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I. HOW BART HID THE HARE
JIM WITHERS pulled up short and stood listening.

“Hear that, Bart?” he asked.

Bart Bryson, who had hardly said a word since Jim joined him at the head of the lane, looked vaguely at the younger boy.

“Hear what?” he asked.

Jim stared hard at his friend.

“What’s the matter with you, Bart? I never saw you like this before. What’s wrong?”

“Everything,” Bart answered. Then all of a sudden he seemed to wake up. His sturdy figure straightened, his grey eyes became alive. “Yes, I hear it,” he said sharply, and the words were barely out of his mouth before a hare springing through a gap in the hedge on the right landed in the lane.

The little creature was covered with mud, she was almost exhausted, and her large, liquid eyes were full of fear. Instead of bolting away at sight of the two boys she came straight towards them, and cowered at their feet.

“Well, I never!” began Jim.

But it was Bart who stooped like a flash and picked up the hare. Only just in time, for next instant two greyhounds burst through the hedge and stopped, evidently wondering what had become of their quarry. Greyhounds are gaze hounds. They hunt by sight and not, like foxhounds, by scent, and as Bart had already hidden the hare under the skirt of his loose jacket, the dogs were puzzled.

“Well, I’m blessed!” exclaimed Jim. “I never saw anything like that before.”

“You’ll see something else pretty soon,” said Bart. “This sounds like the chap who owns the dogs.”

Sure enough, someone came crashing through the hedge and leapt down into the muddy lane. He was a tall boy, taller than Bart and probably a year older, and would have been quite good looking had it not been for his conceited expression. His hair was black as ink, he had very dark eyes, and his skin was darker than that of an average Englishman. Behind him was a stubby little fellow who looked like a groom or kennel boy. The new arrival glanced at his dogs, then turned to Bart.

“Where’s that hare?” he demanded. All of a sudden he spotted what Bart was holding so carefully under his coat. “You mean to say you’ve picked it up!” he exclaimed! “Of all the cheek! Put it down at once.”

Bart had quite lost his dull look. His face was slightly flushed, and his lips were very firm.

“I haven’t the least intention of putting it down,” he answered, “at least not till you and your dogs have gone back where you belong.”

The other looked as if he could not believe his ears. His face flushed darkly.

“You cheeky young cub!” he cried. “Drop that hare this minute, or take the consequences.”

The little groom man slipped up close to Bart.

“Let him have it, sir,” he whispered urgently. “He’s Mr. Jet Norcross, and a terror when he’s upset.”

Bart smiled. “He’s going to be very badly upset if he doesn’t keep his temper and clear out,” he remarked. “Jim, take the hare and keep those dogs off it.”

As Jim took the hare from Bart one of the dogs bounded forward and snapped at it, but Jim gave the beast a cut with his ash- plant which sent it snarling back.

“You dare hit my dog!” shouted Master Jet and sprang at Jim.

But Bart stepped quickly between and deftly thrusting out a foot tripped Jet who came down heavily on hands and knees in the mud.

He was up in a flash, and rushed at Bart, hitting wildly. Instead of dodging, Bart bent right down, caught the other round the knees, then hoisted with all his might. The natural result was that Jet left the ground, flew like a rocket over Bart’s shoulder, and landed with a crash in the hedge at the side of the lane. The bushes saved him from being really hurt, but as it happened he struck a particularly thorny patch, and stuck fast.

Jim grinned broadly, Bart looked on calmly, but as for the little man he turned white and shaky.

“Run afore he gets out, sir,” he begged of Bart. “He’ll jest about kill you when he gets free.”

Bart’s answer was to take Jet by the legs and drag him out. The moment he was clear Jet rounded on Bart like a tiger. The thorns had not improved his smart tweeds, and he had a long bleeding scratch down one cheek, but to do him justice he was still full of fight, and he rushed at Bart again, hitting out with both hands. This time Bart stood his ground, and fending off the windmill blows awaited his chance, then sent in one straight left. His fist caught Jet on the point of the chin, and Jet sat down in the mud and this time stayed there.

“Sorry,” said Bart quietly, “but you would have it.”

Jet sat in the road and glared. He was too shaken to do much else. Bart turned to the little man.

“He’ll be all right in a minute,” he said; “then you can take him home. Come on, Jim.”

“Rum bird that!” observed Jim as they went away.

“Bit of a spoilt beauty,” agreed Bart. Then his pleasant face hardened. “But it was a rotten business hunting a hare like that, especially a doe. The chances are she’s got young ‘uns up on the down. I vote we go up there and turn her loose.”

“We’d better be sharp about it,” said Jim softly, “for here’s more trouble if I’m not mistaken.”

Bart looked up. “This old boy on horseback, you mean,” he answered. “It does look rather as if he was waiting for us.”

The old boy, as Bart had called him, was a thin-faced, yet very dignified old gentleman mounted on a quiet cob, and it occurred to Bart that he had probably seen the whole business. And so he had, for as the boys came alongside he spoke.

“May I ask your name?” he said to Bart.

“I am Bart Bryson, sir,” replied Bart.

“Son of the explorer?”
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