

















at once seized on
a slight chance

of escape.
“’Tis a faint
hope—but the

only one,” Nat
laughed grimly.

With that, he
put Midnight at
the hedge, and
sent the gallant
horse sailing
overinto a field.
Then he drew
rein, swung to
the ground, and
clapped  Mid-
night’s shoulder.
The gallant but
spent horse
dropped down ¢
flat in the black <
shadow of the
hedge, knowing
its master’s
signal.

Then away
Nat dashed,
crouching under

cover of the
hedge, gasping
and stumbling

at the pain of

his wound. He came level with the slow
hay-wagon, then slipped out through a gap
into the lane.

A leap and a scramble, and Nat was up
atop of the great load of hay. Burrowing
downwards, he was soon out of sight.

Not a moment too soon !

Quick as Nat had acted on his plan, the
Runners came drumming down the lane a
second later. They pulled up and yelled at
the wagoner, to ask if he had seen a high-
wayman.

“Nay!"” shouted the old fellow. *“ No
one’s been this way.”

Followed anxious seconds for Nat,
who could hear the movements of the

horses and baffled Runners shouting in
bewilderment.

With capture imminent, Nat lashed out with his barker, but the rascally squire
parried the blow with a chair, and called his menservants into the room !

But suddenly, to his relief, they went on.

‘“ Zounds, he’s gone!” roared one. * He
must ha’ gone on across t’ fields, lads, but we’ll
catch him yet.”

Away they thundered, hoping to glimpse
Nat again galloping across the moonlit fields
on a tired horse, but little guessing he was
within a few feet of them.

Nat heard them go. Then he slipped down
over the tail of the slow-moving wagon, and
hastened back to his hidden horse. The
wagoner had never suspected his presence.

*“ Fooled ’em, Midnight,” Nat gasped pain-
fully. “ We'll reach my cave in the woods,
yet. And later I'll learn the meaning of all
this from master Ralph and old Medlicott.
They’ve not finished with me, by thunder!”
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“ Now to get even with my enemies! I'll
learn what the game is from that lad who
tried to betray me, or from Squire Medlicott.
Come on, Midnight ; people don’t play treach-
erous tricks on Swift Nat without paying for
)em l »”

Indeed, Swift Nat looked a dangerous fellow
to play tricks on, as he rode away from his
cave in the woods on his big black horse.
Masked, and wearing his blue riding-coat, the
highwayman was almost invisible ; but two
pistol-butts, sticking out of his coat-pockets,
gleamed in the moonlight.

1t was a week since Nat had been forced to
fly so hurriedly to the shelter of his secret
cave.

Now he was quite well again, while Midnight
danced and fretted, full of life and fire.

Nat knew Squire Medlicott’s house, an old
stone-built grange, about five miles away from
the Green Dragon Inn.  He intended to force
explanations from old Medlicott, and another
fat purse of guineas, as recompense for his
narrow squeak.

Few highwaymen would have ventured into
the grange, risking encounter with several
menservants, to solve a mystery and exact
retribution.

An hour’s steady riding brought Swift Nat
to Highfields Grange. He rode boldly into the
park through an open gate, and drew rein
amongst the trees. He looked across lawns at
the moon-bathed mansion, with its many
windows and chimneys. His eyes came to
rest for a while on a lighted window.

Then Nat swung to the ground, bade Mid-
night wait under the trees, and stole towards
the house, hugging the shadows, to reach the
lighted window.

A few seconds of deft fumbling, then the
window opened silently.

Nat entered quietly and halted to peer
through a chink in the curtains, to see into
a room lined with hookshelves. He clenched
his teeth as he recognised the hawk-faced old
squire seated at a table, smiling grimly as he
read some letters by the light of a hanging
lamp.

“You'll not smile in a moment, you
rogue ! ” Nat gritted, and abruptly stepped
through the curtains,
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There sounded a gasp from the seated man.
But it seemed more like a gasp of satisfaction
than one of dismay.

For some strange reason old Medlicott did
not look aghast at the sudden intrusion of Nat,
black-masked, and with bell-mouthed pistols
levelled. Heleaned back in his chair, regard-
ing the highwayman, and an evil leer crossed
his cunning features.

“Ha!” he croaked. ““I have been expect-
ing a visit from you, Swift Nat ! »

Nat stood rigid. He sensed danger. It was
not like old Medlicott to face levelled pistols
boldly.

“ Have you ? ” he snapped. * Faith, then
you’re not disappointed !

“1 assume you've come to try to sell me
that document that you stole,” lecred the old
rascal. ‘I thought you would.”

““ I've come for a reckoning ! ’ snapped Nat.
“ You—and a young knave who calls himself
your nephew—tried to betray me to
Runners ! ”

“ Ha, ha, ha ! ” The reply came in a croak-
ing laugh. “ My nephew did not betray you !
Faith, he was caught himself at the farm that
night. He’s been sentenced, and hangs to-
morrow morning at Tyburn Tree.”

“ What ? ” Nat gasped in horror.

* Ralph hangs as a highwayman,” leered the
old wretch. “ So I shall get his estate ! Fool
that he was to ask aid from a real highway-
man. ‘Tis thanks to your wounding him, and
laming his horse, that he got captured ! ”

Nat felt as though stunned. After all, young
Ralph had not intended to get Nat trapped,
but had really wished to seize the documents
from his scoundrelly uncle. Why Ralph had
fired at him was still a mystery to Nat. He
stepped forward angrily.

“Stand still!” snapped old Medlicott,
gloating. “ This house is surrounded hy hidden
servants and Runners waiting for you!
You’re trapped, Nat! -One shout from me,
and you’re doomed ! ”

THE THIRD CHAPTER.
Doomed to Die !
NAT was shocked for a few moments,
Now he realised why the park gate
had been open, why he had so easily gained

)



entrance through the window. For once in
his life he had walked into a trap.

Rage filled him. At all costs he must save
young Ralph somehow, he told himself, for
he had caused the lad’s capture.

A lot was now plain. Old Medlicott wanted
his nephew hanged as a highwayman, so that
he could seize the lad’s estate, and he was
indeed delighted at the turn of cvents.

Also, it seemed he wanted back the forged
will, so that he could destroy this evidence
of his knavery, there being no need for it,
once Ralph had been wrongfully hanged a
tobyman.

““The will, Nat ! ”” he croaked, extending a
bony hand.

“Not likely ! ” snapped Nat.

“ Tl not pay for it,” old Medlicott croaked.
“ But give it to me, and you shall go free.”

“Never!” barked Nat, eyes flashing
behind his mask. “1 mean to save your
nephew and prove you to be ¢

“ Then I'll sound the alarm!”

With that the skinny old ruffian leapt
from his chair and hurled himself at a bell-
rope. Fearing to fire and raise an alarm
himself, Nat leapt forward, a pistol clubbed.
But—

Clang !

Medlicott reached the bell-rope just in
time, jerked it violently, then flung himself
aside. Instantly a bell pealed somewhere in
a passage, and all over the house sounded
stamping feet and loud shouts. Out in the
grounds shouts sounded, too.

Swift Nat realised he was cornered.
Heartily he wished he had taken those papers
when first he held up the London coach and
robbed old Medlicott. Now it seemed the
papers would cause the death of Swift Nat,
as they surely must of young Ralph.

But Nat kept his head. He had been in
tight corners before this.

He lashed out at old Medlicott, who parried
.the blow with a chair, however, then dived
behind a table, croaking and bawling for help.
That instant the library door burst open,
and in swarmed several men servants with
fire-irons, cudgels, and even a blunderbuss.

Nat blazed his barkers over the servants’
heads. The men threw themselves back-
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wards, yelling, falling over each other tor
fear of getting shot.

Then Nat was out of the window at a bound,
and running for his life to his hidden horse.

In the dark grounds outside, however,
there were sturdier foes. On all sides sounded
yells and shouts. Nat glimpsed men dashing
up with lanterns, brandishing hay-forks and
other weapons; glimpsed, too, a couple of
cloaked runners, armed with horse-pistols.

He reloaded as he ran, and banged into the
midst of the men. There sounded howls of
pain. Nat raced on, to reach Midnight some
distance ahead of his pursuers, and leap into
his saddle.

But even as Nat spurred forward, there
sounded drumming hoof-beats. Grooms were
galloping down from the stables, making to
head Nat off from the park gates.

Nat uttered a gasp of dismay as he saw
their dim shapes and yellow flashes, heard
deafening reports, then the whine of lead.
But he thrust out his chin, and rode at full
gallop across the moonlit park, with the
hue and cry at his heels.

“ Come on, cullies!” Nat hooted over his
shoulder. * Your trap’s not closed on me,
and I warrant you can’t catch Midnight——""

Nat broke off with a shout of anger, how-
ever. That instant he heard a dull clang, and,
right ahead of him, he saw a lodge-keeper
crashing home the big, iron-barred gates.
Desperately he drove Midnight on, and fired
at the man.

Too late!

The tall gates were locked, and the lodge-
keeper ducked away out of sight. Swift
Nat reined in to glance at the park walls;
but these were six feet high, built of stone,
and bristling with cruel iron spikes atop.
No horse could jump them. From behind
came yells of triumph and a thunder of hoofs
and footfalls.

“ Got ye, Nat, ye rogue!” sounded the
screeching voice of old Medlicott. *“ He
mustn’t escape, lads! Take him—alive or
dead.”

Nat whirled Midnight round, to see a dozen
dim forms rushing towards him. The trap
had closed in. What hope had he now of
escape ? And what chance had he of saving
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young Ralph from an undeserved fate ? The
lad was really no tobyman, had only taken
to the road for one night in a desperate
effort to guard his inheritance from his
scoundrelly uncle. .,

But Ralph seemed doomed, as also did
Swift Nat. Old Medlicott, well in rear of his
men, uttered a triumphant screech.

London streets were crowded. The sun
blazed down on a vast throng, gathered to see
the execution of young Ralph Wyndham,
sentenced to hang at Tyburn as a high-
wayman.

Men swarmed on roofs, at windows, stood
packed along the pavements. Shouts of
excitement went up as a horse-drawn cart
came slowly rumbling along from Newgate
Prison, guarded on either side by scarlet-
clad soldiers.

In the low cart stood young Ralph, hatless,
his wrists bound behind him, but with his
hair carefully powdered, and with a brave
smile on his face. The lad knew he was
doomed to die. Beside the cart walked the
ghoulish public hangman, commonly called
“ Scragsman Peters,” clad in a long black
cloak, black cocked hat, and wearing an
eye-shade.

With muskets and pikes, the redcoats
pushed back the eager crowd as the cart
rumbled on. From all sides rose excited yells
from ground to roofs. Ralph clenched his
teeth, seeing over the heads of the crowd
the grisly gibbet known as Tyburn Tree.

Outwardly cool, the lad felt bitter inwardly.
His uncle would be delighted at his death,
for he would then seize all Ralph’s estates
without any further trouble.

Anxiously Ralph’s eyes swept the crowds,
but he could see no friendly face. The
ghoulish hangman beside the cart began to
barter with the crowd.

“ A crown an inch for the rope, cullies!”
chanted the miserable wretch, pointing to
the rope awaiting Ralph. “ Ho, Eo! Who'll
buy souvenirs ?” he croaked, according to
custom. “ A crown an inch for t’ rope that
ha].xllg_: this highwayman. It’s my nght to
sell it.

Hoarse laughter and offers made answer.

A few minutes later, the cart, surrounded by
soldiers, halted under the gibbet. A breath-
less silence fell as the “ Scragsman ” entered
it to adjust the noose over Ralph’s head.

That instant, however, a startling thing
happened.

The * Scragsman * hurled off his cloak, and
tore off his eye-shade; then he whipped out
a knife and slashed Ralph’s bonds.

“ Jump, lad!” he yelled. “ We'll ha’ to
fight for it !”

Two pistols appeared in his hands.

Astounded, Ralph could not believe his
eyes, could not understand the amazing
transformation. Then a yell of delight burst
from his lips :

“ Swift Nat!”

It was Nat who had suddenly thus revealed
himself, having somehow taken the real
hangman’s place. Instantly roars of glee
and excitement burst from the crowd. The
famous Nat had many friends among them,
it seemed.

The soldiers yelled, and smote around with
their muskets. But the crowd rushed at
them, and foremost into the press rode a
bunch of hard-looking horsemen.

Pandemonium broke loose. On all sides
sounded yells, the thud of bludgeons, and the
reports of muskets. In a second a fierce
battle raged round the cart; backwards and
forwards swept fighting men, grappling with
soldiers, rolling on the ground. Stones and
bottles flew thick and fast.

From out of the cart sprang Nat and Ralph,
to fling themselves into the turmoil, battling
fiercely. Nat’s pistols cracked, men dropped,
then he was lashing out with his fists.

“ A rescue! A rescue!’ rose roars. ‘‘’Tis
Swift Nat to the rescue ! This way, cullies!”

The authorities had not feared any attempt
to rescus the unknown Ralph. This sudden
onslaught by friends of the famous Swift
Nat, obviously waiting the signal in the crowd,
took them by surprise. Many more soldiers
would have been there had Nat’s presence
been suspected.

Nevertheless, for some minutes escape
seemed doubtful. Nat and Ralph were
seized by soldiers, dragged back, only to
break loose again, aided by friends.
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At last, after five minutes of frantic fighting,
Swift Nat and Ralph burst out of the crowd,
their friends fighting along behind them.
In a side-street stood two horses—one was
Midnight—held by a masked man.

Up sprang Ralph and Nat, to clap home
their heels, and thunder away out of London
town. Behind them the din of fighting grew
distant and faint. Swift Nat laughed, as they
galloped along, knowing his friends were
sufficiently numerous to overcome the handful
of soldiers and make good their escape.

“ But how did you do it, Nat ? ”. R.alph
gasped, when at last they drew rein in a
country lane.

I

at the old barn that night with the forged
will as I promised ? Here it is!”

“’Twas you ?” gasped Ralph. “I took
you for another highwayman! Though you
were masked when you returned, you wore a
grey cloak instead of your blue one! Those
Runners that appeared were really after me,
but recognised your horse, and leaving two
men to take me, chased after you.”

Swift Nat laughed heartily. He remem-
bered changing his cloak round, for disguise,
when he entered the Green Dragon Inn to
take the will from old Medlicott. He had

forgotten to turn it again when he returned
to Ralph !

Hence the mistake, resulting in

————

Guarded by soldiers, with crowds swarming the street, the cart containing the bound Ralph rumbled
towards the gibbet—and a highwayman’s death !

‘“ Faith, cully, your rascally uncle nearly
nabbed me,” grinned Nat, relating all that
had happened at the Grange. * But I escaped
by jumping Midnight over the park-gates.
Then 1 gathered friends, and we rode all
night for London. :

“ As for the real ‘Scragsman Peters,” I
suppose he still lies bound in his room in
Newgate Gaol, unless he has been found.
Ho, ho! T gained access to him in the garb
of a Runner, whom I held up on the way.
One tug of my pistol-butt silenced him.”

Ralph roared with laughter.

“ But why the deuce did you shoot at me,
oully,” said Nat, “ when I returned to you

the narrow escape of Ralph from a highway-
man’s death, and nearly bringing about hia
own capture twice.

Delightedly Ralph took the will from Nat.
Able to prove it a forgery, the lad soon
established the fact that he was not really a
highwayman, and caused his uncle to fly
from the country. \

Swift Nat refused to quit the road, however,
having learnt to love his wild life. But he
knew that whenever he needed a refuge, he
would find one at Highfields Grange, actually
Ralph’s property saved from the villainous
old Medlicott by Swift Nat.

THE END
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