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wioice Literature,

A FOOL'S TASK.

CHARLER 1\ Continyed

It was a ternble shock when people heard that Sydney
had been robbed near Garsude Wood.,  Frewston was almost
free from cnime.  Burglary and highway robbery were looked
upon as the musfortunes of remote places, and 1t never
entered the munds of the habitants that such calanmities
could visit them,

‘Then there was the rumour started, nobody new how or
where. that it was not a real robbery but a pretended one,
and that Sydaney was himself the real colpnt. Amos Pulp
was one of the first to suggest .

Itut worse followed.  The robbery became associated with
Nat Pepsley’s disappearance.  Nat, i lus rambhug  fashion,
had said something about Sydney Bastow and a robbery ot
fifteen hundred pounds; he had even mentoned Garside
Wood. The person who gave this mformauon had taken no
notice of Nat's talk, and had forgotten it unul the robbery
really happened, for Nat was known to be a great romancer
if he could tind a hstener

Frewston was aroused, and a thorough search was made
at last for the nussing one.

Nat was found 1n the snow, not far from the brudge which
crossed Lazy Beck.  He must have been dead for some days
His neck was broken ; and 1t looked as 1t he had fallen from
a tree, and then the snow had covered him, and kept
from sight until the thorough search was made.

CHAPTER V.

AN OVEN VERDIC]

Mrs. Ventnor's sense of duty began to mamfest itself i 2
very dogmauc manner when she heard the news, which
seemed to rush about hke something mad, and which exag.
gerated sumple facts and supphied nussing haks in the cham of
mformation.  She assumed at once that Sydney had been
gmlty of unspeakible crimes, and that henceforth he ought
10 be put away from the affectionate regard of all s former
friends, if the subject had not been so sertous, 1t would have
been amusing to hear the lady speak about the esteem in
which she had always held Sydney : she even satd te Ahice,—

“ 1 hase sometmes fancied that he cared more for you
than tus position justined, but when I thought he was respec.
table and upright 1 never felt the least resentment against
him ; I did not, Alice. He s a Bastow, and your grand.
mother was a Bastow ; I am a Borchtfe myself, and should be
sorry to say that any well-conduacted  Bastow is aot good
enough for any Borchife 1n the world. I cannot tell you how
much 1 feet s disgrace.  We shait all feel at, but 1 think 1t
is paumng me more than any one. 1 am putung him away
from my heart entirely, and the wrench 1s dreadful.  \Vhy,
Alice, he mught possibly have beea your —="

Mrs. \entnor was not able to tnish the sentence ; the
vision of past possibalities was too dreadtul for words.

A faint blush pissed over the features of Alice when she
listened to her mother, and then, m a  caim tone, she
replied, —

«“ [ think we had better say nothing about this subjert
until we know the paruculirs.  We have heard haifoaedazen
contradictory rumours, which cannot all be true.  Perhaps
they are all false.”

“ Bat, Alice =——"
™ Fortunately there was a visitor annourced, and the con-
versation was intersupted.

When we have perfect faith in the honour of our fricads,
we grieve i our confidence 1f arcumstances place them in
doubtful positions, and what loaks hke cvidence is agamst
them.

Sydncy had been robbed or he had not ¢ esther akiernauve
was i misfortune, but, as Atice knew, the greater nusiortune
was not to have been robbed.  But the possibility of that was
never seriously cntertained 1n her nund.

Then this taik about Nat Pepsley haviny said something
concermng the rabbery a day or two before 1t happencd -that
was bewildenng. He mentioned the place and sum.  Nats
violent death was another strange circumstance.

There was enough to fill Alice’s heart with sadaess, though
her belief 10 Sydney’s integraty did not waver.

Fred was out of the way at this tume.  He had been sent
unexpecteedly to France by the firm, Lo inspect smne new
machiery, and he returned to Prewston on Christmas cve,
when the whole place was agtated s no inhabitant could
remember it to have been agnated before.

1t was arare time for the Parkhorse. Men who never
entered a public-hause under ordinary arcumstances dropped
in to hear the latest news ; and women wha ypenerally held
public houses in abhorrence were jttad to hear what had been
said, and allowed therr husbands to go ant have a glass of
something, without favounng them with the usual tirade
aganst drink-shops and loafers.

An inquest was held over Nat Pepaley, aad, by the cora-
ner's dircction., an open verdicr was retirned.  ‘This open ver-
dict was a mysterions somcthing which tiiled the general
pulfic with awe, and 1t was discussed at the Packhorse with
interest which increased as the dunk was «onsumeid.

The minst impartant witness at the coroner’s inquiry was a
boy called Frowden -x very «quict boy, and almost the only
one in Frewston who did not 1om n the trvks which hald
been played upon Nat. He had white hawr and pink cyes,
and he was fond of all kinds of pots.  Nat Pepsley had
often canght birds for hum. Frowden was teased by the
boys, and that arcumstanze had helped to cement the friend.
ship between him and Nat.  His name was Ruhard, bt
everybady called him ¥ Dicky” caeept the boys, and they
called lam " Diekybird.” _ .

Dicky said that on the marming of the day on whirh .\_.n
disappeared he had scen hun unt far from the schanl  Nat
was pang, 0 the waads, and Du ky_wamc«l 10 gn with him,
but had 1o g0 10 schanl mstead  Nat saud something about
fificen hundred pounds heing a geod deal of money.  Diky
agrced with hun. Then Nat said something about robbery
baing very wrong.  Deky agzreed with that lnr_nhcgcm
rematks were then made abaut the Twisted Slope, near Gar.
side Wand, and ahaut Sydaey Bastow; but Dirky thought
Nat was rambling 2 it s nund, ax he did somcumes.
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\When the robbery touk plyce, however, and it was at the
bottom of Twisted Slope, and fifteen hundred pounds was the
sum taken, and Sydney Bastow was the victim. Dicky remem-
bered everything that Nat had said to him, and he told his
mother, who speedily told her neighbours, so that mn an
incredibly short ume 1t was known throughout Frewston,

Dicky was carefully questioned by the coroner, but his
testimony never wavered. Nat had said that to hum every
word ‘of it, and the reason why Dicky had not mentioned 1t
sooner w4s that Nat often said funny things to him. But he
did not think Nat had ever said anything to him about rob-
beries before. He did not know where the informaton came
from. It was nearly school time, and he was afratd of being
late, so he did not stand more than a minute or two.

“Well you have been carrying on during wmy absence,”
said FFred Borchitfe to Mr. Anderson Bastow, one of the part-
ners, a long-headed man, who was said to know more about
the s and outs of the business than any other member of the
firm. He was usually called Mr. Anderson, as 1t was found
necessary to use Christian names largely where so many Bas
tows and Borclitfes were together.

“ Itis a very disagreeable aflair,” replied Mr. Anderson.
* If it had been anybedy but Sydney, I should have suspected
foul play. I do not mean that fair play accounts for what has
happened, but of anybody bat Sydney had been robbed, !
should have thought it was a trick. There has been dirty
work somewhere, and 1 am sorry for Sydney, because people
will talk ”

Then Fred asked for the particulars, and Mr. Anderson
told hun all that was known.

* What will be done #' Fred asked.

* The police have it in hand,” was the reply. * The
strange part of the affair is that andiot son of Silas 'epsley
knew something about the robbery beforehand.™

“That s sirange ' Fred exclaimed.

‘Then Mr. Anderson told him about Dicky Frowden's evi-
dence, and Fred was deeply interested in 1t.

“1t1s strange that so much should be known. and no more,”
said Fred. Then he began to talk about the machinery
which he had seen in France, and the two became absorbed
matters of business.

This interview took place at the mill, and when Fred left
he turned his footsteps towards s own home, a pleasant
house on the way to Ferndene. It was the place whick old
John Bastow bwilt for himself when be left the cottage in
which he lhived until his fortune was secured. Fred had a
housekeeper, who had known him from childhoou, a silent old
woman, citlled Levick.

I red looked with longing eyes towards | erndene, and for
a moment he was undecided whether to po there or not, but
with reluctance he entered his own door, saying to himself, * |
must ake time to think.”

Mrs, Levick might be silent with most people, and it was
sometunes said that if a still tongue makes a wise head, she
ought 10" beat Solomon hunself ; but shelwas communicative
enough to her master, and it was evident that she had a ygreat
deal to tell him, for before he had been many nunutes in the
house she was repeating to hum all she haa heard aboat the
strange events which had happened while he was i France.

Sydney Bastow did not care to have the trouble and res-
ponsibility of a house, but he lodzed with an old cauple whose
home he had shared since his boyhond. Moses Hellewell,
with whom Sydney lodged, was X clerk at the null; he mught
have been superannuated long before. but he had always
Jasked to be kept on, his heart was 1n his work, and he could
not bear the thought of beiny separated from it. Sydney had
been a boy under him in the office, but Mases was never jeal
ous of lus lodger's prosperity.

“Une 1s made for this, and anothers made for that,'
Mases said . *and Sydneyis made for tapping us all. L.t us
be thankful it s hum and not some folks.”

Nancy, his wife, was as proud of Sydney as her hushand
was ; and in all Frewston there was nobody who hud a better
opimon of lum than the two old people with whom he lived.

It was a sad blow to them when a pronusing cueer seemed
blighted by an uvntoward accdent, which had panful assoua-
uons that caused peaple to shake their heads and say, as
Amos Palp had often said, that high chimbing and far falhng
went together.

‘T'he police inspectar who went to enquire into the case had
a long interview with Sydney, and was disappunted at not
receving more information about the robbary. Sy laey sud
he could scarcely remember anvthing which bl hipoenet
the horse fell, aad he was puched out of the trap and
stunned.  Fortuaately, there was plenty of snow on the
ground, or the effect would have been more sernious.

*That 1s a gloomy corner,” said the inspector

“Yes. 1t 1s gloomy,” replicd JSviney ; ** but the harse |
had with me is very sure-footed  He went down asf he was
shat.”

“ He was thrown down,” replied the inspector.

*“Thrown down? "

“Yes, acord of some kind was stretchiel acrass the road
a few inches fram the ground. [ have scen the places on the
trees where 1t was fasteacd, and there are mirks on the horse
where hie struck it.”

Therc was a long silence after this statement, and the
wspector sonn after took tus departure.  Oatsule the willage
was jomed by a rough-ooking man who had been makmg
himsclf agreecable at the Packharsce,

“* Any ncws, Norton? " the inspector asked )

* Picnty of talk,” replied Norton, ** bat not wmachan u,
This Sydncy Bastow seems well hked. A manthing fenl
called Palp, dozs not care for ham, but Pulpas a jackiss, |1
fancy Mr. Fred Borchiffe has no love for Mr. Sydney Bastow ;
snmec love affair, I hear”

The rough-looking man was a detective.

CHAPTER VL
THE DRAVGHTV-BOAR

It was fortunate that Chastimas holidays lasted a week at
Frewston, far if the people had been evpected ta wark while
the excitement was at its height there woald certunly have
been accidents among the machinery.  Bverybady who ronld
possibly et out of donrs went to sce the funcral of Nat Peps.
ley , and many expostulations were addressed to Gearge Caw.
hehaw and his compnions about the cruchiv af tarmenung
those whom God had afilicted. A subscription was also
started to pay the expenses of tic funcral and pravide 3
monument which might be crected over Nat's grave.
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Susan Midaebout snioked a great deal of tobacco in those
days, and acknowledged that Frewston reminded her of Leeds
and Manchester , it was becoming lively, and there was some-
thing to talk about. Ann Gowden's hair seemed bewitched,
and it came loose more frequently than ever. Kunice Kirk,
however, appeared to think that as most things were unset
tled 1t was her duty o hold fast by her favourite system of
nzid neatness, so she went about tidier than her oldest friend
had ever seen her before, and she gave utterance to sharper
criticisms and more crushing rejoinders as wild talk became
wilder and vague rumours became vaguer. Silas and Betty
Pepsley received many visits and much condolence. Perhavs
the women who expressed most sorrow for Nat's untumely end
were those who had previously said it would be a good thing
if his parents were relieved of the burden of s support.
lLietty put her left hand over her mouth and tooked bewildered ;
but Silas thrast both his hands into his pockets and, shaking
lus head, remarked, ~
. If th' meat's bad it's bad, and more sauce doesn't mend
it.  Put your talk in one scale and a graveyard n the other.
Then where are you? "

The gossips arrived at the conclusion that some people
receive consolation very badly.

Business continued good at the Packhorse, and Amos
Pulp received more gratuitous drinks than ever. He said 1t
renunded him of Christmas in the good old times.  He had
made 2 song about Nat Pepsley, and sang it to a very melan
choly tune, and the customers were never tired of hearing it.
The song was based on the idea that Nat had been murdered,
and was very valuable on that account, because there was no
evidence n favour of the opinton, and the song supphed the
nussing link.

But the hero of the time was Dicky Frowden. [If Dicky
had been allawed to attend the Packhorse he might have had
drink enough 10 swim in, as Amos Pulp said, who was inclined
to sarer at the popularity of a boy, especially a boy without
poeuc mits. In Iicky's absence, Siah Frowden, the boy's
!Ig;her, became an important person for the first ime 1 s
ife.

_ George Cawlishaw felt himself at a disadvantage. Why
did not Nat tell him about the robbery, mstead of a burd-
keeping, mouse-catching simpleton like Dicky Frowden.
George could break a nail with his teeth, and on that account
had often tasted the sweets of popular attention, it was only
nataral, therefore, that he should become morose when he
found himself passed by in the turmoil and mterest of the all-
pervading theme. It was whispered among the boys that
Nat’s ghost haunted Garside Wood, that henceforth 1t would
be impnssible for them to play in their old favournite spot,
where they had pgathered bluebells, nuis, ad acorns.  George
sneered at this, and declared that he would visit the place
oftener than ever. His companions looked sceptical, so m a
boastful manner he started for the wood, and promised to
bring the ghost back with him.

The rough man, called Norton, who had the interview with
Inspector Thorn, of the county constabulary, was also fond of
prowhing about Garside \Wood.

** That bag must have weighed the best part of a hundred.-
weight,” he said, “ considering how much silver there was
with the gold. VYou cannot put a hundredweight in vour eye,
and hide it with a pair of spectacles.  Thora thinks this
youny swell who was robbed is all straight and square.  f so,
where did the bag ro to? No carriage or cart left Frewston
that might, or entered it erther, except the voung's swell's gy,
If he 1s straight and square, either the money was divided
amonyg a lot, who walked off' with it, or it was hilden some-
where. I cannot hear about a party being seen on the roads ;
there were add ones hear and there, as usual, but no parties,
and they generally suck pretty closely together. Itis a bt
quecer the youny swell had no grovm with him.  Gave up tak-
ing the groom a month or two since.”

Norton went to the bottom of Twisted Slope, as he had
often done before, and he examined the trees on both sides,

“That horse was thrown,” he smd. A fellow wounld
hardly do that for a blind.  Of course, the snow made it easy
falling, but a fellow would hardly do it for a blind , he nught
have killed the horse or broken his own neck. N, the proper
way 15 to get your friends to stop you, and ue your hands
behind you, and tear your clothes, as if you had strugpled
your hardest. That's the proper game, but this loaoks ditfer-
ent.  Somchoady in Frewston must have done 1, or that idiot
could 02t have known anything about it. 1hs father seems
all night, and his mother too "

Norton strolled back into the wond. Before he reached
the brudge which crossed Lazy Beck he saw a boy standing
near the place where Nat Pepsley’s body had been fouad.
Norton stood perfectly sull, and watched the bay, who was
ranny intently at the top of an ivy-covered trunk.

The boy was George Cawlishaw, and he was carrying out
the threat which he had miden a spirst of bravado to tus
compwnons, If they had scen lim they would have fancied
that he expected to find Nats ghost at the top of the tree.
Bat Georze saw some robins, and they appeared 1o be dead,
and he was scheming to get them, that he nnught show them
to the bays, and boast that he had fetched them down from the
very tree off which Nat had fallen.

George found the best place for climbing, and in a few
nunutes he had reached the robins, which he threw down
upnn the snow below. Thea he threw scveral other artidles,
and carefully descended. When he regained the solid carth
he found 2 rough-looking man examining the things.

* Them's mine,” said George.

* If 1 had a pipc and tobacco 1 should not keep them at
the top of atres,” replied the man.

“ That was Nat Pepsley’s pipe,” George rephied, " I've
seen hun with it many a time, and that was his bacea, and
that was his birdlime, and he must have limed the twis
which caught these robins ; and they're all mine because I've
found them.”

1 see,” replied Norton: * that part of the mystery 1s
caplained.  Nat was up there lming twags and pmng to have
a et smoke. A fit cams on, and down hc comes. \Was
there anvthing clse up there?”

Genrge shook lis head, and held out hus hands for the
ATeASUTES.

But Norton was examiming the foot of the tronk, where tue
ivy clustered very thickly on one side Ile removen the
snow, and {ound that Lehind the ivy there was a hole. 1t was
ton narrow far lim to pass, but be looked inside, and nouced
that light cntered it through & smaller opening aboave.

(7o &¢ Contsnucd.)



