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(THE N_A_.RRATIVE RELATED TﬂROUGﬂOUT BY NIPPER.)

once get the upper hand, we're done
—absolutely done. And it's no geod denying
the fact that they’ve started a determined
counter-offensive.’” d

- % Oh, rot!" said Jesson. *‘The kids ecan"t
do anything.’”’

*“ 0Of course they can’t!”” agreed Wilson,
yawning.

The prefects wero gathered in Starkg's
study in the Ancient House at St. Frank’s.
The meeting wae one of importance, and
Starke was presiding. The other Sixth.
Formers were Kenmore, Wilson, and Frinton,
of the Ancient House, and Jesson and Mills,
of the College House. - °

It was this select circle of prefects who had
formed themselves into & body—known in the
iuniar school aa * The Bulliea’ League.”’ One

fland—fand the juniors know it. Why, a
Remove fellow is fagging for me even now.”

*« And for me, too.'’ said Wileon. ** We can’t
f2g juniors like Nipper, or Pitt, or De

Velerie—they won't stand it; but so long as

"we keep to the meek kids,
They're afraid to resist.”

Starke shook his head.

** That doesn’'t make any difference,’”” he
declared. *“ It wouldn't matter if the Re-
move was content to let things rest. But
they've started kicking; they've formed a
kind of secret society againet us. And we
can be quite sure that Nipper is at the head
of it.’’

. # Supposing he is?"' asked Jesson. ** We
dor’t know anything for certain, but I main-

we’re all right.

“1 was collared
| Birched, mark you—meg a pre
fect! And I couldn’t find out who did it,
either! Why, I'm sore now'"

‘ That doesn’t matter-—'' beegan Wilson,

‘*Oh, doesn’t it?’" snapped Kenmore. * |
tell you plainly I'm fed up with it. 1 told
Starke so a day or two ago, and I'm going to
stick to it. Do you think I'm going to submit
to another rotten birching? You fellows can
godv:r.hat. you like, but I've finished. I'm :atis.

ed!”’

Starke glared at him.

““1 told you that you were a rotten coward,
and so you are!” he exclaimed fiercely.
* Just because the kids drop on you for onra-,
that's no reason you should desert us, |
waa collared. too. and I'm inst as mratified

it?” said Kenmore sourly.
and birched!

a8 e aasn

‘““ My dear chap. we sympathise with you
all along,” declared Starke. ‘ But what's
the good of admitting defeat? The only way
is for us to accept this challenge—for that's
what (it amounts to—and beat the inniors

before they grow too powerful. That's my
programme.”’’

‘““ And a good progzramme, too,” said Jessaon
approvingly.

Simon Kenmore rose to hia feet.

‘“ And how do you propose to start?’ he
inquired.

‘*“ Eh?*’

‘“ How are yon gomg to dlsccver the cul-
prite?’’

** We shall do it somehow —"'
¢ Cf course you will." aneered Kenmore.
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“ There's po starting-point at all. We don’t
know who the chaps are, and we can’t find
out. They’ve kept it so dark that we're help-
less. And at the first sign of fresh bullying
therc’'ll be another birching. Well, 1'm going
to make sure that I'm safel’

“ By deserting us?’ .
~*“1f you like to- put it that way—yes,”
replied Kenmore grimly. 1 don’t see why
I should stick in with you. The game isn't
worth the capdle. Bullying the kids waa all
right while we had the upper hand. But we've
lost, it. They're capable of retaliating.*’

“ 1t won't last long,’” said Starke savagely.

'“It’s lasted too lamg for me already.”
went on his study mate. ** You eeem to have
overlooked the fact that those jupiors are
more powerful than we are—-"

** More powerful?”’

“Yes.”

. Ohb, don’t talk rot!” put in Jescon.

“I'm talking sense,”’ said Kenmore firmly.
“ When we indulge in any persecution of the
juniors, everybody knows it: we've relied
upon our power and our authority to keep us
safe. But ‘'we can't rely on it any longer.
The juniors are acting in eecreti—do you
realise that? They can pick any one of us
they choose, and do what they like., And
we¢ can’'t punish a soul—simply because we
don’t know who’s responsible. I tell you, the
best thing we can do is to ease off.”

** And admit defeal? asked Starke.

** Certainly.” i .
"* You're a fool!” snam‘gl Starke hotly. **1
didn’t think you ceunld talk sach utter ret,
Eenmore! The Remove has thrown down the
gauntlet, so to speak. For my part, I mean
to fight ; I mean to persecute the juniors more
than cver hefore. Who's with me?”

] am!” said Jesson.

All the other senjors assented—except Ken-
more,

‘*Leave me out,” he said. * You can play
the fool until you’re satisfied. Y1 don’t think
1it’l) be long, anyhow. 1 know when 1've had
cnough.”

And Kenmore strolled towards the door.
But before he reached it Starke jumped up
in his place, his eyes hlazing with fory.

*“* Hold on!” he exclaimed thickly.

Kenmore turned round.

“ Before you go I want to tell you some-
thing,”' went on Starke. ' If you desert u:
like this you're taking somec of our power
away. The fewer we are the weaker.we are.
That's obvious. And I give you a fair warn-
ing that you'’ve got to choonse.’”

**Choose what?’’ asked Kenmore uneasily.

** Well, you cither remain loyal to us, or
you're harred—that’s all.””

‘“ Hear, hear!" said the other seniors,

Kenmore was rather taken aback.

“ What do you mean—barred?’ he asked.

‘“ Exactly what 1 say,’”” replied Starke. ** We
won't speak to you, and we won’t have any-
thing to do with you at all—not a confounded
thing. ls that understood? You'd better make
up your mind pretty quickly, my son. I'm
not going to stand any nonsense from you!”

Kenmore's temper was rising‘, too.

‘‘ Oh, 80 ‘that’'s the game!" he exclaimed

.we’ve finished with him.

hotly. * You think you’re going to force me
into keeping up the {oolery? Weil, you won't!
If you'd been through my expericnce you'd
use a different tone. 1 stand firm by what I
said—and you can all go to the deucel’’
And Kenmore went out of the study and
banged the door afser bim. The other &eniurs

glanced at one amother grimly.
‘““He sdt, too!'’ ohserved Wilson.
“ The silly idiot!" snapped Starke. '* This'll

make a lod of difference to us.*’

**Oh, 1 danf® see it,” said Frinton. ‘-Kc¢n-
more was pever much of & chap ip your line,
Starke. He was only a kind of echo, anyhow.
And I suppose we shall be as powerful—"

** That’s not the point,’”’ interrupted Starke.
‘* What will the juniors eay when thcy find

1out that we've lost one of our supporters?

Why, they'll claim it a8 a victory.”

‘““It is a victory. too,” said Jesson uncom-
fortably.

‘““ We'll make him pay for it, though.”
snarled Starke, driving his hands decep into
his pockets and pacing the study. °* By gad!
I’ bar him from his own study—or make his
ltfe so miserable that e won't be able to
stand it. 1 pever thourht Kecnmore woulid
turp traitar.*’

“Oh, 1 suppose lhe'’H come round before
long,”’ said Wilson.

*“ 1 don’t mean to let him,"” declared Starke,
‘“* If he went to me on his bunded knees 1
wouldn’t listen to him. He's told us to go
to the deuce, and be’s Snished with us. Well,

i And be’ll Bnd that
he’s the chief suffereri®

Starke and Co. were highly Incenzed by
Kenmore's action. They were somewhat un-
reasaonable, for they had not expericunced the
fury of the Seeret Combine. This mysterious
band had commenced aperations quitc unex-
pectedly only the previous wcek. And it had
been highly succeseful, too.

To have parted a cad like Kenmore from
his faithful pals was sufficiently triumpbant,
as a start. And it was quite probable that
tbe experience would do Kenmore a world of
c00d. He would have time to realise that
bullyisg on a2 grand scsle would not pay.

And the Becret Combine was active even
during this discussion—although Starke and
Co. didu’'t know it at the time. They knew
it very soon afterwards, however. it wWal
evening, and getting near to bedtime for the
Remove.

And the prefects were adbont to break up
the little party in order to attend to their
various duties, whea the ‘door burst open
with great violence.  Wilson, who waa on
the point of opening it from the inside, re-
ceived the door in his face, and he crarhed
over backwards on to the tabhle.

‘* Yareooh:’’ he howled violently.

Grayson, of the Fifth, charged into the
stody.

" I've—I've been——'" he began.

“*Yon sflly foal!” bellowed Wilsan. ‘' What
the dickens do you mean by charging in like

(Y] Sorr!‘!.’t

“I didu't
now——"_ _
'** Sorry, be dashed!'” growled Yil:cn, ruh-

‘that?’’

taid Graysdn.
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bing his nose. ‘“I've a good mind to punch
youi noee, you careless idiot! What's the
matter with sou, anyhow? Can't you stand
up straight?”’ .

(irayson was in a somewhat curious position
and he seemed to be in pain.

“I’ve been assaulted!” heo
hoorsely.

““Well, it's no good coming hcreél” eard

exclaimed

gt:lrke. “It you will quarret with some-
ody - ]

‘1 was collared by the Combine,’”’ bellowed
Grayson.

‘““The which?”

‘“ The Secret Combine!**

Ktarke and Co. stared at their visitor.

* Going dot.ti?" inquired Frinton politely.

** Don't you know what the Secret Combine
157" snapped the Fifth-Former. ** That's what
thiese confounded juniors call themselves—tnis-
secret society! [ was colinred leas than an
hour ago!”’ .

Starke became very interested.

“0Oh, 80 it's the Sccret Combine now?’’ he
nsked.
the fags about this merning, Grayson. You
were a bit violent, too. Ia that why you were
coliared?”’

“ How do I know?'’ demanded Grayson. °I
was just coming up from the villag:, when
several fellows sprang on to me, and 1 was on
the ground before I knew it. They plled on
to me—"'

“ Who were they?'’ asked Jesson.

“ 1 couldn't see,’’ growled the other, * They
sprang from behind. and not one of them
uttered a sound. Before I could torn my
head a sack was pulled over me and |1 was
carried off.”

“Put into a trick aod whecled away?’
anked Starke.

‘“ Yes!"™

“* Just the same as Kenmore and [,'* went
on Starke. ‘‘ Didn’t you find out where you
wvere taken, (ravson? Can't yon remember
anything about it? 1It's Jolly jmportant, vou
know. 1{ we can only get a clue—'"

““ Oh, rata!"” interrupted Grayson. * What s
the good of asking wmo questions? [ don’t
know a thing—I doa‘'t believe the “fellows
who. caught me were juniors at all. When the
sack was taken ofl [ found myect! in a queer
Jittle room, with curtaina all roond: and my
feet and hands were fixed in wooden things
like stocks. I couldn’'t move an inch, and |
was whopped frightfully.’”’

His audience grinned.

“ Hard cheese!"’ sald Jesson.

“ Yes, you ean grin!’’ snapped the Fifth
Former. ‘1 ghall be sore for a week after
this. And you won't catch me interfering
with the kids again, [ can tell you! The
price isa too folly etiff ¢

And Grayson limpgd off savagel

“ That's another supporter
Starke. gritting his teeth. * He's only a
Fifth-Forimer, but he was a gaod mgn; the
fags were completely under his thamb, After
this he'll he as meek as a lamb. Some.
thing's got to be done.”

“ That's what we've heen aaylng for davs
past,”” remarked Frinton. *1 wonder il

f&.t." sald

| stick b

*1 think I saw you kneocking one ol

3

there’s anything in what €firayson said? Do
you think Wyis Secret Combine is really com:
posed of junioga?’”

“ Ot course it is—'"

* Why of course?”’ went on Printon. * No
bady haa ever seen them, and the Remove
chaps have always had alibis. We suspect
them, [ know, hut there's not a shred of
proof. All 1l can say is that they’ee joily keen,
and I'm not sure that Kenmore's idea isn't
a2 good one-—-"’

‘* Oh. s0 you're turning traitor, are you?’
roarerd Qtarke.

** No, I'm not!"’ was Frinton’s reply. * I’}
yout, old man, as long as you're will.
ing to keep the game up. Union in strengtl

ou know. But it's my opmion that we shall
iave to alter our tactics if we meap to keep
our heads ahaovo water. Your plan wae to get
the juntors under your thiumh be fore the end
of this term. 1 don’'d thisk you'll do it."

“We'll see ahout that!” anapped starke.

The mecting broke ap, and all the fellaws
were feelirg that it bad not bheen exuctiy a
success. Kenmore had gone, and Genysan was
lost. And the bullies had received a further
intimation of the Combine’s power.

Most decidedly somcthing would have tn
be done.

Meanwhile the 8ceret Combine wae cele
bratine the freih victory. Kenmeore had heen
the first vietim, and now QGrayson had feit
the sting of the Combhine'a lash, so to speak.

In Study C, in the Remove passage, elght
juniors were congregated. [ was there, of
¢ours: -presiding.  Sir Montie Tregellis-Vvest
and Tonimy Wateon were by my aide, and the
sisitora were composed of Reginald Piet, De
Valerie. Nicodemus Trotwood, and (hristine
and Clapson, of the Cullege House.

“And may the npext victim how! even
more !’ aaid Pitt genially, as he raised a glasg
of ginger beer to his lipa.

** Nobady could make more row than Qravy-
son did!” grinnced Watenn. * Oh, my hat'
It's a wonder he didn’t caase that ald cavern
to collapse! And he's been taught a lesaon he
won't forget for weeks.”’

** Begad! I'm inclined to agree with yow,
dear old hoy,’” said Sir Montie. * T think thia
is really a rippin’ wheeze, you know. [t'y the
most stunnin’ joke we've ever perpetrated.'’

I shook my head.

**That’'s & mistake, Montie,” I aaid.
“ There's no ke ahout (8. (t's a seroys
busineas, and it's wp to us all to keep the
thing secret. We've heen hugely successtul a0
far, and if we only remain mom we ahnll have
the bnllies beaten by the stipulated tima.*

“ That'a within a month - three weeks more,
to he exact,” said Pitt. * Oh, it's easy’ Rnt
do you think it's wise for as all to be
gathered here, Nipper? Doesn’t (it look sus
pleious?’’

I zrinned.

“ What if 1t doea?’’ T asked calmily. *' The
rotters suspeet us already, and a gathering
In a junlor study ia no proof And we were
here long before CGrayson got hack —and that's
an alibi.”

The Secret Combine chuckled, The
maat chamber, as we called j8, was

uniah-
tuated
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down in the old quarry workings, in a secret
cavity—known only to oursclves. Not another
fellow in the school drecamed of its existemoe.
So there counld be no informers. The mcmbers
of the Combine were all to be trusted.

And when a vietim had -been dealt with, he
was taken out upon Bannington Moor and
left there—quite alone. Two miles from the

school, It took him half an hour to get back, |

at least. Meanwhile, the Combine used the

old quarry tunnel—a very short cut, leading;
out into the monastery ruin, in the 'l‘nangle.

As a result, we were able to be in our studies
fifteen minutes before the victim arrived. Bo

how could we be connected with the awful{ ‘ Try another one, kid.”

outrage?
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welit on Starke. *‘ Don’t look so scared, yvou
little idiot! I'm mot going to sawish you this
time. Squat down, und listem to me. Take
one of thos2 tarts.’’

Teddy Long thought he was dreaming. A
big dish of jam tarts stood upon the table,
and he avaded himself of the Invitation
promptly, fearing that Starke wou!ld changse
his mind. 1t was an unheard-of thing for a
prefect to invite a mere Removite to partake
of grub in his study. And Teddy Long had
never dared to hope that such an honour
would be his.

‘** Nice, aren’t they?* said Starke plcasantly.

Long took two, a» an expermment. Starke

* We haven't eeen the result on Kenmore | eaid nothing, and the junior proceeded to cye

yet,”’ said De Valerie.
quiet, s n e’l
probably need another swishing before he’s

learnt his lesson by heart.”

‘““ He's been rather| the
I'll admit, but there's no telling. He'll | finishing the whole pile before he had done.

plate covetously. He had high hopes of

*“ Now, you've got to attend to what 1
say,”’ said the prefect. * What do you know

But just then the door opened and Jack | about this Secret Combine?>’

Grey Jooked in.

“‘ Heard the latest?” he inquired. ** About
Eenmore, I mean.” ) )

*“ No,"” said threce or four voices. ° What ‘
about him?”

Grey entered the study. : ) H

“* There's been a bust-up,” be said, with a
crin. * Kenmore’s been kicked out of Starke’s
study, 1 believe—anyhow, there’s a split. And

Long’s eycs apened widc.
** Nothing. Starke,” he said, with his mouth

fall.
*“Oh, yes, you do,” went on Starke.

“You're a Remove fellow, and it stands to

reason that you hear a few things that I -
shouldn’t. 1If you tell me who started this
Combine -1l give you flve shillings—and if
you can give me the names of the members

when onec of the fags cheeked Kenmore to his| I’H make it a quid.”

race ten minutes ago he turned his back arna

walked away!”’
1 whistled.

** The medicine is having effect, my chil-| But the rotters

Teddy Long looked miserable.
o Q’uid!" he exctaimed, forgetting to eat.
*I—] ean’t tell you, Starke—I wish 1 coul:!

ecp 80 jolly mum about it!

‘dren,”’ I observed. * One dose seems to be| Everybody belleves that Nipper Is the chief,

sufficient for Kenmore. He's broken away
irom his dear pals, and he doeen’t bully a kid

but we don't know. And—And I'm not sup-
posed to say anything—not a word. If the

when he gets a chance. The treatment seems | fellows find out that 1’ve been talking to you,

{o be effective. |
on. and victory will be ours.”’
And this was the general opinion.

The Secret Combine, known originally as| spmething for it,”

We've simply got to carry 1 ghall be ragged to death.

_ It’s worth ten

bob, even if I don’t give you any names.”
‘““You won't get a farthing unless you do

replied Starke grimly.

the Council of Eight. was an unqualified suc-] * Look here, Long, I'll protect you—I1l sce

Cess.

whether we won in the long ‘Tun, or allowed { those names.

ourselves to he beaten. :
Personally, T was full of confidence. 8tarke

and Co. haé only received a taste of what
was in store for them!

It really depended wupon ourselves|that you come to no harm. Now, out with

I'm quite sure you Enow
them.”

‘1 don’t—1 swear T 4on’t!” gaspvd Long.
“I'd tell you m a minute if 1 did!"”

‘1 don’t want you to tcll me in a minute—

But Walter Starkc was not beaten, by any | I want you to tell me now.”

inearrs.

N
- et 49D

- CHAPTER 1L
TEDDY LONG'S NEW ROLE.

¢ LEASE, Starke, 1 haven't done any-
thing!”’ squealed Lobng, of the Re-
move. ‘It ain't fair to punish me
for something I haven’t done!"
‘“Don’t be a young ass!’’ sajd Starke.
** Come inside and close the door."

* But—but I can't,” maid Teddy helplessly.
‘* Besides, it's not the thing. yon know. 1'in
a Removite, and I'm pledged to secrecy.
Even if I knew anything 1 couldn’t tcll yon.
You’re one of the enecmy——"'

*“ What?*

‘*“ I—1I mean, you'rc a prefect,” cjaenlated
Long. * 1 should be a traitor to the Remnnve
if I revealed any of nur secrets. But thase
beasts won't tell me arvything, you know.
They don’t trust me! That's a nioe thing,
ain’t it? Ewvwén if 1 found anything out &

Teddy Long was nervous; he had reason te | couldn't repeat it—and 1 dare sav I could tind

he. He had recelved instructions to present

out a lol if I set inyself toit. I'm an awfully

himself in Starke's study immedlately after | kecn chap, Starke.”

morning lessons. Afraid to disobey, the sneak
of the Remove had arrived.
assumed that a licking was in stare for him—
jor lie fienerally deserved a licking, -

L w

“ You seem to have a keen appetite,” <aid

He naturally |} Starke, cyeing the tart-dish..

‘* Oh, well, we don't get much grul at ’ ate
rotten scheol,” grumbled Long ‘' Thaul s for

t to have a talk with youn, Long,” Ithese tarte, $tarke—they’re ripping, youn know,
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But alout the Secret Combine. If I foynd
anything out I'd let you know in a minute
i1 it wasn't for. my sense of honour. But |

coukin't betruy the Remove. Not likely.'’
Starke's cyes gleamed, but he said
nothing. He took a note-case from his

ocket
d sclected a tqp-shilling note, cruckﬂnu it

ughttully between his fingers. Then he
lovked up.

“ All right, k1d,” he eaid carelessty. ** You '
detter clear.”

e Eht
* Clear—scoot!”’ i
* But -but you wanted me to—"
“ Very likely,” sald Starke. ** But your

sense of honour is too lofty. Busineas can’t
be done, it seema. ['m wasting my time, but
}‘m n'ot going to waste any mouney. Buzz off,
ﬁng".

* What—what about that—that note?"
stuttered Long.
“ Thia?'’ suid Starke. ' Oh, goghing! [ waa

cush,

goiag to give it to you, to use as pﬂt{l
ng to

80 to Ipeak. Butl as you're not wil
betray the Remove—*' »

*“ Oh, rats!'’ gasped Long. °° 1—{ don’t care
tuppence for the Removel Most of the chapa
arc cads, anyhow! [f 1| can find out any
secrets—and I'm bound to, once { get started
—I'll hand on the information to you in a
second. [ shall nced some cash for exea., of
courec. [t goes apainst my nature —"'

‘“ 8hut ap, you little worm!1"”

(] ] Ell?lo

® Don't try any more of that rot with me,”’
went on Starke sourly. * [ know you, my
infant. You've got about aa much sense of
honour as the toe of my boot! Let's get
dov;n’ to business. Are you willing to spy for
me?’

** Oh, reaily, Starke!' protested long. * It
~{t won't he epying!’’

“Call it what jyou \Qike,” eaid Starke
patiently. ‘° Find out what yoy can, and give
me the tip. I'll pay yoa well If the informa-
tion is valuahle. That’s all. [s It a go?"

Long's eyea gleamed.

‘“ Yea. rather!’’ he said, reaching for the
ten shillings.

‘““ Hold on!" exclaimed BStarke. *“ There's
no hurry. U [ give you this note you'll have
to earn it. To begin with, do you know th:
names of the [fellows who organised thia
Secret Combine?’

‘“ I--1 think Nipper began it—*°

“ Of course Nipper began it—we all guens
that,’” interrupted Starke. * And Watson
and Pitt and De Valerle and a good few
others are {n with him. Bat we want proof

oof lt.. Long—-;—prﬁof. Can you get it?'”

“T'll try,” promised the sneak of the Re-
move.

* Keep your eyes open, and watch Nippey
and Ca. pariicularly,”” said Starke. * Don
Jet them sco you, of eourse. But you're
{'at.her a practised band at spyleg, [ be-

cve—-'""

““Oh I say., Starke!"

‘“ And you ought to be aitccesstul,”” went

on 8tarke. ‘' If you discover where the little
Totters meet, and all the rest of it. 1'll yive

|

yout a quid -over and ahove thia ten bob,
it a got™

" Leave it to me,”’ said Long confidently.
“* Shake handa on it, Starke!”

He extended n aticky fiat, and Starke cyed
it doubtlully.

“I'll take the will for the deed,” he anrid.
** Cut off aow, kid, and remember one thing;
you've got to keep mum. ODona’'t breathe «
word o a soul-under any eircumatances
whatever. 8avvy?’

“1 won't tulk to anybody,”

*[f you atter a single wo
alive,”
make
clear!

And Tceddy Long clearted

He was not troubied by any partienlar
scropies, and regarded hid arrangement with
Walter Starke simply and purely as a buei
neas deal. long waj3 despised by most of the
decent fellowa in the Remove ~he was even.
d-»plsed by sach cads as Fullwood and (o,

romised Long
Uil skin yon
aatd the prefect pleasantty.  “I°It
Jou smart for & month, That's all—

of Study A. Therefore (t did not cauvse lum
nn’ particular worry to plot with Ktarke to
aln all the information powible concerning

he Secret Combine.

Teddy Long had an tdeu that he waa very
cate; he was qaite certain that there was no
fellow in thq Remove as smart as himself
The truth, of course, was quite the contrary
Long was an insafterable little ass.

And bis secret lonvestigatione were just
ahout as secret as a hawker shouting hin
wares in a busy thoroughfare. Long fondly
believed that he was quite amart at the gume,
and there was no douht that he went to work
thoroughiy. He had his eye upon Starke's -
pound, and he badly wanted to ohtain it.

He went to work io thoroaghly, in fact,
and his precautiorne wcere o0 elaborate, that
the fact was pretty well advertised within a
couple of hours. 1 don’'t sy that many
fellows took any notice of Long —he scidom
gained attention from anybody.

But one or two of the Ruvn apirita, sueh As
Pitt and De Valerie, were nut tong in smehing
a rat. Jast befors 'ha-timo. while 8fr Montle
and Tommy and [ were preparing thiags in
Study (O, Reginald Pitt walked in.

** Lonking for some grub?'" [ sald eheer
fuily. * Squat down, old man. We've got
plenty of—'°

‘* No, thanks. [I'm not eanging tea to-day.”

eaid Pitt, with a smile. ‘" Qrey In getting
bm{ o ﬁtudy E. and I'm gotag along pre
sently | came to have a word with you

fellows abont Long.’’
Tregellis-Weat adjusted his pince-nes.

* Dear fellow, that's rather remackable,
you know.” he gbserved. * | wap just thinkin
about Long myself. 1 don’t generally waate
my brain power over such a frightful ass, but
I've becn woundertn” if tho r chap hna
developed a kind of mania. ¢ asems to be
wanderin’ In his mind."’

** 8o you've notierd it, tno?* grinned Pitt.

* Begad! Rather!”

“l dare say we've all noticed it,”” I re
marked. * Sinee dinner-time Long seems to
have developed a remarkable hablt of liaten

ing &t cornera. Twenty minutes ago [ caught
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him creeping up behind De Valerie and
Somerton, and the young idiot didn't seem to
realise that everybody could see what he
was doing."’

Pitt nodded. ,

** Two minutes ago he was outside my study
window,”’ he said. ‘* Grey and 1 were chat-
ting about the cricket prospects, when we
spottcd Long's fat head outside. The window
was open, but the curtainse covered it. Be-
cause Long couldn’t sce us from outside 1
supposc he thought we conldn’t sec him.”

1 chuckled.

‘ He reems to be on the scent somechow,”
Y dceclared. ‘1 shouldn't be surprised if the
Jittle cad has been paid to—— Hold on!
Just open the door, Pitt. Open it suddenly!”’

I uttered the last words in a whisper, and
Pitt noddcd, and yanked the door open with
a jerk.

Crash)

A tubby form sprawled Leadlong into the
" study, practically at our fert.

“ Yarcoooh!"” roared the visitor. ,

Jt was Teddy Loung, and there was not the
slightest doubt that he had been listening at
the keyhole. 1 had detected a fow suspicious
sounds a moment before. Long could not
have heard much, however, for we had been
speaking in subdued voices.

'Begad?! The frightiul eavcsdropper!’’ ex-
claimed Sir Montie. ‘* Long, you utter young
ruffan, what were you doin’ outside our
doori?"

Jong jumped to his fect, looking indignant.

‘I you think 1 was listening, you're jolly
well mistaken!" he sald, in an injured voice.
““A fellow can turn his trousers up in the
passage, I suppose?’’ '

‘“Is it usual to lean against a study door
during the operation?” inquired Pitt calmly.
“You were spying, you little cad! What
shall we do with hiin, Nipper? 1 don’t think
& bumping would do him any harm—eh?”

‘It might do him a lot of good,” I agreed.
“ Gradb him!"”

Teddy Long was grabbed, and held seeurely.

** Look herc!” he roared in alarm. * 1-—1
didn't hear a thing! Can’t you helieve a chap
when he tells the truth? 1 didn't hear Pitt
telling you anything ahout that affair outside
his study window!”’ +

“Ila. ha, ha!”

“ 1~} was only trying to find a pencil 1'd{
lost, anyhow,"” gasped Teddy. °** I--1 thought
it might be in the passage, and I was looking-
for it just now——""

*And turning vour trouecrs up at the same.
time?"" I asked grimly. * The less you say,
my son, tue better. Now then, all together!”

Watson obligingly kicked the door oben, and
Tcddy Long was escorted mto the passage—
som-what forcibly. He roared in advance,
becnuse he wasn't hurt yet. But a moment
later he had eome excuse for roaring.

Bump! : o

Long hit the passage floor violently, ang,
judging by the noisc be made, it might have
been supposed that he was being haH killed.
Several [ellows camne cut to see what the
trouble was about. Handforth thought that a
fight was proceeding, und ke charged out of
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Study D with the imtention of assisting the
weaker side. Any sort of scrap attracted the
warlike Hsmdfoﬁil. o

“Ob!” be said, with diagust. ‘I thoughb
somebody was having a scrap. If you want a
hand 'with that little baunder, I’'m willing,
It’s about time le bad a bumping, and a
frog’s-march wouldo't do him any harm.”

“Yow!” howled Long. " Lemme go, you
bcasts! Yooocoop!”’

*“1 think he’s had about enongh now,” 1
said breathlessly. ' We can try the frog’s-
march next tuune, Handy. - And don't forget,
you little worm, ¥ we .catch you spying
again—wcll, yon won’t forget it in a hurry!”

Teddy Lomng scuttled off painfully, and
pcace was restored in the Remove passage.
Starke’s paid spy had not begun his work very
auspiciously. The facts he had learned re-
garding the Becret Combine amounted to nil.

** What's that you were saying about Long
being paid?’’ asked Watsopn, after we had
got back into Study €. * Domn’t you re-
member ?"’

**Yes,”” I replied. *1 shouldn't bhe sur-
prised if Long bhas been paid by somebody to
£py on us. He's in funds this afternoon—1’ve
seen him at the tuckshop two or three times.’’

8ir Montie nodded wisely. ’

‘““An’ 1 saw him comin’ away from the
Sixth-Ferm passage before afternoon lessons,"
he observed. ‘' It’s very significant, old boy
—it i3, really. I wonder if Starke has been
payin’ Long?”

* It's quite likely,” Y replied. ‘‘1 thought
Starke had more sense. We'll wait an hour or
two longer, and see how Long goes on. If he
keeps up the game, we shall have to take
action.”

It soon became evident that Teddy Long
was keeping up the xame, in spite of the
lesson he had received. His activities were 80
apparent that he hecame a nuiearnce, and I
dceided that the occarion was worthy of a

{ little attention.

Acocordingly. a meeting of the Secret Com-
bine was forthwith arranged. The Combhine
numbered eight juniors, but the eight was
not always the same. There were about six-
teen of us altogether—with Chrictirre and Co.,
of the Collegze House. A Combine’ meeting
never consisted of more than eight fellows.
And I, as president of the organisation,
alwayse selected the members of a canference.

On this occasion the Combine consisted of
Watson, Pitt, Grey, Handforth, McClure,
Christine, De Valerie, and myseli. The
meeting-place was the gymnacinm, and we all
pretended to be engaged in exergises of some
kind. Any senior chancing to leok in wouid
suspect nothing. And it was highly necesecary®
to take the most elaborate precautions.

‘* Personally, 1T don’t sec the reason for this
meeting,” said Cheistine bluntly. ‘' It's ahout
Long, jsn’t it?”?

*“Ye3,” 1 replied.

** Well, he’s not worch it—"'

“ Perhaps not,”” 1 avreed. ‘' But Long is
only the tool, remember., &Staike’s bhehind
this, and 1 don’t see why we shouldn't Jdo ail
we.can to ogblige.”

* Bh?”
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* There’'s no reason why we shouldn't give
. some material help,” | went on. * Teddy
Long {s epying on us, and he wantz to find
out a fcw facts. Well, my worthy comrades,

7

*“* Yes, you may as well bring Mr. Ficld 1n,
Tubbhs,’”’ he said.

* Yessirl®™

The page-boy departed, and Neolson Lee

wc'll give Master Teddy a good opportunity | wondercd what could have brought Mr. Ficld

of sccuring eolitude for reflection.’’

‘“ Blessed if | cap understand you,” said | was thc owner of a

Handforth, etaring.

* The idea is to toach Leng a lesson,” I ex-
plained. ‘ He needs one badly. Spying is a
rotten game, and Long must be made to
realiso that it doesn’t pay. Hc's had a bump-
ing, but it hasn’t-done him wmuch geod—"’

** Why not give him the frog's-march round
ihe Triangle?’’ suggcsted Grey.

I shovk my head.

‘““ We can do bettcr than that,”” I replied.
¢ 8tarko and Co. would sce in a moment
that wo were alive to the situation—and
that’s what we don’'t want. I've got a better
wheezc, my sons. Listen!”

They did listen—for about two minutes.
Then they grinned, and nodded with great
approval.

* Top-holc!"’ declared Pitt. *‘ I sccond the
proposal.’” '

* Carried,” grinned Do Valerie.

“‘ Unanimously,” said Christine,
acain.

And the Secret Combinc, having come to a
decision, broke up the conference and went
its various ways.

nodding

CHAPTER III.
THE MYSTERIOUS X AT WORK ACGAIN.

with regard to Teddy Long, other

events were taking place. This, of

rnaean that other eveuts occurred which were

destined to be connected closely with our

Nelson Lge. to begin with, was undertaking
an investigation.

The
guv’'nor had not mentioned the matter to me,
and the whole affair had been kept rather
master of the Ancient House at 8t. Frank’s
—was not acquainted with thc facts until tea-

Ho Jearned them while Sic Montie and
Tommy and I were partaking of tea in
not know it until afterwards. The guv'nor
was quite alone in hiz study when Tubbs, the

*“ There's a gent wants to sec you, sir,”” he
announced. * It’s Mr. Field, from the vil-
paper.”’

Tubbs laid down a half-sheet of potepaper
picked it up and glanced at it. It simply
contained the following words:
your valuable time? If s0, I shall be most
grateful.—J. FIELD.”

WHILE we were so concerned in mind
course¢, was enly natural. But I
own affairs.

I knew nothing of it at the timec.
secret. Nelson Lee—who was the House-
time.

S8tudy C; but, as I have just remarked, I did
page-boy, arrived.

lage, 8ir, aud he asked me to give you this
upon Nelson Lee's desk, and the detective

‘“Can you please spare me ten minutea of

Nelson Lee amlled, and nodded.

|

Fe

|

|

to 8t. Frank’'s. The gentleman in question
emall jeweller’s shop ir
the village. S8trictly speaking. he was only a
watchmaker and repairer, but the sign over
his establishment rcud, *‘Jamcs Field,
Jeweller.”

And, in a way, I suppnse he was a jewellce,
for he made a somewhat decent zhow of
brooches, ringa, pendants, and such-like - in
fact, quite a novelty for a small place like
Bellton. His stock was of the cheap
viz]\ritet:;. naturally, but fairly valuable, for all
that. .

Mr. Ficld was uchcred intn Nclson L.c's
study. He was a small, wizencd mao f
about fifty, and at present there waz a
gcared look upon his face; Lis forchead was
wrinkled with worry.

** Come in, Mr. Field.” eaid Nclson Lca
enially. * You're just in time for & cup of
tea——"'

* Really, no!'’ protested the visitor. ' I-
I'in afraid I am intruding, Mr. Lec. 1t 18
very thoughtless of mc. 1 did not rcalisc the
hour."”’

** I can see that you are somewhat agitated,
Mr. PField,” said Lee smoothly. ‘' Pleasc st
down and accept a cup of tca. You can then
tell me your troublc far more eansily. 1 dars
say we shall be ablc to arrange things.™

The jeweller seated himself, accepted a cup
of tca, and proceeded to sip it. Lee’s advice
was excellent, fur Mr. Ficld becaine far more
compnsed after two or threc minutes had
elapsed. |

“ It i3 very good of you, Mr. Lee,’”’ he said
gratefully. ** You will pardon my sayine so,
but my anxiety is lessened already- -being 1n
your presence scems to have calmed me down.
The—the fact is, I am most anxious for yoi
to investigate a robbery for me—-—-~  Ob,
please do not look surprised. T know well
enough that I am jmpertinent for even ap-
proaching you, but 1 hope that you will
pardon——"’

* My dear Mr. Ficld, you must not think
anvthing of the sort,” interrupted Nelson Lee.
‘““1f there has heen a robbery, I shall be quite
pleased to look .into it for you. Can you let
me¢ know the facts---in a word?”

Mr. Ficld nodded.

“ My shop has been runeacked.’” he replicd.
* Fully sixty pounds’ worth of sgtock has
vanished—and the thicf is that scoundrel whe
calls himself the Mysterious X! Sec! [ foun:
this card on the pre.aiscs.”™

Nelson Lee became far more interesied st
cnce, and he took the card almost cagerly.
He had anlready encountered the Mysterions X
on more than one occasion, and had been
quietly investigating for =omne little time. Per-
sonally, I had an idea that the guv'nor knew
a great deal more than be wosld admit, and
that he was only awaiting bis oppcrtunity to
spring. _

The Mystcrious X was a daring tiief whao
bad becen operating in the district [or sons
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weeks.  Tle hiad brought of! eeveral coups,
but fhey had always bheen of a minor
character, and one of two of them had tizzled
out owing to the intervention of Nelson Lee.
The Mymernious X himascelf, however, ulways
cinded capture. He had been seen by sevcral
prople--mysdf incladed ; but he always wore
a long cloak and a mask, and he had never
been recognised.

Ye! it was fairly certain that the fcllow
lived openly in the diatriet, for at intervals
his activitics became apparent, and they were
always confined to the locality around 8t.
Frank's,

" The Mysterious X! gaid XNelson Lee
thoughtfully, as he glanced at the neatly
printed words on the card which Mr., Field
had handed him. °* This is most interesting,
my dear eir. And when did you discover your
Joss?'’

** Less than an howr ago, Mr. Lee.”

"* 1 assume, then, that you havc been away

from hoame?”’

** Yea, that is the onse,'” replied Mr. Field.
** You sce, my brother fhes in Bannington,
and his daonghter was marricd this morning.
My wife and myself were invited, and we went
to Bannington last night, planning to return
this afternoun —which we did.”

“ {;caving your own premiecs quite empty?’’

(X l“."

“Was that not rather unwiso—considering
the nature of your stocki”

*“ Unwise !’ echoed Mr. Fleld bitterly. 1%
was madness, sir! My wife was uneasy all
along, but I told her not to worry herself.
Until fairly recently my son has beem at
hoine, and If ever we went out he was left.
But on this cccasion 1 thought it would be
guite safe. Jt is the first tiine we have heen
absent from home for five years—thad i3 to
pay, leaving the house empty. And while we
are gone this scoundrel bhresrks in. It is
appaliing -quite appalling !

“ What time did you leave yesterday?”

“ Doring the cvening.” A

*“1t ix therefore quite aafe to assume that
the Myaterious X performed hls plundering
work during tlie night-time,”” sald- Nelson
Lee. ' Did you not even advise Sparrow,-the
constahie, to keep his eye oR your premisesy’’

Mr. Ficld snorted.

* Sparrow’'s eyc is worth nothing!” he de-
clarcd. ** I met the man on the way from the
station, only an hour ago, and he told me
that he had watched the houee thoroughly,
and that everything was all right. 1 gave
him five shillings, too!”

“That was rather premature,”” smiled
Nelson Lee. ** But 8parrow probably kept his
«ye upon the shop front, while the thief got
in at the back. 1 presume that quite a
number of pecople knew your plans weH In
advance?”

“1 am afraid they did,” sald Mr. Ficld.
“My wife talked about the affair rather too
openly. DBut we never dreauvied that a thief
would attempt to plunder such a small stock
a3 ours. From your point of view, Mr. Lee,
Il e t this seemmp 8 very paltlry, affatr—a
mes§ sixty pounds—but to me it Is extremely
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serious. My capital is not large, and I doub®-
if 1 can replace the musting stock.”

Nelson Lee shook his bead.

** The amount of the loss i3 of small im-
portance, so far as 1 am cencerned,’” he re-
plied. ‘* That is to say, from an investigator’s
standpoint. 1 will look into this atfair for
you, Mr. Field, and )} will accompany jyou
to the village at once, What have you done
with regard to the police?” _

“1 bave wld Sparrow, and Be bas 'phoned
to Banniagtomn, I believe,” replied Mr. Field.
‘“ Thank you very mueh, My Lee, for your
great kindness. 1 am afraid—" .

* That your resources will not permit of
your paying me an_ excessively large fec?’’
interrupted Neleon Lee smilingly.

‘* Yes, 1 was about to eay something of that
nature,  confessed the visitor.

** Ther please leave it unsajd,”” sald Lee.
‘“In a way of speaking, Mr. Field, we are
neighbours. and «hat | shall do (or you will
be in a friendly spirit—and not from a pro-
fessional point of view. And please do not
attempt to thank me until! } bave done some-
%hg::g to make myself worthy of your grati-
u .Il

Mr. Fleld's eyes sparkled.

* You're a wonderfu)l man, Mr. Lee,’”’ he de-
clared enthusiastically. “Youll excuse my
saying so, but you seem to make a fellow
contented. With all this worry on my mind
I’'m now feeling. confident of regaining my
property.”

The schoolmaster-detective chuckled, and a
few minutes later he and Mr. Field took their
departure to the village.

When they arrived at the small jeweller’s
shop they found the police in charge—in the
persons of P.-c. Spartow and Inspector Jame-
son. They were ﬂ)oking very importang, and
the inepector had evidently been questioning
Mrs. Field—who was as big as her husband
was small. And the good lady was rather
flustered.

* Good evening, Jameson,” said Nelson Lee
pleasantly. ** Another. little aflair of the
Mysterious X. The man seems to be quite
enterprieing.’’

‘** Confound him!’ growled the imspector.
“] wish | could lay my Ongers on his in-
fernal hide! 1-don’t suppose he’s made a slip
even now, and .there won't be any chance of
Mr. Field getting his stuff ST
. ** Oh, dear!” exclalmed Mrs. Field, in dis-
ress.

‘“ You mustn't talk like that, Inspector,’”
gaid Nelson Lee. ‘* Simply because the
Mysterious X has been succesaful in the past, "
it dorin't mean to say that he’ll never be
tripped. It i3 quite likely that we shall mect
with success on this occasfon.™

Jamesan did not look very pleased.

“In what carm:ity are you here, Mr. Lee?”
he asked shortly.

*“ As a friend of mine,” put in Mr. Field—
‘** that is, if Mr. Lece will permit me the
honour of referring to him as such?’”’

“ Then I am afraid you cannot make any
lnvem%s;tlons untit I have completed my own

’

work, Mr. Jee,’’ said the {nspector. ‘' You
will oblige me 'by remaining an onlooker.”
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“Mr. Ficld forgot to mention that I have
heen commissioned to investigate this robbery
on his behalf,”” said Nelson Lce smoothly.
‘““In that case, inspector, 1 shall expect you
to allow me every facility. And I may as
well add that, if you refuse—well, [ shall
allow myself the facilities.”

Jameson made no reply. He was
pompous old sort, and liked to throw his
weight about. And it gallcd him éomewhat
to have Nelson Lee butting in and taking all
the glory. This is how Jameson regarded it.
As a matter of fact, if the inspector was
Ieft to himself, precions little would be done.

Aud in this particular instance precious

little was done—e¢ven by Nelson Lee. F

For, after an hour's very close inspection
of the shop and rear premises, the school-
Inaster-detective was forced to the conclusion
that the Mysterious X had left absolutely no
trace-—with the solc exception of the printed

card. . F

There were footprints, certainly, hut they
were blurry ones, proving that the thief had
worn pads over his boots—or, possibly, he had
adopted the simple expedient of wearing a
pair of thick woollen steckings over his shioe-
leather.

It was the eame with regard to finger-
prints. The Mysterious X had worn gloves,
and there was nothing of any value left
behind. The real rcacon for this was
bccause the robbery waa so simple.

There had been no complications of any
kind. The shop was in the High Street, but
1t stood quite alone, with a wide space on
cither side of it. And although Mr. Field
had paid great attention to the fastenings of
the door and windows in the front of thec
house, he had been less careful at the back.
The thief had entered by means of the!
kitchen window—smashing this, and unfasten-
ing the catch in the ordinary manner.

A heavy, locked door divided the shop from
the private part of the house, but this had
been forced open by some heavy implement.
And the Mysterious X had simply helped
himself to a large assortment of gold trinkets,
and had had plenty of time in which to per-
form hLis work.

Not a single watch had gone, and all the
trinkets were capable of being disposed of
without much fear of them being traced.
In fact it scemed highly probable that Mr.
Ficld would never recover his property.

“ And I'm pot insured, either,”” he com-
plained. ‘* Most foolish of me, Mr. Lee, I will
admit. To-morrow I intend to take out a
policy at once—I won't be caught like this a
gecond time.”

“1 am afraid it will be somewhat difficult
to get on the track of this thicf,’”’ put in the
ingpector, “ I don't wish to alarm you,
Mr. Field, but let me say that there is a very
poor chuance of your jewellery being found.”

‘““ Good gracious!” exclaimed Mr. FieN
buskily.

“ And let me say something of a more
cheerful charactcr,” swmiled Nelson Lec. *“ 1

al

can give you my promise, Mr. Field. €lrat the
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lost articles will b¢ again in your posrsasion
before forty-cight hours have elapsed.”’

The jewelier was greatly relieved.

‘““Thank you, Mr. Lee,”” he exclaimed.
** Without being offensive to the inspector, |§
much prefer to beliecve what you say.”

A few minutes later Nelsou Leo found him-

gelf alone with Jameson, and the latter re-
garded him rather coldly.

‘““ I don't belicve in that, Mr. Lce,” he aaid.
‘“In what?"

‘““ Why, in making a definite promise of that
character when you know well enough taat
:itlllel:“is only a.small chancc of it being fui-

ed.

‘“On the contrary, my dear Jameson, [ can
assuré you that I am uite confident,” said
Nelson Lee smoothly. ** There is small enough
data here, I will admit; but I am not relying
upon that alone.”

‘“‘ Indeed!” said Jameson. * Then may 1
ask —"'

‘*“*No, not at present,”” interrupt-d the
detective. I am not quite certain az to

my facts, Jameson, and I do not wish to make
myself look foolish in your eyes. Wll, !
think I may as well be oll.”

The inspector was more irritable tlran ever
He had investiczated two or three robbories
perpetrated by the Mysterious X, and be had
failed cvery time. The unknown thict was
getting on his nerves. Morcover, Jameson
had an idea that NelsqQn Lee was acquaintedd
with some inner facts. )

Having bade Mr. Field good evining, Leo

took his departure, and strolled very thought.
fully through the village, back towards St.
Frank's. [t was now growing quite g!oomy,
for the dusk was drawing in.
. Near the gates of the school Nelson Lee
observed a figure hurrying down the road
towards him. It turned out to be Frinton,
of the Sixth—one of ¥tarke’s pals, and a
bully.

Nelsoa Lee regarded him somcwhat closely
as he approached, and the detective came tn
a halt in the middle of the road.

* Wherc-ar¢e you going, Frinton?"
quired.

“ Oh, to the village, 8ir,” eaid the prefect.

* Then will you please buy me twelve penny
stamps from the post-office—I failed to «ct
them when I was in sellton a short while
ago,’”” said Lee. “ I will pay you afterwareds,
Frinton."”

‘“ That's all  right, sir,”’ said tbe Sixth-
Former.

He went oun his way: but it was quitce
obvious from hie expression that he disliked
the mission. And it was equally vbvious from
Nelson Lee's expression that the scheolmaster-
detective was not quite satisfied.

Hc knew something of Frintou's character.
Possibly he suspected that the prefect was
bound for the White Harp—or perhaps he
suspected something quite differcnt.

There was really no telling,

he
“

in-
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CHAPTER 1V.
TEDDY 1ORG'S TRIUNPN.
EDDY LONG'S little eyes gleamed.

. Mﬁ bat!"” he muttered. ‘ There's
something on, sure enougi!”
The snecak of the Remove was

crouching in a corner by the Ancient House
steps. And from this point of vantage he
could aee the movements of fellows as they
emerged from the lobby into the Triangle.

Loaz had originally heen attracted by the
somewhat mysterious behaviour of Pitt and
De Valerie. These two junlors, in passin
through the lobby, had apparently overlooke
the fact that Long was there. FPor they
pausc:d, put their heads togcther, and whis-
pered.

** Yes, outside—in five minutes!" cxclaimed
Pitt, quite audibly.

" Qood!’" said Dc Valerie.

They parsed outside, and Teddy Long stared
after them. He went ent into the Triangle,
too, and crouched down beside the steps—
quite satisfied that nobody had seen him.

Uinfortonately he was not aware that she
whole programme was being carried out for
hiz especial bhenefit.

tim-plciouo at first, he was now quite ctr-

tain. :
For after Pitt and De Valerie had disap-
pearcd Into the gloom of the Triangle, two
other juniors made their appearance. They
were Tregellis-West and myse . We stood
on the steps, lonking across towards the
g:tes. It was nearly Nark, and the Triangle
wae+ quiet.

** We musrt go to the meeting-place without
dcelay,” | exclaimed, in A whisper that carried
quite & number of yards. ‘' Everything de-
wnds upon this, Montie. We mustn’t fail

onight.**

** Begad! Rather not, old boy,” said Tre-
gellis Weat,  *“ Our meeting-place in  the
woad s unknown—"*

* shurrup, you ass!" I hiseed. * Walla

have cars, don't forget!”

We paseesd down the steps, and T nearly
burat into a laugh. Starke's spy, in his eager-
nees to \car what we said. had revealed him-
self quite distinctly—although ho wasn't
aware of that interesting fact.

And as we strolled across the Triangle, with
clabarate movemwents of precaution, we ob-
served that Master Long was on our track.
Just outside the gatea we met De: Valerie
and Pitt. and paused for a moment.

** Al here, comradea?’ [ asked tensely.

“* All here. chief!" gald Pitt.

“Good! Follow met”

We st oft down the lane, and Teddy Long
followed uve at what he cousidered to be a safe
distince. A< a shadower his skill was of a
very poor order, for we were aware of hie
close prescuce right from the start. Whether
he thought he was very sharp, or we were
very carcless, T dan’t know. At all events,
e stuek to the tmafl elosely.

He was on the track of the Secret Combine
—-amd, necidentally, on the track of Sturke's
quid! If he could only take back definite
Information, that sum of maney wouid be his!
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S0 Teddy Long was fully determined to
distinguish himeelf th:s eveninyg.

Arriving at the stile which led into the
wood, we paused there to held another short
—and andible—convereation. Long crept up
nearer, and squashed himeelf against the
hedge so that he should not be seen. The
fact that several twigs cracked noisily did
not disturb ue at all. We seemed to be very
deat that evening. .

** Comrades, the timc has come for us to
strike!"’ 1 exclaimed.

““ We demand an advance——"" began Pitt,
grinning.

*“ This is no time for flippancy, Comrade
No. 4,”" 1 said severely. * The time has come
for ua to strike for the cause of liberty. We
will now proceed to the sacred meeting-
place. Follow me carefully, or I may be Jost
amongst the trees. And when we don our
mystic garb—"'

“* We wlill talk of that later, chief,’”’ inter-
rupterd De Valerie. “ Come!"

je crossed the stile and plunged into the
wood. Long, who was now quivering with ex-
citement, panted heavily as he eclimbéd the
stile and followed in our footstepa. He was
on the eve of discovering the whole seeret!

The little idiot was ready to puff himaell

out with pride, an@ he thaught glecefully of
the reward he was to receive. As for betray-
:ngdthe Remove—that mever entered his
1ead.

And presently Loag found himeelf wander-
ing from the footpatR—which led strajght
through the wood. We, in advance, had
brarched off, and ‘Long came charging after
u», highly alarmed.

It was very dark upder the trees, and he
was afraid of losing sight, of his quarry. But
then he gave a gasp of relief. For a small
light gleamed occasionally ahead, and then
came a voice.

-** This way, comrades?”’ it sald.

Long assumed—rightly—that the light was
caused by an electric torch, and it was easy
enough for him to follow Under ordinary
circnm<tances he would have been scared out
of bis wits, for he waa an arrant funk, and
the very thought of being in the dark wood
would appal him.

‘But now he cared for nothing. In any
case he had our campany, and that was quite
sufficient. It seemed to him that we were
going round in circles, and this was not very
surprising, considering that we actually were,
But Long assumed that it must be his fancy.

And thep, In one of the thickest parts of the
woad, the faint light twinkling ahead sud-
denly vanished. And with the’ vanishing of
the light al sounds ceased, exeept for Lhe
murmur of the hreeze overhead.

Long came ‘e a halt, qmaking. :

He lietened intently, and strained his eyes.
Then he hinndered forward. But his quarry
had vanished.

As & matter of fact, we were still quite near
to him. But we had crouched dawn, and
were creeping away silently Within five
minutes we had regained the footpath and
were hastening towards the lane.

“ (h, he's lost ol right,”™ grinned Pitt.
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“It'll be hall an Lour betore he finds his way
out of the wood, and he’ll be like a jelly by
that ¢time.’”’

‘** Rather!"" said D¢ Valerie. * And it'll
teach the little bounder & lesson—what?"’

““ That's the idea of it,"" I observed. ** 'l
et he won't follow any of us again—after
this experiencc. It'll finish his spying activi-
ties for good. He's an absolute coward, and
Iil!ulipg himself lost in the wood will scare

im.”’

“T'm not altogether sure that I approve,
dear old fellows,', said 8Sir Montie slowly.
*“ It scems somewhat unfeelin’, you Know.
But still, Long is a shockin’ little sneak, an’
he certainly deserves a lesson. I suppose 1
must que¢ll my finer feelin's, an™ agree.”

“ 1t doesn’'t matter whetber you quell ‘em
or not,” sald Pitt cheerfully. *“If you
don’t we shall quell you—and that comes to
the same thing.””

And wc set off for St. Frank’s, feeling qutte

csatisfied with the result of our little trick.

But it was to develop in a manner which we
certainly had not antiupated.

Teddy Long was lost in Bellton Wood, but
his adventure was by no means at an end.
Strictly speaking, it had only just started.

For several minutes—after finding himeelf
alone--he crouched down at the foot of a
iree, trying to collect his scattered wits. He
wae extremely hot after his exertions, and
was rather glad of the rest. But he was in
a bhlue funk; be had not bargained for being
left alone in the dark recesses of the wood.

““Oh, my goodness!'’ he muttered. ‘° Where
—where are they?"

Hc¢ seemed to feel himself isolated, some-
how. While actually on the track he had
never cven anticipated being left by himself.
But now it was alt different. He tried to
convince himaelf that he was not alone.

‘®I—I expect the silly asses are only gone
down a hollow, or something,”” he told him-
sclf. ‘* They'll appear again soon, U'll bet.”

But he walted, minute after m'nute, and
gtill therc was no eign. And Teddy Long
determined to escape from the wood as soon
as he could manage it. He forgot all about
starke's pound now: he forgot all about the
Secret Combine,

But then, just as he was about to move, he
started.

Somebody was approaching!

Footsteps sounded dully, accompanied by
the crackling of twigs. Teddy Long remained
quite still, intensely relleved. He believed
that it was a Remove fellow; but he was not
very particular. Company: of any sort was
welcomo.

The newcomer hove into sight at last. At
least, Long could see a twinkling light, caused
by an electrio torch. It was only natural,
perhaps, that he should immediately assume
that he was on the track of his originul
quarry. )

This supposition was further strengthened
when the newcomer passed fairly close to him,
The fhigure was curiously cloaked, and was
wearing a mask! [t passed him, and con-
tinued its way through the wood.

“My huat!" muttered Long, forgetting all
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his fears. “ I'll bet a quid that's Nipper, or
Pitt, or onc of the other fellows! He's dre s
up, .of course—just like ve heard about. 1i'3
one of the chaps goirg to the punishment
chamber of the Secret Combince! 1 shall gt
at the truth even now!”

He {ollowed in the wakce of the cloaked
figure, at a fairly respectable distance, And
very shortly afterwards he found himself on
the footpath once again. The stranger atalked
on without looking behind him; and h¢ made
such a noisc on his own account that Long’3
movements were quite concealed.

And so the pair went through the wod, the
leading one unaware of his shadouwer, and
Long quite sure that he was following a
member of the Combine, &nd that the desti-
nation was to be the secrct meeting-place.

Long’s mistake was not euch an absu-~d
one, after all.

The wood was left behind at laet, and the
sneak of the Remove was very glad. H+ and
his quarry crosscd two meadows, and trfen
found themselves upon the Bannington Boad.

Long certainly met with great luek, for he
markable, considering his clumsincas. But at
length the cloaked figure vaulted a five-har
gate and approached an old farm building.

It was a lonely place, the building itsels
being a kind of barn, low in construction,
with a loft above it. Tbe roof was very
shallow, and was tiled, with a single skyligng
in the centre.

Long watched from the zateway. He saw
the figure open the lower door, pass inaide,
and close the door behind him. And this.
to the sneak of the Rcmove, waz quits
significant enough.

He decided that his chase was at an end.

“It's the meeting-placc of the Combine.”
he muttered excitedly. *“It's the giddy
punisbment chamber! My hat! Wou't
Starke be jolly pleased when I tell him! I
reckon I've dooe wonders!’”

And, without further delay, Teddy Long
turned, and raced back for St. Frank's with
ai} much speed as his squat form vould allaw
of.
He arrived in a very breathless condition—
to find that the gates were locked. But on
such an occasion as this, this was a detatl.
He scrambled over a wall, carcless as to
whether he was seen or not.

Fortunately for him, he wasa't seen, and he
rushed towards the Ancient Housc. In the
lobby he met Owen major and Farmman, and
they barred his path. -

“ Great Scott!' exclaimed Owcn.
seeing ghosts, Long?"’

“ Lemme get past!'’ gasped Teddy.

“] guess we'll let you pass after we've

“ Beon

heard you hand out the information,'”” said
Farman. “Say, you'rc kind o' lookin’
skeered—a whole heap skeered. What's

wrong, you doggone ijjit!’’

‘“ Lemme get past, blow you!"’ shouted
Long desperately. “ U'm looking for Starke!"
“ (dee whiz!"

“ Looking - for Owcen

Starke!™ repeatid

| major wonderingly.

‘*“Yes, I am!”
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" Jt's qnuocr what taste some people bave,”
said Owen. * All right, ®id—you can gel
st. You srem to he Iooilu for trouble, and
‘i} bet you'll find some—if you go to Stetke
in that state.”

* He'll sure ind a hull heap,”” agrerd the
Amenican junior. .

Long scutticd down the passages until he
arrived in the Sixth-Form corridor. And hefte
he ran lnto Keamore, of the Bixth. .

* |—1 say! panted Lovg. ‘' Where's
Rtarke?” ‘

'*1 don't know—and 1 don't care!’’ snapped
Kenmore. ‘' Bat he's not in his study—é0 you
needn't go. Get out of this passage!”

Kenmore was fceling very sore. Owlnq to
his attitude with regard to the Secret Com-
hbine, he was practically barred by all the
other prefects, and Kenmore didn’t lke it

“UOh, 1 say, Kenmore!" exclaimed Teddy
Long. ** If Starke isn't I bie study, you might
tell me where——"'

¢ Clear ofi!” said Kenmore savagely.

He wae in the act of pushing Teddy Leong
out of the passage when Starke himself ap-
peared.

*“What's the trouble, Long?”’ he asked
sharply. .

** Oh, thank goodness!’’ gasped Teddy. 1

I've hﬂ.‘flt looking for you, Starke., and this
beast tricd to stop me. Like his cheek, 1
must suy—— Yarooooh!"

henmore had de'v red &8 hearty cuff, prob-
ahly as & means of relicving his feelings, and
he strode away without even glancing at
Ntarke, his mudy-nmte. They had not ex-
changed a word during the whole day.

* bidn't 1 tell you to be eareful, you little
idiot 7" snapped Starke sharply. * What's the
mattar with you? What have you been look-
ing for me for? Qut with it, you young ass!”’

ng pulled himself together.

*1 want that quid, Starke,”” he said Im-
portantly. '

* Wdll, you won't get it——"*

“But I'vn  dicoverred everything!'' ex-
clalined Long excitedly. ‘“1'vo found ous
where the Sceret Combine—-""

" Hold your silly tongue!’’ rapped out the
prefect hastily, ' If you've got something to
tell me, come into my study."

And the pair walked along the passage, and
a moment later they had both passed into the
privacy of Starke's study At lcast, Starke
assumed that it was private.

As it happencd, it wasn't)

CHAPTER V.
TNE HIDING PLACE.

EGINALD PITT stood quite siill.
*0Uh, rata!” he wmuttered
patiently.

Pitt was engaged upon apereial work,
and he liated being disturbed. It was quite
certain that he was going to be disturbed
now—and Pitt didn't like it. To tell the
vtxagt truth, he was stinding in Starke’s
rtudy.

And the special work consisted of sctiting an

jm-

Jliterally,”” protested the junmior.

THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

elaborate beoby-trap. It was the object of
thc Remove to show Starke that it had no
respect whatever for bim—and this was one
way of showing him.

Fortonately, Pitt hadn’t actually com-
menced the work.

The materiale which he had in readiress
for the purpose of constructing the trap were
just outeide the window, wilrich was open,
Pitt was perfarming the work alome, accord-
lnﬁm his own exprezsed wish.

¢ bad made quite sure that Starke was
settled for a considerableg time in Wilson's
study, and Pitt thought that he would be
undisturbed. It was very annoying, there-
fore, when he distinctly heard Starke ex-
claim, out iA the passage:

** If you've got something to tel me, eome
imto my study!'”

This remark was followed by footsteps, and
Pitt knew that the time had arrived for him
t0 mako himself scarce. Starke’s study was
no place for him at the present moment.

80 he gently switched off the electric light,
strolled across the room, and vanished behind
the curtains—just in time. For as he nipped
out of the window the study door opened
and the light was switched on.

Pitt, crouching beneath the window, saw
the atiff figure of Mr. Pagettf, the master of
the Fifth, crossing the Triangle. Mr. Pagett,
in the words of the juniors, was *° an inquisi-
tive old bcast.”” And Pitt did pot venture to
move just at the moment.

Iie remained perfectly still.

And in the study Starke was talking to a
visitor. And the \visitor, without the
slightest doubt, was no less a person than
Master Teddy Long, o1 the Remove.

Pitt was very interested.

** Now what's all the excitement about?’
Starke exclaimed. °* And look here, Long,
I've a good mind to swish you for making
sach a fuss out in the passage. Al. the
fellows will be talking about -it——"

** But—but it's important, Starke,” ex-
claimed Long eagerly. * 1’ve found out every-
thing, yoa know!"

“1s that so?’’ said Starle, quite unmaved.
'“Wel, to begin with, who's the ringleader
in this Becrct Combine movemenc?*

**I—1 don’'t know exactly—-'"

‘“But 1 thought yqu'd found out every-

thing?’’
” Oh, really, Starke, 1 didn‘'t mean it
“But I've
found out where the rotters hold their meet-
ings, and wheze they take the chaps to for
punishment. ['ve found that out all right.”’
Pitt was more interested than ever. He
felt that he was quite justified m remainmg
bencath the window. e was by no means
alarmed, because he was positively certuin
that Long had found out nothing of import-
ance. The sneak of the Reinove had been left
in Beltton Wood, and it struck Pitt th.t Long
was trying a game on with the 8ixth-Former
—hoping to bring it off, as a kind of cHn-
solation for the trials he hiad gone through.
* Tell me what you've discovered,” camo
Starke’'s voice. * Don't fidget aboat like that,
sou little ass. 8it down in that chair anad



1. Teddy Long enjoyed playing the eavesdroppeér so much that it ncver
even occurrad to him he might have been noticed.

2. Nipper and Co. gained the skylight, and there in the room below
etood the Mysterious X |
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tell me what you've been doing;: you look
pretty grubby, anyhow.”

‘* That's bLecause I've been in  Bellton
Wood,"' cxplained Loug. *‘“0Oh, I've had an
awful time, Starke. * I—1 say, I think you
ought to give me two quid—"'

“ I'll give you a thick ear if you don’t buck
up!” interrupted the pretect. ' What were
you doing in the wood?" : |

1 was shadowing Nipper and Pitt and De
Valerie and Tregellis-West,"' said Lonyg. ** You
¢ce, 1 was on the alert, and ceriain things
struck me as being suspiciol® “Being joldy

kecn by nature, it didn't tuke me long to put|

iwe and two together. And 1 soon {cund
out that the four rotters were planning to
vizit the secret punishment chamber. They
talked all sorts of rot "

‘““What kind of rot?” -

“ 0O, they called themselves comrades, and
Nipper was referred to as ‘ Chief,' and they
said that the hour had come to strike,”
replied Long. 1 followed them . right into
the wood, and they didn't know a thing.
Naturally, they wouldn’t, considering that 1
was on their trail.”

Pitt grinned tvo himself amusedly.

‘ 1s this meeting-place in the wood, then?”
asked Starke, with interest.

‘““ Not—not exactly in the wood,’”’ replied
Loug. *‘ Yau se¢, they came to a stop when
they got right in the middle of the wood, and
held a consultation. Of course, this was a

chance for me to find out a few things, and l1
crept forward as silently as a cat—until 1
was almost next to ‘em,”’

‘*“ And didn't they sece you?”

** Not likely!'' said Long, with ecorn,
**Don’t you think I know how to do a bit of
shadowing? You don't seem +to realise,
Starke, that [ was born to be a detective!
I'll bet 1 could show Nelson Lee a few points!
Why, when I leave 8St. Frank's 1 mean
0__'__.0 -

“ Never mind about that,” interjected]
Starke. ** What did you do in the woods?”

‘I was just telling you,”” exclaimcd Teddy.
‘1 crept up to those four cads and listened.
They were planning to collar somebody—l1
couldn't catch the name—and give him a
ragging. And they were putting some quecr
toge on, too.’’

“ How did you see that, if it was dark?”

“ They had a little electric damp with ‘em,
and some boxes and things.”” went on Long,
drawing upon his own imagination to supply
the picturesque details.. ‘“ And after they had
put on those queer togs they started off
agaln, with mo still on their track, until they
arrived on the Bannington Road.”’

““ All dressed up—on the public rcad?”
asked Starke sharply.

*“ Well, of course, they were only there for
a minute, and there wasn't another soul
-aboui,” went on the Removite. * They cut
straight acrvss and went into an old barn
with a kind of {oft above it—"’

‘““Yes, I know the place.”” put in Starke.
“It's deserted, I believe. ** Well, what hap-
pened aftep that?'”

Pitt listcned with intcrest;- he wondered
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provide. Pitt did not know that the bulk of
Long's story was true—that he had actually
followed somebody $0 the old ‘harn.

‘“*I watched, and saw onc of the chaps—
Nipper, 1 belicve--go into the barn,” said
Teddy Long.  ** He closed the door behind
him, and the pther three chaps went round
hehind somewhere. Of course, it's chvious
what they were domng. Nipper weunt in first
to prepare the placc—% get everything ready.
Anyhow, it's a dead cert, Starke. That lolt
is the punishment chamber, and I've found it
all out by being so jolly smart. [t's not my
way to boast, but I think you'll admit that
I've shown myself to be the rcal guods this
trip."

Starke nodded.

‘ Yes, you've done pretty well,”” he ugrm‘t

ﬂ“l don't mind admitting, Long, that you'vt

done better than I expected you would. You
can buzz off now, and I'll see you again to-
morrow—-""

“* What—what about that cauid?”’ asked
Long, in alarm. )

Starke laughed unpleasantly.

*“You'll have that quid when I've got some
proof,”” he replied. *‘ You might be telling
me a yarn, and 1I'm not going to take any
risks—'"'

“Oh, I say, don't be-—be an ass, Starke!”
blurted out Long. *“ [I—1 mean, dou't say
that! It's all. true—every word of it.
Honolir bright! And I reckon l've earned
that quid, and you ought to give it to me.”

Starke regarded Long intently, and could
see that the junior was m earnest; he could
alao see that Long bore many signs of having
passed through Bellton Weood. His story was
obviously true,

‘““ No.1 won't give you the quid now,'* said
Starke, ‘' But hcre's ten bob, and I'll uive
you the rest to-morrow. Now you can clear.
I'm going to get some of the other feilows,

"and we’ll soon ind out the exact truth about

that loft.
evening !’

Reginald Pitt, outside, did- not think 1t
necessary for him to wait for any more. He
crept away, and two minutes lat-r burst into
Study C, in the Remove passaze. 8ir Montie
Tregellis-West and Tomuny Watson were just
beginning their prep. I was oiling a cricket-

It's going to be settled now—this

bat.

*“T say, you fellowa, therc’s something
Lon!"” exclaimed Pitt quickly.

“Becad! We must do our prep, old
boy—-"*

* Blow vyour prep.” interrupted Pitt.

‘““Long's got back, and there’s ro doubht that
he's been paid by Starke to spy on us. You
know about that booby-trap?’”’

“Well?'' I asked. *‘ Haven't you set it?"”

““ T didn't have a chance,” replied Pitt,
«“ starke and Long came in before 1 couid
¢ven begin. And Long’s been telling Starke a
frightful string of whoppers—all about that
old bam ncar the Bannington Read. He told
Starke that our meeting-place j3 in the loft -
and Starke believed him!*!

‘““Ha, ha, ha!"”’ roared Watson.

Pitt grinned.

Low many more details Teddy Loug wouldl “ But that's oot the best of it,” he went
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M'My imporun!—-llthaqh we had come as a ¢ the hnlinhl:ﬁe where the lnl_nterious X

mors lnbkas to sbart with koona hia
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the deaeitcd barn on t.hc-Banni'u ton road.
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Ip our own position we could not do much

Although so much had happcned c&ring that | to help; im faet, nothing at all.” There was

early.

ovening, it was still compeyrativ y.
(ilson “and

Starke's companions were

Jesson and Milla—-the latter twg Deing the| rascal o begin with, it would nat take us
refects of the Collecge Houee. And they}in

ad come for the purpose of learning whether
Teddy Long bad told .the truth or pet.

Personally, Starke was inelined. to believe| the trapdeor, the torch In his hand,
his work | anxio to and fro. He glanced over

that the Removite Had
thoroughly. He didn™t
to invent the whole story, and he wouwid not
have dared to invent it, in any case.
Therefore Starke and Co. were: jubilant.

perfarmed

brains enough | hiding-p

us to act. But if
the

a)t suffieient. time for
Starke and Co. succeeded i boldin

g et down and lend ¢ hand.

The gp‘_terious X was greatly alarmed. We

could geg that quite casily. e stood upon

asing
in the wall. and w1t to

| e in e wall, and appear o

e aatisied.

And then be came to a decision.

Qoite’ sbruptly he extinguished the light,

They arrived outside the barp, and saw] and the loft was plunged lnto utter black-
that it was in total durkness. J§{ scemed to} ress. k- almust pressed my f{ace to the glass,

be
telbing from the outward appearance. It
waia the loft the prefccts were interested
im, and the loft had no windowa. A close
exammation was necessary.

Starke led the way, and he made no
attempt to walk silently. He opened the
lower door, in fact, with quite an amount
of noiee. We, on the roof, heard everythng,
but we were watehing the interior of tue
left through the coavenient skylight.

And the cilect upon the Myateripus X was
what we had expected.

The man started, threw down lis
clgarette. and grabbed up fhe electric torch.
Then he stond over the trapdoer, both feet
firmiy planted opom it. It was quite clear
that he did not mean to admit the intruders.

Btarke was first up the lurkder, and when.}

he arrived at the top ke felt above his head
and grunted.

‘A tea r!t
to Le locked, (po.

“lsn't thers a bolt?7” asked Jesson.
* Strike 2 match, somebody.’”

Wilson obliged. and when the light flared
up it was seen that the trapdoor was, iIn-

he exclaimed. * It scems

deed, provided with a :bolt, but that it was
g}:leudy drawn. Yek :the done would not
e.

* There must be a bolt ionside,”” suggested
Jesson. o

“ If sn, there's sontebody up there now,”
grunted Starke. °*° Thig Is the only exit from
the loft, anyhos. By gad! I wonder if the
litths bensts are here, all of them astanding
on the trupdoor?™

** Quite kkely,” said Wilsan. -
strength, old man.”

Starke was duing so, dbut he eould not
make any impression—except aon one brief
accasion. Then the trapdoor lifted a frifle
and slammed down again. This sufficient
to show that the doosr was being. held down
by sheer weight, and pot because of any
upper loch o bolt.

“If youw don't let uq come up, we’ll hald
slanghter you!” roared S8Starke furioualy.
*“ The game's up, you Hitle cade—we've run
you to earth. Opep this door amd let us
come up!'!”

Silence.

* Do you hear me?’’ bellowed :Starke.

There wns not the sligitest doubt, that the
Mysterious X heard the J.. Even we,
on tbe ronf, heard It And we. Walted with
mauch curfosity to sec what would occur, -

“Use your

quite deserted. But there was remlly no| attempting to see what wss happening.

But it was impaoesible.
while Jesson hud joined Starke at the

top of the ladder, and the puir of them were
heaving away with all their strength,
auemﬁtmg to forece the door up by slieer
weigh

It maved two or three times, but always
erashed doun again before the bullies could
 get sufficient leserage.

This went on for fully two mmutes, and at

o

lust Starke desisted. It was perfectly clear
by this time that somebody was in the loft,
resisting powerfully and determinedly.

“If you don’t open this door, L'l gate
the mt of you far a4 week!'" shouted &Ltarke,
hoarre with anger and his exertioms. ‘' You
little fools! Can't you realise that there's
no -senée in resisting?”

Stlence.
‘*They don't mean to answer,” panted
ﬁswn. ‘“1 don’t see that we can do any-
 thing., Starke. It doesn’t matter mueh, amy-
w. They can't get out while we're bere,
od we've only gat {0 wait.”

' **1 don’t believe there’s more than cne
3p there,”” growhled Starke. *‘Come on—
we'lh have ome more try. TUse all jyour

strength, Jessy.” L

. Jesson and Starke heaved upwards with
territic force.

. There was a crash, two howls, and Jeison
to the floor helow. BHe
imeelf by clinging tc

nevrly fell headlon
onty jmst saved
Starike’s legs.

“Oh, my goodmess!”
1’} nearly brained!™ :
i The trapdoar had been released when the
' two prefects Beased. The reswlt was that
it lew open, and they both enarged upwards,
Starke bamging his heud severely, and Jeeson
keing his grip.

*“I'I! make you pay for ft!'’ enarlel
Starke. ‘' Come am, yau chaps. Climb up
duickly! We've got him tra&nhed in here!"
' Can't you strike a mateh?” demanded
Mills, who was half-way through the trap-
doar. ‘' This darkness iz— What the
thander—— Who's thas treading on my
shoulder? Look out!'" .

. - There waa a #cifle, awd Millx nearly feil
beadlong. with Wilson an »op of him. They
‘had somehaw iammed in the entrabce,
althuagh neither knew how it had occurred.
Jhid at that moment Starke struck a matel.

‘'was
saw _the light flare up. 1 wondered what

groaned Starke.

ill ap the reaf, of eourse, and [
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would happen now, and was expccting to see
m tercific scrap in progress during the next
Icw scconds. .

“1t's about timc for us to hop down,” I
Mrcathed.  ** The Mysterious X will take
Lthose cads by surprise—— But he's pot
there!" 1 added abruptly. * Why, whab the
dickeng-—'

I paused, in theer wondcr.

IFor, peering down, 1 saw that Starke and
Co. wcere the sole occupants of the loft! The
Mysterious X had utterly vunished!

The prefects were just as puzzled.

** This is jolly queer!’” said Starke, striking
aunthcer mateh and looking round upeasily.
“'There’s - there's nobody up here, you chaps.
And I could have sworn that somebody was
pushing against that trapdoor.” \

‘““ And somebody was, too,’’ declared Jecsson,
sniffing the alr. * There's cigarette smoke
here—und we haven't been smoking. It's
quite fresh., There must be another exit.'

‘“ What about the skylight?¢” asked Jesson.

They looked up, but saw nothing suspicious
there. And it was apparent that nobody
could have csciped by that means. For one
thing, the skylight was out of reach, and it
was not made toe open, cither.

There was no other trupdcor, and no door
In any wall.

**I—1 say, this is rather uncanny,” sald
Starke, looking round &t his companions.
“The fcllow couldn’t have vanished into
din air, and-— Hallo! 1 didn't kuow you
were with us, Frinton!”

Starke stared at Frinton of the Sixth, who
was hanging halfway through the trapdoor,
almost side by side with Mills, who was also
half-way through. .

Frinton grinned.

‘“1 came up just now,” he replied. ‘“ Didn't
you hear Mills muking a fuss? I nearly
pulled him down.”

“ It felt as if you tricd to push me down,”
snapped Mills. ** Why can't you bc more
careful? It's a dcccut drop to the floor

didn't come with us,”

below.”

“ But you sald
Starke, eéyeing Frinton.

**1 tell you I have fust arrived,” replied
the Sixth-Former. *‘ Kenmore told me about
it—about your coming liere, amd I thought
1'd like to see the fun. Where does it come
in? I understood that this placo was the
lrea‘lquarters of the Secret Combine?” :

‘“So did I,”” snapped Starke. ** But that's
not worryving me for the mnoment. There was
somcbody up here, but yet when we forced

our way in we found the place empty. It's
jolly qucer.”
*Oh, rats!" said Jesson. ‘ There must

be another exil —that's all there is about it.”
sut although the seniors went over the
loft foot by foot, they found mo other trap-
door and no other means of exit. 1t was
really astonishing, and &tarke and Co. would
have believed themsclves mistaken Lut for
the fact that thc air was heavy with cigarette
smoke. This pioved beyond doubt that
anotlier person had actually been present.
‘* There's only one explanation,’” dsclared
8tarke. ‘“He must have slipped down
thcough the trapdoor during the confusion
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Somcbody kicked your shoulder, Mills; %
must have been the cha)p as le slipped
down."”’

‘ Impossible,”” declared Mills. *“ Frinton

was coming up at that second, and there's
not room for three of us in the opemning—
there was baroly rocm for two. simply
can't understand ft."”

“ Ncither can I,” said Frinton. °* Nobody
came down during that confusion—I can
guarantee that. | was at the foot of the
ladder when you first got in, and I was
on the hdder alter that. ﬁot.hlng eould
possibly have passed me—nothing humauy,
at all events.”

“ Let's--let's get away,” sald Jesson, rather
nervously. “ It's too queer for my liking, 1
can tell you. There couldn't have been any-
body here at all.'” _

*“ 0f course not,” sncered Starke. *' There
was nothing hbiere except a cigarettc—which
smoked itsclf. Or perhaps a ghost was
smoking it, and he vanished as soon as I
struck a match.”

‘“Oh, don’t rot!” gruntcd Wilson. ** ln any
case, it couldn't bave been Nipper, or any
of his gang. The little prigs havo got a
horror of smoking, and regard it &8s some-
thing wicked."’

“1 don't like it,”” sald Starke. * 1 wish I
could find out how the fcllow got away. But,

uite apart from that, I mean to give Teddy

{ Long the hiding of his life.”

‘“ What on carth for?' "asked Frinton.

- *“Didn’t he tell us to come here?’” snapped
Starke. ‘* Didn’t the little fool say that this
was the meeting-place of the Secret Combine?
Why, 1 even gavo him ten bob because 1
thought ho was telling the truth. It was
all a yarn—just to get the monmey out of
mc.!'

‘“It's far more likely that the little idiot
was spoofcd Uy Nipper,”’ said Wilson.
‘“ Nipper's pretty kecen, don't forget, and
Long has got about as much sense as my
right foot. He was simply decoyed here, and
was made to believe thiat this was the head-
quarters of the Combine.”’ .

“O0f course:” growled Jesson sourly.
* We've been tricked—we’ve been sucked in
by the kids oncc more! Instead of the
victory being ours, the victory's theirs. And
all because- Starke was ass enough—-"

‘““Me?”’ roarcd Starke furiously.

‘“ Didp't you tell us to come here?” -

“Yes, but Loug led me to believe—"'

“That’'s what I'm saying!”’ exclaimed
Jesson. ** Long was spoofed, and you were
spoofed : and, if it comes to that. we've all
been spoofed. The Remove will be cackling
over this to-morrow, you mark my words."”

‘“ There's nothing here.”” said Wilson, lcok-
ing round. “ This loft was wvever used as
a meeting-place. The best thing we cun do
is to clear oll. And we'll take it out of
Long -hot!"’ :

“1'li balf skin the little fool!"
Starke. .

The ‘disappointed prefects made their way
down from the loft., regained the road. and
marched savagely back to St. Frank's.

““A  Dbcastly frost, if you Lke!" sald

snarled
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Frinton irritably. *““I'm blessed if I should
come if I'd known!”

‘“ Oh, shut up!”’ snapped Starke fiercely:
__Frinton did shut up, and shortly afterwards
the ill-tempered- Sixth-I'ormers crossed the
Triangle. Jesson and Mills went into the
College House, while the others made . for
the Ancient House.

The time was only just nine, and it wanted
half an hour to bed-time for the Remove.
Starke did not mean to delay matters. When
Teddy Long went to bed that night he would
go to bed c=ore.

Starke was also still puzzled about what
had occurred at the barn. He couldn’t under-
stand how the stranger in the loft bad got
away. And it was, indeed, a bit of an
enigma.

This puzzle, however, was put aside
the moment. In the Sixth-Form passage
ii.t,arke came to a halt and compressed his
ips.

‘““You fellows go along to my study,” he
said - to Wilson and #rinton. *I'll find
Long and bring him ui) here. And you might
gel a new cane out of the cupboard. Long's
going to smart for this!™

Starke strode off, and his first call was
at the junior common-room. Teddy Long
was not there, and the other juniors dis-
played no nmusement when Starke appeared.

This was rather a gcod sign, and Starke

began to hope that the aflair bhad not been
organised by the lemove, after all, But Long
had brought a purely linaginary story, and
the bullying prefect meant to make him
pay.

Starke was furious with himself for having
‘credited the story
satisfaction out of of

Long’'s hide. This,

course, was rather hard upon Teddy, for that

youth had been quite sincere in hib belief.

Starke looked into Study B, which Long
shared with Hubbard, and here he ran his
victim to earth.

»  *“Oh, so you're here, are you?” said Starke
griilnly. * Come to my study, Long; I want
a word with you.” '

** Right you are, Starke,”” said the junior
rcadily. .

_' He followed Starke down the passage with
a jaunty air. Had bhe not been quite so con-
fident, he might have read the danger signal
in the Sixuh-rormer's eye. But the fatuous
Teddy was not brainy cnough to see that
there were breakers ahead.

“1 didn’t think you'd get back quite so
soon, Starke.”” he said, as they turned into
the prefect’s siudy. * Well, wasn't 1 right?
Didn’t you flnd everything exactly as-}
gaid?”

~* Shat
grimly.

Long raised his eyehrows. .

““ No need to bark at me!” he exclaimed.
1 suppose you’vg called me here to hand
out that other halM-sov? Well, 1 can do
with it. I believe in settithg up promptly—
it's the best way!”

* Exactly,” eaid Starke.
_gettle with you at once.”

* Oh, good?!"” -

the door, Long,”

“I'm going to
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** And I'm going to give you more Lthag you
bargained for,”’ added Starke,

Teddy Long nodded.

‘“ Well, that's jolty decent of you,’ he
said. ‘" Not that I'm very eurprised -1
thought you'd be generous, Starke. What's
1t going to be—two quid, after all? 1 think
it's worth it, you know——"

““ No, It’s not going to be two qgid,’”’ inter-
rupted Starke furiously. ‘' It's going to he
the biggest hiding you've ever had in your
lite! You crawling little worm! I'm going

for.

aud bhe would obtainﬂ

said Starke

to half skin you!’

Long started back in alarm.

**You’re—you're joking!" he gaaped.

*“ Hold him!”’ snapped Starke. ** Hold him
tight—and make svre that lie doesn't
squeal.’

Wilson and Frinton obliged, and the now
thoroughly frightened Long was grasped and
held ln a most convenient position across the
study table. He attempted to reoar, bhut
Wilson jammed a cushion against his face.

Starke whistled his cane through the air.

“I'tl teach you to come to me with a
faked-up yarn!”’ he exclaimed savagely. * 1I'll
make you smart, hang you! [ suppose you
thonght you could play about with me as you
liked; but thie'll show you dijfferent!’”

Swish! .

** That's for telling liea!’’ said Starke.

. Swish!

‘* That’'s for cheeking me!l’’

Swish!

I . That's for sending me off on a wild.

aoose chase!” went on Starke, warming to

his- work. ! .
Swish! Swish! Swish!

““ They're for being a young fool generally,”
panted Starke, flinging the cane aside. ‘1
haven’t given you many cots, but they've
been pretty severe. Hold tbe little beast a
minute—I'm going through his pockets.’’
| Teddy Long had been ecaned with grea®
severity. Starke was strong, and he had osed
all his force in administering the swishes.
But Long was unable to howl, He only
gurgled and gasped into the cushion.

Within a few seconds 8Btarke had reeovered
,’his ten-shilling note. The tuck-shop had heen
clcaed, and Long had been unable to ** blue ’
the money.

“ Now you can Kkick hiin out,”” said Starke.

The cushion was removed, and Long
wriggled from the table like an cel.

“Ow-yow ¥’ he reared. *“Obh! T'm half
kililed' Oh! You awful heasts! You caddish
ballies! I'H set the Combine on to you for
this! Yarooh!’”

** Clear!" snarled Starke violently.
. 0Oh, you—you frightful cad!™ shouted
Long, sinking into a chair, and jumping up
again in extreme haste. ** Yow-ow! I'm abso.
lutely raw! I'll report you to Mr. Lee, you
—you thief—"

** Collar him again!’’ snapped Starke, rcach-
in% for the cane. .

ut Teddy Long was not quite so weak aa

he made himself to be. He dived for the
door, wrenched it open, and simply shot cub
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into the passage. The next second he was
fHeeing as tast as his lcgs would carry him,

He was not in a position to understand the
reason for his unexpected hiding —for he bhad
fondly bLelieved that he had supplicd Starke
with correct information. But something had]
gonc wrong, and the result for Teddy had
.been painful—not to say ‘disastrous.

And the sneak of the Jiemove was convinced
of one thing. '

Spying tor Walter Starke was a gamc that
was certainly not worth the candle!

COAPTER VII.
VERY MYSTERIOUS!

'L UFERl—jolly queer!” I exclaimed
thoughtfully.
Starke and hia pals had departed
from the barn, leaving Tregellis-
West, Watson, Pitt, and myself, in sole

possescsion. We had scrambled to the ground,

and gone round ‘to the front of the old
building.

And now we stood at the foot of the
taddcr, and I turned the light of my electric.
torchi upwards.

‘“ Jolly queer!”* I repeated.

**What 187"° asked Watson bluntly.

*“{ should think you oughf to know,” 1
fcplied. * Where did the Mysterious X dis-

appear to? How did he get away?'’ {

“It’s rather amatin’, old fellow,'” gaid Sir
Montic.

* And yet there must te a fairly simple
explanation,'” said Pitt. *‘Let's go up the
- §adder and have a look round. We might be
able to spot something that we couldn't see
from the skylight.*’

We mounted the ladder and arrived in thel

Joft. A very close examination proved that
the only possiblo exit was the single trap-
door In the floot. There was no other opening
of any kind whatever.

** Now, let’s go over exactl

what hap-
pened,” I sid slowly, ** The

yeterious X
was ia this loft, waan’t he?"

! ** He was,’” said Pitt.

: “ We saw him distinctly,” I continued.
** He was here when Starke and Co. arrived.
He was alarmed, and we saw him stand-
ing on the trap-door, 8o that it couldn’'t be

‘“ Then the light went out,”” said Watson.

 Exactly,” I agreed. * Therc was a:'little
confusion then—which isn’t surprising. The
next thing we saw was 8tarke and Co. in the
loft ; but no sign of the Mysterious X. From
what we hcard It seems practically certain
that the fellow didn't squeeze through the
trap-door in -the confusfon—

‘“ But be must have done,”’ sald Watseon.
* Therc'a nothing else to think.”

**1 can't see how it could have been done.’””
I went on. *‘ Anyhow, the Mysterious X
vanished. And there was gomething clse that
was a bit qucer—although I don't know il
you noticed it.” ' '

raised.’’ i

‘““The sudden appearance of Frinton?™
asked Pitt.
“Yes,” [ replicd. “I'm not suggesting
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that Frinton’s appearance is connected with
the bBlysterious X's disappearance, but the
whole thing is a bhit signiticant. That's all 1
can say at the moment.’

“But you think a Jot more—eh?’" sug.
gested Pitt.
** Well, perhaps 1 do,” I admitted. A

good deal might have happened during that
short interval of darkness. The Mysterious
X. for example, could have taken olf his false
beard and mask, and— But it's no good
talking. We don’t know anything for certain,
and cuspicions and guesses are of no parti.
cutar vafue. ‘Let’s buck up and get back.”

‘““1L shouid think so!'" grunted Wat:on,
““JIt's mearly nine."'

He made tor the trap-door, but I pulled him
up.
** What about the sw%..4¢” I exclaimed.
* We might as well take that, my sons.”

“Yes, rather!” agreed Pitt. ‘It might
not-he here in the moruing.””

‘Lt won't be, begad!” said Sir Montie.

It did not take us very long to locate the
loose board. And, having opened it, we dis-
covered the little hags of valuables which had
been deposited there by the Mysterious X.

They all went Into my pockets, and I
nodded with approval.

““It’'s been a jolly successful evening, on
the whole,”” I declared. ‘ We haven't got
the thief, but we’'ve collared his lateat batch
of loot. And we shouldn't have known any-
thing about it but for lLong. So the little

| ass’s spying has been turned to 2 good use,

after all.’”’

Pitt grinned.

“I'd like to see the exprassion on tlic face
of that chap when he cemes to look for his
swag,’” he exclaimed. *‘ But, of coursc, ho
may not come. back at all. He's unsuspicious
at present, but. he may hear something before
the morning.”

‘““ He might come back to-night,” I said.
**That's why we’ve got to rush back to
St. Frank's with all epeced—-"" :

“ St.. Frark's?” interrupted Watson. ‘1
thought you were going to take this stuff to
tlie police-station?™

‘““ Not likely,” I said promptly,

““ But stolen property is quecr stufl to
have. ahout-—""

“ Don't you worry yourself, Tommy.”” I put
in. * Leaye it to Mr. Lece. The guv'nor wi!l
know exactly what to do, and it's quite pos-
sible that he’s heord of a burglary. Any-
how, all these bags are going to be given into
his charge. So let’s hurry up.’’

Two or three minutes later we were
making towards the scherol at the douhle,
and we. arrived in the Triangle a good twenty
minutes before bed-time. We managed to
slip in without being ohserved —neing qiite
experienced in that art--and we went gtraignt,
tf) Sl“d'y Ub )

“You chaps wait here while T go to the
suyv'nor,” I said. * You can ceme alon:,
tuo, if you like—hut I dgn’'t think it's reces-
sar%'. We don't want to all crowd in, do
we?'’

“* Yot g¢o nlone,’”” said Pitt.

I took his adyice, and went., And It way



THE SPY OF

fartunate that I did not delay, for I ran
across Nelson Lee In the passage. He was
attired in readiness for golng out, and he
looked at me curiously.

“I'm afraid I can’t epare you any time
just now, Nipper——'" he began.

“ Yes, you can, sir—you must,” 1 inter-
rupted. -

** Indced?”’

“ It's frightfully important, sir,”” 1 said
earnestly. .

The guv'nor gave me another look, and re-
traced his steps along the passage and
entered his study. 1 followed him, and
closed the door carefully after we had both
got inside. |
~** Do you know anything about a burglary,
or?’’ 1 asked bluntly. .

* Yes,"” he replied—** do you?”

‘ Not for certain, sir,”” I said. ** But 1 do
know that the Mystcrious X has been getting
to work again.”

‘“You are quite right, Nipper,” s2id the
guv'nor. *‘ The Mysterioua X hae made a
somewhat rich haul—in short, he has helped
- himself to a good deal of Mr. Field’s stock
of jewellery. You know Field—"

** Of course I do, sir,”’ 1 said. ** The village
watchmaker. 8o he's becn robbed, eh? What
do you think of this, guv'norv¢”

And I produced from my pockets the
various bags' which 1 had taken from the
hiding-place in the. old loft. Nelson Lee sat
down, removed his hat, and examined bag
after bag. | '

** You have saved me a journey, Nipper,' he
eaid. ‘* All this property belongs to Mr.
Field. I think it s fairly intact, and 1 am
quite sure he will he most delighted to get
the stuff back =0 quickly. I will take it to
him at once, in order to allay his anxiety.’”

I looked rather impatient.

‘“ But you don’t seem a bit surprised, str,”
I exclaimed. ‘ You seem to taRe it as a
matter of course that 1 ehquld come here and
hand you all this stuff. Anad yeét 1 didn't
know a blessed thing about the robbery until
a minute ago.”

‘* Quite amusing, isn‘'t it, Nipper?’ smiled
the guv'nor. ‘' You have saved me a little
trouble, and I am pleased. [ have not heen
watching you this evening, but I think I can
guess where you found these bags.””
~**1 don't think you can, sir,” 1 said.

‘“ But, my dear Nipper, I was hound for (he
nld harn e¢ven when you stopped me,” caid
Neleon Lee coolly. ** Yon found tlis groperty
in the loft—am I rigldt?”

I stared.

** How—how the dickens did you know?™ 1
asked wonderingly. |

‘“1 didn’t know—] simply gueassed,” amiled
Nclson Lee. ‘' Needless to say. Nipper, 1 had
a certain amount of information at my dis-
posal. 1 have not been altogether idle during
the last week or two, and the Mysterious
X will not be operating in this district much
longer. This robhery at Mr. Field’s is prob-
ably the last he will indulge in.”’

‘1 suppose you've been watching thel

felJow?'? I asked. = ° , o
“'Well, 1 have been on the alert, and I have
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scen certain things,” admttted the guv'ner.
‘“ Accordingly, 1 promised Mr. Field that his
property would soon be :eturned to him—
and 1 ﬁave that promire becausec I had o
pretty kcen idejy where 1 could lay hands
upon the atuff.”” =

‘“ And you were going to fetch it now? ' I

lexclaimed. '* Well, it beats me, sir. 1 thought

1 should give you a big surprise ever this.
Perhaps 1 shall even yet. ]'ve seen the Mye.
terious X this cvening—1 saw bhim pack all
this Jewellery into a recees in the wall.”

And 1 told the guv'nor cxaetly what had
occurred, even telling him about the visit of
Starke and Co.

‘“* What I can’t make out is how the filiow
vanished,”” I continued. ‘' But It does acem
a bit queer that Frinton should appear—

‘“Don’'t get ahsurd ideas into your heod,
Nipper,”’ interjected the guv'nor. * Toe
Mysterious X did not vanish into thin air -
you may bc sure of that. And plcase do not
question me now.”

‘“ Why not, e&r?’’

‘“ Because I am pressed for time- and more
particularly because I am afraid yeou wili
receive no answers,” replied Nelson Lee
calmly. ‘* Have a little more paticnce, young
‘'un, and the whole truth will socn be known,
I have been conducting iny inquiries patiently
and unobtrusively. Apd 1 think my efforts
wil! bear fruit in a very few days' time.”’

There was really nothing further for me to
say, 8o 1 took my departure, and went back

to Study C. :
** Well?'"" asked three voiccas.
I grunted. - :
“It's no good trying to surprice the

guvenor,” 1 said disgustedly. ** He actually
told me where we found that swag--before 1
could tell him! He was actually going to
fetch it himself!"?

Reginald Pitt grinned:

‘“ Mr. Lee is pretty wideawake,”” he said.
“ I'Il bet he knows who the Mysterious X is,
and all the rest of it. He's simply waiting
bis chance to apring—thnat's all. We sball
know the truth before kng.'

‘“ Well, P’im not going to worry my hecad
about it any longer,”’ | said, yawning *° Let's
be eatisfled that Mr. Fivld h'a got I
property back, and that the thief has heen
dished. As for Starke and Co.—well, they've
been dished, too !}’

Pitt nodded.

‘* Starke engaged Long to spy on us,”’ he
said. ‘' The whole thing falled, and Lougz
will be sore for a week, judging by what I can
héar. The bullies are helpless, and cverythinyg
in the garden s lovely. Our campaign :s
going ahead rippingly——'*

‘* But we mustn't he too confldent,”” 1
broke in. ‘' There’s all the meore reason for us
to be eautious. Starke has shown that he
is determined to root out our secrets—aud
he do jt, too. il we’re not wideawake."’

The r burst eopen and Teddy Long
crawled in.

‘“I—I've been half killed!” he groancd.
' Look here, Nipper, it's up to you to do
gomething? The Secret Cowbine vught to
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get ho!'d or Starke and birch him until he
an't stand!”

““ But what for?™ I asked. .

“ Becayse he’s been bullying me,”’ groancd

Lonz. * Isn't that enough?”

1 shook my head.

** Starke basn‘t been . bullying you,” 1
replied. * You've hdad a thrashing, my son—

a thrashing that you thoroughly deserved.”’

‘* What?* cd Teddy.
“JIf Starkegmﬁned himself to that sort of
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thing, we shonldn't mind,” T went on. * But
you accepted bribes to betray .the Remove.
Buzz off, you little worm! You haven't
received half you deserve!’ _

“1 think we’d better bump bhim—just for
luck ! suzgocsted Pitt reflectively.

But Teddy Lonrg had vanished. And he had

learnt the lesson that it didn't pay to be a

traitor to his Form. Some other fellows were
destined to learn that lesson, too, before
many days had passed!

THE END.
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READ THIS FIRET.
4LAN CARNE is a youny Brilisher captured by the Ger during the Aghiwng R German
EBagt Africa. e is kept a prisoner in a lutle camp far in the north-west wher the news
of Germany's defeal comes lo his caplors. Mul of rage, they preiend (o (ive hin Ais
Jreedom, and cast hun out alone, withowt &d. in the African jungle, Rnownny that e must
either slarve or be killed by seme wid st. Bravely Uic lad scts out. Befors ke Aas
a7 he is surprized lo Jootsteps coming along the trail behind him, It is

WART. a Hotleval servan. of the Germans. He Rhas brought food, and 4lan is ylwt cf
his company. Ths next morring they fAind the northward trail of u safari, with whwh
they eventually conic up, and Alan makes the acgquaintance of Duwck 8eldy. They swap
yurne, when they are suddenly interruplted by a wice coming frum ¢ swump. On
tnrestigating, they find a man on (Re point of dying. Hae is able, houever, (v tell his slory.
His name i8 John Hammond, the mun whom, by a strange coincidencs, Dick 18 geekiny.
He tells them of @ mysterious calley, and they <e¢t out 1o scek 8. One afternoon @ huck
messcugér comes. 6 tells them that if they do not immediately mareh (o the soulh, As
master, a white man, will wipe them out. They indignantly teldd the black to clear out. In
the evening their camp is stormed by a party of warlike Bajangas. 4 fierce fight rayes, bud
tho white men’s mark:manekip prerails.

(Now read on.)

‘“ Here they are, Selby! Be ready!”

The Bajanygas were wcturning. In silence,
save for the mutlted patter of fect, they

e ——

JAN

ATTACKED BY LIONS. ‘
HE enemy would have lost maore

heavily but for the poor aim of the
Wakambas and Swahilis, one of whom
had been kflled and three slightly
wounded. Rembo strutted about, as proud
a8 a peacock, boasting loudly of his courage.

* Wah! Wah! | am a greap warrior!
be exclaimed. °* Did you »see how well |
fought, Bhagwan? Those black dogs could
pot stand against me!”

** They will return,”’ Dick told him. ** They
baven't had enough of it yet!”

The gap in the hedge having beoen closed,
frech cartridges were distributed and the
vigil was rcsumed. For half an hour therc
was not a eound from the forest. The lads,
seated by their Jooplioles, had scarcely
uttered a word. .

‘“80 you're down in the mouth, too, are
you?’’ said Dick, aftcr a long pause. _

* I'm not feeling very. cheerful, I'll adnit,’
Alan assented. .

" You think we’re going to be wiped ont,
Carne?” ‘

*“I'm afraid we are.
a8 chance.”

" Well, that’s what 1 think myseif. Those
blackies have learmed something, and thcey
won’'t play the same game again. When they
come
gareba in a mass amd-tmash clean tirrough it,
and be on top of 08 Bcfore we lan—-"!

We bhaven't much of

‘form, and

ack they'll rush straight up te thel

glided out from the thickets, the pale gluow
of the moon lighting up their weapons and
faces. They paused for o moment ina a body
at the verge of the open, thuir limbs quiver-
ing for a dash to the attaock. Dick leveilvd
his rifle and drew a bead.

“1'm going to plug that big fcllow in
front,”’ he said nervonsly. *'1 don't like his
looks. He reminds me of a back nXger in
New York who used to—-"°

** Good lieavens, look!"’ Intcrrupted Alan,
in a hoarse whisper,

* Where, Carne? Where?”

‘“ Over there to the left! Do you see?’’

AD amazing and  uhexpected thiug was
about to happen. From the black shaduw of
the trees to one side alunk a buge, tawny
other and dJdimmer formas were
visible behing it.

* A lion!” muttered Dich. By QGeorge,
the fearivsaness of yhe brute’*’

Not onc lon, but five! A pack of them.
hungering for human fesh, and as bold am!
ventorcasome as if they had been stalking.
derd of gagede. What followed was swilt wod
ghastly. For a brief instant the five ruighty
breasts crouehed, switohing their tails; and
then, with a chorua of dcafening roars, they
leapt upon the stupeticd warrices, who had
st perceived their peril. Thers was a
writhing whirl of black figures and yetow.
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Horrid crunching and snarling blended with
ehricks of terror and anguish,

Ouly for a few scconds. In mod panie the
B.:jangas took to their heels, plunging back
into the forest. Aud the pack of lions, each
with the lilnp body of a warrior in its jaws,
bounded off ip the direction from which they
had come. The rapid flocundering of feet and
the exultant roara of the animals chbed
gradually to silence. And vow the eafarl
mwen, who had witnessed the daring raid, and
had been gazing spellbound, burst into loud
chcering.

““ Great 8cott, what a sight it was!” ex-
cluimed Dick. * Those lions have saved ue,
Corne!”

“ Yea, I belicve they have,”” Alan declared.
“ The Bajangas are making tracks for their
camp, and tney won't stop until they get
thore.””

The Hight of the encmy was a vast rclief
to all. he Swahilis danced about the enclo-
sure, and the Wakambae raised their voices
in a joyous song of victory. Krom a distance
rang a blood-cnedling found. It was the
dying wall of one of the victims of the
Liona.

“ Bhagwan, there will be no more fight-
ing,"' said the headman. *‘Is it not so?”

** There won't be any more to-night, at any
rate,” Dick replicd. ‘ If the savages return
it will be by daylight. On thc other hand,
they may clear out of the neighbourhood for
good. Do you think they will, Carnet”

1 doubt it,”” Alan answered. ‘I rather
think that whitc man will send them to
attack us agala. But perhaps not. We'll let
Jau go on a scout to their camp in the morn-
ing, scc (I they ‘aro still therc.”’

Whether or not there would be another
attack, thcre was no danger to be fearea
during the hours of darkness. The weapons
having been reloaded and a couple of sentries
put on guard, the rest of the party stretched
thcemselves on the ground.

All wero soon in heavy slumber, except
Alan, who had much on hls mind. He .lay
awake for arf hour or so before drowsainess
overpowered him, and he had not been long
asleep when ho was roused by a tug at his
arm. It was the little Hottentot who had

disturbed him. He sat up, looking about him-

in confusion.

“What Is tt, Jan?” he asked Iloudly.
* What's wrong?'’

His voice rouscd his companions, and they
eprang to their feet, rubbing their eyes. Some
ot the natives snatched their rifles and peercd
through tho loopholes.

‘ Baans, [ can samell sald the
Hottentot.

‘*You have a kecn scent,” Alan replied.
“JIt is tho smoke of thc camp-fires of the
Bajangae.”

** No, baans, there is much smoke. It Is
not on.z wood that is burning. It Is grass
and——

**1 can emell it myself,”” Dick broke In
uneasily. °** Thero must be a lot of it.”

They could all smell it now—a pingent,
acrld odour tbut was keen in thcir nostrila.

emoke,"’

mmmw
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The course of the wind had changed. A stift
brecze had sprung up, and was blowing from
the north. Jan snitted, and nodded gravely
to-Alan.

**1 may be able to eee what this means,
baas,’”’ he said. : .

Squeezing through the hedge, he ran to a
tall tree that was a few yards to the south
of the camp. He climbed to the bushy top
of it, and, when he bad remained there for
a brief time, perched on a swaying bough,
be rapidly descended and hurried back.

*“Therc is a big fire, baas!"’ he gasped,
pointing to the north. * From the tree 1
could gce the light of it shining! It is very
big! The flames are far to one side and
fur to the other! And they are coming this
way, baas!”

* Good heavens, It Is the work of those
devilish Bajangas!" exclaimed Dick. * That
white sconndrel has put it into their hcads!
Knowing tha? the wind is towards us, they
have started fires along a wide stretch, with
fhe intention of burning us to death! And
that's what will happen! I don’t see how
we can escape! The whole country is as dry
as tinder, even the grass in the opcen spaces!””

There could be no doubt that the young
American was right. Above the sound of the
hrevze an ominous crackling and roaring
could be faintly heard, and over the crests
ol the trees to the northward a pale, red
glow was npow quivering. The forcset extended
for mMes in cvery direction, and beneath tho
thick timber was a maze of parched wunder-
growth that would burn like matchwood and
feed the conflagration in its devouring conrse
—scrub apd grass and vegetation. KRembo
quaked with terror, and the Swrhilis and
Wakambas were panic-stricken.

‘““ Baas, what are we to do?’’ asked the
Hottentot. *‘ I we stay here we will perish.’

" There is only one thing for it,’” said Alan,
turning to Dick. * Let us strike to the west
along the line of the fire, and try to get

ajsé. it or around it. 1 believe we can,

y.u

‘* By Geoprge, that’s not a bad idea!" cried
Dick. * 1'm glad you thought of it! 1 guess
there’s a chance for us, and a good one! But
we'll have to hurry! Come along, Carne!
Girab your loads, you fellows! And stop
snivelling, Rembo, or we’'ll leave you behind!”

Not an instant was wasted. With alacrity
the porters and gun-bearers burdened them-
selves with weapons, boxes, and other lug-
gage. A gap was torn in the zareba, and the
whole party, the two lads leading the way,
with Jan at their heels, swarmed down from
the hill and across the open stretch. They
dived Into it, and settled to a rapid pace.
They could now hear more distinctly, to the
right of them, the ominous, crackling roar
of the burning scrub.

“ It sounds much nearer than It was!” de.
clared Dick, as he took his compass from his
pocxzet. ‘‘ I say, Carne, hadn’t we better push
to the s2outh-west?"’

*“ That would be foolish,”” Alan replied.
"“We would have farther to go to escape

(Continued cn p. iii of Cover.) :
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from the flames. No; it will be best for us
to hold due west, and race with the fire
until we've got' beyond it. I think we can do
it, Selby,”” he added. ** It isn’t likely that the
forest is burning on a front of more than a
mile at the most.”’

THE RACE WITH THE FLAMES.

N tne ecxtent of the conflagration that

the Bajangas had so fiendishly

started, and on the rapidity with

which it was travelling, depemded the

lives of the two lads and their companions.

From the first their chances were precarieus,

and as they held to their course the prospects

grew ‘more discouraging. Fanned by the

strong breeze that was blowing, fed by the

dry vegetation in its path, the fire swept

nearer and nearer from the north, with a

strident, steady roar that swiftly increased in
volume.

Yet the fugitives dared not swerve from
‘their course, which was parallel with the
line of the flames, lest they should lose what
slim opportunity they had of turning the
flank of the stretch of the forest that was
burning.- - '

Presently they.could not have done so had
they wished, for when they had gone for
half a mile, with the fire raging to the right
of them, they perceived by the glimmer of
the moon that ou their left was a low range
of sheer cliffs which they ¢ould not possibly
have scaled. They now found themselves on
a trail that had beep beaten through the
undergrowth. The Hottentot studied it, and
rcad the signs that it jndicated to him.

‘* Baas, it has been trodden by animals,™
he said eagerly, '*and many have passed not
long ago. I think it will lead us to water—to
a river or to a big pool.” '

I hopec s0,”’ Alan. replied. * We'll stick
to it.”?

As he spoke,-there was a startled exclama-
tion from Rembo, caused by the sight of a
rhinoceros that had just lumbered out of the
cover on the north. It plunged at the cliffs,
swerved from them, and trotted ahead of the
safari.
more beasts appcared, large and small, of
various species.
from the forest by the march of the conflagra-
tion.

“ Don't shoot at them!”' bade DPick. ** They
won't hurt us!”’ '

There was nothing tn be feared from even

thre most ferocious of the animals, whose sole
impulse was to escape from the threatening
peril. Faster and faster they poured from

the tangled jungle and streamed along the

beaten trail. They were mad with fright,
and paid no attention to the human beings,
who, seceing that there was no danger, paid
no heed to them.:

It was a wonderful spectacle. Lions and
leopards, hyenas and jackals, went hounding
westward, eome of them so close that the
men of the safari could almost have touched
hooféd quadrupeds came a bunch of rhino-
oceresew;, a brace of giraffes, and a herd of

They were in flight, drivén

THE HOUSE IN THE JUNGLE

+
|

Heavy crashing was heard, and soon |
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buffalo. And there were reptiles as well.
Cobras and pufl-adders, pythons aand bva-
constrictors, writhed and hisced in the grasa
and scrub, as indifferent to the band of
human fuyitives as were the savage beasts.

Mcanwhile, the filre advanced with leaps
and strides, crackling and spluttering and
roaring. The forest to the north was aglow
with crimson patches, and now and again a
tree crashed to earth. The heat grew intense,
and smoke and sparks drifted overhead. Pos
sibly it was instinct that was guiding the
animals. There might be a stream or a pool
not far off, or open shelter from the devour-
ing flames. If not, the lads and their com-
panions muost perish. They could not endure
much more of thie.

“1'm afraid it's all up with us.” =aid Alan.
‘** Those devils have got us in a death-trap.'’’

“I'm afraid so,”” Dick assented. ‘' If omly
we could climb to the top of thosc cliffs,
Carne!”

Panting for breath, with perspiration
streaming from their bodies, the porters
and gun-bcarers staggered under their bur-
dens. They were inclined to drop them, and
Dick, who was dctermined not to lose any of
his precious luggage while a ray of hope was
left, slipped back to the rear of them, and
sputred them to fresh etlorts.

“ Don’t throw anything down!"’ he shouted.
“Get on with vou, men! Faster! Faster!
There 1is still a chance for us! Stick to your
loads, and keep up your courage'”

_In front of tbe natives puehcd A\'an and
Jan, calling cncouragingly to the frightened
beadman, who was close¢ behind them.

It was an awful ordeal, and it grew worse.
The heat was scorching, and it was difficult
to breathe, so dense was the air with the
billowing smoke. The fire had caten its way
very near. A short distance within the forest
tengues of flame were darting from the
thickets. and licking the vjnes that buag
from the boughs of the trees. Dick, still in
the rear shepherding his men, was on the
point of giving the order to abandon the
luggage. Bub now, when the situation was
most critical, scemingly hopeless, a f{aint
sound of splashing was heard.

‘“ Baas, baas, it is water!"’ exclaimed the
Hottentot.

“ Ay, truly it is!"” declared Rembo. * We
are near to it, Bhagwan! Very near!”
Alan’s heart throbbed with joy. He put

his hands to his mouth and shouted loudly
to Dick, who hastcned forward to the bead
of the column. As fast as they could. with
the splashing noise ringing in their ears, tbe
little party pressed on along the trail. And
when they had held to their flight for a few
more yards, gasping and choking, fighting
despecrately against failing strength, they
came suddenly to the crest of a low bank,
and saw beyond them a broad river that was
bathed ‘in the red light of the ftames.

To the right the forest was blazing furl-
ously, and on their left, to the south, the
terrified animals that had been driven from
the cover were struggling in a seething horde,

(Continued overieaf.)
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in panic and confusion, along the margin of
the stream.

“ We're saved! eried Dick. ¢ Saved, thank
heaven! And in the nick ol time, Carne! It
would have been the end of all of us iIf we
had had to go any farther!” SN

Fagerly, their, faticue forgotten, the lads
and Jan slid to the bottom of the bapk and
plunzed into the cool water. And the natives
follof%ed them, jostling one another in therr

hi 1~to ‘and still clinging to their loaris.
»Wah! .Wah! RBhagwan, this is zood!”
pmtod Lembo . “The witcheraft of the

"D

Bajangas has not killed us!

The river was about a hundred yards in
width,” with sand-bars in the middle cf it,
and a’jungie on” the opposite shore. It was
probably a tributary of the Bana, as it flowed
from south to north. Its tide was turbid and
swollen, - indicating . that there had been a
heavy storm of rain in some locality to the
scuth. ~ Above and below the water flowed
smoothly, and appeared to he of considerable
depth; but where the fugitives had emerged
from the forest, straight in front of them the
current brawled in cascades and rivulets over

boulders and ledges, and was obviously
shallow. L Y -
The fire had now reached the barrier of

clitfs, which did not_check it. While the little
party stood waist-deep in an eddying pool,
slaking their thirst with their hands, the
wind-blown flamés caught the parched vegeta-
tion-on the summit of the rocks, and swept
rapidly southward on their devouring course.
- Dick called attention to this,

* Do you see that?'” he said. It means
that we can't ¢o either north or south on
ihis side of the river.” L ' .
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“ No, certainly we can't,”” Alan assented.
l *The ground will be hot and smouldering for
days."”

** And there are the Bajangas to be thought
of, Carnc. They may believe that we have
heen burnt to death—I hope they will—or
thcy may not. Anyway, we must get as far

from them as we can, and try to cover our

trail,;”so they can't pursuc us if they suspceced
that we have c¢scaped.”

“Well, we'll have to cross the strmm
Alan “said - dubiously,twith' "a glance at the
swollen tide. * * There's ‘nothing else for it.”
2 No, I cuess there’ isn't,” Dick replied.
““ And the sooner we start the better. We’'ll
travel through the rest of the night, and
afterwards we’'ll work round to the north-
west until we come to the Bana River, which
we ought to reach in five or six days.”

It was a risky venture, but therc was no
alternative. .The lads went ﬁrst, with Jan
and the headman; and the -"Swahilis and
Wakambas followed, making a3 much noise a3
they could to fn"htcn crocodlles and hippo-
potlml

Slowly and carefully, now submcreed to
their knees, and now to above their waists,
they © threaded the rapids, scrambling
amongst boulders and ledges. They had got
half-way across the stream without mishap,
when Dick slipped, and the next instant,
hefore he could recover himself, he was
carried off his feet by the boiling current,
and whirled headleng into deep, swift water.
He sank fo. a moment, and rose to the sur-
face, calling luctll_v, for help as he tricd to
swin. RN S

(To be continued.)
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