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' in’ up, dear fellows!" .

It was Sir Montie Tregelis-Weat,
- of the Remove Form at 8t. Frank's,
who made that languid remark. He and
Tommy Wateon and I were chatting against
the gates, waiting for the diuner-bell to
sound. .
" “I'm not interested in the wind, Montie,”
I said, without turming. * Now, Tommy,
ebout Handforth. He's a good man in goal;
there's no denying it. He can’t do much iu
the fleld—"’ ‘ o
- ““He says he wants to be placed in the
forward line,”’ interrupted Watson.

“ Oh, rot!"” I said. ‘‘ Handforth would be
like an elephant in the forward line. He'd
ruin everything. There’'s always a welcome
for good men in my eleven, and Handy can
remain goalie as long as he exhibite his pre-
eent form——"'

‘“ Hallo!* said Watson.
Jameson ! . _
+ “1 mentioned that the wind was blowin’
somethin' up, dear ol boy,” murmured Sir
Moatie. “1 wonder if there is anythin’
wrong?’’ ,

I turned now, and beheld a cyclist pedal-
ling up the slight rise from the village. He
was attired in blue uniform, and I recog-
nised him as Inspector Jameson, of the Ban-
nington police,.

‘“ Here's old

He dismounted a few yards away from us.

and nodded curtly. luspector Jameson was
always off-hand, probably because he bad
an idea—but quite a wrong one—that he
was tne most important individual in the
whole county.

‘“ I8 your master in. Nipper?'" he asked,
fixing me with his eagle eye.

I winked to my chums.
. (" Which master, sit?’’ I asked innocently.
“I've got two or three, you know. There’s
Mr. well, my Form-master; there's

{ House

well aware that 1 was referring to Mr. Nel-
son Lee."’

‘“Oh, Mr. lee!”"” I said. ‘““Yes, he'a in,
‘8ir. You'l find him in the Ancicat House, 1.
expect. Is it anything important’”

ameson prepared to walk on.

‘““I do not discuss my businesi with bhcoga.”’
he said sourly.

‘*“ And that's what Bannington can show
in the way of police officials,”” [ suid, gazing
wrathfully after the inepector’s retreating
form. ‘' The pompous old uass! These
country policeman are generally too big for
their boots. Now, a chief detective-inspectar
of Scotland Yard would treat me as an cqual,
but I'm a mere kid in-Jameson's eve-. |
.euppose he thinks he's as clever as all the
detectives at Scotland Yard put together!'™

‘““Oh, he doesn’'t know any better,”” il
Watson piatyingly. /

‘“It's a wonder he’s condescended to conie
to the guv'nor.” I went on. *“I'll bet he
wants advice of some rort, the old rotter.”

-w./\-v!rvl L]

- ‘“ Perhaps it’'s something about thc Mys-
terious X,”” remarked Watson.

‘““ Might be,”” I agreed. ‘" We bhaven't
heard anything about that gentleman fur
over a week, but there's no tellimg.”

q Meanwhile, Inspector Jameson had an-
nounced his arrival to Tubba, the Ancrent

age, and he was impatiently kicking
his heels in the visitors’ waitmg-room. His
business, as Watson had sur.zﬁeated. actually
was connected with the unknown criminal
;a{h.? bad stvled himeelf ‘' The Mysterioua

There had been two burglaries recently—
cne at the school itseli, and one at the
residence of Mr. Howard Ridgeway. a loecal
gentleman., In the first instance the atolea
goods had been returned by the thief, im
order to save Dr. Brett, the village medico,

from suspicion. In the second instance Nel.
son Lee had rccovered ths property.
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But the guv'bor, in epite of all his efforts,
Ead not captured the thie! himself. Nobogf
ad ever seen the Mysterious X exc Nel-
lon Lee—and that had only been in the
loom of night, when recognition had been
rmpossible. e man's identity was unknown,

Yet it was beliecved that he still lurked
In the neighbourhood. As Nelson Lee had
pointed out to me, the most likely explana-
tion was that thc thief was somebody we
all knew—somcbody we frequently came in
contact with, But he kept his secret so
well that it was really impossible to drop
on him.

Inepector Jameson had made a proper mess
of the whole affair ever since he had started
upon it. He had investigated the burglary
at the Mount, Mr. Ridgeway’s place. But
the stolen goods had been recovered by Nel-
son lee; the police had done mothing.

It was for this reason, perhaps, that Jame-
son had come to-day. He was in a some-
what difficult position, and he badly wanted
to hear what the famous private dctective
bad to say before making any definite plans.

The inspector eyed Tubbs sharply when
the page-boy appeared.

“ Well?"" e demaaded.

* Mr. Lee will sce you at once, sir,
TuhbLs cheerfully.

He led the way out of the waiting-room
which was situated in the private section ot
the Ancient House, and along two corridors
to the Housemaster’s study—which was occu-
pied, of courze, by Nelson Lee.

1 muet apologise for calling at the lumn-
cheon-hour, Mr. Lee,"" said the inspector, as
he was ushered in. ‘* But my business is
important, and 1 know you will excuse me.”’

‘" Of course, inspector,”” said Nelson Lee,
emiling. ‘* 8it down, and make youdnself easy.
Cigar or cigarette?”

** Neither, thank you,” said Jameson im-
patiently, taking a seat. ‘' A most disturb-
ing thing has occurrcd, Mr. Lee, and 1 may
as well tell you at the outset that it is con-

]

said

nected with that confounded rascal, the |
Mysterioug X.”
* Indeed,’”” eaid Nelson Lee. ‘' Splendid!”

** Splendid!'' snorted the inspector.

“*My dear sir, surely you are pleased?”

asked Lee. *““ We cannot hope to capture
the man unless he shows himself. For the
past few days we have been helpless, solcly
because our plundering fricnd has been in-
active. 1 shall welcome another opportumity
of getting on his track. Which unfortumnate
- houeehold has he visited on this oceasion?’’
** He 'hasn’'t visited any yet,’ zaid the in-
-epector. ‘* But I have every reason to be-
lieve that there will be a burglary to-night.
The astounding ruffian has had the audacity
to send a warning!'’ ,
- Jameson eyed Nelson Lee grimly, expect-
ing to see him exhibit surpriee. But the
schoolmaster-detective merely lounged back
in his chair and applied a light to the end
of a ncw cigarette. His clear-cut features
were immobile, and his grey eyes expressed
merely casual interest.

“You don't take it seriously, do you?”
he asked, looking acroes the table.

The inspcotor fumbled in his pocket,

‘* Just read this, sir,"” he said, handing &
letter over. ‘It was delivered by post this
morning, and Mr. Maple knows nebhing-—so
far. ’'m not sure whether to tell him, or
whether to act otherwiee.”

Nelson Lee took the letter, and saw that
it was addressed to Inspector Jameson, at
the Banuningtcn Police Station. There was

nothing to show where the letter had come
from—that is, except by the postmark, which
was ‘‘ Bannington.”” But that was of no

value whatever in this mstance.

Both the envelope and the letter enclosed
were printed—very roughly, and probably
with a rubber-stamp outfit. But there was
nothing whatever to ¢how who the writer
was, or where he bhailed from.

Nelson Lee took the shect of notepaper
from the envelope—a common type of paper,
such as can be obtained from almost any
stationer’s. It was quite useless as a clue.
Lee handled the pajer very gingerly, how-
ever.

‘“ Have you fingered this very much, may
1 ask?’’ he inquired.

‘“1 have taken it from the envelope several
times.”

‘“ But surely you examived tho paper before.
fingering it?"" asked Lee, raising his eye-
brows. °‘‘Paper of this type takes excellent
finger-printe—"’

*“My dear Mr. Lee, there are no finger-
prints. See for yourseclf.”

"' No,”” said Lee. **Of couree not.”

It was idle to explain to inspector Jameson
that the notepaper ought to have been sub-
jected to careful treatmemt at the earliest
moment. Both surfaces should have been
powdered, and the result would praobably
bhave bcen enlightening. Now, of course,
it was too late for anything of that sort.

Lee read the printed words with igterest:

‘“ The Poplars, Bellton, tenanted by Mr.
William Maple, will be burgled by mc at
11.30 to-morrow nicht, Tuesday.

‘“THE MYSTERIOUGS X.”

Twice Nelson Lee read the message
through, examined every word intently, and
then he handed it back to tho inspector.

‘“ Well, Mr. Lee?”

‘““ What do you want me to say, Jameson?
asked Lee.

‘* Well, 1 should like to hear your opinion,
siv.” '

‘I have no ohjection to giving it,” smiled
the detective. ‘‘ But 1 shoubd just like to

‘hear if you have made any plans yet. What

notice have you taken of this letter, inspeec-
;,gr‘i?t?yhat. do you intend doing with regarg
‘“T don’t think I shall tell Mr. Maple any-
thing,"”’ replied Jameson. ‘““1 s&hall be on
the spot at eleven o'clock to-night, however,
with haif-a-dozen men. 1 really came here
because 1 thought you might like to be
there, too.” .
““Thank you, Jamesom, but I don't think
I shall go.” ' '
“ But surely you want 10 see the man
captured?'’ :
“f do. But I'm afraid I sha’'n't see him
captured in the vicinity of the Poplars,"
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replied Ncelcon Lee smoothly. ‘ Man alive,
you don't expect to get him, do you? You
don't take this warning seriously?’’

““What else can I do?” demanded the in-
spector grufly.

““* Well, I know what I should do if I were
in your shoes,”’ said Iee. ‘I should ignore
this warning, Jameson. At least, I should
riot bother about sending any more than
onoe man, just to satisfy mpy conscience. And
even that man's time would be wasted.”’

The inspector was rather taken aback.

‘“But he says he will be there, and we
know the man is an unusual criminal,’”” he
said. ‘I flgure that he had done this out of
brﬁvado, anticipating that no action will be
taken—"’

‘““No, no,” interrupted Lec. * The Mys-
terious X is not a second editicn of the
fictitious *‘ Arsene Lupin.” He has more
senz than to run into the hands of the
police. Hec wouldn’'t have sent that message
unless he had beén very well prepared for
all emergencies. If you go to the Popiars
to-night, Jameson, you will be disappointed.
I shall certainly stay away."”

The inspector roee stiffly to his feet.

‘“In that case, Mr. Lee, there is no objcct
in my remaining?’’ he said coldly. ‘' In my
opinion this warning i3 a genuine one, and
I see no reason why you should scoff at it.
The thief has become over-confident ; he
thinks his plans are so well laid that we

shall be deluded. He does not know who he

19 dealing with!”’ .
‘““ And yet I fancy he doez,”” said Lee drily.
The inspector hardly knew how to take that

remark, and he picked up his hat and moved

towards the door.

“* At all evente, I shall carry out my plan,”
hre said. ‘* What else can I do? What would
the superintendent say to me if the Poplars
is burgled to-night and I took no action?
In the face of this warning U should be dis-
missed the Force!"”’ :

Nelson Lee smiled.

‘ Looking at the thing in that light, Jame-
son, perhaps you are richt,”” he said. * You
muat think of your position, of course. I
quite agree with that. I only urge you nct
to hope for any result.”

‘““Well, I do hope, sir, in spite of what
you say, and I believe I shall get the man,”
declared Jameson. * Time will show, at all
events. He will be a smart thief if he elips
through my fingers to-night. I am only
sorry that you won't be there to share my
triumph!”

And the inspector, with a stif bow, took
bimself off. He left Nelscn Lee wondering
what kind of triumph would be gained that
night. The triumph, if any, would probably
belong to the Mysterious X.

The Remove was at dinner when Jameson
departed. Consequently, Nelson Lec was
late in taking his place in the dining-hall. I
noticed that he was looking rathrer thought-
ful. and 1 mentally resolved to make inquiries
bzfore afternoon lessons.

Dinner over, [ trovped out with the rest
of the Remove, and thea hurried away to
Neleon Lee's study, ta arrivea at the door
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at exactly the same time 3 the
himself. He regarded meo severely.

* Your curiosity, Nipper, will lead you into
trouble one of these davs,” he deciareil,
leading the way into the study. ° Yon
needn’t tell me why you've come. You want
to hwear why the in:poctor called and wirat
his busineas was.™

I grinned.

“What a marvellous deduction, gus'nor.”
[ said. “ And 1 don’t c:ll that being curiou
either. Why shouldn't I kninw these trings””

“I'm afraid you'll never he a real school
boy. Nipper,”” chucklod the gnv'nor. = Yo
o¢till remain my a<eistant--<e¢h? Well, the
fact is, Jame:omn i3 hooked for a wilil-gooa
chase to-night, and he wanted me to vo witn
him. 1 didn't fanoy the idea of being
laughed at by the ncighbourhood to-morros .,
howeve:r."’

“* What the dickens do you mean, sir?’" |
avked.

The guv'nor lost no time in telling ma of
the warning letter which the inapector hail
received. listened with interest, and I
was in full agreement with Nelom Lee fhad
nothing would come of the vigil.

‘““ At the same time, air, the old ass i3 in
a queer poasition, isn't Le’" [ asked. * He
can't ignore the letter. brcauwge there's on-
chance in a million that it might bhe serious
And he'd be kicked out neck and crop if o
burglary really happencd at the Poplaia ™

Nelson Lee nodded.

‘“ And that is rcally tlie long and the shert
of the whole matter,”” he said. ** The My~
terious X has sense enoucrh to know that
Jameson will be there with all his avuilable
forces. The obvious inference, therefore, i-
that the burglar will not Le there, but elze
where. It is, T judge, just o little cheap
advertisement for the Mysterious X. The
fellow seems anxious to make Limsel:
notorious.”’

““The inspector would do far better to
watch a few other housez, sir,”” I remarked
‘“ Mr. Maple’s place iz on the other side or
the village, and it's not very large. He's
only a retired tradesman., I belicve, and he

'_.!Hv'(lhl'

can’t have much of valie iu his placs. That
.warning is a blind, siv.”
‘“You share my opinicn, Nipper,” said

Nelson Lee. ‘‘The only possible clue that
might have been gained was wasted by the
inspector. The note was a mistake on the
thief's part, unless he took very claborate
precautions while preparing it. But it's uee
less talking now. The only visible finger:
prints on the paper will be those of the in-
spector himself.”’

“ And what do you mean to de, sir- t -
adight?”” 1 asked.

“I don't know vet, my bov.”
son Lee. *‘ But donr't let that worry you
To-morrcw  will Le the interesting <day, |
imagine, and we shall probably find it neces-
sary to get to work in earnest.”

A minute or two later I left the zuv'nor
and huerried straicht to Study (. in the
Remove passage. Here I found Sir Montis
and Tommy.

‘“ Where the

rephied Nel-

dicken> did yon mizzle off
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107" demanded Wateon, as I entered.
what's the twinkle in your eye about?”’
«I've got an idea,” 1 replied briskly. “ To-
night, my children, you've got to follow your
ancle where he lecads you. We’'ll commit the
awful sin of breaking bounds after hghtg-out..
There's going to be some fun, or I'm a
Dutchman, and I don't sce why we shouldn't

have a look in.” _

* Explain yourself, you aes!” said Tommy
Watson.

“ Begad! Be sportin’, old boy,”" acded
Montie, regarding me through his pince-nez
in a critical way. ‘“1 don’t mind breakin’
bounds in a good causce, but 1 bar breakin
bounds for nothin’. Besides, what about
our beauty sleep, dear fellow?”

“ All the sleep in the world would never
make you becautiful—I mean more bes_mtl.ful,
Montie,”” 1 grinned. ‘' The fact 1s, old
Jameson looks like capturing a fine specimen
of a mare's nest, and—-" L

“ Why can't you explain, you silly idiot?”
roared Watson.

‘“ All richt; keep your hair on _

And 1 did explain. Tommy and Montie
listened with great interest, and when 1 had
tiniched they were both grinning.

“ We'll be there—rather!” said- Watson.
« And 1 say, couldn't we work a bit of a
joke? Why not lead all those giddy police-
men on a chase?” ,

“ We'll leave that until we're on the
spot,”” T replied cheerfully. ‘ But don’t for-
get that we creep out of our littie cota to-
night at eleven o'clceck to the minute.”

And the subject was dismissed until after

lights-out.

1

CHAPTER II.
TROUBLE BREWING.

LEASE, Starke, it ain't fair!”’ pro-
” tested Heath shrilly.

“If you give me any more of

your cheek, I'll cuff you on the

ear!” said Starke of the Sixth. ‘Cut off,
you little beggar, and be quick about it!”

Heath of the Third didn’t move.

* But—but I can’t, Starke!” he gasped.
“]—1 don't know where the matches are
kept. And what would happen if Mrs.
Poulter collared me? I should be reported
to Mr. Lee—"

Smack.!

Starke’s hand descended heavily upon the
fag’s left ear, and Heath staggered against
the wall. The pair were standing in one
of the rear passages of the Ancient House,
and it was just that period of the evening
when most of the fellows were in their
studies, either enjoying their leisure or busy
at prep. | :

Walter Starke, the prefect, was in his ele-
ment when bullying a helpless fag. Of late
there had been a great deal more bullying
than ever, and the matter was becoming
quite serious.

Not only the Third, but the Remove had
suffered, too. Starke and Kenmore were the
chief culprits, and they had made things hot

M
|
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“ And | for the juniors generally. The bullies, im -

fact, were gaining power.

““ Are you going to get these matches or
not?’' said Starke harshly. :

“It's against the rules!”’ sobbed the fag.
“ *Pain't fair, Starke, to make me go! Why
can't you ask the matron for some matchcs,
or buy some—"'

‘““Yon cheeky young puppy!” snapped
Starke. “ I'l} give you just two seconds!™
Heath placed his back against the walil.
““I'm not going—so there!'’ he shouted de-
fantly. ** You’ve got no right to order me

to go, and I— Ow! Oh—oh!”

Starke was cuffing the fag right and left.
They were not just ordinary cuffs, but
brutal blows. Heath was sent spinning, dizzy
and utterly helpless. His grubby little fists
were of no avail against Starke’s vicious
blows.

‘“ What's the trouble down here?”’

I asked that question as I turned the
corner. I had heard Heath’s cries from a
distance: and. guessing that something of
this sort was in the wind, I hurried down
the passage. '] was just in time to sece
Starke kick young Heath as the fag col-
lapsed on the floor. .

‘““You beastly brute!' I shouted indig-
nantly.

The prefect turned and stared at me.

“ Clear out of this, you brat!” he roared.

““ Not just yet, Starke,” I said grimly.
‘“1f you touch that kid again I'll—"

‘“ Well?” said Starke, as I paused.
“You'll do what?” ‘

“I'll knoeck you down!” T said quietly.
‘“ You can report me afterwards, but I shall
have the satisfaction of flooring a black-
guard!” :

Starke gulped, and took a step towards
me, his face black with fury. Young Heath
seized his opportunity, and fled. The prefect
and I were left alone in the passage, facing
one another. I thought for a moment that
Starke meant to lay hands on me, but he
changed his mind.

I probatly looked rather dangerous. I'm
not boasting when I say that I could have
knocked Starke down in less than three
minutes. He was big and burly, but in bad
condition—and he couldn’t box for toffee.

‘“ Well?’ I said, at last. ‘T seem to have
caught you fairly, Starke.” |

‘““ You—you caught me!’ stuttered the
prefect. ‘* Who the thurder do you think you
are, you confounded littie rotter? Take two

hundred lines for cheeking me! And if
you're not careful I'l—"’
‘“You’'ll do nothing,” I put in. ‘" We're

alone now, Starke sad I'm not scared of
you at all. Understand? And, what's more,
I’'m not going to do those lines. You're a
brutal, bullying ruffian!'"’

Walter Starke seemed to be on the point
of choking. To be spoken to like that by
a junior was a mnovel experience. He, a
Sixth-Former—a prefect—was being slanged

by a Removite!
“ You—you——'"'  Starke paused. and
ulped. ‘' You'll do me flve hundred lines,

ipper!” he roared. “ And if they're not-
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done by dinner-time to-morrow, I'll make
the imposition a thousand.’’

“1 don't care if you make it ten thou-
sand,”” 1 said contemptuously. ‘‘I've done
nothing tbat you can give me lines for,
Starke—and you know it. ‘There's been too
miich bullying lately, and ,you're the worst
rotter of all. You see, I'm not a bit afraid
of you. and I'm taking this opportunity to
- speak my mind."” :

‘“ By gad! T'll make you smart for this!"
sharled Starke.

** Will you?" I asked.
interested to know.”

The prefect made a mmove towards me. but
I didn't budge an inch.

““You know better than to start on me,
Starke,”” I went on. ‘' You oaly bully fags
and meek Removites. A prefect's authority
doean't allow him to knock juniors about,
apd I dely you to do your worst.'’

Starke took a deep breath, and forced him-
gself to remain caim.

*You contemptible little worm!" he
sneered. ‘‘ Just because Mr. Lee is what he
is, you take advantage of it—you think you
can ride the high horse as often as you like.
If I wasn't afraid of you sneaking—"'

“You needn’'t be afraid of that,” 1
terrupted coldly.

“1I'm not afraid of it,”" snapped Starxe.
‘““But it makes me sick to talk to you.
You'll go flying oft to your precious guv'nor
for protection as soon as yqu're touched. |
can't deal with a young cad like that!"

I blazed out furiously.

‘*You can do just what you like,” 1
shouted hotly. * You'll never find me
appealing to a master about the bullying.
I've never done it yet, Starke, and I never
will do it. And, as skipper of the Remove.
I'll guarantee that no other fellow
will sneak. either. We're quite capable of
bholding our own.’

"Starke glared at me, and prepared to move
ofl.

‘* Hold on!"” I said sharply.

He paused, arrested, in spito of himself.

*“* You'd better not give me any more
cheek—-"" he began. :

‘* There's no question of me cheeking you,
Starke—a fellow can't check a blackguard,”
I replied contemptuously. * I'm not mincing
my words this evening, and you can do just
what you like. For weeks I've been promis-

‘““How? I'm quite

in-

ing myself this heart-to-heart talk, and now |

we're having it. I want to just give you a
warning."’

““Oh!" said Starke sourly. ‘1 don't take
warnings from Remove kids.”

‘* It you don’t it'll be your own fault,” 1
said. ‘' I'm going to tell Ilyou squarely that
you'd better not go too far—that's all. If
you do, things will become hot. They may
be hot for us, but you can bet your last
dollar they'll be hotter for you. The Remove
isn't going to stand any tomfoolery.’’

** Why, you—you——'

““Oh, let me finish!” I snapped. *‘I'll just
tell you a little story, Starke. Mcmths ago
4 brute named Hunter was temporary House-
master here. He tried to bully the Remove

|
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-—he tried to squash the Remnve. Whal was
the resull? The Remove wasn't squashed
but Hunter was, We woulidn't stand nis rot,
and it's not likely that we're going to stand
yours. ‘That's wll. So just take my advice,
atr'l ease oft this bullying. It you dor’t,
there'll be trouble—in chunks!"”

And, without another word, | turned on
my heel and walked away. 1 did 30 vith
an irrenistible feeling that Starke was iny
inferior-—that I had talked to him as though
I were the prefect and he the junior And
Starke muat have had that feeling, too. It
was probably the firat time that he had ever,
been lectured by a Removite.

And yet it didn't seem ont of the way
He wouldn’t report me—Il knew that. The
fact was, he darcen't. He knew only too well
that [ was in grim earuest, and that mat
ters wouldn’t be improved by his gowmg o
Nelson Lee. Starke always took very ureat
care to avoid the guv'nor whenever posaible

1 made my way to Study C and strode

in. My chuma were at the table, just finish.
ing their prep., and they looked up with
casual interest. But something in my cx

prassion must have struck them.
‘“Who's going to be the victim. old boy!”
asked Montie politely.

**Eh?"
** You look like murderin’ somebody, that 4
ail,”” sald my noble chum. °' Begad! 'There

are some frightful thimderclonds gatherin’
on your brow, Nipper.
quite frightened.”

I closed the door with a alam.

“0Oh, don't rot, Montie,”” ( suid vao-
patiently. *“1've just given Stiarke i piece
of my mind; I've told him plainly what |
think of him. The cad was Knocking vouny
Heath about brutally.”

‘* And you stopped him?'' asked Wulion,
starting.

“T called him a blackguard and a ruttian,
and defled him to do his worst,”” | explained.
**He won’t do anything.”

‘* You silly ass!™ gasped Watson.
be half-skinmed!”

‘“* Not by Sturke,”” [ replied grimly. *‘‘ Oh,
this is getting frightful, you chaps. For
weeks Starke and Kenmore have been bnlly.
ing right and left. It's got to atop. or lifs
won't be worth living.'’

“ But how the dickens can we stop it?'" -+
manded Tommy. *“* We can’'t aneak, [ :up

I'm beginnin' to fectl |

“You'll

ge? And we can't fight the prefests

e've simply to grin and bear 1t. Th re 4
{ no remedy, old son."”

‘“That's the worry of the thing,” I said

‘“ And Starke and Kenmore are gaining more
power every day. They don't dare to touch
us, in this study, but that doesn’t any that
we sha'n’'t take any action. We've got to
think of the whole Remove—and the Third,
too. The Third’s helpless--a mere caolleclion
of youngsters who are scared to death of
every prefect.”

““Things are certainly getting eather warm.
dear feilow,’’ obaerved Tregellis-Weat.

“ You know what happened last week,' |
continued. *' Christine and ('o.. of the Conr
lege House, ragged Kenmo:e. What was the
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result? Kenmere and Starke plotted with
two College :ouse prefects, and Christine
and Co. were persecuted. It seems to me
that the bullies are combining, and when a
thing like that happens they become power-
ful.”

Watson grunted.

*“It’s easy enough to talk,” he said. ** But

that’'s where it ends Half the fellows are

wWhAATR W ) B wmay -_———--

talking—but they can’'t do anything further.
We're something like the crew of a Bhl.p
under a rotten set of officers. The crew can't
do anything, because that would be mutiny.
They’ve just got to stick it. And that secems
to be our position. It’s either a rebeilion,
or we put up with it.” ,
** There's no need for us to openly rebel,
I said. *“ And we're not going to stick it,

done at first. And Lomg’s a Remove chap!?
1 tell you, things are coming to a pass!”

‘“ Dom’t worry yaur head, Handy,” [ saicd
quietly. ‘‘ Before long we'll take matters
into our own hands——"

‘** Before long !’ smorted Handforth.

‘* That’s what I said.”

** But why not mow—te-night?"

' Because it's nrmpossible—tbat's why not!”
T replied shortly.

‘*And do you eall yourself a leader!”’
roared Handforth. ‘'It's my idea to get
the whole Remove together in a body. Then
we'll collar Starke and Kenmore, duck them

' in the fountain, and kick them round the

either. But before we take any real action, |

we shall have to see how things go won.
Starke may be better after the lecture I gave
him; I frightened him a bit, I believe.”

Sir Montie smiled joyously.

‘““You're a wonder, old boy—you are,
really,’”” he declared. ‘' Just fancy you
frightenin’ a prefect. But I believe you.
You're just the fellow who could frighten
Starke. The way you talk to people you
don’t like is amazin’. You make them look
frightfully small.”

‘* Well, 1 don’t know about that,”” I said.
““But it seems to me that the bullies have
formed themselves into a kind of gang, and
they're working together. They mean to
terrify the juniors and gain an 2absolute
mastery. If it goes on, there'll soon be de-
clared warfare.”’

“1t'll mean some shockin’ ructions, old
fellow.”

** All  the better,”” I replied grimly.
" There's no sense i—— Who the dickens
is that? Oh, clear out, Handforth—"

“Rot!” roared Handforth, charging into
the study. "1 want to know if we're goinyg
to stand it, Nipper?” ‘

““No, we're not!” I said. “1 don't know
what it is, but we’'re not going to stand it.
Will’ that do, Handy? Close the door after
you!’

Edward Oswald Handforth snorted.

“ You silly fathead!”’ he roared. ‘‘I came
here to complain. You're captain of the
Remove, and it’'s up to you to act. I've
F?v?r seen such a howling cad in all my
l e.lf

‘* Are you talking about me?’’ 1 demanded
hotly.

‘“Oh, don’t rot!” smapped Handforth.
‘Do you think I'éd dare to eall you a howl-
ing ead, Nipper? Hang it all, I can use my
fisats, but 1 wouldn’t start a scrap with you!
Besides, I don't think you are a howling cad.
I was talking about Kenmore, of the Sixth.”’

“0Oh, my hat!” 1 exclaimed. ‘' More
bullying?”’

‘* Kenmore and Starke are always at it,”
growled Handforth. * But just lately
they’re running riot. Not ten minutes ago [
found Kenmore out in the Triangle. And he
was whopping Teddy Long with a whacking
grecat ashplant. 1 thought murder was beiug

#.

Triangle.”

*“Oh, that’'s your idea, is #t?"’

‘“Yes, it is!”

‘““Then the best thing yom ean do with
that idea is to bury it!” I said. ‘* What
would be the result of that game, Handy?
Abgut ten of us would get public floggings,
an _____l!

‘1 don’t mind being whopped for the gend
of the cause!” said Handforth.

‘“ That’s not the question,” I replied. ‘It
wouldn’'t be for the gaecd of the ecause.
Starke and Kemmore would be worse than
ever afterwards. Can®t your little brain see
that? It would be a victery for them—and
victory means encouragement.”’

Sir Montie nodded wisely.

‘* Nipper’s right, you know, Handy,”™ he ob-
served. ‘‘* We don’t .see these things until
they are pointed out, begad®! There's nothiny
s0 bad as doin’ a thing hurriedly. We've
got to consider all the points beforehand.’’

*“] don’t see why we couldn’'t go for
Starke and Kenmore to-night,”’ said Hand-
forth obstinately.

‘“ Haven't I just told you why we can’t?”
I said. '* We should have the pleasure of
rageing the eads, I'll admi#, but we should
pay dearly for it, and Starke and Kepmare,
instead of being squashed, would have mere
power than ever. No, Handy, if we do any-
thiug at all it must be done cautiously. But
one thing is certain—the bullies are not
going to have everything their own way. I'll
see to that.”

“ Pity you can’t leave it to me!”’ growled
Handforth. ' I'd soon make thmgs hum, I
can tell you!”

I grinned.

“They’d uym all right,”" I agreed. "' But
we should suffer mare than the enemy. Ram-
headed 2ection, Handforth, is wuseless. I'm
afraid you wouldn’t make a good general—-
you're too impulsive. Just leave it to your
uncle, and you won't be disappointed. The
Form has relicd on me n the past, and 1
won’t let it down now.”

‘* Oh, have your own silly way,”’ grumbled
Handforth.

‘* And sneaking is barred——"

“Do you think I shall sneak?’® roared
Handforth. ‘““I've got nothing to sneak
about, anyhow. Those rotters hnow better
than to start on me! They'd bite off more
than they could chew !’

‘ Yes, yowwould be a bit tough, Handy,”
I agreed. ° Aud I wasn’'t thinking that you
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would sneak. You're not that sort. But [
have given word to Starkc that the 'Remove
would hold ita own without appealing to a
master. And the Remove will, too. We're
quite capable of dealing with the bullies ol
the Sixth'"

And so, for the time being, the matter
ended there.

We dudi't know how far Starke and Ken-
more, assisted by their College House sup-
porters, were prepared to go. Perhaps the
{»rcfcctq would moderate their habits, and

here would be no fight at all.

It was far more probable, however, that
‘Starke and Co. would become worse. Well,
if it really happened, the Remove was pre
pared. It wasn’'t likely that we should
tamely submit to the tyranny of the Sixth-
Form bullics!

CHAPTER III.
OX THE STROKF OF TWELVE !

¢ HUSH!”
That somewhat curious ctxclama-
“tion was uttered by Tomnmy Watson.

Sir Montie Tregellis-West and !
were ciose beside him:; and, to confess the
truth straight away, I must explain that we
werc trespassing. :

The time was approaching eleven-thirty,
‘and we crouched within the front garden (f
The Poplars, the residence of Mr. Willinm
Maple. The cold night wind was blowing
rather gustily, causing the trees to rustle
and groan about us.

This was all to the good. A perfectly sti’'l
night would have been awkward. For, some-
where near us. Inspector Jameson and his
men were on the watch for the Mysterious
X. The sighing wind prevented our moyv--
ments from being heard.

‘““ D't make that noise, you ass,”” I whis-
pered.

‘I was warning Montie not to tread on
20 many twigs,”’ explained Watson.

‘‘ Begad! That's frightfully unfair, you
know,”” protested Sir Montie. ‘ You were
treadin’ on the twigs yourself, Tommy—"

“ Blow the twigs:"” I snapped. ‘ Can't yoa
be quiet?"”

We had no desire to let Inspector Jame-
son find us on Mr. Maple's property—yet.
For we wanjed to see what would happen at
eleven-thirty. It was m?]r own private
opinion that thc whole thing would turn
out to be¢ a mare’s nest. And it would give
me real pleasure to witness the discomfiture
of the pompous inspector.

‘ Steady now!" 1 breathed.
somebody "’

We had edged our way through some
bushes, and now the house was right beforc
us. We regarded it from an angle, s0 that
we could see the front and one side. The
building was an old one, and rathor pretty,
for it was covered with ivy from ground to
roof. The rustic porch was a mass of
creeper.

And my oyes, accustomed to the gloom,
distinctly saw a man’'s figure beside the porch,

*“1 can see
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crouching against the vy At such 3 s
tance it wus imposaible to gee who he was,
or whether others wer: in the vicinity.
“One of Jameson’s sleuths, [ expret,”
whispered.  ** Den’'t move from here, my
sons. We can gee splendidly, and if we
forward any further we might he spotted
and mistaken for three editions of the Mys.
terious X' ‘

* Begad!”" murmnured Tregellie - MWest, That
would be frightfully awkward, old b~

I smiled to myself an 1 tried to imaygine
myself in the unkaown thief’'s place. Had |
been the Mysterions X, I could Rave Cadlly
got past Jameson's cordon. Even a: it WA,
[ was fairly certain that my chuma =nd |
had passcd two rural constables withont their
being aware of our proximity.

Jeveral trees grew quite near to the hanse,
and their hran(-Tles overhing the low ron’ in
places. There would have been nothing easier
than to lurk in one of thase treea well in
advance, and to onter the house at the
stroke of eleven-thirty without the police
knowing auything ahout it.

The thief ¢ould make his exit by the same
routec and get elear away. [ found inyaelt
seriously wondering if the Mysterious X reaty
meant to commit the burglary 42 he had it
mated. The preepect was by no means an
impossible one.

Bud at the 2ame time T did not expect anvy
dramatic event to happen here. Later nn we
were to find that our night egeapade wonly
not conclude without some excitement: e
were to discover that the jaunt wa2 not to
he entirely barren.

For the present, however, there was rathing
doing. :

‘“Past the timne, ian’t it ' breathed W ilson
cautiously.

I glanced at the luminoua dial of my wateh,

“No,”” 1 replied; *“‘only twenty-five past
yet. But you needn’t think that anything
startling will happen at half-past, my son.

**Oh, you never know," said Watson.

Meanwhile, Inspector Jameeon was «¢on-
cealed bhehind a laurct bush just near the
house. He had made his plans well - in hia
own opinion—and he was now having a laat
whispered word with P.-c. Sparrow, the Bell.
ton constable.

*“If the fellow comes, Sparrow, we shal zoei
him,”” declared the inepector confidently
“The time is drawing near now, 30 you mn-.t
keep your wits about you.'’

“I'm ready enough, sir,”” said Sparrow

‘*“ The other flve men are atationed roui-
the house, and if anything suspicious is . .
we shall get the report,” went on Jamesorn.
‘* Now, Kparrow, 1 won’t aay that anytiu:
dang‘fmm will happen, but we muet be pr-
pared.”

* Dangerous, eir?"’

“* The burglar will probably pe armed.”

“ My heye!"” muttered the constable. ** Y-,
mean with a stick or somethin’, sir?"

‘“Not a stick, Sparrow,” replied the n
spector grimly. ‘A revolver. probabhly "

‘*“ And—and mebhe he'll sheot  aip2*

“It i quite probable.”
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“My heye!” said Sparrow again. *'1-1
hope he don’'t shoot me, sir!”’

‘* That attitude won't do, Sparrow,’”’ said
the iuspector sharply. ‘‘ We are after a
desperate man, and you must do your duty—
whatever the danger may be. If you fall,
others will take your place.”

Tlhe constable swallowed Lard, but made no
reply.

‘** And always remember, Sparrow,’’ went on
the inspoctor, * that this is a chance m a
thousand. If you capture this rascal single-
banded it will mean immediate promotion for
you. That much I can promise.” .

‘“1've been very comfortable down here,
sir,”” said Sparrow. ‘ This village kind o’
suits me.. Promation’s all very well for them
as wants )t, but I'm not a man with ambi-

tions, sir. Never was. I'd rather one o’ the
other men tackled this ’ere Mysterious
Hex!"”

* You must do your duty, Sparrow,”’ said
the inspector grimly.

As a matter of fact, Jameeon himself was
not feeling at all happy. The darkness, the
wait, the moaning wind—all contributed to
making the vigil eerie. And there was the
knowledge that the desperate criminal was
waiting, perhaps, somewhere near; Jurking
among the trees, ready to strike!

As a rule Jameson was not imaginative.
But just ngﬁ he found himself thinkiirg of
most unpleamant thinge. He had heard of
cascs wherec men had been struck down in the
darkness silently and mysteriously.

What if this Mysterious X wasg armed with
some kind of noiscless pistol? How easy it
would be for himn to shoot down his enemies,
one by one! The worthy inspector heartily
wished the night was over.

And from the village, Lorne on the night
wind, came the chime of the church clock.
Half-past eleven! It was the ho:% mentioned
in the warning! Would the Mysterious X
carry out his project?

Inspector Jameson held himself alert. He
peered into the darknees on all sides
anxiouely and almost apprehensively. Affairs
of this kind were not in Jameson’s line at
all. He was an excellent man for the ordi-
nary routine work of the district; but this
was different. Calm and collected to all out.
ward appearance, Jameson was, nevertheless,
nervous within.

But the minutes passed, one by one, and
nothing happened.

The wind, if anything, was more blustery
than ever, and at every fresh creak and moan
the inspector’s nervousness incrcased.- As for
Constable Sparrow, he was moinentarily ex-
pecting an end to all existence.

But as noﬁ]ing had occurred after a lapse
of five minutes, Sparrow plucked up courage,
and aftempted to pull himeelf together.

‘“Don’t seem as if he’s comin’, sir,”’
whispered hoarsely.

‘* Silence, man--silence!'’
son.

The constable's voice, to tell the truth, had
rather startled the inspector, and he was
irritable. Ho had an uncomfortable feeling

that $he burglar was fooling him in some

he

muttered Jame-

1
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way. Jameson positively refused to consider
the podsibility of the Poplars being burgled
under bis very nosc. Such a thought was too
appalling. It would mean complete and last-
ing disgrace. '

Jameson was rather eorry now that he had
not tuaken Nelson Lee's advice. It would
have hcen far better to have ignored that
warning altogether. Now he came to think
of it, the inspector realised that thc M)e-
terious X had been bluffing.

At a quarter to twelve the situation was
still the same, and the disappointed Jamesou
was forced to conclude that nothing would
happen. His disappointment, however, was
not quite so great as his relief.

Tregellis-sWest and Watson and I, in our
place of concealment, were becoming rather
chilled. But we were determined to ‘' stick
it as long as the inspector. He certainiy
wouldn’t withdraw his men until after mid-
night.

** And this is what you dragged us out of
our beds for,”’ growled Watson grumpily.

**0Oh, don't make a fuss!”’ I gaid. ° The
night isn’t over yet.'

‘““My hat! We're notl going to stop here all
night, are we?”’

‘* Of course not, you ass!”’ I muttered.

‘““ Begad! Thank goodness!’’

** In any casc, it was only a bit of a jaunt,”’
I went on. *“1 didn't expect much to
happen, anyhow. Our time will come when
old Jameson goes off, empty-handed. We’'ll
nip round and mect him, and ask him whero
the Mysterious X is. I can just imaginc tho
expression on his face!”

We chuckled, and felt rather better.

Waiting patiently, the time paesed slowly,
but at length the village church boomed out
the hour of midnight. Mr. Maple's household,
of course, were fast aslecp; they knew
nothing of the activities so near at hand.

‘* Oh, there’s nothing doing,”” 1 murmured.
‘* Half an hour over the time, and there isn't

a sign of anything. If the inspector
doesn’'t———"'
‘“ Begad!” breathed Mcntie. ** What’'s that,

old boys?"”

There® was really no need for Montie to
ask. A bell was ringing insistently, and the
sound came from the direction of the rustic
porch. I peered forward into the gloom, but
saw nothing.

** Queer!”’ I murmured. ** What can it be?"

** Jameson ringing the front door bell, 1
suppose,’”’ said Watson.

‘* Rats! That bell is outside.’’

Inspector Jameson and Constahle Sparrow,
near the heuse, were under no delusion re-
garding that point. The bell was certuinly
.rti’ngir;g outaide. But what on earth could
it he?

The two men were thoroughly startled. The
bell buzzed away quite near to them, and at
the first sound of it Bparrow had jumped
about three feet. |

‘* Oh, my goodness me!'’ he gasped. ‘'‘ What
—what’s that, sir?’’ ' )

' How the deuce do I know?’’ snapped the
inspector festily.

e walked forward towards the porch, and



found that the sound was proceeding from
the ivy close a%ﬂnlt the low, overhanging
roof. And as the inspector peceed up the
sound abruptly ceased.: : |

‘“ Bless my soul!’ he muttered.
swear that was an alarum clock!"’

He turned quickly.

‘“ Come here, 8parrow,’’ he ordered.

The constable approached somewhat

nervously.
- **Don t—doa't go too near, sir,”” he mut-
tered. ‘“‘ For all we know, that might be one
o' them infernal machines, an’ we'll all go
sky-high in the next minute. 1've heered they
work like a clock!™

‘“ Don't be such a fool, Sparrow,”’ anapped
the inspector. ‘‘ Do you think an infernal
machine would give us a warning first? Don't

t such alarming ideas in your muddicd
b::g: Bend down--{ want to get on your
~ ** Yes, sir!"” said the constable hastily.

He obeyed the order, and Jameson some-
what clumsaily mounted upon his back. Then
the inspector commenced fumbling amongst
the ivy. His efforts, at first, were unsuccess.
ful. Then he suddenly gavo vent to an
cjaculation. -

‘“Ah!”" he j)erked out.
S8parrow! A clock!”

He gave a tug, and there was a slight snap.
The motion caueed the constable to:lose bis
balance slightly, with the result that Jamesnn
partially overbalanced and almost collapsed.

‘“ You clumsy lout!’ he snapped.

“I'm real sorry, eir,"”” gasped Sparrow
nervously. * You sin't dropped that clock,
‘ave’ you, sir? There's no tellin' buf wot it
might blow up——"

‘“ Confound you, 8parrow. don't make such
a fool of yoursell,’’ interrupted the inepector.
‘ Hold this clock!” .

‘ Yea, sir.”’ sald the constable huekily.

He took it, and Jameson atruck a match,
shading it carefully from $he wind with his
hands. As the shaft of flickering light fell
upon the face of the clock the inspector
swore beneath his breath.

For there, stuck on the glass, was a card,
and it hore the words: * Not this time,
thanks.—THE MYSTERIOUS X.”
¢ Just what [ thought all along!’”’ exclaimed
Jameeon, his volce harsh with suppressed
anger and chagrin. ‘' It's n hoax, 8Sparrow—
an infernal hoax!"

“*1 can

“1 was right,

‘ Infernal, eir?'" panted 8parrow. ‘1
thought there was somethin’ flshy—''

‘““ Oh. be quiet!"”

The inspector was thoroughly fed up—with
Sparrow as much as anything elee. He

realised that he ought to have had one of his
own men by his eide, and not this rural
booby. And, in the midst of it, a window was
eharply opened above their heads.

‘““ Whc—who's that down there?’” came a
nervous volece.

Jameson swore again.

“It's all right, sir.”” he called up grufily.
* You're Mr. Maple, 1 suppoee?’’ .

‘“Yes. I heard a bell, and some voicos—-'

" There's nothing to worry about, sir,”
igterrupted tho inepector. "' I'm a police
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oficer. [ thought there was some maraudse
hanging about your rlnco. 80 [ came in to
bave a look round, with one of my men."

. (Good hcavene!" excinimied Mr.

, Mapic.
*fs everything all right?"”

“Yea. quite all right you needi:'t alarm
yourself at all,”’ said Jameson testily. * (iood
night, sir. Follow me. Sparraw.”

The inapector marched away, and hs and
the constable arrived in the road appnesite
the front gate. .

“Go and tel! the others to collrct here,
Sgarrow." said the inspector curtly ' This
affair has turned ont hadly, and I adviee you
to say nothing about it to-morrow. We don't
want the district langhing at na.”

“[ don's reckon they'd laugh at me, aic."
said 8parrow, as he hurricd away.

** Confoundecd impudenc<' ' muttered the v
spector.

He knew, however, that the corstablec wian
quite right. It was he- Jameson- who wonld
recelve the hrunt of the covfMng if the story
got about. And while the inspector waa
standing there he faw ar abrupt start Bor
clearly upon the night nir came the unmis
takable sound of supp:esed boyish lvughter.

‘“‘ Ha, ha, ha!”

*“*“Good gracious!” mnattered
hoarsely. * Upon my eoul'"

He peered up the rond anvinusty, and with
increasing fury. .

“Who's that?'' he called.

He soon reoelved u reply, for three Acurya
emerged from the hedec and approached him.
The inspector clenched Ri: fiats as he recoy.
nised the fAgures of Tregellis-West, Tommy
Watson, and my humble self,

‘* Rather a otiff wind to-night, inapector. |
eaid chceerily.

‘* What —what are you doing here, hoys®"
demanded Jameson. grabbing my arm fierrely
‘“Why are you ot of your beds as this hour
of the night?"

‘“ Begad, sir, there's no need to get angery,”
remarked 8ir Montie, in n mild volce. ** We
shall get into frightful trnuble if you reporr
as, you know—an' I'm qnite sure that you're
too sportin’ to do anythin' like that.™

Inspector Jameson etnmped his fect im
patiently.

“1 was talking to youn, Nipper,"” le ex.
claimed.. * What are you doing here what
have you been daing here? @Good henvens’
Have you had the utter andacity to play a
trick npon me—me?"”’

‘““Play a trick, inspector?” 1 said, in a
shocked voice. ‘ Sdrely you don’'t thi.k that
we would dare to offend the majesty af the
law like that? We simply came here to sen
you capture the Myateriovs X. 1 suppose
you've got him tied up somewhese?"’

Fhe inspector nearly swore again—but re.
membered onr youth.

‘1 want you to tell me the absolute brath,
Nipper.” he sald harshly. ** Have fou plaved
thia trick on me? Did yon send me that
letter —and did you place this clock, ret sn
that the alarum would go oft at midnight, i
the ivy of the porch?2”

I choekled.

“1 don't blame vou for suapecting us, sir,”

Jiamrenn
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- is being plundered even at this minute.™
I said, ~ As a motter of faet, it does look fhoges B8 DEIRE B N on L really think 60, oid
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dropped back into the road and stared at y But, in any case, his only course was *.

my chuoms.

** Somebody has just come away from the
vicarage,”' 1 explained, in a low voice. ' It's
suabicious, and 1 mean to get busy. If that
fellow isn’t the Mysterious X, I'm a Dutch-
man. Who else would be prowling ubout at
this hour?”

‘*Oh, youn've beon [fancying----'" began
Watson. Ting °8
** Ratber not, old (fellow,”” interrupted
Mondie. ' Nipper ain’t the chap to fancy
things."

There was no time to waste, and I hurried
down the lane, knowing that my chums would
lollow. They did a0, bui by the time I
reached a spot two hund yards down
they were atill somo distance behind.

I was now facing a gap which gave upon
the bordering meadow. Pushing my way
through, 1 instantly eaw the strange figuro
movivg across the meadow in the direction
of the river.

I made up my mind awiftly.

**Come on, you ~haps'” 1 hissed.

Perbaps 1 spoke rather too loudly. At all
eveits | aaw the figure check, turn round,
and stare in my direction. Thea it went on
again -bnt now 1t ran, and I clenched my
tceth with vexation.

Without waiting for Montie and Tommy to
arrive 1 dashed away, running with every
ource of speed of which I was capable. It
was a chase, and the vcry fact that the
unknown had fled proved that he had been
up o no good.
doubt, in fact, that he was the Mysterious
X bhimself.

I ran madly. a wild hope filling me that 1
might bc able to capture the maraunder. If
I could only overtake Mm, and get him to
ﬂght, sufficient delay mig? be caused to cn-
a lo‘ my chums to arrive itf time to effect the
captore. . y

should prodabiy be knocked about con-
siderahly at frat, but this point did not
occur to me in Whe excitement of the moment.
1 simply w to overtake the fellow—to
get to grips with him.

And my hoim ran higher and higher as
I saw that was gaining. Without the
slightest doubt, I was gaining. And then
came A stroke of lnck. The lugitive, in bhis
pagic, tripped.

Over he went, sprawling. And while he
was picking himself up [ gained enormously.
By the time he was [fairly on the run once
more the distance which separated us wns
not greater than ffty yards.

And from the rear [ heard the thuds of my
chams’ footfalls upon the damp turf. The
situation was full of possibilities. I had
never hoped for such an opportunity as this,
and I wmeant to make the best of it.
Wouldn't the guv’'nor look pleased when we
announced that we had captured the daring
crook ! )

The thief himsell was probably under the
impreasion tbat he was heing chased by
police oficers. In that gloom he couldn't
bave known thit we were mere schoolboys.

There was no shadow pf|.

flee. Altbough a good sprinter, he was not
up to my form. is pace slackened, apd I
distinctly heard him panting laboriously As
be ran. As for mysell, [ was still fresh, and
capable of further spurts if neccssary.

We were just at the other end of the
meadow, and [ clenched my teeth in despera-
tion and raced on. Then, to my surprise,
the fugitive turned at bay. I was on him
almost before I knew it.

He was tall and lean, and attired In a black
cloak and a close-fitting cap. His face was
heavily bearded, but that's all I could so~
And tZe beard, in all probability, was false.

‘* Rescue, Remove!"' I shouted breathliessly.

The Mysterious X said nothing. He simply
charged at me like a madman, punching.
kicking, and gasping for breath.

I was not quite prepared for such vicious,
whirlwind attacks. And almost before I
could reach him I received a frightful kick
on the left shin.

““Oh, you brute'’’ 1 gaaped, in agony.

The blow infuriated me, and I Innged for-
ward blindly. My clenched fist struck him
squarely on the right cheek; 1 felt my
knuckles jar ‘against the bone. The man
reeled back, recovered, and again attacked.

This time he meant DbLusiness, and hia
gloved fist smashed into my face with atun-
ning force. I had attempted to guard the
blow, but was a moment ton late. And |
thudded to the ground., 3eeing stars by tha
hundred. -

It was the finish.

By the time [ sat up, dazed and bewildered,
the Mysterious X had vanished, and TrezeHin
West and Watson were just armving. My
late opponent had evidentiy plunged through
the hedge, and was now completely lost.
There were thick trees bevond, and it would
have heen idle t8 search.

‘“ Are you hurt "’ panted Watson, in alarm.

‘*Not a hit!” I groaned painfully. ‘ Yon
might tell me if my nose is still in the middle
of my face? It doesn't seem to be thers
somehow, and I'm quite sure that tive or
six inches oi skin are missing from muy left
in."”’

“It was amarzin'ly plucky »f you, Nipper
boy!"' gasped Sir Moutie.

**Oh, rata!’ I said, staggering to my feet.
** What a beastly sham~! If you ch.aps had
only come up a minut- agov, w2 should have
ot him. Why the dickeus didn't you run

arder?”’ i A

‘* We nearly burat a dozen biood-vazzels,
anyhow !’ exclaimed Watann jerkily. = Oh,
my hat! I haven't run like it for weeks!
But you were a marvel, Nipper-we couliin¢
get anywhere near you.”

‘“Yes, I did run,” 1 admitted, tenderly
feeling my node. I don’'t blame you for
not coming up—you did yaur best, [ know.
Well, it was a near shave, and the Mysterioug
X was nearly collared. No good grumbling.”™

I examined my shin cautiously, and fowund
that it was bleeding ateadily, the skin having
been torm for over two inches. That shin
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would he tender for days, and 1 should

imp on the morrow.

* My handkerchic! Is qwite clean, dear
hoy!" said Montie, with concern. *‘ Pray let
me bdind it round, an' then Tommy and I
will aseist yoo home. You've been marked
hi"htfnlly you know.’’

started.

“Talking of being marked,” 1 said, ‘ the
Mysterious X must he marked, too! 1 caught
him a beantiful smack on the right cheeck.
If I didn't break the skin, therell be a
black bruise there.”

*Well, s there 82"’ asked Watson.

“It may be important,” I said. °° We
don't know who the man ls, but that mark
will serve as a chue, don't forget. If the
rotter is somebody llvln% in the district—
somebody we know—that bruise will give him
away.’’

“1 expect he'll lie low for a bit,”" said
Walson.

““If he can,” | added. “Perhs{n he won't
bec able to without creating suspicion. Any-
how, it's no good talking about it. Let's
get back to our littlo cots. 1 shall want
about a gallon of water to wash my honour-
able wonnds."’

I soon found that my 101
very bhadly even then, and only walke
with difficulty. 8o ! was extremely glad
when we arrived in the Triangle and entered
the Ancient Houee by way of the window of
Study C.

Creeping upstairs, we expected to ged to
the Remiove dormitory without a hitch., It
was nearly one o'clock, and the whole school,
we presumed, was fast asleep. This, however,
wus not the case.

For just as we turned into the upper land-

Ing we heard a door opeltm
** Hist!” whispered Wulson hurriedly.

The next second the landing became flooded
with light, and we found ourselves staring
at.ltarke and Kenmore of the 8ixth. They
were hoth in pyjamas, bat were very wide
awake, and didn't look as though they had
just pot up from their beds. 1 lt.ronfly

ng

was palnin

suspected, in fact, that they had been hav
a guy time with cards in some other senlor's
badroom,

" Well, I'm hanged!" said Starke, staring.
He strode forward.

*Where huave you jumiors been to?’ he
demanded.

** Downstaies,” 1 re{)l'led shortly. ‘' No
harm in that, Is theret”
‘“1 suppose you got all that mud on your

clothes downstairs?”
‘“ Well, I didn't get it upstairs,” 1 replied.

“ You ocheeky young rufMan!’” smapped
Rtarke. ‘' A fine state of things, I muat say!?
What do you think of it, Kenmore? Three
Remove kids just come in from the village!
This’ll probably mean the sack, you ljttle
blackguards!*’

1 looked at Starke steadily.

“*You needn’'t be quite so free with your
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abuse, Starke,”” I said. ‘‘We've broken
bounds—it's no good denying that—and we’re
prepared to pay for it. The onli thing you
can do is to report us. Good-night!”

Sir Montie and Tommy smiled to them-
selves, and Starke snapped his teeth.

‘“* No, youn don't!” he exclaimed viciously.
‘* Mr. Lee allows you three juniors to do
pretty much as yon like—he’s altogether too
soft. I'm not going to report you. I'm

going to give you the punishment you deserve

gow,”’ -
*Oh, don't be silly—" .
‘ Silence!’”’ snapped S8tarke. ‘' The three

of you will write five hundred lines each, and

you're gated for the rest of the week. You

ought to consider yourselves lucky for gettinug

of! so lightly. Now get to your dormitories.’’
‘ Look here——"' began Watson.

‘““Oh, come on!’ 1 interrupted wearily.
*“ But I'm not going to take that punish-

ment!’ snorted Watson. *1 want to be
reported!’’ _
'*And you will be reported if you don’t

bring those lines to my study by tea-time
t.o-tmoar'ow," eaid Starke. ‘' That's cecnough—
cut off!*’

1 selzed Tommy's arm and forced him to
walk along the passage. 1 was feeling achy
and my head was throbbing in the most pain-
ful manner. There was really nothing to be
gaimed by prolonging this scene.

As soon as we got into the Remove dormi-
tory Watson started on me.

‘“You silly ass!”’ he hissed. *“If we'd
stuck out and forced Starke to report us to
Mr. Lee, wa should have been let off with
fifty lines each——"

* No, we shouldn't!” I interrupted. * We
might suspect that Starke and Kenmore have
been Txmbling or sometbing, but we can't
prove It. They would have reported us, I'll
admit—but what then? The guv'nor would
have been compelled to punish us severely.’’

** But we've been out before—"’

‘“ Very likely; but only Mr. Lee has known
about 1it,”” 1 explained. ‘‘ Could he have
given us just Lifty lines for breaking bounds
in the middle of the night—with Starke in
the know? Why, the whole House would
have been talking abous it inside an hour.
The chaps would call it favouritism, and a
whole fuss would have been made. 1 date
giily the Head would have flogged us—net
because we deserve it, but because it's the
usual punishment for breaking bounds.”

“ But Starke wouldn't have reported us,
you fathead!’

‘“Oh, yes, he would—and he might even
now!’ 1 replied. ‘* He and Kenmore were in
yjamas, and they might have jumped out of

d, for all we know. It's rough luck, but
there's no getting out of it.”

“You're quite right, old boy,’” said S8ir
Montie resignedly. *‘' Five hundred lines, and
a gatin’ for the rest of the week. Begad!
Ain’'t we havin’ a rippin’ night of jt?”

And we.- undresssd and got into bed,
fuming. ‘



to lose his balance slightly, with the result that the inespector collapsed.

2. Inspector Jameson gave a tug, and the motion caused the constable
(See page 9.)

e
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CHAPTER V.
SCHEMERS OF THE SIXTH !

ALTER STARKE was in a very good
humour the next morning.

Quite unexpectedly, he had been

granted an opportunity of inflict-

ing punishment upon the three fellows he

disliked more than any others. And we, for

our part, were not in a position to defy him.

Of course, I should tell the guv’'nor that
we had becn spotted by the prefect, but
Nelson Lec wouldn't be able to alter the
situation. To inquire into it, indeed, would
only be to makc matlers worse.

“We've got to do those lines, old' scouts,"
I said, as we descended into the lobby. * If
we don't, we shall be reported to the Head,
instead of to the guv'nor. And you know
what that means.”

“1 Jdon’t mind the lines so muech,’”" growled
Watson. “ It's the gating 1 kick against.”

I grinned. ‘

“ We'll ignore the gating,”” I remarked.
“If Starke likes to make a fuss, he can do
1t. I shall go along to the guv'nor's study
soon, and tell him what happcned last night.
How docs my face look?™”

S8ir Montie eyed me critically.

“ Your nose, dear boy, is slightly larger
than usuval, but there's nothin® much to
notlca,”" he replied. *‘It's reallv a wonder
vou weren't marked more eeverely. But I'm
afraid your shin s frightfully painful.”

1 shall get over it.”” 1 said cheerfully.
““ As for the Mysterious—----""

1 broke off in the middle of my sentence.
I'rinton, of the Sixth, was just descending
the stairs. Frinton was not a2 prefect, and
the Remove rarel{ had unything to do with
bim. He was a Irequent visitor in Starke's
study, and was generally regarded as a
rotter.

But what startled me was a distinct bruise
upon Frinton's right cheek! It was ro
ordinary bruisé, but the result of a violent
blow. Frinton went past us without even
looking in our direction, and passed out
nto the Triangle.

“Did you see it?" asked Watson breath-
\easly,

“Yes," I replied.

* But--but Frinton can't be—"'

““ Of course he can't,” I interrupted. *‘ Just
2 coincidence, that's all. I'll admit it took
me by surprise for a moment, but it would
be too mad to suppose that a St. Frank's
fellow is a common burglar.”

*“Ch, preposterous, dear fellows! said
Montie flatly.

At the same time, we were all struck by
the thing. And we passed out into the
Triangle to discuss it in private. And then
we received another shock.

Wiltk‘'ns, one of the ostlers, attached to
the Cullege House, was passing at that very
moment, whistling cheerfully. He was a
tall young fellow, lean and wiry. And the
very hrst thing we noticed was—a severe
bhrulae on his right cheek! _ ’

l" Mv wly Aunt Jane!™” excluimed Watson
blanki.,. '
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The brulse was different from Frinton's, be-
ing larger. - But it ‘'was a bruise such as my
blow might have caused. So, for that mattcr,
was [Irinton’'s. This was merely another
coincidence, but it had the effect of divid-
}ing the suspicion equally between the Sixth-
Former and the ostler.

And yet both suspicions were palpably
absurd.

Of the two, Wijlkins was far more likely
to be the culprit. But 1 couldn't imagino
him playing the part of the Mysterious X.
And Frinton, as the culprit, was dismissed
from my mind at once.

“It's simply amazin’,”' murmured Sir
Montie, staring after the ostler’s retreating
figure. *“‘ It is really, dear fellows.”

“ Not half so amazing as you seem {0
imagine,”’ I replied. ‘' There are hundreds of
fellows in this school, remember, and bruises
|are fairly common. There’s nothing amaz-
ing in the fact that two chaps bear a mark
which might have be~n caused by my Hst.
We shall probably bc¢ swspecting somehody
else before long.”

And, as a matter of fact, we were.

Directly after breakfast Tommy Watson
ran down to the village on-his bicycle. And
when he returned he made the surprising
announcement that a tall stranger was stuy-
ing at the George Inn—and he possessed a
heautiful bruise on his right cheek! The
man was tall, and he profcssed to be—so
Watson bhelieved—a commercial traveller.

‘“ He's the Mysterious X! declared Tommy
excitedly.

“ Well, I'll admit he's a far more likely
candidate than the othcer two,” I said. ** But
we can’'t be certain, old chap. 'Chree fellows
with bruises! Dash it all, it's quer, what-
ever you say.”’

Without wasting any further time I went
to Nelson Lee's study and told the guv'nor
exactly what had happened. He listened
gravely until I had firished, and then nodded
his head approvingly.

‘““ A very plucky attempt of yours, Nipper.”
he said. *‘ It was hard luck the fellow get-
ting away. And it was still harder luck
to be seen by Starke and Kenmore on your
return. I'm afraid I can’'t lighten that sen-
tence—although you know I would if I could.
But it wouldn't look well, Nipper.”

““T quite understand that, sir,” I replied.

‘“ By the way. what were the prefects doing
at that hour?” .

“I don't know, guv'nor.”

** How were they dressed?"

“In pyjamas,” I replied.

“Then I'm afraid we canpot rise the
matter,” said Lee. ‘* Whatever suspicions
I may have, young ’'un, it is impossible to
prove anyvthing. Starke and Kenmore might
have been disturbed by your movements--on
the other hund, they might have been very
wide awake before your arrival. I am
afraid those two seniors are inclined to bad
habits.”

“*They're a couple of beasts, sir.”” I said.
with feeling. * But we don't want to talk
about  Stdr¥e and Kenmore. Whut's you:
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opinion about those three bruised cheeks? Do
you think one of——"" .

*“ You may as well count out Frinton and
the ostler,”” interrupted Nelson Lee. * Ob-
viously, they are not likely to be connected
with the mysterious individual who has been
80 active of late. They are really above
suspicion. With regard to the man in the
village, I will make inquiries concerning him
as soon as possible.” .

“I think it would be just as well, sir,”
I agreed. ‘‘.But where were you last- night?
Sleeping peacefully in your little cot?’”

The guv’'nor shook his head, and smiled.

‘“ No, Nipper,” he replied. ‘I was prowl-
ing about somewhere, but I met with no
huck. It was a wasted night, in a way,
although that does not worry me. A detec-
tive cannot always meet with success. It
seems that you had the only success—"’

** Success!’ I echoed. ‘A fine success—I
don't think!”’ )

‘““ My dear lad, you met the Mysterious X,
and you marked him,”’ said Lee. ** Well, that
is something accomplished, at all events.
There is a distinct hope that I may be able
to follow up the matter successfully.”

'* And what about the vicar, sir?” I asked.
‘“ Have you heard anything?’

‘“ About a burglary, you mean?’

‘““Yes, guv'nor.”

“ The Rev. Ethelbert Goodchild has made
no report 8o far, Nipper,” said Nelsou Lee.
‘““* But it is early yet, and we have every
reason to believe that the Vicarage was
plundered laét-night. Perhaps we shall hear
aomet.hinf later.” .

“ I reckon the vicar was, sir,” I remarked.

‘“ Was what?”

““ A food child to be given a name like
that,”” I grinned.

‘“ ﬁpon iny soul, Nipper, you have a fine
nerve to make your infernal puns in this
study,” said the guv’nor s¢verely. ‘‘Take
yogl!'aelf off, unless you want to be Kkicked
ou | 5 ]

“ That's a flne way for a Housemaster to
talk to a helpless junjor,” I said reproach-
fully. “ I shall have to—— Whoa! Steady
on with that dictionary!”’

I fled, for the guv'nor -looked dangerous.
Sir Montie and Tommy listened to my re-
port with interest, when I arrived in Study C.

““ There’s nothin’ to do now, except wait
for Mr. Lee’s inquiriee to develop,”” ob-
served Tregellis-West languidly. “I have
an idea that the feilow in the village is the
culprit. But it is frightfully mysterious,
old boys; it is, really.”

It was only natural that we should be
anxious to learn if any burglary had oc-
curred at the Vicarage. For, if there had
been, it would prove beyond question that
the man I had struggled with was the Mys-
terious X himself.

After morning leesons, however, I learnced
that no word had been received of anything
unusual, The vicar, as a matter of fact,
had been scen by several fellows, but there
had been no signs of agitation upon the
reverend gentleman’s mild countenance. ‘.

‘“ Looks as though we made a bloomer last
night,’”’ said Wataon.

I5
‘“That’s not likely,"” 1 owected. “It's far
more probable that the Mysterious X was

about to burgle. the house, and cleared off
becaueo he heard our footsteps. Still, it's
no good conjecturing.’”

By this time, of course, the whole neigh-
bourhood was chuckling over the fiazco at
the Poplars during the night. Although we
had thrcatened Lo Inspector Jameson to talk
frecly about the affair, we had actually said
ncthing. |

It had leaked out by some other means.
In all probability one of the rural conetahles
had been expressing his views over a pot ol
beer. P.c. Sparrow was quite capable of
such a t-l_nn% since goesiping was u.ually his
pastime in Bellton.

_The St. Frank's fellows grinned with .-
light. Inspector Jameeon was not popular,
and to learn that he had been made a fool
of by the unknown burglar was ratlier rich.

‘“ Serves the old ass right,”’ declarcd Haund-
forth. '* Perhaps he won't be so joll; ovcr-
bearing in future.”

** He deserves to be taken down a peg or

two,” agreed McClure.

*“Oh, rather,” eaid Church. * Just fancy
the ol;i inspector wa:ting for hours, and then
arresting a giddy alarum-clock!”

‘““ Ha, ha, hal’
it‘."

“ Rich ain't the word for
McClure.

It was a half-holiday that day, and tle
Ancient House juniors were playing t{ha
College House juniors. Faces were somew!'int
gloomy after dinner, for the eky was cver-
cast, and a slight drizzle had commenced
falling.

“Just our luck,”” growled Watson, staring
up at the sky from the Ancient House steps,
‘ This rain looke like kceping on, too.’

TIf it doesn't get any worse than this
we shall be all right,”” I remarked. ‘* Hallo!
Make way for the noble dukes!'

Tommy W ‘tson snorted, and didn't budge.

Mills and Jesson, of the College Honuse,
were mounting the steps somewhat majestic-
ally. They were Sixth-Formers, and from
their attitude onc might have supposed that
t.hert Ancient House was their personal pro-
perty.

‘““ Queer how some fellows are stuck up,”’
sald Watson, with a sniff.

Jesson scowled as he lecoked round.

‘““None of your comfounded chaeek!'”
enapped.

grinned

he

‘““How did you know I was referring to
you?'' asked atson. bluntly. *‘If the cap
fita you're at liberty to wear it; [ don't

mind !’

The two prefects glared, and entered the
lobby. They werc powerless to do any*hing
but glare, for they had no authority in the
Ancient House.

Two minutes later Handforth and Co. ap-
eared, and Edward Oswald was shaking his
ead solemnly.

“T tell you there’'s something on!"”’ he de-
clared.

‘“ Well, esuppcee there is?’' asked Church.
‘“It's none of our business—''

‘““Rot!” snapped Handforth. ‘' Of ocourse,
I don't expect you chaps to unnderstands
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you're ton i"'ﬂ.",dﬂl!- It needs bLrains to
understand things!" * - .

[ su that's why jronre alwaysz so
dense, waly?" I asked. -
Haudforth glared.

“If veu're suggcating I lLiaven't got any

brains,”’ he roared, ** I'll jolly soon show yolu
whosher I have or not."’

“How?" 1 asked. ‘' Nobody's ever scen
tcm!UO

* Oh, don't rot!" growled Handforth. “ 1
keep on tclling those asses that there's some-
thing on, and they ignore it. I've ncver
known such apathy in all my lifc! Just
when the Remove ought to be wide awuke

“ But what's the trouble?™ I asked.

‘** Didn't you see Millse and Jesson come

“Yea. What about it?"’

““ Those two rotters have just gone into
Starke's study,” said Handforth grimly.
‘“ 8tarkc's etudy, mind you. And not five
minutes ago Frinton, of the 8ixtih, went in,
with Simme, of the Fifth. With Kenmore, that
makea eix of tho worst outsiders in the
school. What the dickens are they all doing
in one study?” . ’

‘““ My dear chap, it's no good aeking me,’
1 replied. ‘1 should ray they're holding a
smoking coacert, or something ol that kmq.
They believe in that sort of rot, you lm-ow..'

“ And theee or four of ‘cm prefects!”
snortod Hmn?lort.‘h. “A fine set, I must
eay'! They ain't it to be prefects in a re-
formatory!” . -

‘“ Begad!”” murmurcd Sir Montie. ‘ Some
more visitors, dear boys.” :

We looked rounds. Grayson and &haw, of
the Fifth, were hurrying across the Triancle
from the College House, to which they be-
longed.

* More
Handforlh gruffly.
making for Starke’'s etudy.
cade altogether. There's somebthing on,
tell you—eome rotten scheming or other.”

Grayeon and Shaw werc remowned as the
bullies of the Fifth, and they lonked some-
what apprehensive as they mounted the atepa.
Being merely Fifth-Formers, they had no
rcal power, and it was no uncommon event
for them to bo rageged by a erowd of aportive
Ancient House Removites.

“Pon't touch ‘em!” I ‘“ We
don't .want a scrap now.” .

Grayson and Shaw walked in, trying to look
vconcerned. And Handlforth followed at a
distance. to return a minute later.

“] told you so!" he said darkly. ** Starke's

in?ll

of the samo breed!' exclaimed
“T'll bet a quid they're
Eight of thf

murmured.

study '’

I nodded thoughtfully.

** Looks 8t usly like a meetiog,” 1
anid. ** Starke could hardly have seven

fellows at a oard-pamdy in his etudy. Too
much of a crowd for that. I'll bet anything
that those rotters are preparing romething
for va3." ‘

“ st
O Rxactly,”
known an allianca lika thi=
are cqual numhers of Arncient House and
Colleaee Hpouse seniors ai that meating. It's
wv  opinion they mean to gain tdic uoper

said Handforth, staring.
[ agreed. - ** Have you ever
befcae? There
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hand ol us, if they can. It's up tn uas to
equash the movement belore it gains any
strength.”’

‘“ But how?'’' asked Wateon pointedly.

‘““ We caa’'t decide a thing like that in a
minuie,”’ I replied. It wants careful hand-
ling, and 1 suggest that we hold a meeting

thiz evening——"'

‘““This evening!” interrupted Handforth.
“Why not nowi Why not get up a crowd
at once, storm Starke's study, and kick——'’

“What a chap you are for offensive
measures!” 1 interrupted. * It's no good,
Hapdy; we can't do things in that ram-
headed way. Besides, there's thc¢ f{ooter
match for this afternoon.’”

‘““You fellows asleep?’’ came a hail through
the rain.

Bob Christine and Co. were appreaching.
and I waved to them.

‘“We'll leave this discussicn until later
on,”” I said briskly. * Come on, my eons!”
~ And five minutes later we had dismiesed
Starke and his supporters and were lining
up on Little Side for the House match. The
drizzle had almoet stopped, and there were
some breaks in the clouds. We should pro-
bably have fine weather, after all.

Meanwhile, our surmises with regard to
what was passing in Walter Starke’s study
were not far from the mark. The bullies, to
tell the truth, were combining forces with a
definite object in view.

It had been Starke’s idea to bezin with,
and it was he who had called the meeting.
When Mills and Jemson arrived they found
Starke, Kenmore, Frinton, and Simms loung-
ing before the fire, smoking.

‘‘ Haven't you brought the other two?™
asked Starke, lookinz round.

j‘Gu'a.yson and Shaw are coming ir a
minute,”” eaid Jesson. ‘‘I don’'t quite agree
with it myself, Starke—'"

“Don’t agree with what?”

‘““ Well, T don't see why those Fifth-Formers
showdd bhutt in,'” rephed Jessonm.

“Fh?"’ said Simme, glaring.

‘““Oh, you're a Fifth-Former, of course,”
grinned Jesson. ‘' Sorry. No offence. But
this was to be a Sixth-Form conclave, 1
thought.”” . :

Starke shook his hegd.

_ “ Not exactly,” he replied. ‘' We're all in
it. and you'l understand soon, when I out-
line the situation.”’

The visitors helped themselves to cigarettes
from Starke’s hox. and seated themselves on
the edge of the table.

‘“ The juniots are getting a jolly sight too
cheeky,”’ remarked Mills. ‘‘ Just now, when
we came in, a beastly Remove kid insulted
us in the most barefaced way. Pity you
can’'t keep 'em in hand better, Starke."

“I'M have 'em in hand before long,”’ said
Starke, scowling. ‘“ Who was it—+the chap
who choeked you, 1 mean?” ‘

‘““ Wateon."

“I'l remember it,"”” said Starke. as the
door opened. “* Oh, here you are,’”’ he added.
as Grayson and Shaw entered. ‘‘Shut the
door. and lcek it. We deon't want aay in-
terruptiods @uring this meeting.”’

(rayson looked round somewhat nervously,
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‘“ The smoke’s’ pretty thick, lsn't it?'' he
suggested. ‘* We could smell it outside,
Starke. If a master happens to go. along
the passage—'"

*“QOh, decn't worry,”
* Lee’s out this afternoon, I believe, and it
doesn’'t matter, anyhow. Masters know
better than to poke their noses along this
pasmage on g half-holiday.: 1 don't know
what old Stockdade does on your side, but
we're safe here.” '

‘* Stockdale never interferes,”
Jesson. a
- ¢ He shoves his nose in the Fifth-Form
passage sometimes,’”’ grunted Shaw. ‘' That’s
ust the difference; you fellows are in the

ixth, and can do as you like. Hand us a
cigarette, somebody.” .

he party settled down, and Grayson sug-
gested carda.

*“ Cards be hanged!” said Starke sharply.
“ This is a meeting, not a card-party. The
subject under discussion ise to be the grow-
ing independence of the jumiors. It’s got to
atop; the little beggars are getting too
cheeky.” :

‘““ How cun we stop it?"’ asked Jesson. ''1
suppoee the kids of your House will aiways
cheek us, and the Kkids of our House will
always cheek you. There's no checking that
sort of thing.”

*“It'e gcing to be checked, anyhow,’' de-
clared Starke grimly. * Last night Nipper
had the infernal -nerve to defy me to 1y
face. Told me to go and eat coke—or prac-
tically the same thing.” o

“ Didn't you smash him?"’ asked Mills.

Starke gritted his teeth.

‘“ That Kkid's difficult to deal with,”” he
said. ‘ He'd come across me cuffing one of
the fags, and if I had ‘
have sneaked. That's just the trouble. We
ought to be able to cufl the kids just as we
like, without being in fear of sneaking.”

“I fancy you're wrong,’”” put in Frinten,
é¢haking hjs head. ‘‘I've watohed Nipper a

ood bit, and I don't believe he’s the kind of
ellow to c¢ncak, Starke.
youngster to deal with, don't forget that. I
should advise you to go easy with him.”

‘“ Yes, being a pal of Lee’'s—"' .

* That makes no difference,”” went on Frin-
ton. ‘‘I've never kmowm Nipper {0 run to
Lee over a grievance. He deals with things
himself. And, what's more, he generally
gets home once he starts. We'd better go
easy with him.”

‘“So that's the idea, is it?’ he exclaimed.
“* You're all scared of a Removite, just be-
cauee he happens to be more independent
than the rest. He’s the one junior we're out
to squash. And he’s going to be squashed.
And Christine must be dealt with on your
aide, Jesson. Christine is the leader of your
juniors, and he generally takes his cue from
vipper. If we deal with thoee two young-
eters the rest will knuckle under like putty.”
- But how can we deal with them?’ asked
Jeason doubtfully.

*“* By combining forces,’”” replied Starke.
‘“ The main thing is to get the juniors under
our thumb. They’'ll have a rough time of it
_wst, and we shall have some trouble. But

T¢ ﬂ:a.rked

interrupted Starke.
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in the end we shall be mastere. Meetings of
juniors, for example, are to be forbidden——""

‘““ Hang it all, we can’t forbid meetings.”
interrupted Mills. ‘' The juniors can collect
together if they like.”

“ If we're going to stick to rules and regu-
lations, we sha’'n’t-do anything,’”’ said Sterxe
grimly.- ** Our plan I8 to take matters into
our own hands, There might be some eneak-
ing at first, but we shall have to risk th:t.
Put sneaking  wom't go on for long, after
we've dealt with the litte brats who blab.
If we eonly keep the gume up without a
pause, we shall have the juniors trembliing
within a fortrigbt.”

‘“It seems to be a kind of league,” re-
marked Jesson. -** Well, I'm with you, right
througit. And- I can speak for tiwee other
fellows, too. The juniors have been too in-
depeindent altogether. Your idea, Starke, is
to make a bid for complete power—<eh?”’

“ That's it exaethy,” agrecd Starke. * We
can't do it all at once, but by pegging away
without a pause—by Dbeing ab.olute'y ruth-
tess—we shall gain the day. We're scheminz
for full and complete authority. Ii’'s been
done in other schools, and it can be dune
here. I'm sick: to death of being cheeke:l
by Third-Formers and Removites. It's going
to stop, and the young cada arc booked for
the werst time they ever experienced.”

‘“It doesm’t seem worth it, to my mind,”
remarked Frinton. ‘' What the deuce is the
gond of taking all this trouble, Siarke? The
juniorsa don’t bother us much, and I'm hanged
if I”can gee any advantage we should gain

‘““Are you against it, then?”
Starke.

demanded

punighed him he'd.

And he’s a tough

* three bouts.

‘* Not exactly——"'

‘“ Because, il you are, you can clear out,”’
said Starke sourly.

“I'm not against it,”” declared Frintza.
‘“ My onliy objection is that the game doesn'$
'seen; worth the candle. But you can count
me in with you; I'm willing to do my share.
But you've only spoken in a general kind of
way, Starke. You haven't outliucd any
definite programme.”’

' We haven’t settled upon a definite pro-
gramme yct,”” sald Starke. **This is oply
a2 preliminary discussion, after all. 1've uot
heaps of ideas in my head—some really stan-
ning schemes for squashing the juniors. By
the end of this term we'll be complete
maeters. That’'s my ideal.”

And the meeting of bullies discusesed wavs
and means at some length. Nothing poxitive
' was decided upon; but there was no doubt
| whatever that the gfenjors were determined
to commence a reign of terror in both
Houses at St. Frapk’s.

They overlooked the one impertant point
that the juniors would not submit. Starke
and Co. fondiy believed that the juniors
would knuckle under after the first two or

But Starke and Co. were wromg.

The Remove would fight for f{ta {nd--
pendence to the last breath. A big tuesle
was coming, and the jumnmors would sutler

considerably to begin with. But bullying
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tever pavs in the long run—and it wouldn't
pay now, .
A Dbitter strugzle was incvitable, and it
was detined to be a long one,
CHAPTER VI.
v A FEW INQUIRIES.
ELSON LEE, contrary to Starke’s be-
lief, wus not out that afternoon.
The schoolmaster-deotective reclined
languidly before the fire in his own
study, and his thoughts were the reverse
of languid.

Lee, in fact, was thinking deeply. He was
tather irritated by the continued problem of
the Myscterious X. Aflairs of a far more
serious character had frequently been settled
by Nelson Lee within a few days—sometimes
within a few hours,

But somehow thia audacious rascal was
elusive. The Mysterious X was no desperite
eriminal; that much was obvious.” His
thefts, -after all, were pever considerable;
he contented himself with minor burglaries.

So far he had gained r&vrectealy nothing,
ennd he had proved himse:f to be a man with
a certain sense of decency. In the first
robhery Dr. Brett had been suspected. and
the Mysterious X had returned the stolen
ccods solely in order to clear the ddctor from
suspicion. That was unquestionably a sport-
ing action. :

In the second robbery Nelson Lee luid re-
coverecd the stuff promptly, although the
burglar had eluded pursuit, and could not
he traced. And then had come the absurd
incident of the Poplars. The Mysterious X
‘had threatened to burgle the place under the
ztaﬁea of the police, but had done nothing ot

e sort. .

Nelson Lee had never believed that he
would. As Lee had to!d Inspector Jameson,
this enterprising thief was not a second
* Arsene Lupin.”” He was audacious, cer-
tainly, and he possessed a strong merve. But
he was not fool enough to run his head into
4 DOOVSse.

On the countrary, the Mysterious X had
Jisplayed remarkable caution in all bhis
actions. Not orce had he left a clue be-
hind him, unless by accident. And his
dentity was hidden in mystery.

Nelson Lee thought nothing of the bruiscs
[ had mentioned. Frinton of the Sixth was
sut of the question; the ostler was a man
f good character; and the stranger in the
vilage was obviously innocent. The fact that
the three possessed bruised cheeks was
curious, but not particularly significant.

And it was fairly certain that the actual
thief would remain in hiding until the bruise
had vanished. Or possibly my fist had not
marked him as severely as I supposed. All
these ponts Nelson Lee dealt with, and yet
he could come to no conclusion. Therc wase
80 doubt about it the unknown marauder was
an interesting character, and his identity
could not even be guessed at.

With regard to the °‘ suspectcd’ three,
I may as well state at once that Nelson Lee
tvad already wnade all the inquiries he
thought accaaary. And he had fouad that
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Frinton, Wilkins, and the commercial trave!-

ler all hnd solid alibie.

Who, then, was the man I had marhed?

In the midst of Nelson Lee's cogitutions a
tap sounded on the door, and in answer tn
l€e’s ** Come in,”” Tubbs, the Amcieut Houase
page, entered.

‘“ Letter for you, sir,’”” said Tubbs,

‘“Put it on the desk, Tubbs,” c¢xclaime.!
Lee, turning his head. *‘* When did it come?”

‘** Five minits ago, sir.”

q ‘“ But there is no post at this Lour of the
ay.!!

‘“* No, sir; the telegraph-boy frum thc vil
lage brought it,”" said Tubbs. * It's a ex-
press letter, or something."”’

‘“ All right, Tubbs; you may go.”

The page-boy went, and Nelson Lee ruse
to his feet, lit a cigarette, and picked up
the letter. It was an ordinary Court-sized
envelope, and bore a three-halfpenny astamp
M the usual corner, and three penny stamps
in the lower opposite corner. It was marked
‘“ Express "' in heavy letters.

‘“H'm! Postmark ° Bannington.”” mur-
mured Lee. ‘‘ It was apparently dropped into
a pillar-box carly this morning., and would
have been dellvered, but for the expreas
stamps, by the evening st. Why the
urgency? Probably for effect.”

The nddress was roughly printed, and lee
thoughtfully tore the flap open. He had
already formed a guess an to the sender.
The printed characters had given him .
fairly obvious clue.

And before removing the letter from the
envelope he pulled open a drawer and ex-
tracted a pair of delicate forceps. With
these he removed the sheet of notepaper, and
laild it tenderly on a clean sheet of paper
He could not have been more careful if the
letter had been contaminated by disease.

“Jt is just as well to be cautious,”” he
told himself. *' Dear me! 1 suppose I ought
to be quite startled—but I'm not.”

For the notepaper contained the fol owing
briefl message:

‘*To Mr. Nelson Lee,—Take my advice and
refrain from pursuing |{tmr present inquiries.
You wil come to no harm if you will com-:
ply. Refuse, and the result wil be serlous
I am not disposed to put up with any inter-
ference from you. Take waming.

“THE MYSTERIOUS X.”

Nelson Lee smiled s.musedly.

** Quite a dramatic touch,”” he murmured.
‘“ But it misses fire—sadly. This genial warn
ing is the very iIncentive I needed. My un.
known friend will certainly be compelled to
put up with my interference.”

The words on the paper were printed- cx
actly similar to the note to Jameson. It
was really lmgoulble to draw mmy con-
clusions from that printing. But the paper
itself was another matter.

Without touching it, Nelson Lee producedd
a small article—a powder-blower of his own
invention. With this ilostrument he bhlew
upon the letter a fine fillm of yellowy-grey
powder.

This ha\'-in settled evenly, be hlew geontly
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apon the surface, and the powder was dis | * Thank you—thank yow. New, Mr 1
mﬂ?ﬂ-l m:-d ar two bhlotehes here -hn.’ln‘t magine li:: 1 ve :;a E’.‘:’.

cigarettes—or, if you would prefer it, I bave | Lee. ™ But how ao ROOW Thab the bhier
some d&;—" was the Mysterions X1 N
- te, please.” said the viear Because of this, Mr. Lee.
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And t™e vicar laid upon the table a neat
alip of nasteboard, bearing the printed name
of the unknown burglar. A similar card had
been left behind in the Lwo previous rob-
beries,

**And you do not intend to inform the
police?”” usked Lee.

*If you advise me ¢to do so I will com-
municate with Inspector Jameson at once,”
said the vicar. ‘' But, really, I don't care

for the idea. I don't want the police inter-
fering in my house. I would rather sustain
the loss.”

““In that case, Mr, Goodchild, I would
prefer not to offer any advice at all,” said
Nelson Lee quietly. ‘ You must do as you
think fit. Nevertheless, I shall he only too
delighted to look into the matter privately,
for I am greatly interested in the movements
of this mysterious character.”

The vicar beamed.

‘“ Ah, nothing would plcase me better."”” he
oxclaimed. * Thank you, Mr. Lee—thank
vou exceedingly. If you tiake up the mat-
ter I can look for some result, but I cer-
tainly have no faith whatever in Inspector
Jameson. 1t is most generous of you—most
generous, indeed!’’ .

Having given a more detailed description
of the stolen articles, the reverend gentle-
man tock his departure. Nelson Lee was
rather pleased at the vicar's attitude. He
was inclined to agree that the police would
hbe more trouble than they were worth.

And there was now positive proof that the
man I had tussled with during the night
bad heen the Mysterious X himself. Before
tea Nelson Lee paid a visit to the Vicarage,
and bhad a look round. There was nothing
to be seen of any value as a clue. The thief
had obtained an entry by means of the
¥French windows, and it was clear that he
had worn gloves, and that he had been par-
ticularly cautious about footprints.

Phe vicar insisted upon Nelson Lee staving
1o tea, and when the meal was over the
detective decided to ride over to Banningzton
on his bicycle. I don’'t exactly know the
reason for his visit, but it had nothing to
do with the burglary affair.

And in Bannington the guv’'nor met with
one of those strokes of luck which very sel-
dom happen. It was pure chance, and
Nelson Lee himself would be the last to
claim: any credit. In my own opinion. how-
ever, I think the guv’'nor was jolly smart.
1t he had not been wide-awake the incident
would have passed unnoticed.

It was nearly dark when Nelson Lee started
oft home, and the drizzle, having held up for
-8everal hours, was recommencing. ‘I'here
was a stif wind, too, and Lee was pedalling
against it when he passed the establishment
of Mr. Donald MacLane.

This gentleman” presided over a pawnshop,
and his appearance did not quite agree with
‘his neme, although he was a genial old
chap enough. However, if he liked to give
himself a Scotch name, that was his busi-
ness. But I had my own opinion.

Well, Nelson Lee was passing almost be-
neath the three go!den balls which overkung
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the roadway when a man emcrged from the

discreetly situated side-door. The man was
fairly tall, was attired in a long overcoal
and a bowler, and he possessed a thick beard.

All this was not in any way suspicious.
But Lee's keen eyes detected something clse.
On the man's right choek there wis a bruise!
Lee remembered the encounter he hiad once
with the Mysterious X ; he remembered grasp-
ing a beard. .

Aand a pawnshop! The significance of the
thing was obvious. Lee. however, could do
nothing decisive. The suspicion he had was,
after all, only vague. It was impossible to
accost the man, for in all probability he
was an innocent townsman. Nothing eould
be done, in fact, until Lee had made in-
quiries.

Without delay bhe dismounted from his
machine and eutered the side-door of the
establishment. The placc was empty, save
for himself und the man behind the some-
what dingy counter--Mr. MacLane himself,
probably.

‘““Well, sir?"" he asked politely.

‘““A man just left this shop,’” said Lee.
“I have rcason te believe that he is a
professional thief. Can ycu tell me what he
pledged here? My name is Lee, and I am a
master at St. Frank’s College."”

“I can tell you nothimg, sir,”
MacLane shortly. ‘It would pnot be busi-
ness. QGood-morning!"’

* Thank you,' said Nelson Lee, with a nod.

He left the place, knowing well enough that
argument was useless. And, after all, Mac-
Lane was within his rights. He was not
obliged to divulge a customer’'s business to
a stranger.

Lee remounted his bicyele, and rode
straight to the police-station. Here he was
fortunate enough to find Inspector Jameson.
Under the circumstances it was necessary for
Nelson Lee to explain that the Vicarage had
been burgled.

‘““ At the same time, Jameson, I want vyou
to understand that the vicar iz not at . al
kean upon the police making investigations.”
satd Lee. ‘I am half-inclined to think, how-
ever, that we can lay hands on the stolen
property at once."”

“I don't understund you, sir,”’ said the in-
spector. .

‘“As I was riding down the street I hap-
pened to see a man emerge from MacLane’s
pawnshop,”” went on Nelson Lee. “1 am in-
clined to believe, Jameson, that the man was
the Mysterious X himself—although, mind
you, it is cnly & suspicion. I want you to
come with me to that shop now—in your
ofticial capucity you can compel MacLane to
tell us the nature of the :articles pawned."”

replied Mr.

““I don’'t know whether it's possible——"
began Jamesca doubtfally.
‘“ Man alive, the sight of vyour uniforin

will be sufficient,’”’ broke in Iee. ** We just
want to make certain—that’s all. The stolen
articles consist of a case of silver teaspoons,
two ivory omaments, and a silver candle-
stick. If thgy have been pledged, we shall
hgow that we dre on the right track.”
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*Very well,” said the Indpector. ** We'lly

go at once.” , ‘

They dié so, and Mr. lane was qQuite
eager to comply. He had no wish to have
any unpleasantncss with the poifee. ‘

“ i the things were stolen, Inepector Jame-
son, it is not my fault,” he said. in an In-
ured voice. “I was not obliged to tell

his gentleman anything. How was I to
know what Pis motives were? I advanced
four pounds on some silver teaspoons, a silver
candlestick, and some ivory ormamentes—you
can see them if you wish.”

‘“ By George!’’ said the inspector. staring.
“I wasn't far wrong, was 1?7 asmi
Nelson Lee. ‘“IMt's a pity 1 didn't know for
gertain at the time, or the man would not
have got away. However, we shall get him
yet, although his identity still remains a

mystery."”

The inspector took charge of the things,
and promised te make matters right with
Mr. MacLane after interviewing the viecar.
And Jameson, without delay, accompanied
Nelson Lee back to Bellton.

Phe affair was only a small one. and once
agric Nelsan Lee had been auccessful. On
thia occasion, however, the Mysterious X had
gained to the extent of four pounds in eash—
not a large sum, eertainly, but it was his
frst real success.

The name and address supplied to the
pawnhroker was obvicuely false, and it meant
nothing. As to who the man was, or where
he operated from, remained as puzzling as
ever. When would he be captured? And
was there any nossibility of a further bur-
glary in the neighboutrhood ?

Personally, I had an idea that we should
hear more of the Mysterious X.

CHAPTER VIIL
THE BEGINNING OF THAE TERROR !

& ENTLEMEN—"
‘“ Hear, hear!"
“ Gentlemen of the Remove—"’

*“ Qo it, Nipper!”

“0On the ball!*

‘ Gentlemen of the Remove, this meeting
has heen called——"’

* Hurrah!”

‘“ How the dickens can I make a speech
if you keep interrupting?’’ I roared warmly.
** Can’t you asses be %uiet for onece?'’

“Order!” bawled Handferth. ‘ Order for
the chair!”

** This meeting has been ealled,”” I went
on, '‘to discuss bullying—"

‘““Good!"" said Handforth.

‘1 think you'd better call yourscH to
order, you duffer!”” 1 anapped. ‘- We shall
never be able to decide anything if we can't
obtain silence. In #wo ticka I'll chuck up
the speech altogether!"

The Remave common-room in the Aacient
House was packed. Not only Fossils were
present, but a great many Monks as well.
Christine and Co. had come over in foree,
in order to suppert the mecting.

T declared.

F 3

The leaders of the College Howse juniors
were as much interested in $his matter as

‘we were ourselves. The bultying was a mutual

rievance, aithough the Monks had not suf-

fered as severely us a great many jumiors in

the Anctent House.
“Go i, Nipper!”
"“Order for the speaker!”

* We are here mainly to champion the fags
of hoth Houyses,” § went on grimly. '* The
Remove, generally speaking, basn't suffered
particularly, but the Third has. And bullying
is absolutely rotten in any achool. Until this
terin we haven't had much of it here, but just
recently Starke and Kenmore and Jesson and
others have been gaining power every day.
[t's got to stop!”’

‘* Hear, hecar!’’ -

“And. what's more, we're going to stop it,’
“You ask how?"”

“1 didn't hear anyhody ask how,” said
Handforth, looking round.

*“You silly ass, that was only a figure of
speech.’”” I retorted. ' This meeting is to he
something like a debate, and we’'ve got to
decide how the bullies can he squashed. 1It's
a stift problem, ['l admit, but we're not
going to be browbeaten by cads like Starke
and Jesson and Kenmore!"

‘* Rather not?'"

** Down with bullying!"*

‘*Only this afterncon Starke gathered al
his supporters together.”” 1 went on. *‘ For
what reason? Obviously te plot and plan.
Those rotters are determined to do away with
the independenee of the Third and the Re-
move. Are we going to setand H£? Are we
going to become slaves?”’

** Never!’’ roared the Remove.

“Down with the tyrants!”

"* Horrah !’

The common-room rang with cheers and
shouts, and in the midst of the hubbub the
door burst open, and Starke, Kemmore, and

shquted Christine.

Frinton appcared. They were all looking
grim, and they carried canes.

‘“Whaat's the meaning of thie?'' roared
3tarke furiously.

I stared steadily at him.

“Can’'t we hold & mecting now?’ 1 de-
manded.

‘“ No, you ean't,”” shouted Starke. ‘‘ You're

making a noise like a pack of hoodligans. Clear
out, the lot of you, and go to your studies’
If there’s any insubordination, ['ll report the
ringleaders to Mr. Crowell.” .

‘* Hang it all, Starke, it's a bit thick!'”
snorted Handforth. ‘' There's no reason why
we can't haold a meeting—""

* Handforth, take two bhundred
shouted Kenmore.

** Rats!"* roared Handforth.

Starke strode forwar! and gresped Hand-
forth by the collar. Kenmore went, too, and
the next moment Staske’s cane was buay. The
whole action was high-handed, and the Re-
move got excited and furious.

‘“Riek the cade out!’ yelled somebody.

** Hear, hear!"”

The juniors 3urged forward, and the threo
prefecta were swept ofl their feet, alarmed

lines!'"”’
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aud cnraged. Befare they could .be got to
the donr, however, a sudden hush fell. Bdlr.
Crowell, the Remove Form-master, strode
into the common-room.

“Upoar my soul!” he exclaimed amazedly.
“ What - what is the meaning of this out-
rageous cecene? Release Starke at once, you
unruly voung rascals!”’

“It was their own [fault, bawled
Handforth.

‘* Silence, Handftorth!' shouted Mr. Crowell.

** There can he no excuse whatever for this
hehaviour. These senior boys are prefects,
and therc has becn a grave breach of the
rules. Every jupior will take two hundred
lincs. Nipper, I am surprised that you
shiould take a hand in this insubordinate out-
rage.”’
. [ don’'t want to excuse mysell, sir, but 1
did my best to keep the fellows in check,”
i teplied quietly. 1 don’t blame them at
all, though. Starke, Kenmore, and Frinton
interfered without the sclightest reason, lﬂld
Handforth was being hullied when the otMer
chaps interfered. 1 don't think anybody
doserves punishment—-except the prefects.”

‘“* Good for you, Nipper!”

** The yourg hooligans rushed at ws with-
out any reason, sir,”” enarled Starke.

* Phat i3 sufiicient, Starke,’”’ put in Mr.
Crowcil coldly. ** The matter will drop at
once. 1 have already given the punishment
I deem fit. [ may add that no further junior
mecting is to take place in this Housc to-
night. 1 forbid it."”

The juniors streamed out. furious. They
didn't Llame Mr. Crowell at all. He had only
done wh:at he considercd to be his duty-—-and
the ecene in the common-room had certainly
bheen outrageous.

But the bullies had won the day—there was
no doubt about that. They had come there
to break up the meeting. and had succeeded.
Further, the juniors were not made happy
by the prospect of two hundred lines.

* Are we pgoing to stand it?"”’ dcmanded
Fandforth furiously.

“ Begad!"' murmurcd Sir Montic. “ We
can't help ourselves, old boy. We've no
quarrcl against Mr. Crowell, you knew, an’ we
can’t disobey his orders.” .

“ But it's unfair,”” protested Watson.
** Why should we be barred from halding a
meeting? It's tyranny!”

We were all out in the Triangle by this
timc¢, and feeling ran high. The fellows
didn't care & jot about the drizzle.

‘* Look here, we can't go on at this rate,”
1 said grimly. * Why can’t you chaps be
gensible? C(rowell only forbade the meeting
hecanse you handled the Sixth-Formers. Ycou
krow well enough that it's against all
authority to go for a prefect.”

* ** What eclec could we do?’" demanded Owen
major hotly.

‘“ The prefects can always stop any jurior
meeting if they like to make themeelves
nasty,”” I went on. * That's what prefects
are for-—to keep order amongst the juniors.
We can’t jib against that sart of thing. It
we do, we place ourselves in the wrong at
or.ce. ‘Miat's what happened just now.'

sir!’
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“Then we car't hold a meeting at all?"”’
shouted Pitt.

‘“Yes, we- can; but wec¢ chall have to be
quiet about it,”” I replied. * Crowell’'s for-
bidden a meeting in the Ancient House, but
there’'s no reason why we ehouldn't go over
with Christine and uis lot. We can finiah
the discussion there.'

“Good!’” said Christine heartily.

“* We're not going to be diddled by thoso
cads!"’

** Rather not!"”’

The fellows surged acronss the Trianglc in a
crowd, and piled noisily into the College
House. My eflorts to keep them quiet were

useless; they didn't seem to realise how
necessary it was to exercise caution. The
prefects had power. We hadn’'t. Therefore

it was essential that we should be careful.

““This way!"”" said Christine briskly.

The Removites charged into the common-
room, and I brought up the rear with Tommy
Watson and Tregellis-\West.

“1t's no good!"’ I said. * There's too much
noise going on.”

““ Well, suppose there is?"' asked Watson.
‘“ Dash it all, there's generally a noise in the
common-room. Who'll notice it? And what
does it matter if it is noticed? Even the
prefects can't stop the fellows jawing!"’

“You’'ll see!” I said grimly. * The fact
i3, the Remove doesn’t realise how serious the
position ia; but they will realise it soon.”

I closed the door after I had entered. and
listened to Handforth's speech. Handforth
was standing on the table, very excited,
addressing the crowd. Needless to say, he
shouted at the top of his voice.

‘““There’'s only one thing to do!”’ he de-
clared. *‘* We shall have to take the prefects
in hand ourselves. They’ll have to be ragged
until they can't stand!’’

‘“ Hear, hear!”

*“ When they give orders, we shall ignore °

them——'

“*Good!"”’

‘“We shall look upon tlicm as though they
don’t exist——"'

““That's the ideal”

“ Within a week we sl:all be masters!” de.
clared Handforth triamphantly.

‘“ Within a week we shall be squashed!" 1
snapped. ‘' Don't talk such rot. Handforth!”

‘“ What?"' bellowed Handforth.

“T aidn't say ‘ what '—I said ‘rot '!" I re.
torted. * We can’t ignore the prcfects, and
you're an ass to suggest such a thing. We
can't rag them.”

‘“ And why not?"

‘“ Because we should have the masters up
against us in a minute.” I replied. * The
Head himself would take a hand, and we
should all be flogzed and gated. Would that
be a victory for us?”’

‘" Nipper's right,”” said Christine * We
can't tell the preiects to go and eat cole,
although we feel like it—— Oh, my hat!"”’

Milla and Jesson, of the Sixth, had
penred.

‘* There's a_thunderingz row going on here.”
said Jesson séverely. * Can't you kids keep
quiet? What's this—a meeting?”

e
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* Yes, it is!"’ roared Handforth.
‘“ Well, it's got to stop,” said Jesson grimly.:

“ Clear the room—the whole crowd of you!
you'd:
better get back to your own quarters. And.
{ canes, and, all looked grim. The jumiors were
1 dmmayed

Ae for you Ancient House juniors,
be quick ahout jt!”’
Christine looked at me helpleasly
“It's no good!” I sald, ‘' We'd better

chuck it up. Come on!”

Everybody was indignant and furious, but,
We strode:

the common-room was emptied.

out into the damp Triangle once more. For

a gecond time the meeting had been frus-|
| anether mee mg——-and if I report this to him

trated, and our feelings were acute.

‘A fine leader, ain t. you?'* cnorted Hand-
forth. ** You knuckled under—
.. I did nothing of the sort,” 1 replied.
‘“ But there was no sense in havmg another

scene, Handy. The best thing we can do is

to finish the meeting in some place where we
can’t be interfercd with."

** And where's that—Timbuctoo?"
Owen major sarcastically.

asked

‘“ No; in the old vaanlt beneath the monas-
tery ruins,’” I replied. *“ It may be cold
there, but we sha'n’t be disturbed. Who's

game?’’

Everybody was, and in less than five
minutes the whole meeting had gathered in
the large underground chamber which was
situated heneath the ruins of the monastery.
A few candle-ends had been lit, and the scene
was rather a strange one.

‘“ We're out of their reach now, anyhow,”
said Chriatine comfortably.

** Yes, rather.”

THE
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“Who's that coming down the stairs?"
asked Watson suddenly.

The qucstion was answered by the appear-
ance of Starke, Kenmore, Mills, Jesson, and
two other prefccts All were armed with

** You mlly young fools!"” asaid Starke
scurly. ‘' Clear out of this—and take a hun-
dred lines each for disoheying orders.”

** We’ve disobeyed no orders,”* I said hatly.

"Don't argue with me,’”” shonte:d Starke.
. \lr Crow distinctly told you not to hald

you'll get into hot water. 1 don't want any
. more imperfinence! Clear!”

On this occasion Starke was not attacked.
His supporters were too numerous; moreover,
it would have been an act of folly. There was
nothing for it but to acknowledge defeat,
much as wé hated it.

The bulkies had gained their own way. The
meeting had been stopped om three difterent,
oceasions, ‘and it was a hopeless task to con-
tinue—for that night, at all events. The Rec-
move was squashed.

The freedom of the junicrs was being de-
stroyed—their independence was being
erushed. Very soon, at this rate, the bullies

would have complete mastery. Of course, it
couldn’'t gb on; that much was certain.
Something would have to he done. And I

may as well set it down without delay that 1
meant to do something!
The bullies were to find that the Remove

was their master!

END.
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THE HOUSE IN THE JUNGLE

with ws! Hark, Bhagwan, and you will
hear it!’

* Nonsense!' the young American said
frritably. ** What a saoperstitious lot of
beggare you are!'’

“*8oon you will believe, Bhagwan,”’ the

hcadman told him.
All ears were etrained intent!y. For fully a

mioote there were heard only the wonted
sounds of the African night, carried on the
still, sultry air—the yap of a jackal, the
cackling laughter -of a hyeng, and the boom-
ing, muflled roar of a lion. And then, from
the northward, floated a quavering, long-
drawn wail, that rose to a high pitch and
¢bbed gradually low. It was weird, uncanny,
btood-curdling. Rembo aliuddered, and his
teeth clicked together.

**It is yonder in the swamp, Bhagwan,
whence we fetched the wates,”’ he said. * It
is there the devil creature lives.”

‘* Queer, Carne, isn't 1it?”"’' Dick Selby mur-
mured. ‘' I've never heard the like of it
before.”’

* Nor have 1?2’ the English lad replied.

It ’ia some strange beast or reptile, of
eourse.’’ -

.** Yes, it can’t be anything else.’’

Again and® yet again the weird sound
quivered on the air. . The animals that had
given tongue before were quitt, as if in fear.
Terror gripped every native. Jan grovelled
on the ground, and the Swahilis and Wa-
kambas huddled together, their timbs trem-
bling. One of them, rushiag im panic to the
sheiter of a tree that was in the middle ot
the gladc, knocked over a rifle that was lean-
mg against it. The weapon was discharged,

and as the heavy report died away in echoes

there rang a sound that was different from
the previous ones. It was a human voice,
faint but distinct, calling for help.

‘** Good heavens, it is an Englishman!’’ cried
Ala. Carne. * A white man in distress!”

‘“1 believe it is!"’" Dick Selby answered.
‘““#e called in English.”

They looked at each other in bewilderment.
Once more the earnest appeal was heard, and
it roused the lads to action. Alan snatched a
lJantern from the bheap of luggage and
lighted it at the filre. And Pick Belby, darting
1o the tent, returned with a couple of rifies,
and gave one of them to the English lad.

*“* Come along, Carne!’ he bade. * You,
100. Rembo! And some of the others!”

‘* No, no, Bhagwan, I am afraid!”’ whim-

vpered the headman. ** We will go to our
death' We shall perish! Only a witch-
d:cﬁtm" would have power over the devil
t .ll

“ 1t is nothing of the sort, you idiot! It is
a man in need of help!”

**1 tell you truly, Bhagwan, that it is—"'

“ Come on, and he quick aBout it! If you
refuse I'll have you flogged in the morning!”

Remho reluctantly assented, the threat
proving stronger than his superstitious fears.
Three of the Wakambas were willing to go,
and so was Jan, who was no longer in terror.
And without further delay the little group set
oft on their quest, Dick S8Selby arcd Alan

Carne pushing abead, with their rifies on their

|
|
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shoulders, and the latter carrying the lantern.

The natives fullowed at their heels, the head-

&anﬂwith a flaming brand he had taken from
e fire.

JOHN HAMMOND’S STORY.

O the porth of the camp, and not far
from it, was the ewamp that Rembo
l had spoken of. As the search-parfy
reached the berders of it they heard
again the faint voice calling in distress, and
it rang at frequent intervals to their ears as
they pressed on, holding to a narrow, wind-
ing path that kept to firm ground, and had
been beaten by natives and animals.

They shouted as tbhey went, and peered
right and left into the thickete of dense
brake and tangled vegetation, where slimy
pools glistened, and hideous reptiles floppe-
and splashed and croaked, and rottine plants
exhaled a fetid, noxious odour. When they
had gone for two or three hundred yagds they
were startled by a rasping growl, and at the
same instant the voice that had been guidiug
them was raised in terror.

‘““ We are coming!'  Dick Selby called, as he
quickened his pace.

** It is the devil thing!’' shrieked the head-
man. °‘ Turn back, Bbagwan! Turn back!"

In his fright he dropped his torch aad
loitered behind his companions, who hastene:i
on for a short distance, and came to a sudden
stop within a dozen feet of a big leopard that,
was crouching for a spring. Dick Selby
promptly levelled his rifle and fired, and w:th
the sharp report the beast whirled round, bit-
ing at one of its forepaws. It made cff,
screeching witn rage and pain, and vanished
in the darkness. .

It had been cheated of its intepded victim,
crippled as it was in the act of leaping upon a
man who was sitting in a limp, languid atti-
tude at one side of the path, with his back
against the trunk of a tree. The bright glow
of the lantern clearly revealed him. It was
difficult to judge what his age was, for his
bronzed, sunburnt features, mottled with
grey patches, were so emaciated that the skin
was drawn over the cheekbones like a druin
parchment.

He was bareheaded, and there were no
boots on his feet. His matted hair and bushy
beard and moustache were of a tawny hue,
streaked with silver. He wore a belted jacket,
and short trousers of khaki-coloured cloth.
His legs were bare from the knee down, and
lacerated by briars; and on the caif of oneof
them was a cross-shaped gash, from which was
trickling a thin stream, that was of too deep
a pusple tint to be bleod. He appeared to
be dying. His breath was laboured. and he
lifted sunken, lustreless eyes to the young
American, who closely scrutinised him for a -
few seconds. _

“ By heavens, Carne, it is my lost friend!"”
he cried in grief. ‘It is Joha Hammond!”

‘* And you have found him like this!”’ ex-
claimed Alan. ‘‘ Poor fellow! Wha®a pity!”

The man’'s face lit vp with a wan smile

"(Continued overieaf.)
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He tricd to hold out his hand, but he was
so wenk that it fell limply to his side.
*Dhick " he murmured. * Good old Dick!
I« it really you? So you came: after me, my
hoy, as you promijsed you vnmld' It's too
Jate!  Yen, too late! 1 am*near the end!

'l‘lum threving, morulem scoundrelgd!=They've

) rought me to this, Dick! If 1 had met you
orly -only a few da)'s ago, 1 “ullld have
Jived to———

The ' quavering \olce faltercd. Dick Selby

drew a flask of hrandy from hiz pocket and
pulled- oft the ‘metal cup: and a drink of
the potent spirit rallicd the man’s strength
and _Hushed his hollow cheeks with a tinge
of colour.

The nateves gathcred round the spot where
the two Inds had scated themselves on the
ground in the flare of the lantern; and, with
the black and white faceza bent upon him,
v hile sith one shrunken hand he clasped Dick
Selby's hand, John Hammond briefly told his
story, :ketching the events ol the four years
and more -he had epent in the Dark Con-
tinent., - . -

After a couple of vears of -wandering, which
had led him Into the far interior, he had
fallen into the clutches of a tribe of hostile
saviges  who were unknown to African ex-
ploters.  They had slain his porters, and for
two vears he had been a prisoner amongst
them, in constant expectation of being put
to death  PThey had finally turned him-adrift,
Jetting him have his rifle and cartnd"u and a
supply of food.

After further wandering he had stumbled
on anotlier eéavage tribe, and had béen pur-
sucd throagh the forest for several days,
when he had etuded captare by embarking i
a eanoc which he had found moored to the
bank of a river that was cnllul the Bana by
the natives.

2 Meanwhile malaria had fastened on me,”
lw continued, and I.got worae and worse,
as 1 hadn't a grain of quinine or any other
Kind of medicine. | For a couple

drifted dewn .the stream, without a hite to

eat. 1 had no enerfy. © 1 couldn't dip the
pigldle or po _ashore to shoot game.  And
on the third day —" s - .

Hlaving reached this pmnt in his narrative
of peril and adunture the mnn paused for
a moment. .

“You'll hardly lwhme \\hat I'm going to
tell you now, Dick,” he said. It is nlmnst
incredible. «.You may think I'm romancing.
And yvet it'edruc. You can take my word for
it, bov. Ywu know I wéuldn't.lie to o It
was ahout the giddle of the third “dgy. 1
was hurning with fever, and scérched by the
glare of the sun. when' I came té where the
north bank of the river, which flowed from
west to east, was akirted by sheer clitfs that
towered to a height of hundreds of feet.

*“ At one place there was a triangular eleft

—— ot e e —— e — ——

of days |

‘abruptly,

in them, twenty feet or so in width, with
rocks jutting from each side of it. Inside it
was dark and cool, and I thought I might as
well die, there. 1 was desperately ill, and
hadn't any hope of recovery. .So_l drove the
canoc into-the cleft, and from curiosity, - ‘won-
dering where the subterranean channel would
lead to, I paddled clean -through it for fifty
or sixty yards, and slid out into the open air
on the inner side of the clifis, into a deep pool
that was fed by a swift-running brook. 1
landed on a margin of sand and gravel, where
lay no less than half a dozen other canoee
that were larger than mine. v VRN

‘* Supposing that there were hostlle nat:ch
about, my first impulge was to beat a retreat.
But I didn't. 1 staggered up a grassy slgpé,
and the sicht I saw from the crest of Jt—-weu

Dick, it took my breath away. I was in my
sane eenses, mind you. It wasn’t feverish
imagination. R S :

‘“In front of me a green, fertile valley
stretched for several miles, with clumps of
trees and open spaces where herds of game
were grazing: The valley Wwal as-wide as 1t
was long, and was entirely surrounded by a
rampart of lofty cliffs that looked red in
the glow of the sun. . J ‘4

‘““To the left of it, peeping abhve the trees,
was a modern sort of a building, that was
half a fortress and half a castle. It was
less than a mile distant from me. It was of
rose-coloured stone, " with¢ l)attlement,s and
fowers and arched window-slits, =~ -s2°°7 {

‘* As I stood there _gazing ‘at it I heard the
pattering of hoofs. A The sound .dréw -nea er,
and out from the woogded cover into:the o&en
within a few yards of me, came a charming
girl mounted on a zebra. She was a white
girl, Dick, and a lovely one at that. She wore
laced hoots of brown lecather, and a- skirt
and jacket that might have been bought .in
New York. She was seventeen or eichteen
years of ave, with hlue eyes and zolden -hair
thlt hung loose to her shoulders. - o

* When she saw me she gave a_cry of sut-
prise rand drew rein and -dismounted. ~-And
then. of a sudden, something scemed to snap
within me. My brain reeled all grew dark
and 1 dropped like a log.”

John Hammond stopped again, exhausted
by the etrain of speaking. He breat-hed
heavily., and his eyes were: half shut. : Dick
Selby let some¢ more of the brandy .tnokle
down his throat. an¢ glanced at the Engllah
lad, shaking his head and smiling.

** A castle in the wildest heart of Africa,
and a lovely white glrl"' he said. “1It is a
delucmn due to illness.’ [

* Yes, it must he,”” Alan Carne aesenbed
a puzzled tone. ! Nothing could be more nm- '
probable. And yet—" He broke ' off

as John Hammond commenced
once more to speak.

(Another long instalment next week.)
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