driving cars was obvious.

“Turn round!"”” she ecried to
behind. *“The police-station !”

And Trixie translated to My, Topham.

In two minutes time they wero flying
bhack to Bealey, Betty & Clo. in front, the
Frenchwomen behind, with the girl-detec-
tive driving. In a elearer part of the road
she got ahead, so that the Morcove giris
could watch her captives, and sec that they
lid not escape.

. . . - . s

the girls

“Well, that’s over!” sighed Detty, when
at last they were back at Horons' Haunt,
“It has been an exciting adventure. And
how glad we have all been that Trixie could
speak French!”

Trixio Hope blushed, nnd seid something
aboyt Gabrielle. .

" ¥es,' nodded Polly Linton, “Without
Gabricllo we should have let those women

£9.

Then Gabriclle, with Trixie as inter-
preter, thanked them all for their kindness,
and for tho fact that they had rescued her.
Mrs. Mannering was there, and so was
Nell, and they had a wonderful farewell
feast in Gabriclle’s honour, for the French
girl had to go to London to attend to the
case and see the French Consul,

When at last she went they were all
sorry, and saw her off at the station,
““Perhaps wo _shall sco you

Gabriclle,” said Betty.

“Peut-ctre,”’, laughed the Fronch ﬁirl, as

the train sténmed out. " Au revoir!

again,
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* Au rovoir "’ called the Morcove girls in
chorus.

And then they all turned for home, and
got into tho car which bad brought them
all to the station.

Back to Herons’ Haunt they went to sgeml
the remainder of their holiduy with Mrs.
Mannering and Nell.

And those last days of their holiday were
the happicst of all.

‘What became of Esther Hono they were
unable to discover. Onece they revisited the
house on tho cliff, but found it completely
deserted, oven the dog had gone. The
servant had vanished as completely as n
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the earth had opened up and swallowed her

And the Grandways girls, when they were
questioned about her, knew nothing, pro-
fessing total ignorance of the whole matter.
Thoy had had to explain to the police how
and why they had lent the car to the
woman; but they had convinced the authori-
tics that they were in complete ignoranco of
the women’s motives and movements. And
so they were! .

Esther Hone’s whereabouts still remained
a mystery, but whether or not they would
ever moeet her again the Morcove school-
girls did not know.

THE END.

Owing to the tremendous popularity of * The Schoolgirls’ Own’

Library there will be THREE special numbers published on

Friday, October 2nd, The first will be

“AT SCHOOL—-TO BE TESTED!”
By Eileen McKeay.
A Magnificent NEW book-length story of school life, specially
written for “ The Schoolgirls’ Own " Library.
You must not miss this splendid new and original story.
Two other Volumes :—
“« DOGGED BY HER SECRET!”
By Louise Essex
i nnd
« PLEASURES FORBIDDEN!”
By Mildred Gordon

‘e will be on salc at the same time.
PLACE YOUR ORDER FOR THESE WITHOUT DELAY!




(]

BPBHEPDLSOHDIBOPORPLRPRSODP TR IVEBVIFHEFY

MAKING YOUR

OWN SWEETS. |

BRHHOHDLPOILLROPLSTDVDLLHDE PREIGHBHIIRIBYB

“Havo some toffeo?”

“Thanks!” said Ada, taking a chunk of
the almond rock Marion offerod her. “If
looks very tempting!”

“That's good!” Marion looked, ever so
leased. “‘I made it myself. Jnlly good
le You must have a lesson!'”

Rather!” agre da,:. “When are

you making the next lot 1"

“I was just going to do so when you
called. Come on, you can give me a hand,
and learn for yourself.”

“We'll make wulnut creams, Nmpnhlma
jces, London rock—anything you like!

And so they set about the job in business-
like fashion.

Marion carefully measured out and
poured into a scrupulously clean pan half
a cupful of best golden syrup, then ndded
an oqual quantity of water, one and & half
teaspoonful of vinegar, a spot or two of
almond essence, two ounces of butter, and
half a pound of tho finest Demerara sugar.

“The art is in the beiling,” Marion
explained, as shoe put the pan on to the

gas-stove. “You have to ]lcl'(:f\ the sides
of the E.“ perfectly clean, and boil slowly
until the sugar is melted, Then, when

that's done, we turn the gas up and let the
toffec boil ‘hard, taking the lid
occasionally to remove the scum from the
mixture,

“This is caused by impurities, and if it
is not removed your swects will bo spoilt.
The quicker the mixture boils the better
will be the result.”

“How long docs it take?” asked Ada
interestedly.

“About_a quarter for almond reck, but

vnry: tlmrs for other sweets,” her chum
repli t&na you learn to Jud
whon its dmle its appearance and
simple tests.

“When you think it is finished you
should take a little and drop it into cold
water. When it has hardened and cool,
try it and see if it is erisp enough., If it

off |

is too_soft or sticky zt requires more boil-
ing. If too crisp it is overboiled. test
it_too soon rathor than too late,”
Marion applied the test, and found the
toffes just right, so she quickly trans-
forred the mixture into a flat, {:uttemrl

tin  which she had prepared,
immediately added a liberal qus.nt:ty oi
blanched almonds.

The whole process had taken less than
balf an hour, and when the tin had been
allowed  to remain on a shelf in a cool
cornct for an hour, the sweet was cool
and ready to be cased out with a knife,
broken up, and caten.

“And mow what sbout mnkmg some, |
coconut-ice ! ssked Marion. * Here’s
good recipe, from which I've got exoellon?
resulés,

“We put a pmlml of loaf sugar into the
pan, and keep stirving it mml it comes to
the boil and the suger is (hssolmd Ity
should now be what is called ‘ candy high.
As a test, dip a spoon into the boiled sugar,
and dip it into cold water. Tf it is just
right, the mixture should
spoon and be soft but tough to the touch,

“Take an ounce of desiccated coconut
and add it to the sugar, keeoping it stlrred
il it begins to candy. Then mal
ple mould in the shape of a tnhle&
lining it with greased paper, and®into this
pour the candy. Tt will set, ready for
cating, within quite a few minutes.”

“But most coconui-ice tablets are red
and white,” said Ada. “How do you met
the different coloursi”

“Before you add the coconut separato
the mixture into two basins, and in one
add a litle cochineal or raspboeriy essence,
stirring it well afterwards. 'i'!nen _put
them into the mould separatoly.™

‘What could be simpler? And although
Ada had to agree her friend’as methods
were simple enongh, she had to acknowledge
that nothing conld be more delicious than
the results!
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